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Dedication

In loving memory of my mom. 
Your goodness lives on … in me, my children, and my children’s children.



To my children, Talia and Chloe, without whom I wouldn’t be as passionate about writing parenting books.
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If truth, honour and integrity

Live in heavens high

I thank you for your example

And for helping me reach to the sky

If kindness and compassion

If knowing right from wrong

Have their place in music

Then you are both my song

If sustenance, warmth and comfort,

Happiness, laughter and fun

Help a seed to flourish and grow

Then you are the rays of my sun

If passion and vitality

Are colours bright and bold

Then you are both my rainbow,

My silver and my gold

If feelings from the heart

Expression and emotion

Are the endless waters of the sea

Then you are both my ocean

If to feel excited

To hope and to aspire

Is a burning flame inside my soul

Then you are both my fire

If unconditional love and support

Is the branch of a tree up high

I’m the longest tallest tree in the world

With my branches in the sky

Thank you for who I am

Thank you for who I will be

If it weren’t for both of you

Then I would not be me

—written by a bride to her parents





Introduction


“Modelling isn’t one way of influencing 
people. It’s the only way.”

—Albert Einstein



There’s no rehearsing being a parent. We’re just thrown on stage, without a lot of training. There’s no pre-written script, no lines to memorize. And each child is different, so it’s hard to see how there could be a script that would cover them all. That’s what makes being a parent so challenging. Parenting requires a lot of improvisation—being able to pick up on cues and read between the lines.

So we make it up as we go along, hoping for a happy ending.

We do the best we can. But it’s a hectic world and many of us are spread pretty thin, trying to parent and earn a living at the same time. And there seem to be a thousand influences on our children that are not easy for us to control, from school to play to TV and movies to the internet and electronic games.

Then we look around one day and our children are not acting like the kind of people we hoped they would be. They’re displaying all sorts of behaviours that we don’t like and never wanted. And it seems very hard to turn things around.

Most parents that come to see me are pretty exhausted. They’ve run out of ideas to bring about change. They’re tired of having to offer rewards for good behaviour. They want their children to co-operate because they care. They find themselves in a tug of war for power—they ask their children to do something and are faced with “Make me!”

If you’re like these parents, you may be feeling hopeless, helpless, or on the road to giving up. Let’s run down some of the common problems that you may be seeing in your children:

• not fulfilling everyday responsibilities like getting up for school on time, doing homework, cleaning bedrooms, and other chores

• not following the family’s rules: breaking curfews, climbing out of windows after being told to stay home, sneaking onto the computer after they have been asked not to, pretending to go to school and then spending the day at the mall with a friend

• not wanting to spend time together as a family

• calling their parents ugly names, or expressing hate for them

• when out in public, showing bad manners; having no consideration for adults or younger children who may be with them in an enclosed space such as an elevator or a bus shelter

• being mean to other kids (including siblings) or to small animals; taunting or teasing others mercilessly; acting violently in and out of school

• being lazy: wanting to get the most goodies for the least effort

• lack of patience and perseverance, short attention spans, giving up too easily on a task

• behaving with a sense of entitlement, as if the world owes them something

• being overly influenced by others: being coerced into behaviours like drinking, smoking, and promiscuity because of peer group pressure.

Faced with this litany of misbehaviour, what you may be wishing is that your children would act like different people. That they would have an inner compass that would guide them to make better choices, and would motivate them to meet you halfway, acting more like you were all on the same team.

You may also wish your own performance could be better. When asked to critique themselves, many parents tend to say that they don’t want to be constantly nagging and yelling and getting angry, and they wish they could act more like their true selves. “The person I show to my kids isn’t really me,” one parent recently told me. “I lose patience with my kids and get frustrated. I say things I don’t mean and fight for rules even I don’t think are fair, just to win. I’m a better person than that.”

There’s a simple way of summing all this up: it’s all about character. We wish that our children (and ourselves) would do a better job of demonstrating good character. There are various traits that we think of as being part of that, like integrity and honesty and consideration for others. We feel that if our children could somehow get an injection of good character, a lot of the practical details would take care of themselves. A teen with more integrity would remain more true to herself, and not feel the compulsion to drink alcohol or use drugs just because “other kids do.” A child who was more honest would not lie about whether he was going to school. Children with more consideration for others would be less likely to tease, taunt, and be mean.

It’s a worthy goal: to instil better character in our children. Is there a way to do it—to influence our children to become persons of character?*

Yes, there is, and the clue to it lies in another thing that parents often report to me. They say that they find themselves imitating the very things their own parents did, often not to good effect. One mother reported to me, “I swear I’ll never borrow from my own parents’ tired old lines or scream as loudly as they did, but then I do, without intending to. It’s as if their words are recorded in my brain and played back through my own lips. I hear their voices echo through me, like I’ve become them.”

This simple fact—that we tend to imitate our own parents’ behaviour—turns out to be the guidepost we need. It points to a major key to successful parenting that is the central pillar of this book, and a growing international movement. That key is called modelling character, and it simply means showing your children what kind of person they should be, by being that kind of person yourself. We will talk about many ways of instilling or fostering good character traits, but the most basic and powerful method of them all, without which the others won’t work, is to lead by example—to demonstrate those traits yourself, in a way that communicates their value to your children. More briefly, it’s about letting your kids see what it means to be a good person.

As parents, we are role models by default. We don’t have a choice. No special training, talent, or thought is demanded of us. It just happens. Children, on both a conscious and unconscious level, absorb everything we say and do, and then imitate our example—good and bad. Most kids won’t admit to this. They’ll say things like, “I never want to smoke; it’s gross and makes your fingers yellow.” Then, at the age of 12, they’ll sneak a cigarette out of your pack and smoke it behind your house with a friend.

Ever overheard or watched your child playing house or dress-up with a friend or sibling? Like a mirror, you’ll see yourself reflected in his or her words and actions. When they’re four and mimicking our bad behaviour, we laugh and call it cute. When they’re 14, it’s no longer a laughing matter.

Some of what children learn to imitate is no surprise. Children will swear if they hear us swear. They will show us disrespect if we spend most of our time yelling and screaming at them. They will be impatient and intolerant if we always make them hurry and yell when they accidentally spill their drink. Children practise what they see, much more than what we preach.

But a lot of what children learn from us is not so obvious. A mom and dad came to see me about how to deal with sibling rivalry in their home. Their two daughters, aged seven and four, fought constantly with each other. The parents were at the end of their rope in dealing with the friction, and were looking for help in understanding why the girls could not get along. After asking them about each child in great detail, I told the parents that it seemed that their seven-year-old, on her own, was quite easy-going and even-tempered. However, she seemed triggered by her rambunctious younger sister. The parents admitted that they too had a difficult time coping with their younger child, that she purposely went against their requests not to do something, and that she was destructive and created chaos out of calmness. The dad said that he especially had a hard time with his four-year-old when he was trying to work out of his home office in the evening—she purposely pulled papers off his desk and would not stop or leave when asked to.

I asked, “What do you do when you’re feeling angry or frustrated with her?” The mom looked over at her husband and laughed. He looked back at her and blushed. He tried telling me what he thought I would want to hear, but his wife gently steered him back to the truth. He admitted that he usually screamed at her and called for his wife to “come take her away.” At some point, both parents recognized the connection between the dad’s actions and his older daughter’s behaviour towards the youngest member of the family. Until that moment, neither parent had considered how the dad’s response to frustration was being echoed by his seven-year-old, nor how important it was for him to model alternative ways to respond to her behaviour and behave when frustrated or angry. Over time, once the dad had made some improvements in his response towards his younger child, the parents noticed a significant change in the way that their seven-year-old responded to her too.

Some of what our children learn from us is more indirect, but just as potent. For example, whether or not you show responsibility by arriving at your child’s school on time, whether you show empathy by not sending snacks to school that may have come into contact with nuts, and whether you treat your own parents—their grandparents—with respect and care, are all examples of modelling character, either positively or negatively.

So the question isn’t “Are you going to model for your kids?” You’re modelling now; you have in the past; and you will in the future. The question is “What are you going to model?” If you take a closer look at what your children are doing and saying—both at play and while interacting with you—and you’re not happy with what you’re seeing and hearing, this is your cue that it’s time to start behaving differently to bring about change in the way they behave.

In this book I will explore in detail what traits are thought to make up good character—the ten chosen by educators as most important—and present a step-by-step plan for first deciding which characteristics you most want your children to gain, then how to influence by modelling them in a conscious, deliberate, and authentic way. Modelling is the core, but there’s more, and along the way I will talk about other ways of encouraging, teaching, and reinforcing good character in your kids, your family, and yourself.

The first step in learning to model character more effectively is to take a hard look at what is going on now in your family. It means observing your children’s behaviour, reflecting on your own behaviour, and recognizing the connection between the two. You will become aware of the “unconscious” modelling you’ve been doing, some of which hasn’t realized the results you wanted. It takes courage to do this, a willingness to be open-minded and self-critical. But the potential rewards are immense. When you decide to take conscious control over this area and deliberately model character traits that you have carefully chosen, then observe the effect of this on your children, you become empowered in an amazing new way. What used to be semi-instinctive now becomes a conscious, planned activity, and what used to be hit and miss takes on a sure aim.

This process of taking control over what used to be a haphazard process and turning it into a systematic plan, I will refer to as “modelling with intention,” where “intention” means purpose or planning.

At this point I would like to step back and give you the context for what I’ve covered so far, by telling you more about who I am and where this book came from.

A Little Background

About Myself

I’m a psychologist, registered with the College of Psychologists of Ontario, and I’m married and a parent of two daughters, aged 16 and 23. I’ve been counselling parents, individuals, couples, and families for 25 years, while offering expert advice to the media and writing articles and books.

In 1990, I founded the Parent Education Resource Centre in Thornhill, Ontario. I did this out of the belief that as parents, we have the power to influence our children for good, and to turn difficult situations at home into more manageable situations even when we don’t think we can. Time and again, I have observed that the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree and that children copy their parents’ behaviour. Therefore, I have always been an advocate of parents modelling character and encourage parents to show and share—to show what they want to see in their children and to explicitly share what it is they are doing.

About Character Education

Schools have been addressing values all along, but the way has not always been smooth—especially in the last half century. Since ancient times, people have believed that part of what children should learn at school is good character, including what moral values apply in life. It was easier to inculcate values in times when there was broad agreement across society about what was right and wrong and how children should behave. As society became more culturally diverse and more secularized, it became less clear exactly how to teach values in schools—and whose values should be taught.1 An educational philosophy called “values clarification”2 was tried—which recommended that teachers help students “clarify” their own self-chosen values—but it seemed to raise more questions than it solved. What was needed was a way to instil solid, universal principles in children without getting embroiled in specific moral disputes (some of them the “hot-button” issues of the day) and without getting into the dogmas of specific organized religions.

The Character Matters program was initiated by the school board in my district in the early 2000s. Dr. Avis Glaze, then Associate Director of Education for the York Region District School Board, and John Havercroft, Superintendent of Schools for the same board, also realized the increasing need for an intentional approach to character education. The Columbine school tragedy and other incidents of school violence, local and international, were a wake-up call to educators that a problem they were already aware of—the general decline in values among students—had now gone too far. Violence and bullying were among the symptoms, but there were many other problem behaviours, and the root cause was a decline in children learning what it means to be a good person. Glaze and her team put a proposal together and approached school trustees about starting a character development program in York Region schools.

Community meetings followed, and the program received an overwhelmingly positive response. Participants listed about 60 potential attributes and then narrowed them down to those most worthy of being modelled and taught. In the end, they unanimously agreed on ten—respect, responsibility, honesty, empathy, fairness, initiative, courage, perseverance, optimism, and integrity. These are general principles or “virtues” on which most people can agree, but in their simplicity, they are also extremely powerful. If modelled and taught effectively, they can bring about huge change for the better in children’s behaviour. And as we’ll see in Chapter 1, the process entails adopting broad principles, after which families are free to work out answers to more specific moral issues in their own unique ways. When a child believes, for example, in responsibility, honesty, integrity, and respect, it is much easier for a family to work out their own guidelines on issues such as swearing, pre-marital sex, and the amount and content of TV and electronic games.

As the York Region’s District School Board’s website explains, character education is not a separate class, but rather is woven into the cross-section of school life. “An English teacher may pay special attention to the character traits of a character in a novel or may point out such attributes as initiative, empathy and fairness in a poem. A math teacher may stress the perseverance of those students who have worked hard to improve. A science teacher may stress the importance of being responsible as a member of a lab group.”

After the program was introduced in schools, it had positive effects not only in class but beyond, in school-wide anti-bullying and peer-conflict mediation programs, for example. The wider community, too, flourished as character was consciously incorporated into businesses and the arts: I see notices in the local newspaper announcing Character Awards evenings to acknowledge the way in which local businesses, organizations, and individuals have modelled the characteristics consistent with being a community of character.

But still, there was something missing. My epiphany came when I attended a character assembly at my daughter Chloe’s school. I watched proudly as she (then seven years old) walked to the front of the gymnasium to accept that month’s character award, for showing respect. And then it occurred to me: this is great, but what about the parents who aren’t here today? How can we bring this into homes so that parents can make the contribution that only they are capable of making?

And so the idea for this book was born.

There’s a kind of war for children’s souls going on. We’re all aware that many influences in children’s lives are negative, not the least of which is what I call the world of “screens”: TV, movies, computers, the internet, and video games. As educator Dr. Marvin Berkowitz* says, the popular media make it “a heck of a lot harder to raise children. First, the sheer dosage of it. Secondly, the horribly graphic nature of what they are exposed to and thirdly, how ambiguous it is. It’s often hard to tell the good and bad guys apart.”3 He mentions Tony Soprano, the killer we root for, and Dexter, the psychopath who is seen as a hero. On top of these external influences, there have been changes in the family (some related to the need for both parents to work) that have also left children more exposed.

The good news is that the cavalry has arrived, in the form of a widespread realization that an old-fashioned-sounding thing called “character” really matters, and if we don’t take active measures to shape children’s characters, they may just be shaped for us, and not in the ways we would want. Today, the movement to model, teach, and otherwise build good character is international, vibrant, and steadily growing. It is a great time for parents to get on board, because they have so many allies, and this book will tell you how.

I have centred the book on the ten attributes mentioned earlier. I will define them with concrete examples, as well as offer you many ideas on how to teach, influence, and intentionally model them to your children. And you will likely come up with additional positive attributes that you want to work on along the way.

How This Book Works

How to Influence Your Kids for Good is organized into three sections.

If we picture our quest as a sort of voyage, Part One is the preparation for launch, including outfitting and fuelling, and an initial spin near the harbour. It will lay out the primary tools you’ll need for building character in your children, empower you with the realization that with these tools you can take your family to a better place, and get you started on modelling for your children.

Chapter 1 is about defining the core beliefs and values that you want to focus on for your family. I’ll invite you to rank the attributes of good character, and to compare notes on this with your partner. I’ll also suggest some interesting moral situations that parents and children may face; mulling them over will help you calibrate your moral compass. Then I’ll give pointers so you can start modelling more consciously as soon as you feel ready. In Chapter 2 I’ll talk about learning (and teaching) from others’ actions and how you can turn even poor examples into teachable moments. Chapter 3 will focus on how to keep tomorrow in mind as a parent, rather than limiting your view to what makes today easier. If your decisions are keyed to your kids’ long-term character, they’ll be better decisions. Chapter 4 will explore the various stages in a child’s life and how your modelling of character can be tailored to each. Finally, Chapters 5 to 7 will talk about the huge advantages to be gained by partnering with your co-parent (even after a divorce), with your children, and with your children’s teachers, in your effort to build character in your kids.

Part Two of How to Influence Your Kids for Good will get you and your family, as a full-fledged team, well and truly launched on the character-building voyage. Chapter 8 starts with a discussion of how to achieve more time together as a family, and then moves on to the crucial how-to’s of conducting an effective family meeting. Then Chapter 9, the heart of the book, presents what I call The Family Plan: a detailed, step-by-step guide to the crucial first family meetings, with worksheets to help you navigate. I also provide definitions and examples of the ten key attributes belonging to a “good” person that you can share and discuss with your spouse and children. At the end of the four-week process, you will be on your way towards the future you want as a family.

Before you actually begin the program detailed in Chapter 9, I suggest that you read through it and Chapter 10, where you’ll get real-life feedback from families who have been through the process you’re about to begin. That will give you a good idea of what to expect and will brace you with a sense that this can be done.

If your spouse hates to read (and you’re tired of highlighting the “important” parts), or if you need a refresher, you’ll appreciate the “Short & Sweet” section at the end of most chapters in this book. In these sections, I’ll sum up what’s been covered in that chapter.

Part Three of the book (Chapters 11 to 22) introduces you to the once-a-month meeting and describes some important spots to visit during the first ten months of the voyage, devoting a short chapter to each of the ten crucial characteristics that influence “good” behaviour. Your entire family is encouraged to focus on each of these attributes, one per month, so that everyone has a chance to fully experience and understand them. Each chapter also offers a fun exercise that the family can do together, to stimulate understanding and discussion on everyone’s part. The exercises were created by Dynamix, a Canadian-based organization that is a leader in team-building and character development for kids and teens.

Frequently Asked Questions

Now that you’ve had a first look at what I’m proposing in this book, you may have some natural doubts: it may seem a little daunting. Let’s look at some questions and even objections that parents have expressed to me, and I’ll respond to them.

If my children are having difficulties, does that mean I’m not a good person?

No, it doesn’t. Parents who want help with their children are people of good character. The problem is that we don’t always show our best side to our kids. As I mentioned earlier, we may unconsciously channel poor behaviours that our own parents used, and beyond that, as working parents we are often too busy or too tired to summon our best. And it’s partly about awareness: parents aren’t always conscious of how they come across to their kids, and how with a few small tweaks, they can learn to model the characteristics they would like to see in them. That’s what modelling with intention is all about. Lastly, our children’s problems aren’t all about us. We live in a culture and a time that influences children in all sorts of ways, and we don’t always know how to counteract the negative ones. The good news is that you do have what it takes, and with a little direction and a clear plan, you can harness your own character and use it as a powerful force for the good of your children. Once you start to see the positive changes that will happen in your kids, you will be encouraged and energized to keep modelling intentionally.

I’m afraid I’ll feel phony if I suddenly start parading “good” behaviour and talking about these ten virtues. Almost like I’m putting them on, just for show.

You’re right to say that good character needs to be authentic; it shouldn’t just be something we “put on” to manipulate our children. The thing is, the character attributes that we’re talking about are self-affirming. Once you start to consciously model them and see how that makes you feel and how it makes your children feel (and act), you will quickly realize that you are getting in touch with something very deep that is really you. Rather than a trip into alien territory, it will feel more like coming home.

Do I have to know it all before I start? What if I can’t do a perfect job of modelling character?

You don’t have to be perfect or know it all. You have many talents as a parent and you love your children. You can and will learn this new skill as you go, and your own family will help you find your way. Remember, this isn’t a competition! You aren’t being compared to any other parent; what matters is that you’ll soon find you are learning and making progress, and the improvements you see will validate your effort and spur you on. You will discover that your daily life with your children is full of opportunities that you didn’t see before; there’s a lot of “low-hanging fruit” to pluck! All you need to bring is a desire for change and a vested interest in your children’s future. I’ll supply my experience, my passion, and the framework for you to follow.

What if my kids are already teenagers? Is it too late?

It may be more difficult but it’s never too late, and it’s better to try to improve things at whatever point than to give up on yourself and your children. If you develop a new way of communicating with your children when they are teenagers, they may be a little thrown off by the foreign language and new approach, but a jolt may be just what they need to bring about positive change.

I don’t have time to devote to this plan. Is it worth it?

As I’ll discuss later in the book: better to devote some time to this new approach now than to spend the greater time that may be required later on to turn wayward kids around. By taking the time to learn new skills, you are investing in your children’s future. It’s easy to have money withdrawn from your bank account each month for RESP contributions. It’s harder to take the time to read a book like this, to meet with your partner and your family, but it’s more worthwhile than all the financial gain in the world. You and your children will be richer in more important ways.

The initial time commitment to this program is significant—as you learn the tools and follow the steps laid out. Once you’re on your way, the time commitment becomes less. In any case, you will find that you actually enjoy the ride. You will realize that the time devoted to your family is more worthwhile than anything else in your life—work, friends, and the rest.

My spouse (or kid) is not on board.

Sometimes it takes some convincing to get everyone on board and certain people may never be quite as committed to the plan as others. Even if they sit on the periphery, that is okay. To make an analogy: some people come to counselling sessions not really wanting to be there. It usually takes less than an hour, so long as the therapist is empathic, encouraging, supportive, and acknowledging, to convince them that they would like to return. Who doesn’t like to be part of a supportive environment?

I feel that I am a good person and that I try my best, but my kids don’t seem to notice. Or: my kids are just like their father (or mother); no matter how hard I try, they follow his (or her) lead more than mine.

Try not to be discouraged by your children not seeming to notice or care about the effort and care you put into parenting. Also, try not to be discouraged by your child seeming to follow your partner’s “bad” example. Even if it’s hard to believe, I can assure you (based on all the confidential conversations I have had with children who “don’t care”) that they really do care and that they really do notice what is going on. Children are so wise to their parents’ strengths and weaknesses. Even when they get angry at you for being so “good” and for always expecting them to do the “right” thing, they secretly think that you’re really great and doing an outstanding job, and they appreciate your heart and soul, even though they may not always show it. With regard to feeling that your partner is sabotaging your best intentions or that he or she may be influencing your children in the wrong direction, this is where communication needs to come in. Engaging in the activities and strategies I suggest in this book is a great way of better understanding one another. Sometimes a partner who is sabotaging another’s intentions may actually be feeling discouraged. They may actually be feeling as if they can’t live up to the “good” partner’s ideals and therefore, like a child, may try to get attention by acting out as the “bad” child. I talk in Chapter 5 about how to partner with your co-parent, even when it isn’t easy.

Your program sounds too boiler-plate: how can it apply to my unique family?

At every stage, I encourage you to illuminate the material with your own best lights—to decide, for example, which of the ten character attributes can do the most good in your family, and to add other attributes that you feel are valuable. Since every family is different, the sentences in my script are not complete. The blanks are there so that you can fill in your own words. In Chapter 9, The Family Plan, I offer you key lines and the framework. You can then build and improvise within the script that I have started.

The processes of modelling and partnering will always have a unique outcome, because no two parents and no two children are the same. Don’t worry; you’ll always be a pioneer in the terrain of your own family!

Ultimately, you will learn and grow as a parent by reading this book. You will develop more confidence as you work within a framework and a plan. You will feel that you are moving in the right direction and be proud of the commitment you have made and the time you have taken to change your behaviour, so that you are consistently modelling what you want to see in your children.

Along with the positive changes that you’ll see at home, you’ll have an impact on your children’s lives outside of their safety nets. Helping children learn how to behave with character enhances the lives of everyone they come into contact with. As parents continue to model good traits and children learn how behave with character, there will be a reduction in acts of violence and disrespect to people and property. Children will be less likely to bully and more inclined to put themselves into other people’s shoes before doing or saying hurtful things. Children will want to do what is right and will see the difference between honesty and dishonesty, responsibility and irresponsibility, respect and disrespect.

Being equipped with a tool box of strategies and ideas, and knowing the direction you are headed, will help you feel better about the power and influence you have for good. Once you have a strong vision of which characteristics are crucial to your family, and a clear plan broken down into manageable pieces about how to model them, you will feel better about yourself as a parent, and more confident about being able to raise good people.

I hope to inspire you to open your eyes to this amazing opportunity to learn and grow as a family. My goal is to help you define where you are now and what direction you need to go, and then to get you en route towards raising
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