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Foreword

Every child brought into this world deserves the best start in life that we can offer. The greatest loss in life is unfulfilled potential, and that often means getting lost in the tangled thicket of bad decisions - ethical and otherwise. We never know the exact path our kids will follow as they navigate their way through the maze of life, nor do they always know how to pick their way through the twists and turns of that maze. We never know what’s around the corner or what choices will need to be made once we round that corner. All we as teachers and homeschooling parents know is what we went through and learned about decision-making as we faced our own ever-branching decision-making forks in the road.

A lot of what we as adults learned in life was by trial and error. We learned about the costs of bad decisions by making and surviving them. We can help our kids get set up to make better decisions by moving them through practice decision-making experiences “in the abstract” where bad decisions do not have negative lifelong consequences.

This second volume expands the first and provides further thoughts about child development as well as scores more vignettes for practice rehearsals of life’s unexpected decision-making surprises and challenges. Better to make mistakes during rehearsals and role play than in real life when the costs of error bite.

The appended extra vignettes provide not only added experience in the abstract, but an education regarding what inevitably will be encountered in the rough and tumble of the real world awaiting our kids when they leave the protection of their classrooms and homes. We owe our children an education in full which includes ethical education as a basic element in their standard academic curriculum.

This second volume takes us a bit farther than the first to help our children develop their ethical critical thinking chops.

With these thoughts in mind, we move on…





Introductory Comments

This Companion Guide to Instilling Ethical Excellence is written to supplement the original Guide with additional vignettes, exercises, and new or expanded explanatory material. The original guide limited its material to that which was essential to the immediate and simple understanding of its purpose. This companion guide enlarges its focus to include more material germane to the understanding of child psychology. The original Guide and this Companion are meant to be read together. While the original was meant to be read as a standalone workbook, this companion cannot stand on its own but is an adjunct, a sequel, to be read with the original guide.

The use of the word “teacher” throughout the guide includes the formal schoolteacher as well as to the parent who chooses to be a child’s homeschool teacher. Homeschooling has developed sophisticated curricula with sophisticated accompanying teaching materials geared to the many grade and age levels of homeschooled students. The materials available, though, tend to be highly topic focused to the classic base of those found in secular school subjects: science, reading, writing, math, language, art, computer literacy, etc. Lacking in regular school curricula are the more values-centered subjects that form the core of a person’s character as they move into adulthood.

The motive to homeschool our children customarily is to provide an environment for learning that affords the child protection from unwanted educational content, influence, and influencers that may have an undesirable effect on your child’s morals, values, and lifestyle choices. The purpose of the original guide was to lay the first foundations of how to get our children thinking critically about how to make values-based ethical decisions. This companion guide deepens, expands, and builds upon those original foundations and provides more vignettes and exercises to develop more skilled and muscular decision-making skills.

This guide, as before, is not meant to be a scholarly piece. It’s not a heavy academic lift. It’s meant to be an easy, maybe even entertaining, read. Quick and to the point. It contains what’s helpful to know about helping our children develop their ethical chops. Easily digested at first read.

With that in mind let’s saddle up…





Module 1

“Excellence rooted in ethics means that every action isn’t just done well—but done well and rightly. It’s excellence aligned with character, purpose, and rational deliberation. Genuine human flourishing—what Aristotle considers the ultimate form of excellence—is only possible when ethical excellence and human excellence are entwined. Thus, excellence fulfilled is excellence practiced with moral wisdom—the full realization of human capacity in service of the good.”

“Excellence is not the destination; it’s the journey of constant growth and refinement.”



We teach our children about right and wrong by how we act.

A funny thing happened on my way to my doctoral degree. I wanted to do some research on the idea of Human Excellence before books in the very early eighties came out about excellence in the fields of industrial, organizational, and managerial leadership. In my literature review (dissertation Chapter Two) I had to read extensively in the domains of philosophy, psychology, and religion. I thought I’d be hit with crazy inconsistencies of opinion on what constitutes human excellence and have a crazy hard time making sense of it all. Instead, I found a surprising and striking convergence of ideas about excellence regardless of the antiquity of the literature, its culture, its region, or its religion. The literature worldwide seemed to unite on the basics of excellence of character.

The central themes? Peacefulness, gentleness, care. A feeling of oneness with mankind, and comfort in and with the universe. Persevering patiently and calmly through hardship, acceptance of one’s circumstances. Kindness, humility, bearing and sharing of others’ burdens. Sharing of goods and of self. A keen refinement and sense of morality. Absence of envy and jealousy, of hate and greed.

The literature tells us that such people live with a sense of creativity, autonomy, and objectivity, a concern about mankind. They can accept themselves and others. They keenly distinguish between right and wrong, and set their bearings on what’s right. They have heightened sensitivity to the needs of others. They are spontaneous. They lift themselves above their own needs and see and tend to the needs of others. They strive to fulfill their potential, but not at the expense of another. They are grounded in and guided by their higher-order moral values. Their ethical lives are above reproach. They are stable and reliable. They are friends, loving brothers, and sisters to all humanity.

What I found was the recognition of a sense and belief that there is something far more important than oneself, something more to being human than mere immediate me-centered experience. It involves exploring certain universal others-centered themes - love, compassion, morality, altruism, wisdom, and truth.

Let’s remember that the kind of world we live in affects who we become. Conversely, the kind of people we are affects the kind of world we live in. The dark hostile world of Thomas Hobbes in which he said people live lives that are “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short,” is not the kind of world we want to build for ourselves or our kids to inhabit. We want to build and bequeath to them a moral/ethical world in which people trust and care for one another. And one in which they are equally trusted and cared for. That kind of world doesn’t happen on its own. It must be built as described in my prior Guide.

We are all ethicists from birth until death:

Every one of us from birth are ethicists in the sense that we are mindful of the need to be treated the way we want to be treated. From our earliest sensations forward, we respond to things on the basis of how they feel to us. Our first sense of right and wrong springs from our feelings about how we are being treated. Until we have the mental capacity to see ourselves as others see us, called “stepping into the role of the other,” our ethics are strictly ego-centric, one-way, and all about how we’re being treated by others. We form our system of rules first and foremost based on how we want to be treated. And we judge others by how we are treated by them.

Behavior that is judged right is that which we want coming our way. Behavior that is wrong is that which we don’t want coming our way. Right and wrong are defined by my feelings about what you’re doing to me. It’s all a one-way thing. Later, when we are able developmentally to mentally step into the role of the other and see what they’re seeing about us and see that they are judging us the same way we are judging them we begin thinking in terms of the mutuality and reciprocity of social living. Our ethical thinking then and only then becomes a two-way instrument for achieving mutual well-being and we have taken a major step forward toward more fully developed ethical thinking and social harmony.

How does one formally approach questions of ethics? The following questions might be asked:


	What is it exactly that I want to accomplish by my decision?


	Is what I want to accomplish ethical in itself?


	Are the means by which I want to accomplish my ethical objective(s) themselves ethical?


	Will anyone be harmed?


	Is respect shown to those affected by my decision?


	Is the decision honorable?


	Would it bring honor upon another?


	Is it consistent with the most ancient formulation and fountainhead of later ethical thinking: the Golden Rule?


	Is it principled, rational, logical, reasonable?


	Would my decision conform to Aristotle’s “four rights”: the right thing, in the right way, at the right time, for the right reason?


	Would I want others to respect and follow my public example?


	Would I want my decision to be made into a universal moral law or community standard?


	Would others respect and want to follow my example?


	What facts are central, which are more peripheral to the immediate ethical question?


	What might be the downstream short- and long-term direct and indirect harmful consequences of my decision? Where does the “risks versus rewards equation” balance out?


	What practical standards of rightness or wrongness are the most important to the question?


	What overarching moral principle(s) might attach to the question?




Stepping into the shoes of the other:

The most important thing for a person of any age, young or old, to understand is how they affect others. That can happen only when they have achieved the brain development that permits them to move to a perspective outside of themselves and see the interaction between themselves and their other as an audience member in a theater might see two actors interacting on the stage with each other. This is a feat of imagination that few achieve but can be achieved by some children at surprisingly young ages. The idea of “stepping into the shoes of the other” should be a mantra that teachers should bring up again and again. Not every child will get it at the same age, but reinforcing it again and again will result in most kids getting the concept eventually to the benefit of their relationships for the rest of their lives.

This is an important milestone of ethical development because it allows us to see the full equation of interactions from both sides.

Let’s again remember Bobby Burns, “0, wad some Power the giftie gie us to see ourselves as others see us.”





The Value of Play

[image: ]

(This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA)

Let our children be children: Childhood needs to be a time of carefree play. Sadly, not every child gets that experience. In “The Hurried Child” (1981) Harvard’s Dr. David Elkind persuasively argues that free play lets the child experience a sense of his or her own innate and unique self. A sense of who and what they are by nature. He presents evidence that a pressured child has higher levels of depression and stress-related anxiety than unhurried matched peers, and experience burnout later as teens as well as carrying depression and anxiety with them as adults.

About Kids: Their temperaments are innate and there is not a lot anyone can do to change them. They come into the world genetically programmed to be what they will be. The programming is done and finished when the egg is fertilized and is a product of what the parents have provided by way of their own genes. Certainly, harmful abusive treatment of our children can change the trajectory of their development in unwanted ways, but their innate underlying temperament type remains.


About Play:

The value of freestyle: Trying on different “identity” costumes to “feel the fit.” The unhurried child has the time to lie in the grass facing skyward, watch the clouds drift by, and see what he can see in their shapes. (That was me.) Or they can go fishing with a branch, six feet of string found somewhere in the garage, and an open safety pin fitted with a worm (yes, it actually works). It doesn’t matter if fish are caught, it’s the play that matters. (Me again at age 5 trekking to the local lake at Harrison Park, Hammond, Indiana, and catching tiny sunfish.)

By freestyling, the child improvises on the spot whatever they want to do or follows the prompt of a friend to play this game or that, or some harebrained activity that lets their imagination run wherever it takes them. Safely of course. It’s the child’s spontaneity and imagination that matter. A patch of woods becomes the setting for cowboys and Indians. A lake and a small leaky rowboat become the props for young buccaneers or a Huck Finn and Tom Sawyer romp. In unhurried freestyling the child on their own finds the activity that best fits his personality runs with it and stays with it into their future.

The value of thought-experiment play: Spontaneously planned and thought-out on the spot unhurried play allows our children to think ahead and get into a character’s skin, think their thoughts, and feel their feelings in a little more organized way. Let’s make believe we’re detectives looking for clues. Let’s play spies and snoop around and see what we can find. This kind of play requires our children to plan ahead, get into a role, and experience how their character might act as their play moves forward into more closely character-organized activity. Young imaginations spring into action in the service of developing activities to fit spontaneously unfolding plots. All this develops creativity to be later put to use as our children enter adulthood. As above, thought experiment play rewards our children with being able to experiment in harmless ways with other kinds of identities. If it doesn’t fit, no harm done and the play ends with lesson learned. If it does fit, something is learned about what the future might hold.

The value of role-rehearsal play: This kind of play is more organized, more tightly planned, and more tightly played than above. The action revolves around roles our children have observed, and they are more closely and accurately mimicking what they have seen than above. Our children learn by imitating what they observe (more on that later) which is why our parental conduct is our children’s greatest teacher, for the good and bad. Role-rehearsal play gets our children more deeply into the characters they play. Role-related activities and identities get more deeply explored and more deeply felt. The depth of involvement in a character makes things feel more palpably real and therein lies the value of this kind of play. The reality of the feel gets our children closer to identifying the kind of occupational role they might want, or not want, to head toward as they think ahead to what their adulthood might look like. All this role-play is healthy educational fodder for our children’s minds. And it all occurs during the years when enduring harm is not in the cards. Except in rare circumstances, a bad play experience can be shaken off and understood and framed as lesson learned.

An aside: We’ve always known that direct experience teaches lessons far better than lectures; why rob them of those experiences. As long as we parents keep their territories safe, we need to let our children have their own experiences rather than the ones we choose for them. When we choose, we do so based on our preferences, not our children’s. And that may result in our children missing out on something they might prefer naturally over what we might prefer for them. Our children grasp more deeply the lessons taught by life than the lessons we teach them by instruction. We need to stand back to let them safely have those life-lessons which form their mental charthouse of maps by which they will navigate today and into their future. We cannot form their charthouse by inserting our maps into their charthouse any more than we can make our children think our thoughts.

The value of free (no-cost) mistakes: The priceless value of an unhurried childhood is the opportunity of unprogrammed unstructured play. Our children have the luxury of a space they can explore unhindered by the expectations and directions of meddlesome parents. However well-meaning we parents are when we program our children’s time, we rob them of their ability to program their own by their imaginations. Our children must be allowed to make the mistakes children always make and learn from. Mistakes made by our children in play teach them about the sharper edges of life while there is little or no cost to be paid. Our children, allowed to explore the world unhurried and unprogrammed, learn on their own how things work. Their experiences draw their first mental maps of how the world operates and lays the foundations for further more refined maps.






Module 2

“To strive for excellence is to embrace the challenge of surpassing your own expectations, day by day.”





On Parenting

[image: ]

A word about supervision/parenting: Children generally receive three kinds of supervision: authoritarian, permissive/laissez-faire, and authoritative.







	Authoritarian: Do it because I said so, and I’m the boss. You will do what you are told.





	Laissez- Faire: Do whatever you want. You’ll learn what life teaches you.



	Authoritative: Let’s discuss the reason for what I want you to do.





Authoritarian: This style of supervision takes complete and strict command of the child in every detail of life and allows no wiggle room for independence or negotiation. “Because I said so” is the answer to every “why” a child asks regarding parental directions and boundaries. The child treated this way often becomes rebellious at the various times of development when they need to take a step forward on the road toward independence to make their own way finally and fully in the world.

Laissez-faire: This style, also known as the neglectful, is hands-off. Let the child discover the rules of life on his own. The supervisory philosophy is to let the child feel the bumps and bruises that come with life. Let the child find him or herself without guidance or boundaries. This style results in children who are lost and floundering or get into trouble sometimes so deep that any lesson learned is often ruinous.

Authoritative: This style sets firm boundaries and rules of conduct, while allowing wiggle room for discussion, negotiation, and compromise. When a child asks “Why?” this parent explains the rationale behind directions/boundaries and clarifies the why’s behind instructions and rules. Though they may not always agree with them, the child understands them. The engagement between the child and the one setting the parameters of conduct is positive, caring, and supportive. The child treated this way will achieve the best of all possible developmental outcomes. Children raised authoritatively become the healthiest teens and adults





On Imitation

[image: ]

Human brains are saturated with “mirror neurons” which facilitate empathy, sympathy, fellow-feelings, and imitation. Our children develop, among other skills, language and social skills largely by imitation. Someone’s yawn elicits our own. Laughter is contagious, as is weeping. We cringe when others get hurt. We wince when others wince with pain. We jump when they startle. When someone tenses, so do we. When someone gets mad, we feel ourselves mirroring it. They raise their voice, we raise ours. We mirror feeling for feeling. For the good or the bad.

Our children constantly observe us and their surroundings and take in our conduct and that of others as templates for their own. The patterns they see are the ones they imitate and play out. The language they hear becomes the language they speak. The words they hear become the words they say. The activities they see become the ones they enact. The emotions they see are the emotions they mirror. Our children are the greatest impersonators ever known. We ignore this to the loss of one of the greatest teaching tools we have at our disposal in the care and nurture of our kids: our conduct.





On The Value of Learning Ethics Through Childhood Peer Experience

[image: ]

Ethics can be taught by lecture as in teaching our children the importance of living by the Golden Rule. In other words, head knowledge. Far more important though are the ethics taught by experience, heart knowledge. Our children in their play will invariably learn about the golden rule by being treated by another in a way that feels that a wrong has just been done to them. Their sense of right and wrong is first learned by being wronged.

That sense is innate. We all have it from our first feelings, “Thou shalt not harm me.” From it we flesh out the other part about not harming others by being told by them to “not do harm to them.” Thus, the value of bumping up against wrongdoing peers is that we learn about the two-way nature of the Golden Rule. Not harming is a mutual obligation learned first by being harmed. It was no stylistic accident that the first phrasing of the Golden Rule was “What you do not want done to you, do not do unto others.” On that hangs “all the law and the prophets,” and the development of every civilization known to history.

And it all began by experiencing bruising “real-politick” by nasty childhood peers in the clan when there was little at stake for the lesson.

By way of Play our children will learn on their own what they are like, and they will think loosely along certain lines leading them later to adopt a general guide to their sense of right and wrong, i.e., their personal system of ethics.










	Personality Type
	Approach to Questions of Right v. Wrong (Precursive to Ethics)
	Personality Type
	Approach to Questions of Right v. Wrong (Precursive to Ethics) 



	Bold
	Situational/intuitive
	Fearful
	Intuitive/Situational



	Curious
	Complicated and Situational
	Casual/Dispassionate
	Follow the rules



	Leader
	Utilitarian. Goal oriented.
	Follower
	Follow the rules



	Social
	Utilitarian. Goal oriented.
	Shy
	Follow the rules



	Scrapper
	Situational/intuitive
	Peacemaker
	Intuitive/Care Ethics



	Maverick
	Situational/intuitive
	Obedient
	Follow the rules



	Comforter
	Intuitive/Care Ethics
	“Tough it out/Get over it”
	Duty



	Explorer
	Utilitarian
	Homebase Centered
	Care/intuitive



	Active
	Utilitarian
	Thinker
	Complicated/Situational



	Polite
	Intuitive/Care Ethics
	Rude
	Intuitive/Situational



	Open
	Situational/intuitive
	Closed
	Duty



	Agreeable
	Situational/intuitive
	Argumentative
	Intuitive/Situational



	Conscientious
	Duty ethics
	Careless
	Situational



	Ambitious
	Utilitarian
	Indolent
	Situational



	Sanguine
	Utilitarian
	Sad
	Care



	Peaceful
	Intuitive/Situational
	Irritable
	Intuitive/Situational



	Rebellious
	Situational/Utilitarian
	Cooperative
	Situational



	Innovative/imaginative
	Situational/Utilitarian
	Unimaginative
	Duty



	Neat/Careful
	Duty ethics
	Messy
	Situational



	Intolerant
	Duty/Rules Oriented
	Tolerant
	Intuitive



	Nervous/Anxious
	Intuitive/Situational
	Tranquil
	Care/Situational



	Extroverted
	Intuitive/Situational
	Introverted
	Situational



	Courageous
	Intuitive/situational
	Fainthearted
	Situational





Table 2










Definitions

Duty Ethics/Rules Based: Idealist. Follow the rules. Do your duty regardless of situation. The outcome will take care of itself.

Situational Ethics: The elements of the situation and one’s deeply held values determine the ethical action.

Intuitive Ethics: The feel of the situation based on one’s deeply held values determines the ethical action.

Utilitarian Ethics/Goal Oriented: The goal determines the ethical action.

Care Ethics: The ethical action is to provide support and care.
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