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PART I
Where Kind Manners & Good Hearts Really Start AT HOME








Before You Begin This Book


I have written this book for everyone who loves a child.

That’s a pretty big number, because it includes married or single parents, siblings, grandparents, relatives, teachers, godparents, caregivers, cousins, coaches, next-door neighbors, housekeepers, and anyone who may be working so hard and going so fast just trying to survive that they may be letting some of the fundamentals slip by in the lives of children over whom they have some influence.

To me, one of the most appealing attractions about childhood is that everyone has to go through it. No one is excused; it’s a universal experience—good for some, great for others, and, today, perfectly terrible for too many.

It’s really too bad that today the term family values is being tossed around by political parties like a football being used to score points. This book is about one aspect of family values, but it is not about the political side of these values. It has nothing to do with Republicans, Democrats, entitlements, welfare, or other social programs. But it does concern human values of the spirit and heart—and a joint mission we should all have: to do everything possible to help children grow up into the best human beings they can become. That’s a mission each of us should be actively sharing.

With the increasing erosion of human values in our society, it’s time we stopped the hand-wringing and actually started to do something about our kids. If we adopt a mind-set of paying attention to what children are seeing, doing, and saying, and match it up with how we want them to be when they step from childhood into adulthood, and talk to them about it, and show them that high moral standards are not simply material for stand-up comics to make fun of, but for real people to live their lives by, we might succeed.

Never has our society seemed more inward directed and in need of real change in our relations to one another. But we can help turn that around. Each one of us whose life touches a child’s has the potential to influence that child in an affirmative way. Each one of us can become a trainer of children’s minds and hearts. As children grow up, the adults around them can have a powerful influence on them. We have opportunities to make points on character when the time is right, to store some values in their minds and show them how to reflect on the things we consider important. It requires dedication to the task, but it’s a task worth all that we can give it.

Of necessity, a baby is born ego-directed, concerned with its own needs. As this child grows from babyhood into childhood, he or she is expected to begin to turn away from the self and out toward the world. It’s a vast and serious undertaking, requiring basic inner strength in the child. That strength must be supported by direction, encouragement, and motivation from others. The child cannot do it alone.

Values are conclusions reached in part by closely observing other people from childhood on, and then deciding which ones are most worth emulating. A child who knows what is right and wrong (“Yes, I know I shouldn’t have done that”) has a good chance of growing up to be a civil, sensitive person. It’s the child who can’t see the differences between wrong and right whose future unhappiness is almost assured.

Usually the first value a child understands and absorbs within the family is behavior. Thus, the three premises of this book are:

Kindness makes a child safer and happier in all of his or her worlds.

Kindness and natural civility are synonymous.

Kindness is taught by example, which means that every adult with whom a child spends any time has a great potential to shape that child’s life.

When an adult accompanying a child sees someone being kind to another person, that adult can use this opportunity to point it out to the child, and explain why this behavior is so important. Even if the child forgets that incident until years later, but reacts to a similar incident with a similar act of kindness, the adult’s lesson will have borne fruit. This is how character is built.

I am not a child psychologist (although I have a degree in psychology) , but I am a practitioner of common sense who happens to have children, grandchildren, and many godchildren (twenty-one in all!). I am a student of behavior who has been observing it for several decades and from incredibly fine vantage points. I have lived and worked all over the world, with eyes watching and ears listening intently.

In my diplomatic career, I’ve seen the best of high-ranking manners on display (and also some of the worst!). In my Kennedy White House days, I witnessed the manners of America’s politically powerful at close hand and saw the meanness of power society spotlighted most glaringly. In the years I have been in the business world, I’ve seen kindness and compassion balanced by greed and reckless ambition. It’s a fascinating, always rapidly changing, world, but I also cannot fail to notice that today, many children are not being brought along by the hand through these changes. We adults are distracted. Times are tough. New worries, new diseases, more divorces, fewer jobs, more drugs, and less free time. How does the development of a child’s awareness of other people fit into our burdensome schedules?

I think most of us would agree that civility has been eroding with an unfortunate acceleration in the late nineties. We’re acting tired. We greet nastiness with greater nastiness. Our ears seem to be blocked when we hear our children using foul language (maybe because their ears are filled with our own foul language!). When our children are caught cheating at school, we blame the school system. On the playing fields of sports, we pretend not to see team members cheating, being bad sports, or showing terrible manners to the opposing team. The worst part of the sports world, however, are the young players’ parents, who berate the coaches and game officials while urging their children on to win regardless of fair competition.

Most people are not unkind on purpose. They often don’t even realize when they are acting that way. When young people are not even aware that something they’re doing is thoughtless or just plain rude, you know there’s a void at home. Someone has not been pointing out kind versus unkind behavior and guiding them to embrace the former.

Because of the fragmentation of family life and the distractions of our electronically fed world, kindness has been slipping away from us like an ignored visitor who feels he is no longer welcome and leaves. There seems to be a kind of desperation in our relationships, too. The former genial, relaxed, hail-fellow-well-met attitude, which used to be a common denominator in our society, has all but disappeared.

I come from the last generation where widowed grandparents lived with their children and their families—each one irritating the other but each one learning and profiting from the other. There was no alternative to adjusting to the arrangement. The young learned how to defer, the older how to tolerate.

I grew up in a time when we often trotted along with either parent when they went out to do volunteer service in the community. We children knew that when we grew up, community service was not an option for us. It was a certainty. We children lived in a complicated maze of rules and regulations, yet it was always possible to get through it, and particularly in the way my parents handled the maze, it felt good, not oppressive. There was no ambiguity about what was right or wrong, no gray area. It was an easy time in which to grow up, despite the national disciplines of a great Depression and a Second World War.

The family was always gathered around the table, every night and Sunday lunch. Mealtime was solid, dependable, nourishing in far more than food. The family members were like a flotilla of ships moving forward on an endless sea of support. It’s ironic that a piece of furniture—the dinner table—became the symbol of family solidarity. It represented a time of innocence to which the world will probably never return. It was a time in which mealtime meant good conversation and sharing personal trials and tribulations.

In many households today no one sits down anymore at the dinner table. There is no way that an abstract lesson such as how a child shows deference and kindness to older people can be demonstrated. There is only the buzz from the microwave, signaling that an individual meal is now ready, and proclaiming that each member of the family can now pluck his tray and pursue his own interests. In place of a conversation with human beings who are also eating a meal, he or she now eats while shuttling around Cyberspace on the computer.

I have written this book from the heart, because I feel so passionately that we must work harder with our children—and other people’s children, too—to try to change this course of events. To illustrate certain points, I have told stories of my childhood and used snatches of conversations between adults and children. I have described other people’s experiences with their children, which over the years were filed away in my notes and memory. (Of course, a perfectly kind child has never existed, and if he did he would be an obnoxious goody-goody!) But if some adults glean any ideas from the text that will help them communicate values to children, and if small connections of kindness are made, the entire book will have been worthwhile for you to have read and for me to have written.

Children are the most wonderful creatures in the world. They have a superb, almost magical vibrancy. (We all had it, too, as kids!) As they grow into adolescence, they create their own fireworks as they seek their generation’s answers to society’s problems. Listen to them. Engage them in conversation. Some of their solutions are preposterous, but there is always something there.

Creative thinking, new ways of unscrambling the status quo, fresh ideas to help us all get going—that’s what we need. I’m convinced that the young have a natural desire to make the world kinder and more civil. But we need to nurture those seeds of civility and teach our youth how to express this virtue (rather than repress it, as some kids, who have been under terrible pressure, have been doing).

Come to think of it, it wouldn’t be such a bad idea for us adults to do a better job of teaching more civility to ourselves!



Kind Manners Every Child Should Have


There are many rules of etiquette that have only to do with form and presentation, such as forks go to the left and knives and spoons to the right of the plate in a place setting. (It’s efficient and it looks good that way.) Then there are manners and goodwill toward others, which have little to do with form and presentation and everything to do with the heart. I like a definition supplied by a high school junior, a young man who was also captain of the school wrestling team: “A kind heart and kind manners mean you don’t hurt feelings and you make other people feel good.” This was a philosophical wrestler speaking, perhaps a rare breed, but a hopeful sign for society in general.

WHEN SHOULD A CHILD BE TAUGHT THIS?

Many aspects of a child’s development, like walking and talking, develop naturally when the child is ready. Training in kind manners, good hearts, and good minds can begin even before a child reaches the “terrible twos” stage, when every question and request he answers with a resolute “No.” These qualities do not develop naturally but are the result of the considerable effort, patience, and quality time expended by an adult with a child. (To many young parents, that statement is “putting it mildly.”)

At a certain point in a child’s life, never totally predictable, he or she suddenly learns what “No,” coming from an adult, signifies. You can almost see an attitude toward manners begin to develop in a baby in a high chair when he stops flicking his spoon of pureed spinach into your face, not because you’re sputtering a burst of “No, don’t do that!” in an increasingly displeased voice, but because he feels better when you smile rather than frown at him. He is on the threshold of kind behavior when he stops yanking a person’s hair or wrenching the earring from a lady’s ear. It’s not just a question of obedience. He is becoming aware that his actions are not pleasing, and even causing great distress to another person. It’s as though there’s a sudden illumination in a dark room.

When a child finally understands that an earring-yank really hurts, he ceases doing it. He can now even receive a hug from Mommy’s visitor without tugging at and possibly breaking that lady’s tantalizing jewelry. He begins to conclude that he also makes Dad much happier and more smiley at feeding time when he keeps his food on his high chair tray rather than flinging it down onto the floor.

He even comes to realize, after months of throwing things in all directions and expecting them to be returned, that it gets tiresome for the adults and older siblings to keep fetching objects for him. He can even conclude that they will stop playing with him if he continues. His socialization progresses. The cadence of the rhythmic “No, no, no” begins to lose its charm. You can almost see and feel the toddler’s transformation. A soon-to-be-socialized person is about to step into … well, if not “polite society,” at least a reasonable facsimile thereof.

It’s an adult’s duty, not just an option, to teach children how to be kind and concerned for others. When a little girl makes a mess on the table at mealtime, she’s excused by the guests because “she’s such a cute little girl.” When a grown-up daughter who’s not been trained to eat properly with others makes a mess on the table while dining with her business client, the excuses no longer hold. No one regards her sloppiness as being cute anymore. Her career may even be in jeopardy because she detracts from rather than enhances the corporate image.

Somewhere in between being considered cute and entering her teens, she should have been taught by someone, who was not too busy with other priorities, how to eat properly. A working mother may say, “I don’t have time for that, I can’t possibly eat dinner with the children.” But it’s not a good excuse. If parents cannot take fifteen minutes a day from their schedule to teach their children, they should arrange for someone else (spouse, significant other, brother, father, mother, sister, housekeeper, cousin) who will eat with the young members of the family every so often and “teach them how to wield their cutlery,” as an English book of manners once described it.

Self-confidence is something we should work to instill in every child. So is a behavioral comfort level as a future adult. There can be no comfort level when a young person does not know how to handle himself, when he doesn’t know what to do or say in unexpected circumstances, and when he doesn’t know how to treat friends and colleagues—in short, how to move with grace through life.

On a recent afternoon, I asked a group of teenage girls to write down some of the reasons they considered manners to be important to their futures. “Someone with kind manners,” wrote one girl, “is popular and well liked. She is a credit to her family.” Another stated that “she will attain greater success in her career than someone who shows a lack of civility.” One girl wrote that “if she has good manners, she’ll have more dates.” A girl with her mind on her future security wrote, “She’ll be able to meet rich and important men who will help her, whether she’s ugly or beautiful.” When I asked for a further explanation, she gave me a logical one: “If she’s ugly, her good manners will help her career; if she’s beautiful and well mannered, she also can end up being married to the CEO.”

“Why not wind up being the CEO,” I asked, “instead of just married to him?” (They would rather have been married to him.) Another added, “Someone with kind manners has a better sex life than someone without them.” As I read this comment I found myself laughing, then realized this discussion had better stop right here. I accepted her logic as a legitimate point—without class discussion.

The rules of kind manners are really a simple lesson for a child to learn: Manners and kind behavior are the same. The heart of each is thinking out beyond oneself. This definition is an excellent rebuttal to those who think it’s “cool” to refer to manners as elitist, archaic, artificial, foppish, irrelevant, anachronistic, intrusive, politically incorrect, and against the First Amendment!



When a Child Asks, “Why Do I Have to Be Kind?”


This question deserves an immediate, careful response. Such a query stems partly from pique, partly from real curiosity. “Just why is it important, anyway?” a child will ask and then accuse the parent of “making a big deal out of it.”

Since you do make a big deal out of it, you owe your children an explanation, to be given at a time when everyone is calm and relaxed and no one is being disciplined or criticized. You need to help a child understand the logic and efficiency that is involved in being polite and considerate of others. Children should understand that:

Kind manners and good behavior make you feel really good about yourself, because, for example, when you are accidentally thrust into an unpleasant situation, you could just sit there and do or say nothing to relieve it. Instead, you make an effort to be helpful. In other words, your choice to act makes a difference in the way others are feeling.

Kind behavior makes your world function better. It becomes more orderly and efficient.

Consideration colors the world in brighter, happier hues. When people are kind to one another, wherever they happen to be—in school, on the playground, at home with the family, at work—the space they occupy becomes warmer and more comfortable.

Civility and kind manners give you a strong sense of self, a feeling of knowing what you’re doing—in other words, the security of knowing you are “doing it right.”

When you practice civility, people are drawn to you and you find yourself with lots of friends—just because you’re nice to be around!

MANNERS ARE BETTER TAUGHT AFFIRMATIVELY THAN NEGATIVELY

It’s easy to teach kind behavior and manners as a “don’t” philosophy. We’re always telling young people not to do this or that, or to stop doing whatever it is they’re doing. For example:

“Jeanne, I said stop doing that!”

“But Dad, you don’t even know what I’m doing. You can’t see me!”

“I know I can’t, but stop doing it anyway.”

Jeanne’s father would have much more success with her if he took a positive attitude on the subject of her actions. He could impress her with the good behavior of other children he and his daughter happen to observe—and not just criticize the bad behavior they happen to witness. They might see:

a young girl voluntarily returning a grocery cart that had been left in the way of cars in the supermarket parking lot.

a child automatically rising to give an older person his seat on the bus.

a boy helping a disabled person cross the street when that person was caught by a traffic light that changed too fast.

a girl in the library helping a stranger who has too many books in his arms to carry them to the returns desk.

a child running in a sudden burst of wind to fetch papers that scattered from the hands of the person walking ahead.

a teenager seeing that someone is having trouble handling heavy baggage on the escalator and rushing to help.

a young girl asking, “May I help you?” and waiting until an impaired person gets into the car, and closing the door for that person.

a teenager observing an elderly woman having trouble getting her coat on, getting up, and helping her with it.

NAGGING A CHILD IS A REAL TURNOFF

Adults who nag children all the time about their manners can really turn a positive into a negative. A child who is constantly told how bad or selfish she is will start to believe it and not care about the rewards of kind manners. I have heard people talking to children sarcastically, over their heads, using terms kids can’t understand. They certainly don’t advance their children’s embrace of kindness and good behavior with that kind of rhetoric.

Instead, adults should seize a target of opportunity whenever one presents itself to remind a child that kindness and manners are one and the same. “Wasn’t that great of him to do that?” you might say, not expecting the child with you to answer the question. You’ve made an editorial observation. When a child hears an adult say something like that, he understands. The “Enter” key has been pressed. The kind act has gone into the file.

If your child wonders aloud why you helped a total stranger, you’ve been given a perfect opportunity to toss out the Golden Rule (something that, like a winning pitch, should be tossed out whenever possible). “Think how you would have felt if you were in her place and a stranger had helped you—just like that? You’d be grateful!”

The opportunities to teach kindness are everywhere. When children respond and begin to act that way, they should receive proper recognition for it.

If you’ve finished lunch at a fast-food place with your son, for example, and someone seated nearby has just let a salt shaker drop to the floor, your son may instinctively go over to pick it up and hand it back. “That was kind,” you say to him, immediately reinforcing his helpful behavior. If he didn’t think of this all by himself, perhaps a small whisper from you, that it would be a “kind” thing to do, would work. Unfortunately, in many cases, the so-called gentleman seated nearby might not even say thank you to your son. He might just say “hum” and take the salt shaker, as though it’s his prerogative to be helped. If that happens, you should say quietly to your son, “Don’t worry, for every person who doesn’t thank you for doing what you just did, there are twenty people who would. Forget him. Just keep on remembering the twenty others.”

If you’re fortunate, acts of kindness will become instinctive in the children around you, in the children whose lives you touch, whether you’re a parent, a relative, or just a friend. You have so much power to influence them for good. And yes, there will be obnoxious, snarly people who will reject any child who does something nice for them, but those sad creatures are in a very small minority.

The great thing about important acts of kindness is that they often emanate from minor suggestions. Help a child understand that he or she should never think, “Oh, if I go see Jimmy when he’s sick and bring him a present, it wouldn’t mean anything.” Instead, help the child conclude, “My visit will probably mean a lot to Jimmy. It’s worth the effort. But what if they won’t let me in to see him?”

That’s when you say, “The fact that you went there, that’s what’s important. He’ll appreciate it.”

A very small gesture can soothe, comfort, and motivate someone who’s having a hard time, for whatever reason—including death, illness, disappointments, failures. (Of course, the child or his parent has to be sensitive enough to be aware that a friend is having a hard time and could use a little kindness.)

Praise children whenever you can, and truly listen to their replies, because unlike adults, they usually don’t know how to embroider stories and puff themselves up:

“Golly, I didn’t know it would mean that much. I’m glad I did it.”

“Did she really say that? I thought I hadn’t really helped at all.”

When a child realizes the extent of his power to help someone, and to make a difference in that person’s life, the “thinking out” process becomes instinctive and the tendency to turn inward and think only about himself begins to disappear. And therein lies the solution to much of society’s ills.

WHEN CHILDREN START
TO THINK ABOUT OTHERS IT IS NO MIRACLE

It may seem as though a miracle has occurred when the “thinking out” process begins to function in a child. Most likely, some adult somewhere has helped that child get to that point. A boy or girl who gets into the habit of thinking of ways to surprise and please other people—thanks to an occasional gentle prod from elsewhere—finds it rewarding. The child usually receives a great deal in return in terms of gratitude, recognition, or, as one little girl described it, “the pleasure of seeing someone smile just because of me.”

Opportunities are all around us to demonstrate the meaning of “thinking out.” This may be the moment to say to your seven-year-old, “Be kind to that little girl who’s our guest, even if she’s only three. Play with her, even if she’s not much fun for you at this age. Show her your room, your fish, your books, whatever. She’s feeling a little scared in this house, which is strange to her. You can make her feel better.”

An adult should not hesitate to verbalize approbation. “We’re proud of you, Louisa, for doing that.” Children need to hear adults say it, not just think it.

Parents probably never realize the importance of what they do for their children when they encourage or comfort their child. The reward may come years later. One college student, a successful athlete, had a roommate who craved becoming a successful athlete. The roommate went into a deep depression when he was on the basketball team for an entire season but never made it off the bench and into a game. He resigned from the team and was ready to quit college, too, because he felt himself to be a total failure. Then his successful athlete roommate remembered an appropriately encouraging poem—an institutional United Technology ad—his father had torn out of the Wall Street Journal for him many years back, at a time when he was also sitting on the bench all season without the coach calling him into the game. Now, five years later, he called home and asked his parents to “take it off the wall [where he’d hung it, framed] and ship it to me, please.” His father asked why he needed it.

“Dad,” he replied, “you don’t know how that poem helped me with what I was feeling about myself at the time you gave it to me. Now I know someone who really needs it on his wall. I want to loan it to him.” So a father helped his son, and the son helped his friend. The circle of influence doesn’t have to stop there.

GETTING A CHILD TO AGREE THAT “THINKING OUT” IS COOL

I’ll never forget the instance in my own life when my mother—and fate—pointed out to me that you can be paid back later in life for your kindnesses of the moment. In eighth grade, just before summer vacation started, I gave up my precious place on a school camping trip to let a new girl go in my place. I’d heard she was fighting back the tears all the time because there wasn’t room for her and it was her first chance to make new friends in a new town. So I magnanimously gave her my place. (My brother Bob said I did it because I knew there would be terrible mosquito and poison ivy problems, which it turned out there were, but he was just trying to make me look like less of a saint to my parents!)

The following September my great-uncle treated our family to a week in New York. These were the Depression years, so the excitement was pretty great. At the Rainbow Room the night before we went home to Omaha and back to school, Fred Astaire came into that glamorous place for dinner. He saw my parents, whom he knew from his Omaha days, stopped to put his arms around my mother’s neck, said, “Hello, Jean—and Mac—!” gave her a big hug, and stayed a moment to talk with us. Later, he came over and asked me to dance! It was actually a dance contest, which he and I won—he in his dazzling English tailor-made dark suit, I in my cotton dress, white anklets, and loafers. It was a moment of such excitement and triumph, I almost fainted. My mother said, “You see what you get in return for giving up your place on the camping trip?”

Ever since, I’ve been searching in my life—unsuccessfully, of course—for a payback of equal glory and intensity!



The First Manners: Hellos and Good-Byes


If only all the moms and dads in this world would teach their children one of the most basic elements of manners—how to say hello and good-bye—the entire world would be a warmer, more welcoming place.

For example, a dad says, “Alien, when one of Mom and my friends—or when anyone, for that matter—comes into the living room when you’re on the floor studying or reading on the sofa, or maybe you’re in the family room watching TV or studying or playing a computer game, I want you to get up, put out your hand to shake theirs, and say, ‘Hello, Miss, Mr., or Mrs. So-and-So.’ Be sure to look them straight in the eyes.”

“What if I don’t know who they are?”

“Makes no difference. You still get up, greet them, and say who you are. ‘Hello. I’m Alien.’ When you put out your hand, they’ll say hello back and tell you their name in return.”

“What if I don’t care who they are, and they don’t care who I am?”

“If someone is in the room where you are, I assure you they want to know who’s in the room with them. That’s human nature. No one likes a mystery.”

“You’re always telling me to study more, to concentrate. How can I concentrate if people keep coming in the room all the time and breaking my concentration?”

“You know that doesn’t happen, Alien. We don’t have that many people coming to see us ‘all the time.’”

“Dad, what difference does it make to your friends or to the … the exterminator, for example, if I say hello or not? I just don’t see—”

“They are all people and they deserve to be greeted, each and every one of them. You’ve got to learn that now. Everyone deserves to be treated with attention and respect. Haven’t you noticed that when you see someone in the street or in a store or even in the house, and you smile and say a bright hello to that person, he smiles back and maybe keeps that smile on his face? That’s what you can do for people, just by making a little effort for them.

“Remember when you were ten, Alien, and you wanted to be an astronaut? Now that you’re thirteen, you want to be a lawyer. Well, let me tell you, you’d never be allowed into astronaut training, and you’d never attract or keep legal clients without having people skills. And the first step in developing people skills is to know how to introduce yourself to others, to care about them, and to make them feel comfortable with you. It’s not difficult—in fact, it becomes automatic with practice.”



One Way Kindness Is Learned: Remember, Your Child Is Watching You


On the drive to school, if you become angry at an inconsiderate, dangerous driver, a child is an alert witness when you give that person the finger or use unsavory language. You run a great risk of having your child grow up to behave exactly as you do in similarly stressful situations.

It took only two weeks of school in September for a fourth-grader, the grandson of a man I know, to pick up the bad habit of mouthing obscenities, most of which he didn’t understand. The older man had a strong reaction. After he delivered a sermon to the boy on the evils of bad language, and after having muttered more than once “How could a thing like this happen at such an expensive private school?” the boy answered, “Granddad, I was just copying the way you talk. The kids in my grade talk like that, too. I figured since you do it better than anyone, it was okay for me to do the same.”

The grandfather (who, by the way, paid for the tuition at his grandson’s school) related a happy ending to the story. They talked the problem out together and ultimately settled on a fine, to be put in a pot and donated to a community project, each time one heard the other using this language. Early on, the project made out well, but after four months it earned nothing.

Ironically, children can make excellent teachers of manners to adults! I remember years ago when, tired and cranky, I was driving my fourteen-year-old daughter somewhere. A speeding driver on my left cut over to the right lane in front of us without signaling, and we narrowly missed a collision. Both cars were now stopped for a red light. Crimson-faced with fury, I pulled up alongside the other driver and gave him a none-too-gentle reprimand. When I had calmed down and the traffic moved forward, wise young Clare commented, “You know, Mom, that wasn’t very nice.” When I think of all the years I had spent using that same phrase with our children, it was embarrassing to be reminded of it by a fourteen-year-old.

“You’re right,” I admitted. “It wasn’t the best way to handle the situation.”

Her reply was incredibly appropriate. “Mom, I think you’d better read a book that’s on the first shelf in our library.”

“Which one, Clare?”

“The latest one you wrote, Mom.”

Our son, Malcolm, passed on another lesson in manners. We were having lunch one day in a restaurant, a reward for his having suffered through two hours of hated shopping for school clothes. Unaware, I sat down at a table that had already been taken by another woman who had left some of her things on a chair and had gone to make a telephone call. We ordered our lunches, and when she returned, she was surprised to find us there, deep in conversation. I should have risen immediately and vacated the table. Instead, she was the one who removed her things and went in search of another table.

“Mom”—Malcolm’s voice was the voice of my conscience—“you didn’t apologize to that lady and leave. It was her table.”

Then I realized what I had done. I’m always telling people to “be aware” of others around them. I had not been the slightest bit aware. “You’re right, Malcolm, we should have left, not she.”

He studied me as we sat there talking. “Well, aren’t you going to do it now?”

“Do what?”

“Give her the table.”

Really embarrassed now, I got up, went to the woman (who was now at a table next to the kitchen door), and apologized. She smiled and said it was all right. No need to change now. I was mortified at my lack of attention to what was going on around me, a common error in human kindness of which I was continually chiding my own children to be aware.

Young people can be direct, even curt, without meaning to be unkind. The roads that lead to understanding virtues must first be pointed out to them, like routes on a map; then children come to know them and can travel along them safely by themselves. They often don’t want to understand why obeying and being kind is a great plus in their corner. The subject is abstract, difficult to comprehend, and sometimes counter to what they feel like doing and saying at any given moment, but explaining it is also worth any amount of energy you, as an adult, put into it.



Modesty Is Intrinsic in Good Manners


One of the nicest aspects of good manners is that they are taught and practiced modestly, not noisily and self-praisingly. Mom doesn’t say to a child, “You’re so wonderful, you’re such a good girl because you showed everyone today what I’ve taught you. It’s too bad the other kids don’t have any manners.”

Instead, mom says to her child, “I was watching you today. You made me very proud.”

A young person who has been taught good manners doesn’t lord it over his peers. He doesn’t boast about “knowing about manners, and the rest of you don’t know anything.” Anyone acting as though he or she is better than anyone else has removed the adjective in front of the word. The “good” is gone. Just plain manners, without the adjective, are lifeless, selfish, without meaning.

Good manners are quiet. There is no sound to them. They are simply there, a kind way of moving through life. There is no feeling of superiority intrinsic to them, or inferiority either. You don’t hear them, but you see them in the way people treat one another.



Teach Your Kids Respect for Authority Figures in Their Lives


We live in a free society that is nevertheless based on taking orders from higher authorities and performing acts of obedience. (Too bad that in many schools today this philosophy is considered unnecessary and old-fashioned, and doubly too bad is the fact that many of the kids who denigrate this philosophy end up either in prison or dead from an overdose.)

The child who grows up unable to accept reasonable authority figures guiding him toward what he should be doing as a civil, caring individual and what he shouldn’t be doing, in turn may very well become an adult who can’t shoulder responsibility or take orders and therefore can’t successfully hold down a job—or worse….

A kid who sounds like a broken record, saying, “I don’t have to do that,” and “That doesn’t apply to me,” messes up not only his own life but the lives of those around him:

Remember the kid in your grade who cheated on an important test by getting hold of an advance copy of it, so that your entire class was penalized?

Remember the kid who mocked and obstructed the fire drill in school and then was injured years later in a fire he had decided was just a test?

Remember the kid who was told by the nurse to go home from school at once because he had chicken pox, but then went to a classmate’s birthday party instead and gave it to many of the guests?

Kids who grow up behaving that way—in a smart-ass manner, to use the vernacular—are usually the product of uncaring parents. So what is the definition of a “caring parent”?

A parent who knows how to delineate right from wrong in terms a young child can understand—and who praises the right behavior.

A parent who remembers his promises and delivers on them.

A parent for whom a child willingly turns off the TV and puts away games in order to hear what his mother or father has to say in a serious family discussion.

A parent who makes certain that his child understands the importance of the decent, well-meaning authority figures in his life.

Even a three-year-old can begin to see the logic of a hierarchy of command, or the need to have someone in charge. Consequently, one of the most important lessons we can teach a young child is that as he grows up he is going to be increasingly surrounded by authority figures, not just his family members but also the families of his young friends, teachers, sitters, religious instructors, doctors, nurses, coaches, policemen, bus drivers, volunteer road-crossing guards, firemen, and store clerks.

I remember one summer in Quogue, Long Island, when my father caught me, age ten, sassing the high school student who handled the ice-cream cone concession at the beach.

“But Dad,” I protested, “he’s a kid, he’s only a freshman in high school.”

“He is the manager of the ice-cream stand at this part of the beach,” he answered. “He’s the boss here at this moment. It doesn’t matter who owns the concession. He’s been left in charge. He has authority over you, and you must obey him when he says ‘no more napkins, no more sprinkles.’”

I had to go apologize to him, which embarrassed him even more than me. I remember that incident to this day. It was so many years ago, but I can see all of his freckles and his sunburned, peeling nose; the jaunty little cap he wore; and the bow tie with his dad’s white shirt and the ice-cream-splashed apron over his pants. I realized later that my father had caught me being fresh, probably flirting, as a ten-year-old would do (i.e., not very artfully), and that he had forced me to realize that as long as that boy was in charge of that stand, I was to obey his authority or depart quietly, without an ice-cream cone.

One of our primary jobs as adults is to help children to follow fair rules in life by respecting those in charge, taking instruction, and adjusting with grace instead of conflict. Those rules can be as serious as, “Don’t ever even think of touching the fire alarm in fun,” to a less serious, “Stop popping your bubble gum in people’s faces.”

When a child asks Why not? always give a reply, even if you’re exasperated. You can keep your answer short. If your child demands to know why not pull the fire alarm, explain how a false alarm prank can pull precious fire equipment away from a real fire, and can result in injury, death, and serious damage. When a child wonders why popping bubble gum in general is wrong, explain that chewing, smacking, and making a big ugly pink smear on his face when he pops it is an unattractive and offensive gesture to anyone who has to look at him. It may be fine to pop-pop with your friends, but it’s disrespectful to those who are forced to view it.

“Is it that bad, Mom?” your child might ask.

I hope your reply would be, “It’s that bad.”

In defining the word respect, the dictionary says, among other things, “the sense of worth or excellence of a person.”

The first people a child learns to respect are, of course, his parents or any other adults in the house. Among those I admire most are single parents who, regardless of personal feelings toward the divorced spouse, teach their children to respect the absent parent. It takes a lot of character and skill to overcome one’s personal animosities for the good of the child.

A child will obey a person he respects. But it takes an older person to sort all of this out for him, to demonstrate the logic of it, and to explain that, the older the child gets, the more people he will meet in life who will deserve his respect. “You obey an older person,” you might explain to a child, “because he or she has experienced a lot, learned a lot, and will use it as a responsibility to keep you safe and happy.”
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