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5 STEPS TO RAISING AN INDEPENDENT AND RESPONSIBLE CHILD  
 

 Teaching your child to become responsible and independent is a process as large 

as your imagination will allow. The following principles, all proven effective with 

behavioral problems from sibling rivalry to procrastination to homework resistance, will 

get you started.  

 

Actively Listen to Your Child 
 The first step in resolving problems is allowing children to explain their thoughts 

and feelings—and acknowledging what you hear. Children with cause to doubt you are 

really listening will retaliate by refusing to listen to you.  

 Acknowledgement (after you allow the child to finish what he is saying) means 

clarifying what you heard: “You seem really upset because you feel that your sister isn’t 

being very considerate of your privacy. Is that correct?” When he confirms it is, you can 

add, “I understand, because I also need and value privacy.” Then you can go on to 

explore the immediate complaint and what to do about it, without having to take sides or 

take over solving the problem. 

 

Affirm Your Child, Verbally and Regularly 
 It comes naturally to most parents to remind their children what they should or 

shouldn’t be doing. But the bigger impact comes when you notice, and verbally 

recognize, times when they do the right thing without being reminded. Remember also to 

tell them regularly that you love them and care about their feelings. And affirm them to 

other adults in their presence—even easily-embarrassed teenagers secretly love to hear 

you bragging about their achievements and talents. The simple phrase “I am proud of 

you/him” can work magic in family relationships. 

 

Let Your Children Help You Solve Problems 
 While young children need help understanding rules and recognizing limits, 

they’re normally ready by age five to begin participating in the process. Ask your child 

for input: “Son, I need your help. Every night we go through this business about who 

does what clearing the dishes. I’m afraid I can’t solve this problem by myself any more 

than I can do all the work myself.” Anyone personally affected by an issue has a right to 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/five-steps-to-raising-an-independent-and-responsible-child/
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validate his sense of ownership by participating in the resolution. Rather than trying to 

dictate to him, take advantage of teachable moments to encourage cooperation and help 

him internalize problem-solving techniques. 

 

Empower Your Children to Share Equal Input 
 Other ways to involve children in problem-solving: 

• Schedule a family meeting where everyone can participate in clarifying the 

problem and finding a solution.  

• Make sure everyone has a chance to suggest solutions.  

• Follow the classic brainstorming technique of writing down every idea, no matter 

how outrageous it seems at first glance. Getting everything into tangible form 

makes it easier to see hidden possibilities in any suggestion, and it also validates 

the problem-solving process—and everyone’s value as a contributor—in your 

children’s eyes.  

• If you’ve been in the habit of doing all the problem-solving yourself, don’t be 

surprised if you encounter resistance at first. Your children may need time to 

develop full trust that, finally, grownups are actually listening to them. Plus, 

thinking about problems is a skill and a responsibility that requires learning—it’s 

easier to take an “if you really loved me you’d just clear the path the way I want 

it” attitude—and it can be initially overwhelming to participate in problem-

solving. 

 

Let Children Face the Consequences of Their Actions (or Non-Actions) 
 However much you want to rescue your children from the consequences of losing 

a toy or getting behind on their homework, letting them learn the hard way is a gift to 

both them and you. You didn’t rush to carry your toddler every time she staggered while 

learning to walk. Why feel obligated to replace the ball your seven-year-old dropped 

down a sewer—or to find a job for your eighteen-year-old?  

 

 Above all else, involve children in family decisions whenever possible. By 

mastering the basics of responsibility early on, they’ll be fully prepared when grown to 

help out in the family—and to be effective participants in the larger world. 
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TOP THINGS TO REMEMBER ABOUT TEACHING CHILDREN 
TO BE RESPECTFUL 

 

 Being respectful—not just of authority figures, but of peers, subordinates, the 

smaller-and-weaker, and oneself—is among the most valuable lessons anyone can learn. 

Give your children a priceless gift by teaching them this skill early on. Here’s how: 

 

Set an Example 
• Treat your children with respect—not, of course, the fawning “anything you say, 

sir” type, but the basic acknowledgment of human dignity that’s demonstrated by 

giving your full attention when others are speaking, acknowledging their feelings 

and opinions, not belittling opinions different from your own, and apologizing 

when you’ve hurt or inconvenienced someone else. 

• Let children see you demonstrating respect to service people, authority figures, 

your peers, and their peers. Remember that demonstrating respect includes not 

complaining about people behind their backs. 

• Demonstrate respect for yourself as well. If you’re constantly muttering that you 

“should have done better” or “look a mess,” your kids will pick up the habit of 

expecting the impossible from themselves and others. 

 

Emphasize the Platinum Rule 
 You’ve probably heard of the Golden Rule, “Do unto others as you would have 

them do unto you.” The Platinum Rule goes a step further by emphasizing attention to 

individuals and their preferences: “Do unto others as they would have done unto them.” 

Address Tom Smith as “Mr. Smith” if that’s what he wants, even if you’d rather be on a 

first-name basis. Don’t slap touch-averse peers on the back just because that feels natural 

to you. Valuing the feelings and emotional needs of others is the first ingredient in the 

recipe of respect.  

 

Explain the Principle of Empathy 
 When we pass judgment on others and attribute their actions to malice or 

stupidity, we deny them human worth and dignity. Show your children how to give others 

the benefit of the doubt and to assume everyone is doing the best they know how. (Of 

course you shouldn’t trust every stranger who speaks to you, but grumbling for twenty 

minutes about some “jerk’s” passing remark is another matter altogether.) Emphasize 

always looking for the good in others. 

 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/top-5-tips-to-remember-when-teaching-your-child-to-be-respectful/
https://shadyoakprimary.com/top-5-tips-to-remember-when-teaching-your-child-to-be-respectful/
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Teach Listening Skills 
 Everyone needs to know how to actively listen to others, understand what others 

are really trying to communicate, and clarify meaning so others know they have in fact 

been heard. Besides teaching children not to interrupt, make sure that they (and you!) 

understand that paying full attention to others will reduce interruptions on both sides. 

 

Know the Rules of Good Manners 
 Learning standard etiquette can actually be fun: you can even turn the 

stereotypical “what fork to use” question into a game. More important than memorizing 

every nuance of etiquette rules is understanding the principle behind them: to 

demonstrate respect for others by treating them with courtesy and civility. Stressing good 

manners and a pleasing personality will help your children be happier and more 

confident, as well as allowing them to develop stronger relationships with others. 

 

 In conclusion, never forget your own example. By modeling respect for others, 

including your children, you become a living testimony to the importance of respect. 

Remember also to commend your children—and be specific about what you observe—

when you see them demonstrating respectful behavior. By reinforcing this value when 

they are young, you are teaching lessons that will serve them well for life. 
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THE LANGUAGE OF MISBEHAVIOR 
 

 First published in 1964, the classic child-psychology book Children: The 

Challenge (by Rudolf Dreikurs with Vicki Soltz) set forth the theory that discouragement 

is at the root of most children’s misbehavior, and manifests in four primary ways. Like all 

negative behavior, kids’ “acting up” achieves something they want, and it pays to look for 

that negative goal as a first step toward replacing inappropriate behaviors with 

appropriate ones. Check the following four descriptions of misbehaving kids (based on 

the Challenge categories), and consider which best matches, in your child’s “problem” 

behavior and how you the parent feel as a result, the situation in your family. 

 

The Attention Seeker 
 Cause: Child has low self-esteem and feels that “I only belong/have value when I 

am being noticed and served.” If your attention is on another person or task for a few 

minutes, the child worries that you have forgotten he exists.  

 Symptoms: Constantly interrupting or distracting adults. Specific behavior ranges 

from politely requesting favors to destructive “acting up.”  

 Typical Parental Reactions: Annoyance, rushed compliance with requests, 

nagging child to change behavior. This approach temporarily stops the misbehavior—but 

only temporarily, and it does nothing to address the real issue.  

 Suggested Alternatives: Ignore attention-seeking misbehavior completely (close 

a door between you if necessary). Watch for, and give positive attention to, more positive 

behavior. Encourage children to try new things and develop their own interests. 

 

The Power Seeker 
 Cause: Child lacks confidence in his own power to influence anything or anyone 

in a positive direction. Tries to compensate by living by the attitude, “I have significance 

only when I am in control, only when I am the boss.” 

 Symptoms: Classic “rebel” behavior; child seems determined to prove no adult 

can make him do anything, not by persuasion nor by punishment. Tantrums, active 

resistance to requests. 

 Typical Parental Reactions: Anger, “I’ll show him” thoughts, increased 

attempts to assert authority. Or, alternatively, giving in just to keep the peace (which 

often precedes an “I’m in charge here” reaction after the situation continues to escalate). 

This approach provokes increased rebelliousness on the child’s part, leading to active 

defiance, passive-aggressive behavior, or “submitting” with a conspicuous display of 

resentment.  

 Suggested Alternatives: Remove the reward by removing yourself from the 

scene of conflict. When the child is calmer, look for positive achievements to 

compliment. Help him identify his natural strengths to shift his goals toward a positive 

expression of power. 

 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/understanding-the-language-of-misbehavior-what-your-child-is-really-trying-to-tell-you/
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The Revenge Seeker 
 Cause: Child feels chronically hurt and unlovable, fights back by living as if “My 

only significance lies in hurting others as I feel hurt.”  

 Symptoms: Seems to delight in the pain of others. While the power seeker is 

temporarily satisfied to have the other party capitulate, to the revenge seeker victory is 

achieved only when the other party breaks down completely.  

 Typical Parental Reactions: Urge to retaliate, to not only show the child who’s 

boss but to return hurt for hurt. This approach triggers even more intense revenge-seeking 

and misbehavior from the child.  

 Suggested Alternatives: Understand that your child is not evil, but in great pain 

and need of encouragement. While restraining destructive behavior, seek every 

opportunity to show her she is loved unconditionally. Consider getting professional help 

for the family. 

 

The Quitter 
 Cause: Child has lost all hope for achieving significance through positive or 

negative behavior, decides that, “My only place lies in convincing others not to expect 

anything from me.”  

 Symptoms: Shows no effort or initiative. Takes action only under incessant adult 

prodding, and even then does a halfhearted, sloppy job.  

 Typical Parental Reactions: Despair, “she’s hopeless” thoughts, wanting to give 

up and just let the child exist rather than live. This approach effectively agrees with the 

child that the situation is irredeemable; hence, the child continues indefinitely in 

passivity. 

 Suggested Alternatives: Stop any and all forms of criticism. Encourage any 

positive effort, even the smallest. Focus on the child’s assets and potential. Above all, 

keep going and don’t further handicap your child by pitying her helplessness. 

 

 By paying close attention to your own feelings when your children misbehave, 

you will pick up clues to what they really need. Your job is then to show them a more 

appropriate way to meet that need, hence helping them overcome discouragement. 

Change your behavior to change their behavior. 
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I BREATHE, THEREFORE I DESERVE: ENDING THE ENTITLEMENT 
EPIDEMIC 
 

 What ever happened to appreciation, gratitude, and the common phrase “thank 

you”? If you’re among those adults who feel something has to be done about children 

seeing instant gratification as their due, start from a point of empathy rather than 

antagonism. Unappreciative kids are not happy kids. It is miserable to be always wanting 

more, never enjoying what you have, seeing every day’s cup as half empty. There’s no 

discouragement like having your happiness depend exclusively upon others’ actions and 

behaviors. 

 At heart, every child wants to succeed. They also want to please their parents. 

Even when your kids treat you like their worst enemy, deep down they still consider you 

the most important person in their world. Your job is to give them what they really want, 

not the instant gratification they demand on the surface. Fortunately for all, what they 

really want is what they really need. 

 Here’s my basic toolbox for reducing entitlement and increasing real success: 

 

Tool #1: Goal Setting 
 The common acronym for effective goal setting is SMART: make goals Specific, 

Measurable, Action-oriented, Relevant (or Realistic), and Time-specific. Teach your 

children to set goals according to their deep passions and to evaluate goals by the 

SMART formula. Explain the importance of putting goals in writing (for many, it works 

especially well to write them out anew by hand every morning, increasing focus on what 

is important to the goal-setter). This approach is extremely effective in successfully 

accomplishing goals: and success breeds success as well as personal empowerment. 

When a child starts to personally make things happen, taking responsibility for their 

behavior follows naturally. 

 

Tool #2: Satisfying Emotional Needs 
 We all live aware of our physical needs such as shelter, food, and water. But we 

also have psychological needs that need to be met daily. 

 The first is love—not simply romantic love, but the need for belonging that is 

with us from infancy. Are you providing your children with a loving family, surrounding 

them every day with care, attention, and empathy? You can’t substitute expensive toys or 

a high-rent home: meaningful love comes only through person-to-person commitment of 

time and energy. 

 Another basic psychological need is power—not the “I’m in charge of the world” 

version, but a sense of personal competence and the ability to make things happen. Kids 

need to feel good about what they do and to have their skills acknowledged every day. 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/i-breathe-therefore-i-deserve-ending-the-entitlementitis-epidemic
https://shadyoakprimary.com/i-breathe-therefore-i-deserve-ending-the-entitlementitis-epidemic
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 Need #3: fun. Kids are naturally good at this, but it’s most meaningful when 

shared regularly with family members of all ages. Fun involves pleasure, enjoyment, 

learning, laughter, and a renewal of personal energy. While many adults let their sense of 

play wither, our children really need to see us having fun: if being grown up is dull and 

gloomy, why would they want to get there? Look for ways to enjoy yourself in front of 

and with your kids. 

 The final ingredient in the recipe for emotional satisfaction: freedom. Kids need 

opportunities to choose their own means for seeking love, empowerment, and fun.  

 I encourage your family to review a mental checklist at the end of each day: Did 

my basic psychological needs get met? How—or why not? What can I do differently 

tomorrow? This helps empower our children to take ownership of their circumstances. 

 

Tool #3: Positive Self-Talk 
 One of the best methods for empowering our self-talk is to make a habit of 

actively feeding it daily affirmations: 

• I am lovable. 

• I am capable. 

• I am special. 

• I can persevere through any difficulty. 

• I am a force for good in the world. 

  

 When we think such positive thoughts, we are best equipped on every level to 

deal with anything life throws our way.  

 

Tool #4: Gratitude 
 I encourage every member of your family to keep a gratitude journal. At the end 

of each day, recall and write down at least five things you are grateful for. The magic of a 

grateful heart is truly your biggest ally in the fight to end the entitlement epidemic. 
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5 WAYS TO TEACH CHILDREN THE VALUE OF CONTRIBUTION 
 

 Operating what I call a “cooperative household” is the best way to ensure that 

your children learn appreciation, responsibility, and ways to take ownership of their 

environment. When everyone in the family contributes, incredible things start to happen.  

 There are children who feel that they have no share in their home or the family 

possessions: all these things belong to their parents, not to them. Since they have no share 

in the property, these kids have no vested interest in protecting it. Have you ever seen the 

aftermath of an everyone’s-invited teenage party with no adults in sight? If you don’t 

want your house to ever look like that, get an early start on teaching your children respect 

and a sense of ownership for communal property. 

 My top tip for raising responsible young adults who watch out for your and their 

property: give them regular opportunities to help out with regular home maintenance and 

chores. My Top 5 list for how to do that: 

1. Consider each child’s age and experience. Don’t simply divide up the chores 

arbitrarily.  

2. Don’t just hand a first-timer a broom and tell him to sweep up. Always start a 

new-chore assignment by demonstrating what is expected and clarifying that your 

child understands (ask him to repeat your instructions in his own words). 

3. Use step-by-step lists to describe the how-to-do-it process. As a reminder, write 

down the steps (or draw them into a diagram for younger children) and post the 

list in a handy location until the procedure becomes automatic. 

4. Don’t make a big deal over whether every little part of the process is done exactly 

the way you’d do it. The worst thing you can do—unless your goal is to 

undermine your child’s ability to learn, her self-confidence, and the whole point 

of cultivating a shared sense of responsibility—is to hang over someone’s 

shoulder nagging them to “no, don’t hold the dust cloth that way.” Or to get 

impatient and snatch the cloth away to do it yourself. 

5. Make sure to encourage, compliment, and congratulate the achievement of each 

new task—without any “You missed a spot” comments. If you really want to 

encourage, reward your child in a way he finds personally meaningful, from a 

special snack to a warm hug.  

 

 This five-step program can change the dynamics of your household in less than 

two weeks. Make the decision to begin and follow the list above—the results will amaze 

you! 

  

https://shadyoakprimary.com/5-steps-to-raising-responsible-adults-through-contributions/
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WORKING "ON," NOT "IN," YOUR LIFE 
 

 If you’ve ever worked with a business coach, you’ve probably heard the mantra, 

“To be successful you need to stop working in your business and start working on your 

business.” Whether or not you’ve ever owned a business, I suggest you apply that 

principle to the rest of your life.  

 How many of us just go through the motions each day? How many of us “never 

have time” to plan, discover, and reflect? How many of us are squashing our creativity 

because we think we are too busy to paint, sculpt, or draw? How many of us are 

compromising our health because fast food seems like the best meal approach in our fast-

paced days? 

 What sort of example are you setting for your children, in the way you live your 

life? 

 If you don’t like your answer to that question, the best first step to changing is to 

carve out thirty to forty-five minutes each day, just for you. Not just to pamper yourself 

or be free of interruptions, but to focus on what is important to you and what you are 

doing to achieve it. If you aren’t sure—you’re no different from a lot of people. Luckily, 

everyone’s central mission and purpose in life is a permanent part of their essential 

selves: it may wither from neglect, but it never dies or becomes completely lost. 

 The time to rediscover your mission—the time to begin living with a sense of 

purpose that reduces stress and increases success, the time to set a clear direction toward 

an identifiable end result, the time to correct your course and fly toward your personal 

best destination—is now.  

 Once you have identified your definite purpose, you will be amazed at the endless 

opportunities that appear to facilitate your mission. Being aware of what you want allows 

you to recognize specific things you need to do. So take a fresh look at your schedule and 

block off some “you” time, right now. You and your loved ones deserve the benefits of 

your becoming the best you you can be! 

  

https://shadyoakprimary.com/working-on-not-in-your-life/
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RAISING COMPASSIONATE CHILDREN 
 

 Anyone who watches TV news—or spends time on social media, or works in 

customer service, or drives during rush hour—might be inclined to say we live in the Age 

of Anger. Everywhere we look, someone seems to be screaming insults, turning crimson, 

or threatening if not actually committing violence. All of which are rooted in the idea that 

we’re more important than anyone else, and we should be able to force others to agree or 

back down. 

 Widespread as it is, that idea causes nothing but misery. How can we counter such 

examples and teach our children compassion, empathy, and kindness? 

• We can model the kinds of behavior we expect, toward our children and everyone 

else. This means keeping a respectful tone of voice even in the face of rudeness; 

asking politely rather than hurling demands; and never implying that someone 

lacks basic intelligence or integrity. But there’s even more to modeling 

compassionate behavior; our whole way of life feeds our attitude toward others. 

Does our everyday conversation imply that “getting ahead” is what matters? Are 

we wearing ourselves out with “doing,” depleting ourselves into exhaustion that 

manifests in irritability? Are we too hard on ourselves, moaning constantly about 

never getting anything “right” (i. e., perfect)? Only those who guard their own 

spiritual energy are capable of empathy toward others. 

• We can exercise patience. Young children are actually our best teachers—both 

persistence and “taking it easy” come naturally to them. If your three-year-old is 

struggling to get his jacket zipper started, don’t jump in to do it for him. If your 

four-year-old stops to admire a ladybug or lizard before getting into the car, take 

time to join her in appreciating life’s little beauties. (If you’re really running too 

late to lose five minutes, it’s time to reconsider the “have-to-dos” in your life.) Be 

patient with kids’ growing-up speed, also; don’t demand adult-level competence 

and efficiency while they’re still in elementary school. 

• We can listen to our kids. This ties in with patience and respect. Really listening 

means putting down whatever else we’re doing and looking them in the eye; 

waiting for them to finish sentences; and making a genuine effort to comprehend 

the message and the feelings behind it. It also means acknowledging that even the 

smallest children (and other people we consider uninformed) have individual 

insights—and may have valuable things to teach us. 

• We can emphasize and model resilience, that invaluable ability to bounce back 

from disappointment. Resilient people are more empathetic because they aren’t 

controlled by fear or impatience and by the resulting defensiveness. Basic 

resilience strategies include believing in oneself; cultivating a spiritually rooted 

outlook; and taking time for refreshment. 

 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/raising-compassionate-children/
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 No matter how many public figures model selfishness, it’s us our children look to 

for their primary values. If we ourselves become examples of compassion, our children 

have a head start on bringing more of that essential element into the world. 
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 THE BASICS OF FINANCIAL LITERACY 
 

 Financial irresponsibility runs as rampant as advertising. If you want your 

children to avoid the habit of reaching for the credit card whenever something glitters, the 

first two rules are: 

1. Set a good example in your own spending; and 

2. Make it the exception, not the rule, to buy on request. 

  

 That’s only the beginning, though. Any child old enough for an allowance is old 

enough to learn sensible budgeting. Teach them these key principles: 

  

• Identify your income. Typical kids’ income comprises allowance; payment for 

regular and odd jobs; and money gifts. Show your children how to track and plan 

for these over the course of each month or year. 

• Know your expenses. Few kids have to budget for utilities and taxes; few under 

high school age have clothing or auto expenses. But children of all ages like 

having regular funds for regular treats. The time to require them to use their own 

income, and make it clear that once that’s spent it’s gone, is as early as possible. 

Don’t be swayed into shelling out “advances” for “one little” candy bar; it may 

seem like the easy way to defuse tension, but once the habit takes root, you’re 

setting yourself up for a harder time when the kids’ tastes advance to concert 

tickets and spa treatments. 

• Watch your spending. Experience is the most effective way of learning not to 

throw away money on impulse purchases; so don’t bother lecturing on the 

“sensible path” when kids blow their early allowances at the dollar store. They’ll 

realize soon enough that some things deserve better than post-binge dregs from 

yesterday’s allowance. Do take opportunities—outside shopping hours—to help 

them consider what they’d really like to have, and why, and how quickly they can 

accumulate funds for those things. 

• Save for emergencies and long-term expenses. By age eight at least, children 

should have savings accounts, and be personally making weekly or monthly 

deposits under parental supervision. At the beginning, show them how to count 

out funds for the deposit. Later, encourage them to commit to an amount they’d 

like to save, then hand them the full allowance and let them set aside the savings 

portion themselves. You may need a bit of early firmness when they want to 

spend everything “just this once” or to make impulse withdrawals, but soon 

they’ll develop the habit of having regular deposits ready on schedule. 

• Look for ways to increase income and decrease expenses. If your children still 

feel they don’t have enough money, encourage them to brainstorm ways to earn 

more. Don’t just hire them for your extra chores; they need to learn that most 

employers aren’t swayed toward leniency by family ties. Show grade-schoolers 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/the-basics-of-financial-literacy/
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how to take the initiative of personally suggesting jobs they might take off 

neighbors’ hands. Older teenagers should be encouraged to make time for salaried 

jobs, with allowances kept low enough to provide incentive. 

 

 Still, even high-income adults commit thoughtless overspending. A $2 daily 

coffee doesn’t seem worth counting, until you consider that “daily” adds up to over $700 

a year, and the value of a car in ten years. Show kids how cutting small expenses leads to 

big rewards. 

 As does general financial literacy. 
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FINANCIAL LITERACY 201 
 

 If trained early in basic financial principles (budgeting, saving, and sensible 

spending), and especially if allowed to open and deposit in their own savings accounts, 

children should be ready by age eight or nine to learn that banks do more than hold 

money until you need it. Granted, it’ll be several years before the kids can use checking 

accounts, let alone credit cards; but by grasping the concepts early on, they’ll be better 

prepared to handle things responsibly when the time comes—and to follow changes that 

occur in the interim.  

 Paper checks are rarer these days, but it’s still useful to know the procedure: 

1. If not using a pre-printed personal check, write in your name and address. (Lines 

for written information are labeled, data-field-style.) 

2. Write in the name of the person or business receiving payment. 

3. Write in the date. 

4. Write in the amount paid, in numerical form ($16.52). 

5. Write the amount again, this time in standard spelled-out format (Sixteen and 

52/100 dollars). 

6. (If desired) Add a 1–3-word note, or an account-paid number, indicating the 

check’s purpose. 

7. Sign the check. 

 

 Numbers at the bottom of preprinted checks indicate, respectively, routing 

number to identify the financial institution; account number; and individual check 

number. 

 Bank cards may be credit, ATM, debit, or check, though most accounts now issue 

a single card for the last three categories. Credit cards are the oldest type, and the riskiest, 

as every purchase constitutes a high-interest bank loan. Use them thoughtlessly, and you 

may spend fifteen years getting out of debt. If you keep a couple of cards for emergency 

or convenience, know all the fees linked to each account, and (however high your official 

limit) never let total charges exceed what you can pay off in a month or two. (If you have 

a legitimate expense requiring a bigger loan, you’ll save on interest by arranging a 

different loan type with your bank or creditor.) 

 ATM (Automatic Teller Machine) cards are inserted as identification when 

withdrawing cash from a bank account via the robot tellers stationed outside banks and in 

public venues. The issuing bank sets minimum/maximum withdrawals and (for machines 

not owned by the bank) transaction fees. Users need a 4-digit (usually) PIN, or Personal 

Identification Number, to enter into the machine as proof that the person inserting the 

card has legitimate right to use it. 

 Debit cards are used in lieu of checks for retail and service purchases. Like 

checks, they limit purchase value to funds available in the issuing account. (Cash 
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withdrawals are frequently available with the transaction.) Most sales outlets require a 

PIN, and often other identification, to confirm the card’s ownership. 

 Check cards are, effectively, debit cards that function like credit cards, and are 

quickly replacing the former for general use. Backed by major credit card companies, 

check cards can be used for account-withdrawal purchases at almost any outlet, unlike 

traditional debit cards that were often restricted to places familiar with the issuing bank. 

Check cards, like credit cards, use signatures rather than PINs for user identification 

(though some places now forego even the signature). 

 Emphasize to youngsters that checks and cards are to be used wisely and 

according to budget—just as with cash. 
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FINANCIAL LITERACY 301 
 

 By the time children are in their teens—and, hopefully, familiar with budgeting 

and savings—they should be ready to learn more advanced financial concepts. Then 

again, many adults (perhaps even you) still regard interest and credit scores as a foreign 

language. Here’s a refresher course: 

 

Key Terms 
 Cash flow: balance between income and spending. Healthy cash flow means 

reserving ample income to meet all likely expenses. 

 Compound interest: a savings- or investment-account approach that pays interest 

both on money deposited by the account owner and on interest earned on that original 

amount. For example, if you open a savings account with $500 and don’t touch it for five 

years, with a simple-interest rate you might gain about $125 during that time, for a total 

of $625. Compound interest, calculated on that $125, could raise the total another $10. 

 Credit: a person’s ability to make purchases under the expectation of paying the 

actual monetary value later, with interest. This includes loans made by financial 

institutions for major purchases, or to businesses for expenses required toward growth 

plans. 

 Credit history: a person’s or business’s complete record of paying (or not paying) 

credit debts. 

 Credit rating: an estimate of a person’s likelihood to pay back a loan, based on 

credit history, payment history, outstanding debt, and types of credit used and requested. 

A credit rating is used by financial institutions in deciding whether to grant loans. 

 Credit report: a compiled record of loans and payments that sums up a credit 

history. 

 Credit score: a number based on a credit rating. A score of 780 or higher is 

“excellent”; those who score below 620 are considered bad risks for lenders. 

 Fixed expenses: expenses that take a set amount of funds every month and change 

only occasionally. These include rent, insurance premiums, and (relevant for kids) club 

dues and regular special events. 

 Flexible expenses: expenses that vary in exact amount from month to month, 

including groceries, auto maintenance, and medical bills. 

 Interest: extra fees assessed during loan repayment, in addition to the original 

amount borrowed; usually calculated according to a percentage of the amount still owed. 

Interest also means “bonus” money added to saving accounts, calculated according to 

total value in the account and how long it is kept there. 

 Rule of 72: the formula 72 / interest rate = years to double your money. A 6 

percent interest rate would double the initial investment in 12 years (72/6 = 12), assuming 

no withdrawals or deposits. 

 Simple interest: interest calculated only according to the amounts deposited by the 
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account owner. (See also “compound interest,” above.) 

 

To Maximize Your Finances: 
• Make withdrawals from interest-bearing accounts only when absolutely 

necessary. 

• Choose the highest-interest savings accounts, and make deposits regularly. 

• Use credit only for important major purchases. 

• Limit credit accounts to three at a time. 

• Whenever possible, repay loans in full before the official due date. 

• Keep your credit score up; pay all your bills on time. 

• Learn to calculate compound interest. (The U. S. Securities and Exchange 

Commission provides one calculator at 

https://www.investor.gov/tools/calculators/compound-interest-calculator.) 

• Use the rule of 72 to plan your financial goals (if you have a double-the-money-

in-8-years goal, look for a 9 percent interest rate—72/8 = 9). 
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BUILDING SOFT SKILLS AT HOME 
 

 Schoolwork is essential for preparing children and teens for adulthood, but formal 

education alone is not enough. Children and teens also need to master soft skills, or 

“people skills,” to ensure success in their jobs and in their relationships with others. In 

fact, 77 percent of employers consider soft skills at least as valuable as those skills 

directly related to specific tasks and job titles. 

 Learning soft skills can be more difficult for children and young people with 

special needs. If your family is working with the school system to design an 

Individualized Education Program (IEP) for your child, make sure that soft skills are 

included among the goals. There is also much parents can do directly, whether or not 

their own kids have special needs. 

 

What Are Soft Skills? 
 Soft skills can be difficult to categorize. A ten-year effort by the National 

Association for Literacy, conducted during the 1990s in collaboration with the 

Commission on Achieving Necessary Skills (SCANS), administered by the U.S. 

Secretary of Labor and the Equipped for Future Framework (EFF), resulted in four major 

categories of soft skills: communication skills, interpersonal skills, decision making skills 

and lifelong learning skills. These critical soft skills also count as transferable skills—

skills that can be applied to nearly any job or occupation. 

 

How Parents Can Help 
 Efforts to build soft skills should begin while children are young. Preschool-aged 

children can be taught the importance of sharing and taking turns. Older children can be 

given daily dictionary exercises to help build vocabulary skills. Teenagers can be 

encouraged to volunteer to mow an elderly neighbor’s lawn. Older teens should be 

required to save money from part-time jobs or their allowances to purchase concert 

tickets and other items they want, rather than expecting parents to purchase everything 

for them. 

 Children of all ages can learn from examples set by parents. Parents can model 

active listening for their children—by paying close attention to another speaker, repeating 

what is being said, and asking questions. Parents should also allow children to observe 

interactions where differences are resolved constructively, such as returning a damaged 

item. 

 The combination of classroom skills, and soft skills training at home, helps ensure 

that children grow up well equipped to deal with college and the workplace. 
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DEADLINES AND MILESTONES 
 

 Mediocre achievers look to others to set deadlines and goals for them. Star 

achievers are experts at implementing their own deadlines and achieving their own 

milestones. 

 

Deadlines: Handle with Care 
 To be fair to those who hate deadlines, most people handle them poorly: the near-

universal tendency is to underestimate the time things will take. Even with a deadline that 

obviously should be easy to meet, most people figure, “I have plenty of time for that,” 

and delay starting until the deadline becomes painfully tight. 

 So when creating deadlines for children—or yourself—consider not only the time 

the whole project “should” take, but every individual step along the way, plus the 

likelihood of unforeseen circumstances slowing things up. It’s a very common mistake to 

allow just enough time for the best-case scenario, which happens maybe one time in ten. 

Here are some other things to remember—and share with your kids—about deadlines: 

1. No matter how far in the future the deadline lies, do something the day the project 

is assigned. Even just writing into your calendar “make a full schedule” or “place 

a library hold on the books I’ll need” helps get momentum going while the idea is 

fresh; longer waits invariably mean harder starts. 

2. Always break a project into to-do steps early on, and schedule the steps 

separately. This not only allows for more effective work overall, but gives you a 

clearer picture of the time you’ll really need. 

3. Find some way to make progress every day or week. Again, it doesn’t matter how 

long you’ve still got; the final result is best when you keep momentum up the 

whole way. 

4. Think of the deadline as a friend, not an enemy. It’s not there to taunt you with 

the impossibility of getting things done, but to help ensure they do get done. 

 

Milestones 
 Any deadline more than two weeks ahead deserves acknowledgment of key 

milestones along the way. It doesn’t matter how you celebrate—a piece of chocolate, a 

walk in the park, lunch with friends, a self-congratulations on social media—so long as 

you feel adequately rewarded to keep progress moving. 

 A few notes about milestones: 

• Keep the reward proportional to the achievement. If you treat yourself to a five-

star dinner when you’ve found all the research material you need, everything 

else—including completion of the full project—will become an anticlimax. 

• Share your joy with friends and other contacts. Their congratulations will provide 

additional momentum. 
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• Never neglect a milestone because “I haven’t accomplished that much yet.” The 

final goal would be nothing without its parts. 

 

 Follow these hints, and your goals will start coming to fruition with remarkable 

speed! 
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THE FINAL STAGE OF BACK-TO-SCHOOL PREPARATIONS: DO 
YOUR KIDS HAVE EVERYTHING THEY NEED? 

 

 If you have kids starting a new school year, chances are the district has provided a 

list of essential items. Pens and pencils. Notebooks. Loose-leaf paper. Rulers. Art 

materials. Locker locks. Perhaps school uniforms and equipment for extracurricular 

activities. And probably some things that were never on your back-to-school shopping 

lists: flash drives, computer-friendly headphones, hand sanitizer. 

 Even “free” public education puts a dent in the family budget. And besides trying 

to convince the impressionable generation their lives won’t end if they’re seen with 

inexpensive-but-practical alternatives to the best-known brands, you’ll probably have 

some arguments with yourself over whether those prominently displayed lunch containers 

and individual pencil sharpeners will really prove their worth in “field testing.” On the 

bright side, this age of portable multi-app telephones means you can probably skip the 

calculators and paper reference books. 

 There are, however, a few important back-to-school items that are frequently 

overlooked even by conscientious parents and educators. (Not all of them are sold by 

Target.) 

 

Belt/Backpack Clips or Fanny Packs 
 Wearing a house key around the neck is out of fashion (partly because 

troublemakers found it easier to spot the kids who were going to be home alone), so 

especially if your students’ clothes lack roomy pockets, they’ll need a way to keep small 

essential items from sliding to the bottom of (or completely out of) a backpack. 

 

Identifying Labels 
 In case anything does get lost completely, it’s a good idea to mark items with a 

name and phone number (preferably not a home or e-mail address, for security reasons). 

If you use the family surname and household number, you can even make an item serve 

hand-me-down duty through multiple users. Do give your children input when choosing 

and placing labels: if a kid finds a label babyish or ugly, things may start to get lost 

accidentally-on-purpose. 

 

Practical, Durable Clothes 
 Of course you don’t have to buy your kids everything “everybody else” is 

wearing, but admit it—even you wouldn’t go out in clothes that stuck out too radically or 

were obviously chosen for hand-me-down convenience. And even where “shabby” is 

“in,” no one wants cheap clothes that literally come apart without warning. Even if your 

school has official uniforms and your budget is limited, I’d suggest giving every kid in 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/the-final-stage-of-back-to-school-preparations-do-your-kids-have-everything-they-need/
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your family at least one smart new wearable item to start the year in—it helps them feel 

special. 

 

A Healthy Self-Image 
 This no-money-required item may save you a fortune in “trendy” clothes and 

gadgets; children who are confident in their personal value don’t need to “prove” it to 

anyone through exterior trimmings. Know your kids’ positive assets and natural talents, 

and encourage them to develop these attributes through daily use. Don’t focus on what 

they achieve thereof, but on the satisfaction of learning and of challenging themselves to 

reach new heights. 

 

Your Unconditional Support 
 Never let your children doubt that, whatever they achieve or don’t achieve in 

school and whatever anyone else says, you’ll always find them lovable and capable and 

someone to be proud of. 
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WHAT “DO YOUR BEST” REALLY MEANS 
 

 Parents: besides applying the following principles to your own life, use them to 

generate healthy expectations in regard to your children.  

 “Always do your best” is a fine principle to live by, except for the people who 

equate it with “strive till you burst.” There are few happy perfectionists in this world—

worse, there are hundreds of thousands of perfectionists ruining their health with stress-

fueled hypertension, sinking into major depression, or drowning their despair 

with addictive chemicals.   

 What does it mean to do your best in the healthy sense?  

  

1. It means understanding and living according to your unique individual 
purpose. 
 Just as healthy eating depends less on absolute calories consumed than on 

consuming the right foods, the extent to which we feel overworked depends less on 

absolute hours or specific tasks, and more on how worthwhile we consider the work. 

When we truly believe in what we’re doing—when our to-do lists are based not on what 

society or our bosses/teachers/parents say is worthwhile, but on what our own souls know 

we were made for—we are free to operate without energy-draining negative 

thoughts, and to end each day’s work feeling joyfully satisfied rather than fatigued and 

inadequate.  

  

2. It means achieving a healthy balance between work and rest. 
 Not only getting adequate sleep every night, not only putting aside all work 

during weekends and vacations, but taking regular breaks throughout ordinary work days. 

Make a habit of going for short walks or doing deep-breathing exercises, or just gazing 

out the window, for ten minutes every hour. Take your full lunch break—away from your 

desk—every day. And do everything you can to eliminate rush and multitasking from 

your life: counterintuitive as it seems, the more constantly you work, the fewer 

worthwhile things ultimately get done. (Consider nonstop striving the equivalent of being 

“too busy” to sharpen the proverbial saw or get your car’s oil changed.) 

  

3. It means distributing your energy expenditure in ways appropriate to a 
situation. 
 “Going all out” may work for a hundred-yard dash, but a marathon requires more 

moderate speed. The same principle applies to goals in every aspect of life: if you attack 

five-year goals with an intensity that implies you have five days to achieve them, you’ll 

burn out on the goal before five weeks have passed.    

  

4. It means accepting that neither you nor your work can be perfect. 
 If “best” meant “flawless beyond room for improvement,” the whole concept of 

growing and developing would be meaningless, for society as well as individuals. 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/copy-of-when-youre-away-from-your-kids-2/
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Truthfully, the idea of reaching a point where everything is “finished” and we can enjoy 

indefinite free time is vastly overrated: boredom in retirement kills as many people 

prematurely as does overwork. If you can enjoy doing your (current) best every day while 

looking forward to doing even better tomorrow, you’ve learned one of life’s great secrets 

of happiness. And you will be able to not only do, but be, your best!  
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4 SECRETS OF ENCOURAGING YOUR KIDS TO BE SELF-RELIANT 
 

 One common mistake in contemporary society is “protecting” kids from 

disappointment by sparing them all struggle—and then grumbling that they leave us with 

all the work. It’s been going on long enough that some of today’s “sandwich generation” 

parents are caught in a triple-whammy situation: forced to learn basic tasks for the first 

time as adults; finding that their parents can no longer do everything for them and in fact 

need their assistance; and getting no help from their own kids whom they’re raising in the 

same “no responsibility required” way they were raised. To say that the situation makes 

no one very happy is an understatement. 

 Spread a little happiness in your family by nurturing early self-reliance: 

 

1. Know that self-reliant kids are happier kids. 
 Take a close look at the instant-gratification-obsessed crowd making themselves 

miserable with whining, impatient, what’s-in-it-for-me attitudes. The more they get on 

demand, the unhappier they are, because they never know the joy of achieving a hard-

won goal. 

 We’d be less inclined to worry about temporary “failure” hurting our children’s 

self-esteem if we looked beyond the immediate tears of frustration and remembered their 

toddler years, when they couldn’t yet conceive of a struggle-free life and were more 

ready to protest outside “help” than accept it. You didn’t think learning to walk was 

“asking too much” of them: why should learning to clear the table or run errands be any 

different? 

 

2. Let them make their own decisions whenever possible. 
 Not decisions to shun all duty because “I don’t feel like it right now”—but 

decisions about when (at what age) they’re ready to try specific tasks, how jobs are best 

tackled, and what type of work (DIY/intellectual/putting things in order) should be their 

principal focus in life. The tendency to do everything for small children often morphs, 

first, into micromanaging tweens and teens, then into demanding the “right” to choose 

careers and life plans for young adults. Ultimately, the now-grown children are left 

alienated or stunted or both. 

 

3. Remember your children aren’t just yours—they’re also their own people. 
 Most tendencies to overprotect or over-pamper children are rooted in the tendency 

to see them as little more than our own creations and achievements. Concentrate on 

appreciating them as the unique individuals (with separate minds and skills) that they are, 

and you’ll all be happier in the long run. Appreciate yourself as an individual, too—

instead of trying to achieve vicariously through your children, set them an example of 

never considering it “too late” to have great goals and become all you were made to be. 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/4-secrets-to-encouraging-your-kids-to-be-self-reliant/
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4. Focus on the positive. 
 Any version of “You can do better” is usually heard as “You didn’t do it well 

enough,” and, eventually, as “You never do anything well enough.” Why should children 

bother with self-reliance if they’re already convinced any hope for “success” is futile? 

 

 Bonus hint: praise effort (and pleasure taken in effort), not just results. It’s effort, 

after all, that really counts: great achievements (including self-reliant lives) are built on 

foundations of trial and error. 
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WHEN A COMPLIMENT IS A BAD THING 
 

 Viewed through doting-parent lenses, your kids are the most beautiful, talented 

specimens of humanity to ever grace their age group. And it’s fine to tell them so—with 

discretion. Unrestricted praise tends to have either of two detrimental effects: 

1. The kids develop delusions of entitlement and learn to scorn any idea of trying 

harder or improving. This is a particular risk if you’re too quick to offer sympathy 

when the rest of the world isn’t as appreciative as you. When your kindergartner 

comes home complaining that the teacher said he draws crooked lines, before you 

become indignant on his behalf, consider whether the teacher’s high standards are 

that unreasonable. What would you think of the picture if anyone besides your 

“baby” had drawn it? Was the teacher really being harsh, or could she have 

wanted to encourage your child to do better? If your sympathy becomes 

immediate fuel for more teacher-bashing, your child may learn to defensively 

reject all future suggestions for improvement. 

2. The steady diet of “you’re just perfect” actually leads to the child’s developing an 

inferiority complex. Sooner or later, she’ll learn through her own observations 

that others draw more public admiration and do more effective work. Then she 

may start to interpret your praise as poor judgment or even mockery. Even if she’s 

doing well by objective standards, if you fail to acknowledge effort and room for 

improvement she may develop a dread of disappointing you by showing any 

flaws. 

 

 So if you want your children to appreciate themselves as they are and still 

continue to improve (and enjoy the process of improvement), what’s the best approach to 

compliments? 

 

Offer Plenty of Unconditional Love 
 It’s important that children know you accept them, not for what they can do or 

how well they behave, but simply because they’re yours. Tell them that. And assure them 

that no matter how badly they screw up, they can always come to you for support. (You 

needn’t save them from every consequence; they just want to know you won’t reject them 

for even a major mistake.) 

 

 

Be Specific 
 “I love that color combination you picked out” or “The man you drew here looks 

particularly realistic” rings truer than the more generic “Great job!” (One caveat: If 

you’re transitioning to specific after a long period of generic, lead in with “Great job” the 

first several times, or compliments on the man may trigger worries about “What’s wrong 

with the rest of the picture?”) 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/when-a-compliment-is-a-bad-thing/
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Praise Effort at Least as Much as Results 
Stopping at “That’s a beautiful piece of work” (even if it is) could give a child the idea 

that success should come easily. Besides, everyone likes to be acknowledged for a hard 

job well done. And even if the result is less than stellar, you can still deliver sincere 

compliments for the courage to try something new, the perseverance to finish it, and the 

willingness to put forth a best effort. A child raised on that sort of compliment will grow 

up to be the sort of hard worker who naturally attracts compliments not just from doting 

relatives, but from the larger world. 
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6 WAYS TO GET YOUR KIDS LOOKING FORWARD TO GOING BACK 
TO SCHOOL 
 

 Even kids who are bored with having “nothing to do” over summer vacation often 

dread returning to the grind and performance expectations of the schoolroom. 

Fortunately, there are things parents can do to help replace some of the dread with 

pleasant anticipation. 

 

1. Touch Bases with Old Friends 
 If your children have favorite classmates they’ve been out of touch with during 

the summer, send those classmates emails or even snail-mail letters about how you’re 

looking forward to getting back together. Reminisce about last year’s good times and 

suggest things to do together during the new school year. You might even create a round-

robin letter (“Add a few lines and forward this to the next person on the list”), or host a 

get-reacquainted party the week before classes start. 

 

2. Have Some Fun with Back-to-School Shopping 
 Include at least a few things on your “supplies” list that your kids really enjoy 

shopping for, whether new clothes, fancy binders, or cute key ring attachments. Let the 

kids choose the specific items themselves (you can even slip in a math lesson by giving 

them an official budget). Have lunch at a special restaurant as part of this outing. 

 

3. Play a “Find Your School” Game 
 If the school your kids will be attending is within walking distance, let them draw 

and decorate a map of the route—or experiment with walking some alternate routes. If 

they’ll be going by bus or car, take a ride there together (perhaps even by public-

transportation bus) and have an en-route scavenger hunt to spot red buildings, cat 

pictures, or anything else you like. These games are fun even if the kids are going to the 

same school for the sixth year in a row, as there are always new things to find in familiar 

places. 

 

4. Put a “School” Theme Into Everyday Eating 
 You can: 

1. Choose new foods to pack into school lunches 

2. Scan the school-cafeteria menu for interesting-sounding dishes, and Google their 

names for recipes to make at home 

3. Make a salad or cake in the image of something from your school 

5. Make a Trivia Game with a School Theme 
 Include questions that will refresh your kids’ memories about academic things 

they’ll need to know in the new school year—but also include questions about schools 

and education in general, plus a few “just for fun” items (“Why do pencils have erasers 
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on one end? … They couldn’t have erasers on both ends: that would be pointless!”). 

 

6. Have Your Own Recess or Field Trip 
 Play your kids’ favorite recess games together every day, for a week or two 

before school opens. Or visit the scene of their favorite field trip from last year—or, to 

build even more anticipation, some place where they’ll be taking a field trip in the 

coming year! 
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ARE THE KIDS READY FOR A PET? 
 

 Most children love animals. However, getting them one of their own can generate 

a surprising amount of controversy. (The following table represents opposing opinions, 

not necessarily straight facts.) 

THE PROS OF PET OWNERSHIP THE CONS OF PET OWNERSHIP 

Teaches responsibility Kids have all the fun, parents do all the 

work 

Gives children a living creature to feel 

close to and trade unconditional love with 

Young children mistreat animals and/or 

lose interest once the novelty wears off 

Pet owners are physically and mentally 

healthier 

Animals are expensive to keep and 

destructive of property; they may also 

injure children 

 

 So who’s right? Better, what’s right—for your family? 

 

What Kind of Pet? 
 

 Getting an “exotic” or “fad” animal is nearly always a bad idea. Horses and 

chickens don’t fit well into apartment complexes. Naturally wild species become restless 

and unpredictable when kept in suburban homes—not to mention how much space that 

cute little baby alligator will take up in a couple of years. And animals bought just 

because “everybody’s getting one” are more likely to be treated as toys rather than as 

living creatures with needs and sensitivities. 

 Even many traditional pets may not belong in your home or family. If you live in 

an apartment, remember that tiny puppy will likely get as big as its Great Dane mother. If 

you relocate frequently, consider that some species (and breeds) cope badly with constant 

transition. And if your children are too young to handle small things gently, a full-grown 

cat might cope better than a fragile kitten. 

 

What Can Reasonably Be Expected of Human Family Members? 
 If the new pet will belong to the whole family, the whole family should share 

responsibility for feeding it and cleaning up after it. Even preschoolers can pour out a 

dish of dry cat food. Hold a family meeting, in advance of bringing the animal home, to 

assign specific duties—with accountability for sticking to them for the long term. 

 Besides your children’s ages and maturity levels, consider: 

1. Their records of responsibly handling schoolwork and chores 

2. Their ability to learn new skills and cope with the unexpected 

3. Their level of respect for living things 

 

Does Everyone Understand What Will Be Involved? 
 Even tween-age kids can let the anticipated joys of owning a dog, rabbit, or pet 
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donkey get in the way of appreciating the expense and responsibility involved. You don’t 

want to be the parent who says “yes, providing you take care of it” and then ends up 

doing all the work because it’s “easier” than always reminding the kids. It’ll be easier to 

avoid that trap if everyone, including you, is clear in advance on what will be required. 

 Know what’s required outside the home as well. Even if you owned three beagles 

yourself as a child, veterinary knowledge and zoning laws change, and you can’t always 

assume you know how it’s done. Do careful advance research as a family before making 

the final decision. 

 Then you’ll be free to enjoy, as a family, all the advantages of sharing your home 

with a companion animal! 
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GIVING YOUR KIDS A VOICE IN FAMILY DECISIONS 
 

 Whether or not you believe in the occasional “Because I said so,” any child old 

enough to express opinions deserves to have those opinions at least considered. No one 

who will be affected by what’s served for dinner, what car you buy, or where the family 

goes on vacation should be denied some input into the decision. 

 That’s not to say you should make separate main courses for everyone, or serve 

chili dogs and ice cream every night because that’s the kids’ favorite menu. But if you 

presume to tell them everything, down to how their rooms should be decorated and what 

they should wear, don’t be surprised when one or more of the following problems 

become chronic in your household: 

1. Active rebellion: The kids whine about boredom through every outing, refuse to 

eat your carefully planned menus, and argue about going to bed until it’s past 

your bedtime. 

2. Passive-aggressiveness: The bedroom you painstakingly decorated is a shambles 

within a week. 

3. Total loss of self-confidence: Your kids never try anything new and are crushed at 

the tiniest correction. 

 

 The parent who usurps all aspects of decision-making sends the message, “I don’t 

trust you to get anything right,” and kids react either with resentment or by concluding 

they really don’t know anything. 

 The best approaches to allowing your kids a say in family decisions are: 

 

Respect Them and Their Opinions 
 Don’t ask verbally for their input and then listen with half an ear, already having 

decided what you’re going to do. Even small children can sense your real attitude. 

Besides, if you don’t listen to them, you’ll never realize the levels of insight young minds 

are capable of. 

  

With Younger Children, Offer a Limited Number of Options 
 If you just ask, “What should we have for lunch?” you have only yourself to 

blame if your three-year-old replies “Candy!” and cries when you explain that’s not an 

option. Phrasing it as, “Would you like this healthy main course or that one?” not only 

eliminates such risks while still letting the child feel she has a voice, it ensures she won’t 

become overwhelmed by the volume of possibilities. 

  

Take Them Shopping—With Discretion 
 Small children aren’t going to be interested in hearing out a salesperson’s 

description of the technical features of a car or television. When picking out a family 
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gadget, bring along an extra adult or babysitter to keep the kids entertained (or take them 

down the street for a hot chocolate) before or after checking their reactions to the 

options.    

  

Let Them Help With the Work 
 Don’t just ask what they’d like for dinner: allow them an active role in preparing 

it. Don’t just ask where they’d like to go on vacation: let them help apportion the budget 

and shop for supplies. When personally invested in the results, kids are less likely to 

whine or balk. 

 

Thank Them When They’ve Helped You Make a Decision 
 And if they opened your mind to possibilities you wouldn’t have thought of, by 

all means say so. Your kids are pretty smart—don’t let them, or yourself, forget it! 
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AGREEING TO DISAGREE: GOOD IDEA OR BAD? 
 

 “I guess we’ll just have to agree to disagree” is a phrase commonly heard when an 

argument reaches impasse. It’s certainly better than holding grudges, or dragging out a 

fight indefinitely. But is “agreeing to disagree” a legitimate acknowledgment of 

legitimate differences of opinion? Or is it a cop-out to avoid the work of seeking a true 

win-win situation? 

 Every difference of opinion has to be settled on its own merits, and it often does 

happen that the best thing to do is drop the subject in a spirit of mutual respect. However, 

agreeing to disagree may do more harm than good if: 

 

One Party Holds All the Advantage 
 For some people, particularly authority figures, “Let’s agree to disagree” is code 

language for “The subject is closed. You don’t have to believe what I say, but you have 

to do what I say.” Those on the receiving end understandably resent this, especially if 

they feel they haven’t been given a fair hearing. 

 This approach is common with parents who resent their children’s independent 

thinking. Be sure you’ve fully considered their point of view before “agreeing to 

disagree.” 

 

There Are Likely to Be Repercussions 
 If any of the following apply, it’s asking for trouble to give each side implicit 

permission to do things his or her way: 

• The disagreement involves a joint project, from building a bridge to planning a 

family vacation, where results would be chaotic if different people approached by 

different paths. 

• A deeper, serious issue is left unresolved. Where real injustice or danger is 

involved, cutting off the discussion prematurely is bottling up trouble to explode 

in the future. 

• Hard feelings continue to fester. If either or both sides hold a grudge, you haven’t 

really agreed to disagree. Don’t go away mad yourself, and don’t leave harsh 

words hanging in the air. (Test question: are you waiting for the day you can say, 

“I told you so”?) 

 

 Where disagreement is really harsh, an outside arbitrator may be necessary. If you 

find yourself in this position (even if just to decide which of your children really went 

first last time), don’t be so eager to “get this settled” that either party feels cheated out of 

an objective hearing. 

 

Anyone Is Being Just Plain Lazy 
 The principle of “not settling it before it’s settled” applies equally to arbitrators 

and participants. Sometimes there’s no obvious danger of power plays or repercussions, 
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yet it’s still a bad idea to say, “Let’s just agree to disagree.” Are you harboring any secret 

condescension toward the other party? Do you want to avoid thinking about the larger 

issues? Is your pride determined not to modify your opinion, no matter what? In that 

case, even if the immediate disagreement has no repercussions, you’re cheating yourself 

out of a chance to grow and develop. 

 Disagreements are inevitable, and many aren’t worth making a big deal over. But 

they should never be allowed to interfere with the greater good of nurturing mutual 

respect. 
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FIGHTING VS. HEALTHY ASSERTIVENESS 
 

 The days are long past when two children could roll around the playground 

punching and kicking, and adults would shrug it off with “Boys will be boys.” These 

days, kids have it drilled into them from toddlerhood that “good people” never strike 

anyone in anger, never pull hair, never call names. 

 These are good rules to live by, but emphasizing only the “don’ts” can create 

worse problems. What happens when a child with a justifiable or understandable 

complaint knows no alternative to simply holding in his anger? Might he become the 

youth who lets others bully him unopposed, while he learns to see himself as worthless 

and incapable of “handling things”? Or the one who finally lets years of buried rage burst 

out, violently attacking everyone in sight? 

 Small-scale or large, we definitely don’t want our children treating anyone 

(including themselves) roughly or abusively. However, neither should we want them 

believing that “nice people” just stand there and take even the cruelest treatment. 

 Here are a few things to teach your children about handling a difference of 

opinion or a tough situation. 

 

Some Things Aren’t Worth Getting Mad Over 
 There are “nice guys” who turn the other cheek until all the skin has been slapped 

away. And there are hotheads who can’t face the absence of vanilla latte without cursing 

full volume, throwing things, or slapping someone across the face. 

 If you want your children to find the happy medium between, teach them to ask 

three questions when something annoys them: 

1. Is this a real injustice, or merely an inconvenience that could happen to anybody? 

2. Can I do anything to change it? 

3. Is it even worth changing, or will everyone have forgotten about it by tomorrow? 

 

 Regularly evaluating situations by these questions saves an amazing amount of 

stress and energy lost in trying to force “corrections” of things that don’t really matter. 

 

Effective Problem-Solving Uses the Win-Win Approach 
 Dale Carnegie said, “If you argue and rankle and contradict, you may achieve a 

victory sometimes; but it will be an empty victory because you will never get your 

opponent’s good will.” Every enemy made in the process of getting one’s own way 

equals a potential obstacle to future effectiveness. 

 In most cases, people we disagree with aren’t insensitive or evil: they have 

understandable reasons for thinking as they do. Always teach and model the value of 

listening to others and of looking for solutions that bring both sides maximum benefit. 
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Real Self-Defense Isn’t About Beating People Up 
 Any martial arts expert will tell you that even with opponents who get pleasure 

from inflicting pain on others, avoiding or defusing a physical fight is the preferred first 

response. By all means, encourage your kids to defend themselves against real abuse. But 

emphasize that the primary goal is not to “teach troublemakers a lesson.” The primary 

goal is to build self-confidence and know how to minimize trouble without being a 

victim. 

Also, emphasize working toward a world where everyone is confident, strong in the best 

ways, and committed to seeing that everyone else retains the right to dignity and respect. 

If enough members of the upcoming generation learn this, we can build a world where 

“fighting” is a thing of the past. 
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THE VALUE OF ROUTINE 
 

 Aside from school and work hours, twenty-first-century culture tends to treat 

routines as archaic. Many households have abandoned set bedtimes, family meals, and 

any semblance of regular schedules for homework and chores. 

 Which is a shame, because established routines have many benefits: 

• They establish habits that get important things done with maximum efficiency. 

• They reduce arguments by providing objective standards to defer to.  

• They provide security through well-defined boundaries. 

 

 That’s not to say any household should operate on the attitude “our family’s done 

it that way for eight generations, and that’s that.” Nor that routines should be so firmly set 

as to ban all exceptions. But the opposite extreme—letting everyone do what feels right 

to him at that moment—can only lead to chaos, all-around frustration, and a general sense 

of getting nowhere. 

 Here’s how to establish healthy routines for your family: 

  

Allow Everyone Some Input 
 Even young children deserve some say in their bedtimes and homework hours. 

Plan your household’s important routines during family meetings, giving everyone a 

chance to explain what she prefers and why. Children are not only more likely to 

cooperate with the final decision if they feel they’ve gotten a fair hearing; by being 

required to explain their own reasoning, they learn independent decision-making at an 

early age. 

 

Leave Some Margin 
 Establishing healthy routine does not mean punching a to-the-minute time clock 

(“When I say bedtime is at 8:30, I mean 8:30, not 8:31 or 8:29!”). Nor does it mean 

calculating every possible contingency with the precision of a lawyer or engineer. The 

point is to define your parameters within a range that allows everyone to understand 

what’s needed while retaining room for personal initiative. If family members complain 

that routines are impossible to keep up, or if you feel constantly rushed and stressed, it’s 

time to schedule another family meeting and reevaluate the situation. 

 

Be Careful About Making Exceptions 
 Although routines need room for margin, they shouldn’t be treated as arbitrary. If 

you find yourself making “just this once” exceptions every other night (and this applies to 

exceptions granted yourself no less than your children), the exception is becoming the 

rule, and it’s time to either get firmer about sticking to the routine, or to consider adapting 

the routine itself to reality. 

 Other times to reevaluate routines include: 
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• When a child has a birthday, starts a new school grade, or otherwise achieves a 

growth milestone 

• When a parent’s work situation changes 

• When someone begins a new extracurricular or evening/weekend activity 

• When the family is on vacation 

• When the family relocates 

• When someone is ill 

 

 Consider every individual’s needs as well as the needs of the family unit. And 

whatever anyone’s responsibilities, schedule some family time at least once a week. 

However well everyone keeps to routines in other spheres, if you’re too busy for your 

loved ones, you’re too busy! 
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10 WAYS TO HELP CHILDREN DEVELOP EMPATHY 
 

If you’d like to help society kick the public-insults habit, help teach the next generation to 

consider things from other people’s viewpoints. Here are some ideas. 

 

1. Set an Example 
 If you complain about others behind their backs or pound out nasty comments on 

social media, your kids are guaranteed to pick up those habits. If you’re kind and 

considerate even under provocation, regarding everyone as human beings with legitimate 

feelings and problems, your children will learn to do the same. 

 

2. Listen Respectfully to Your Children 
 Many parents who treat other adults with respect forget to extend the same 

courtesy to their own children—and at any age, people who regularly get the message 

“You don’t count” rarely develop much empathy for others. Give your kids full attention 

when they’re talking to you; let them finish their sentences; and make a genuine effort to 

see things from their point of view. 

 

3. Answer Complaints With Questions 
 When a child comes to you grumbling about someone else’s behavior, resist 

temptations to either brush off the complaint or automatically support it. Instead, use 

open-ended questions to help your child consider the other party’s point of view: “Could 

she be upset about something else? What could you have done besides get mad at her?” 

 

4. Stay Focused on the Positive 
 Set an example of staying optimistic about, and seeing the good in, all aspects of 

life, and both you and your children will have an easier time finding the best in other 

people. 

 

5. Help Your Kids Stay Healthy 
 Hungry, fatigued, or under-the-weather people rarely feel sympathetic toward 

anyone else. Ensuring that your children have healthy meals and adequate sleep also 

helps nurture their empathy for others. 

 

6. Keep Schedules Uncluttered 
 Perhaps even more than physical illness, overload and hurry feed a “get out of my 

convenience zone!!!” attitude that couldn’t care less what others need. Don’t fill your 

children’s (or your own) schedule so full that one red light throws the whole day out of 

whack. 

 

7. Nurture a Non-Competitive Mindset 
 Overfull schedules tend to go with a “must beat everyone else to the top” attitude, 

which—like anything that regards others as obstacles or enemies—is itself death to 

empathy. Instead of urging your kids to come in “first,” emphasize “doing your best to 
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develop your potential and become a contributing member for the good of all.” 

 

8. Expose Kids to a Variety of Worldviews 
 Encourage the consumption of intercultural media. And, don’t let fear of “bad 

influences” lead you to ban everything that’s not in perfect agreement with your family 

values. Instead, generate open-minded family discussions about why others believe as 

they do, what you can learn from them, and how you can show them positive examples of 

your own values. 

 

9. Let Kids Try Out a Variety of Activities 
 Whether or not they come with direct exposure to new worldviews, new 

games/foods/clubs help children further internalize the principle of broad- rather than 

narrow-mindedness. 

 

10. Help Out Others 
 Every few months, go out as a family to meet someone else’s needs, whether by 

painting a neighbor’s garage or joining a formal service project. Seeing others’ concerns 

up close and personal, you’ll all learn empathy hands-on! 
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FAMILY MEETINGS, A FIRST TASTE OF DEMOCRACY 
 

 It’s a good idea to start regular family meetings when your children are young. 

Even preschoolers can contribute input on planned vacations, play dates, and reasonable 

house rules. 

 If you fear you’ll have to give everyone an equal vote and the kids will demand 

chocolate cake at every meal, relax: you retain the right to set parameters on meetings 

and house rules. A family-meeting tradition does, however, follow principles to make 

your household more of a democracy than a dictatorship: 

 

Everyone has a right to say what they think and why. 
 That’s of course with the understanding that they do have a responsibility to think. 

• Everyone has to present their opinions with “whats” and “whys” everyone else 

can understand. 

• If you’re old enough to talk in full sentences, you’re old enough to accept that 

there are more important things than instant gratification. (That applies equally to 

parents; no cutting discussion short with “because I said so.”) 

• No child, adolescent, or adult is allowed to belittle anyone else’s ideas, call 

names, or lose their temper. 

 

Use majority vote with discretion. 
 This key element of democracy is an important element of family meetings, but 

has its dangers. First, putting something to a vote means the subject is closed once that 

vote is taken, no further argument allowed. As a parent, you may welcome this as a 

means of barring sore losers from whining “it’s not fair” for the rest of the day; but 

remember that if you’re the one outvoted, it also means you can’t invoke parental 

authority and do things your way after all. Not unless you want to teach the kids you’re 

an untrustworthy person and that authority means the right to go back on your word. 

 Second, if you’re a family of extroverts with one introvert, or otherwise have 

standouts from the crowd, letting everything go by majority vote is likely to leave the 

minority voice feeling he’s always ignored. Or, worse, that something must be wrong 

with her for not enjoying what “everyone” likes. Make sure every member of the real 

“everyone” gets regular turns at his or her favorite things, even if working out fair 

compromises takes some effort. 

 

Really listen to everyone’s ideas. 
 Often, the kids come up with the best compromises to please everyone—or with 

the best solutions for problems that get on everyone’s nerves, or the best ideas for 

budgeting extra money. As adults, we often disregard children’s ideas because they 

haven’t had enough life experience to form accurate ideas of what works and what 

doesn’t. We forget that our own “accurate” ideas are often ingrained prejudices against 

possibilities we’ve never given a chance.  
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 Instead of smiling and patting children on the head when they make “cute” 

suggestions, ask them to elaborate on how it would go—and pay attention. You may find 

your mind opened to better possibilities than you ever considered. 

 That’s the real purpose of family meetings: to collect input from everyone that 

will make life better for everyone. 

  



52 | P a g e  

 

 

SMART GOALS FOR LITTLE KIDS 
 

 Elementary school isn’t too young to learn the art of goal setting. Anyone old 

enough to think about “what I want to be when I grow up” is old enough to practice with 

simple short-term goals: 

1. Saving to buy a toy or hobby item 

2. Learning a new skill 

3. Climbing higher or running faster 

4. Improving efficiency on homework or chores 

 

 Even if your kids are still learning to spell, you can teach them the basic concepts 

of SMART goals: 

 

Specific 
 If your child says, “I wish I could buy potato chips all the time,” ask questions to 

help him put “all the time” into specific terms and figure out exactly what he really 

wants: “Do you mean every week? Every Friday after school? How much do you eat at a 

time?” 

 

Measurable 
 Once your child has a specific picture of what achieving his goal will look like, 

help him figure out what will go into achieving that goal (and perhaps decide whether it’s 

worth achieving at all): 

 “What do your favorite potato chips cost? How much of your allowance is that? 

What else could you use the money for? Would you rather have some of those other 

things and eat potato chips less often? Could you save money by getting a bigger bag and 

eating just part of it at a time?” 

 

Attainable 
 Little kids have fantastic imaginations, which is normally an asset, but can lead to 

trouble when they insist they’re ready to walk home alone or use equipment intended for 

middle schoolers. Use your good judgment in guiding them, but don’t be too quick to 

insist “You’re too young for that,” especially if possible consequences are no worse than 

frustration. Young children often are capable of more than we think, and more willing 

than adults to persist until they succeed. 

 

Relevant 
 Do encourage your kids to talk about “what I want to be when I grow up” and 

other long-term dreams. Even if they can’t yet grasp the idea of five- and ten-year goals, 

they can understand how shorter-term goals equal first steps toward becoming that 

scientist or singer. 
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Time-Bound 
 Don’t automatically assume young children can’t persist toward goals that take 

more than a couple of days: remember how long they practiced walking before 

graduating from crawlers to toddlers? Still, once they’re ready to think in terms of 

specific hours or dates, it usually works best to start goal-setting within fairly short time 

frames: “by Friday afternoon” or “in two weeks.” If something will take longer, show 

them how to break it into milestones of progress and schedule these one at a time. 

 

 Show your kids how each point of goal-setting works, and offer to hold them 

accountable for sticking to goals. Just don’t take over the planning. While young children 

need adult guidance, to turn the art of goal-setting into a lifetime of achievement they 

also need every opportunity to practice thinking for themselves. 

 Ask them every now and then: What have you done this week to help yourself 

move just a little closer to perfect? 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



54 | P a g e  

 

 

SMART GOALS FOR TWEENS AND TEENS 
 If kids haven’t learned the art of goal setting in their elementary school years, 

they definitely need to learn it by middle school. Otherwise, they risk developing a hard-

to-unlearn habit of going through life in reactive mode, doing what’s expected and 

neglecting their own initiative. 

 Whether new to the principle or not, by age ten most youngsters are ready to think 

about goals that will shape their futures through high school and beyond: 

1. Higher education and what type of career to pursue 

2. What avocations, hobbies, organizations, and volunteer activities to get involved 

in 

3. What social or scientific problems they would like to help solve 

 

 Kids this age are also ready to grasp in detail what the SMART in SMART goals 

stands for. 

 

Specific 
 Explain how to phrase a goal not just as “I want to run faster” or even “I want to 

make straight A’s,” but as “I want to run a mile in five minutes” or “I want to memorize 

thirteen poems for English class and build a solar system model for my science project.” 

A well-defined goal is easily visualized, and a visualized goal is an as-good-as-achieved 

goal. 

 

Measurable 
 Most goals can be defined in terms of “how much,” “how long,” or “how many.” 

Helpful guiding questions include: “Can you make a list of everything that needs doing? 

When do you hope to finish the project? How many days will you have to work on it, 

minus any days off? How many pages/steps/practice hours per day will it take?” 

 

Attainable 
 Kids in the tween-to-teen age range often have an “omnipotent” mentality, which 

can be an asset, but can also mean they overestimate what they’re capable of doing and 

underestimate the work involved. Don’t be too quick to throw cold water on their dreams, 

and don’t be afraid to let them learn through trial and error; but don’t let a goal drive all 

other responsibilities from their minds. Encourage them to look realistically at their stated 

goals, at what else they’ll need to leave time for, and at what they’ll do in case of 

setbacks. 

 

Relevant 
 Encourage your kids to talk about their passions and life dreams. Suggest 

resources that can help them set six-month or one-year goals to start in the right direction: 

what courses and projects would provide a leg up on getting into college for that 

engineering degree? 

 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/smart-goals-for-tweens-and-teens/
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Time-Bound 
 Most goals need dates of completion to keep them from turning into “I’ll get 

around to it someday” dreams. Still, a target date shouldn’t be the point after which hope 

of achieving the goal is thrown out the window. Besides offering to hold your kids 

accountable for working toward their goals daily, help them reevaluate and modify if 

things get off schedule. 

 

 A couple of concluding hints for helping tweens and teens with goal-setting: 

• Be a guide and mentor, but don’t take over the planning. While even older teens 

need guidance from their elders, they also need every opportunity to practice 

thinking for themselves. 

• Set an example! Continue to learn and grow yourself. Believe it or not, your kids 

still follow your lead. What have you done this week to help yourself move just a 

little closer to perfect? 
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EVERYBODY’S A WORK IN PROGRESS 
 

 The one trouble with acknowledging that “Nobody’s perfect” is that it can be an 

excuse for not improving or apologizing. I may take up two parking spaces; I may cut 

ahead in the checkout line; I may spill coffee on my supervisor’s expensive white blouse: 

but hey, no one should be so unreasonable as to expect me to get everything right every 

time, right? Then there’s the respectable citizen who reads a Bible and surfs pornographic 

websites at the same desk, goes to church on Sunday and pads his expense account on 

Monday—and smugly sports a bumper sticker that reads, “Christians aren’t perfect, just 

forgiven.” 

 Forgiving mistakes and making allowances for weaknesses is one thing. An 

attitude of “I’m as good as I ever care to get, and I don’t see why my friends/my 

employer/the law should expect any more” is another matter. 

 As parents, we (hopefully) realize there’s a difference between how fast children 

dress themselves at age three, age seven, and age fourteen. We assign chores and 

allowances based on level of experience. We hardly expect schools to teach algebra in 

third grade. Yet we often act as if once someone “grows up” physically, they’re as close 

to perfect as they ever can be expected to get. As if, because science considers the human 

brain fully mature around age twenty-five, no one can learn new skills or break an old 

habit at twenty-six, or thirty-six, or sixty-six. 

 It doesn’t matter if medical science eventually makes it possible to live to 606: no 

one will ever learn everything there is to know, or rid themselves of every fault. Even if 

we were capable of that, life would get pretty boring with no room left to grow—as all 

too many people who consider themselves “good enough” find out through painful 

experience. Their jobs are good enough to pay the bills, so they put up with an 

atmosphere of mindless drudgery week after week. Their daily habits are good enough 

not to get them fired or arrested, so they make the same improvement-sabotaging 

mistakes again and again. Their relationships are good enough to keep them from being 

completely isolated, so they endure year after year of the same old fights, uncomfortable 

secrets, or even abuse. 

 And their kids are good enough for their personal idea of the typical family, so 

they take the kids’ side against neighbors and teachers without even listening to the other 

party’s point of view. Or they fight the kids’ growing independence because loss of the 

small-child-and-dutiful-parent comfort zone feels like a personal threat. 

 But, really, is that the sort of life lesson we want to teach our children: that 

growing beyond a certain point is wasteful, that adult life is a treadmill of (theoretically) 

comfortable monotony? Wouldn’t they (and we) be better off living in ever-expanding 

potential, neither perfect nor just forgiven, but getting better every day and enjoying 

every moment of the journey? 

 Never mind about “perfect” or “good enough.” Try making “pretty good and 

getting even better” your family goal. 

  

https://shadyoakprimary.com/everybodys-a-work-in-progress/
https://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php%3FstoryId=141164708
https://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php%3FstoryId=141164708
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TEACHING YOUR KIDS TO APOLOGIZE 
 

 You’ve seen it in a hundred comic strips and sitcoms: Dad marches his child to 

the neighbor with the broken window and announces, “Johnny wants to apologize,” when 

Johnny obviously doesn’t. Then Dad glares at Johnny with that “You’d better apologize” 

look until Johnny mumbles, “Sorry,” and the subject is closed. Only it isn’t, as far as 

Johnny is concerned. He’s too busy feeling sorry for himself because everyone picks on 

him. 

 If there’s one thing human nature hates, it’s admitting it was wrong—even when 

it knows it is, and your child may not even be convinced of that. If children do, in fact, 

owe an apology, what are your alternatives to forcing them to offer (insincere) apologies 

and leaving them feeling bullied? 

 

Don’t Let Your Own Pride Be a Factor 
 Too often, parents aren’t thinking that much about the third party’s feelings, or 

the material damage, or the child going astray. What’s uppermost in Mom’s or Dad’s 

mind is, “I’m the parent, so this reflects on me.” This frequently leads to demanding 

amends all out of proportion to the nature of the offense, which is embarrassing to the 

third party and damaging to the parent-child relationship. 

 

Judge the Offense, Not the Offender 
 There’s a world of difference between “That was a terrible thing to do” and “You 

were a terrible person to do that.” When you imply, “You’re a basically good person who 

made a mistake,” people are eager to redeem themselves. When you call someone a bad 

person, they don’t hear you thinking “in this case only”; they conclude it’s no use trying 

to make things right because they’ve already been labeled “beyond redemption.” 

 

Ask Your Kids What They Think Should Be Done 
 Often, someone who owes reparations is quite willing to admit it and make up for 

it—if he or she feels personally understood and respected. Instead of making 

authoritative statements—“You did wrong and you’ll have to make it right”—ask 

questions: “How do you think that made Grandma feel? What do you think you should do 

about it?” 

 

Once It’s Over, Let It Go 
 Don’t ever be the parent who keeps saying, “How can we trust you after what you 

did that time?” Giving someone a bad reputation to live up to will backfire on you both. 

Forgive and forget. 

 If your child makes the same mistake, or commits the same misdeed, over and 

over, discuss what might be causing the problem, get professional counseling if 

necessary—but no matter how frustrated you feel, don’t say “You’ll never change,” 

which only creates a self-fulfilling prophecy. Again, if you treat the child as a basically 

good person who makes mistakes like everyone else, he or she will be much more willing 

to apologize and to change. 

 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/teaching-your-kids-to-apologize/
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PRINCIPLE VS. EXPEDIENCY 
 

 How often have you heard this story through neighborhood gossip, social media, 

or the official news? Someone, who for years urged others to “do what’s right no matter 

how difficult,” has done exactly what he advised everyone else never to do. The family-

values advocate runs off with his secretary. The honesty proponent is caught with her 

hand in the till. And everyone groans or sneers, “The world is full of hypocrites!” 

 Why can’t people practice what they preach? Usually because they smugly 

assumed, “Thank God my family will never face a situation like that!” and were 

unprepared for the actual threat of public embarrassment, financial loss, or walking away 

from an offer of “real happiness.” Anyone can say, “This is wrong and that is right,” but 

it takes heart-deep commitment to do the right thing when all circumstances indicate 

another choice would be less painful. 

 

What Sort of Example Are You Setting? 
 While you may never face a “principle vs. expediency” decision that could land 

you on the news, tough decisions enter our lives every week—and how we habitually 

respond to these determines what we’ll do if a serious matter does come along. 

 You want your children to grow into strong, principled adults who stand by their 

values. Yet however much you instruct them to “always do the right thing,” they’ll hear 

an unspoken “provided it isn’t too hard” if you: 

• scold them for lying to avoid responsibility, but call in sick yourself to avoid a 

tough situation at work. 

• tell them to treat others with respect, but are yourself impatient and demanding 

with the restaurant server.  

• insist they use their out-of-school hours productively, but spend your own 

evenings in front of the television with a beer can. 

 

 Yes, kids understand there are privileges reserved for grown-ups. No, they won’t 

believe this extends to having a double standard on core values—and even if they did, do 

you really want them counting the days until they too can live for instant gratification? 

 

Little Decisions Lead to Big Damage 
 What’s worse than a family plagued by “Well, you complain behind people’s 

backs” arguments? A family where the parents start the habit of ignoring principles in 

“unimportant” situations, but the children take the expediency-based route into major 

scandal. People under twenty-five are particularly bad at discerning where “cheating a 

little” crosses the line into major risk of getting fired, expelled, or arrested. If that 

happens to your child, it’s too late to consider whether your taking a few “extras” on 

expense accounts might have planted the idea. 

 Of course anyone, child or adult, can make amends for mistakes. But that takes 

real time and effort, and often fails to undo all the damage. Before you take the easy way 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/principle-vs-expediency/
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out of any situation, make a habit of asking yourself: Would I advise others to do 

differently? What are the real long-term repercussions? Would I want my children to 

imitate this example? 

 The right thing isn’t always the easy thing. But ultimately, doing the right thing 

always makes things easier for everyone. 
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THE TOP 10 SECRETS OF TEACHING GOOD MANNERS 
 

 You want kids to internalize basic courtesy. But you don’t want them to be snobs 

who choose their friends according to who knows the difference between a fish knife and 

a salad knife. Here’s my Top Ten list for raising polite children: 

 

1. Set an Example 
 That should go without saying, but a surprising number of parents are chronically 

sharp-tongued with their children (or with everyone), then wonder why the kids just 

won’t speak politely to adults. It’s a near-universal rule that your children will do as you 

do. 

 

2. Put Respect for Others First 
 That means not only teaching your kids to show respect for adults, but you 

treating your own children with respect. And it means everyone respects the feelings and 

personal space of peers, service workers, and anyone else who could be affected by your 

attitudes. 

 

3. Emphasize Patience 
 Especially when in a hurry, it’s easy to treat others with “Outta my way” or 

“Don’t you know anything??!” impatience. Besides verbally emphasizing patience and 

respect, reduce temptation by not overloading schedules. 

 

4. Appreciate the Value of Paying Attention 
 Look at your kids (and everyone else) when they’re talking to you; and always let 

them finish what they’re saying, even if you think you already understand. Anything less 

sends a “you’re not worth respecting” message. 

 

5. Allow for Differences of Opinion 
 Don’t overdo “this is right, that is wrong” emphases; many behavioral “rules” are 

simply customs that differ from subculture to subculture. If you’re too strict about details, 

you invite children to look down on others who do things differently. 

 

6. Know the Difference Between Rudeness and Healthy Assertiveness 
 To many people, “politeness” means never saying no—which leads some to scorn 

the whole idea of etiquette. It’s not that hard to turn down an unreasonable request firmly, 

yet politely. Just state, “Sorry, I can’t” and stick to that, without insulting the other person 

or making a big deal over the why-nots. 

 

7. Beware “Etiquette Cop” Syndrome 
Some people—young children especially—are so proud of learning the “right thing to 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/the-top-10-secrets-of-teaching-good-manners/
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do” that they develop the habit of telling others, unsolicited, not to do it. Make it part of 

the etiquette lesson that, unless someone is under your direct supervision or causing 

genuine danger, the polite thing to do is ignore bad manners. (And when someone is 

under your direct supervision, make a point of delivering any needed corrections in non-

embarrassing, polite ways.) 

 

8. Practice Good Health and Grooming 
 Yes, this does have to do with good manners, and not just because many people 

find an ungroomed appearance offensive. It’s much easier to be positive and care about 

others’ feelings when you feel good both in general energy levels and in how you look. 

 

9. Treat Property Right 
 Emphasize that this includes public property: no dropping litter on the grass, 

writing in library books, or tossing sharp objects onto padded bus seats. 

 

10. Do Know the Standard Etiquette Rules 
 After the above basics are understood, make a game of learning “what’s expected 

when” specifics. You might use a children’s etiquette book with quiz sections. Just 

remember that good manners, like everything else, are learned best when the learning is 

fun! 
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ENCOURAGING GENEROSITY IN CHILDREN 
 

 Are your children generous in sharing their time, money, and possessions? Or do 

they tend toward “all take and no give”? 

 This is one area where setting an example can backfire, if your own generosity is 

directed primarily toward your children and if you are too quick to shower them with 

everything they want. By all means, give them attention and material blessings as 

regularly and cheerfully as you do anybody else (“they had time for everyone but me” is 

a common reason for not wanting to be like one’s parents). But don’t jump whenever 

your kids say jump, and do encourage them to share with others as you share with them. 

 Here are a few hints for cultivating your children’s generosity instincts: 

 

Share the Experience With Them 
 If your church is having a clothing drive, deliver your donations as a family. If 

you’re volunteering at a homeless shelter, bring your children along to help. They’ll soon 

associate generosity with treasured family time. They may also make new friends from 

different backgrounds; and knowing people (or others like them) is a powerful motivator 

for generosity. 

 

Make a Family Habit of Giving 
 Many religious traditions have official standards on how much of income (or 

allowance) to give to the congregation or the needy. If yours doesn’t, you can still make a 

family rule that everyone gives 5–10 percent of income to a favorite cause. Don’t let the 

kids see you grumbling about, or cheating on, your own share! 

 

Don’t Overload Schedules 
 It’s a fact of human psychology that when we’re in a hurry, instinct to help is 

among the first things we shove aside. If you want your kids to be generous, one of the 

best tools you can give them is extra time to share with others. Limit organized activities 

such as sports leagues to one or two at a time; don’t pile on the pressure to study for 

hours every night; and definitely don’t be so busy with your own work or activities that 

you have no smiles left for your own family. 

 

Model Hospitality 
 Another way of being generous is opening your home to others—and then 

spending time with them instead of dashing about trying to be the perfect host. You don’t 

have to throw huge parties: just welcome your kids’ friends and your own to come by 

regularly for a snack or a chat. If you really want to set an example of being generous 

with time, turn off all sources of incoming messages. 

 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/encouraging-generosity-in-children/


63 | P a g e  

 

Emphasize Gratitude as Well as Responsibility 
 Generosity is best encouraged when portrayed, not as something we do because 

we “have to,” but as a means of giving back to the world in gratitude for all we’ve been 

given. Always encourage, and set an example of, overall gratitude. A corollary of the 

belief that you have more than enough is the belief that there’s plenty to go around! 
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DIVIDING CHORES FAIRLY 
 

 “I have to do all the work around here!” is a familiar complaint in many 

households. Not all such complaints are created equal. The twelve-year-old who voices it 

when asked to put his own plate in the dishwasher is obviously just being lazy. But it’s 

easier to sympathize with the mother who spends eleven hours a day, five days a week, in 

job-plus-commute, then staggers in the door each night to find four people (including 

Dad) demanding to know where their supper is. The same four people who’ve already 

tossed their jackets, shoes, work/school supplies, and toys all over the place with no 

evident intent of picking anything up themselves.  

 Regardless, it’s unwise to decide by default who “should” do what. What that 

usually means is that the bulk of the work lands on whomever can least bear the sight of a 

mess, or on the person who has “always” done the cleaning. While everyone else learns 

to take being waited on for granted, to the point they consider themselves unfairly 

burdened if asked to do the tiniest little thing. 

 Here’s a better approach to distributing chores among household members. 

1. Make an agreed-upon list of what needs doing and how often. 

2. Decide what other responsibilities household members have (including kids’ 

homework and extracurricular activities) and how much time that leaves for 

household chores. 

3. Let everyone share what they’d be most willing to do. While it’s only fair to have 

everyone take turns on the most popular and the most dreaded tasks, there are 

often things a single individual is partial to. 

4. Assign duties and schedules based on all the above. 

5. If there are stubborn points of disagreement—how often the bathtub really needs 

scrubbing, whether the family should buy a labor-saving device—take a vote, find 

a midpoint compromise, or flip a coin to decide which approach to experiment 

with first. 

 

 Things that should not be deciding factors in chore divisions: 

• Who brings home the most money. While the one-breadwinner-one-homemaker 

system still works for many families, a higher per-hour salary doesn’t necessarily 

mean fewer at-home hours for chores. 

• Nit-picking perfectionism or blind habit. Most floors really don’t need mopping 

every day, so why demand anyone make time for it just because that was how you 

“always saw it done” in your childhood? 

• “Man’s work” vs. “women’s work.” (Need it really be said?) 

• Strict lines based on age. Not that a four-year-old should be allowed to use a 

power mower alone, but many kids are ready for many chores earlier than you 

might think—or are ready later than you think they “should” be. Don’t just 

dismiss anything someone expresses interest in; if you can’t hand them the full 

responsibility yet, provide them with opportunities to help the person who’s 

currently doing it. 

 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/dividing-chores-fairly/
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 That last item brings up an important final point: make chores a shared experience 

whenever possible. The ancient saying, “Two are better than one, because they have a 

good return for their labor” (Ecclesiastes 4:9, New International Version of the Bible), 

proves itself not only in the “return” of getting work done faster, but in the camaraderie 

that shared work generates! 
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