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			Three things in human life are important. The first is to be kind. The second is to be kind. And the third is to be kind.

			—Henry James

			No act of kindness, however small, is ever wasted.

			—Aesop

			We are called to do small things with great love.

			—Mother Teresa

			If you want others to be happy, practice compassion. If you want to be happy, practice compassion.

			—Dalai Lama
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			Introduction

			THIS IS A book about kindness—how to teach it to your children, foster it at home, and spread it beyond your immediate family. You may have picked it up because you are just starting out as a parent and want to do everything you can, from the outset, to nurture kindness in your child. Or you may feel you have a child who isn’t kind—or isn’t as kind as you want them to be—and you’d like to try to change that. You may feel that all too often your family’s interactions—between adults, parent to kid, and among the kids themselves—are not as respectful as you’d hope. You’d like to see more cooperation and less complaining.

			Anyone who offers advice about parenting has to do so with great humility. You may have heard the story about the man who taught a class on childrearing called Ten Commandments for Parents. People came from far and wide to learn how to be better parents. Then he got married, and he and his wife had a child. A couple of years later, he renamed his class Five Suggestions for Parents. Then they had another child, and not long after, he renamed the class Three Tentative Hints for Parents. After their third child was born, he stopped teaching the class altogether.1

			A humorous story but with a valid point: there’s no secret formula for raising kids, no 10 easy steps that can guarantee the outcome. Raising human beings isn’t like baking a cake or fixing a flat tire. As I watched a conscientious father valiantly trying to keep his cool while dealing with yet another conflict among his children, it seemed to me a more accurate title for the book you’re about to read might be something like: How, on Your Good Days, to Try to Get a Little Bit Better at Helping Your Kids Be a Little Bit Kinder. But that was a lot to fit on the cover.

			That said, I do believe there are important principles and practices—some drawn from the wisdom of the ages, others from contemporary advances in moral development and brain research—that can guide you in helping your child on the road to good character. We know that children thrive on a combination of support (lots of love) and challenge (high expectations and accountability). We know that good character involves knowing what’s right, caring about what’s right, and doing what’s right—and that doing is the hardest part. Modern moral psychology confirms what Aristotle taught centuries ago: We become good by doing good. For that reason, a parent has to be a “character coach,” teaching character skills like self-control and kindness in very deliberate ways and then helping kids practice them again and again, in everyday situations, until such behaviors become easier and more of a habit.

			Being a character coach means giving your children opportunities for moral action in family life, such as doing chores; playing with, reading to, or caring for a younger brother or sister; helping without being asked; making amends after doing something wrong; and taking part in problem-solving sit-downs where everyone has a voice and responsibility to help to create a happier, more peaceful family. It also means talking to your kids about doing the right thing even when it’s hard. It means helping your children to learn from their mistakes and to recognize the times when they may not have resisted temptation or peer pressure. You want them to know that being a good person and doing what’s right often isn’t easy, but that there’s no other way to have self-respect or be truly happy.

			The toughest part of being a character coach is doing so in the heat of the moment, when you’re tired, frustrated, or running late and your kids are not doing what you ask or are on the verge of a meltdown. In the rough and tumble of family life, you usually have to do something on the spot to deal with the problem at hand. At the same time, you want your immediate response to have long-term benefits that can help to prevent variants of the scenario from happening again. You want to address undesirable behavior in a way that helps your children grow in maturity. You want to help them make progress toward becoming a person of character—someone who is self-controlled, glad to be helpful, respectful and kind, and brave enough to do what’s right regardless of what others are doing.
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			Much of what I’ve learned about parenting has come from my experiences in the trenches as a father of two boys and now as an observing and involved grandfather of fourteen children between the ages of five and twenty-two. I am, by training, a developmental psychologist with a specialization in the moral development of children and adolescents. My first book for parents, Raising Good Children, was a guide to helping children develop through the stages of moral reasoning, the process of understanding why some actions are right and others wrong. But moral reasoning is only one part of character—the “head part.” Good character also involves “the heart” (caring about what is right) and “the hand” (putting into practice what you know to be right). In my work with parents over the past fifty years, my focus has become character in the full sense: head, heart, and hand—knowing the good, desiring the good, and doing the good.

			During that same period, I was a professor of education at the State University of New York at Cortland in upstate New York, helping to prepare the next generation of teachers. A central pillar of my professional career has been training teachers to be character educators, and I continue to direct the character education center that I founded there. Most people who go into teaching want to make a difference in a child’s life. There’s no better way to do that than to help them develop good character.

			Character education is not a new idea—it’s actually one of the oldest missions of American schools. In the early days of the republic, all kids had to go to school to learn two things: literacy and virtue. If there was to be government by the people, then the people would have to be committed to democracy’s moral foundations: respect for the rights of individuals, voluntary compliance with the law, participation in public life, and concern for the common good. Benjamin Franklin said, “Nothing is more important for the public good than to train up youth in wisdom and virtue.”

			Ben Franklin might be discouraged if he were around today. That’s not to say that there weren’t problems in his day, but at this point in our nation’s moral journey, it can sometimes seem like we’re going backward. In public opinion polls, a majority of adults say they think most Americans are less moral than they used to be. They think that our political system is broken and that the government doesn’t listen to or care about people like them.

			But there are signs of a movement afoot, even in our current culture, to change this. To be sure, it remains an uphill battle, and it will take the two great formative institutions—the family and school—working together to turn things around. Of those two institutions, the family has the job of laying down the first building blocks of morality and character. In principle, schools build on that base and extend it, but many families have been so dissatisfied with what they have found at school that they have chosen to take on the task of educating their children themselves at home. Just as often, schools feel that parents aren’t doing their part to teach things like respect and kindness, leaving teachers to take up the slack.

			In the early nineties, national organizations such as the Character Education Partnership (now Character.org) and Character Counts! came on the scene to promote the goal of comprehensive character education in every school. A strong partnership with parents is a key part of this movement, whose ultimate aim is for all children to attend a school where they will be valued and cared for in a productive learning environment and taught the virtues that make up good character. We’re a long way from achieving that goal, but the vision is out there.

			At the same time that character education was gaining momentum, we launched the Center for the 4th and 5th Rs (Respect and Responsibility) at SUNY Cortland. I had been gathering best practices in character education for many years, working with teachers and studying exemplary schools across the United States and Canada. Drawing on those practices, I published Educating for Character: How Our Schools Can Teach Respect and Responsibility, which caught the wave of the growing interest in character education. Soon after that, our Center began training principals and teachers in the comprehensive approach that Educating for Character described. Today, initiatives like Harvard’s Making Caring Common, Boston University’s Center for Character and Justice, St. Louis’s Leadership Academy for Character Education, and the University of San Diego’s Character Education Resource Center are providing fresh impetus for the character education movement.

			From the perspective of character education, every moment of the school day is a “character moment.” Every experience, every interaction—in classrooms, in corridors, on the playground—has the potential to shape the values and character of a child. That’s even more true of the interactions you have with your child at home. You are your child’s first and potentially most powerful character educator. I hope this book will offer you hope, affirm the good things you’re already doing, and give you some new strategies for your toolbox that will help you support your child’s character development and create a culture of kindness and respect in your home.

			The Challenge

			Parenting remains the hardest job on the planet. It taxes our energies and tests our character. We often see our own faults—pride, impatience, a strong will, a short temper—reflected or magnified in our children. “God gives us children to teach us humility,” sighed a young mother of a four-year-old boy.

			Every child is different. Temperaments vary widely. Some kids are calm, some hyper. Some are focused and organized, others impulsive and distractible. Some are very sensitive and dissolve into tears at the slightest scolding. With others, our words seem to go in one ear and out the other. Some seem to come naturally by sharing and generosity. Others struggle to acquire such behaviors. Some seem born to be cooperative and obedient; others are stubborn and always testing the limits. Many are relatively easy during the childhood years but tougher in the teens. With others, just the opposite is true. Boys and girls present different challenges, and not necessarily in predictable patterns.

			All of this makes parenting an art, not a science. From infancy on, we have to try to understand our children’s individual personalities, pay attention to how they respond to what we do and to the world around them, find out what works best in eliciting their strengths, and help them with their difficulties. And no matter how much we learn from living with them or from reading books or taking courses on parenting, there will still be aspects of our children’s individual personalities and our relationships with them that we may never fully understand.

			Nevertheless, we should begin to think now about the kind of people we hope our children will be when they are grown men and women. Wise parents see themselves as “raising adults.”2 Will they be responsible adults who live by high moral standards? Will they make faithful husbands and wives and loving mothers and fathers? Will they contribute meaningfully to their community and to society?

			This is not to say we control the outcome. Some years ago, after I spoke to parents at a high school, a mother came up to me and said: “I have three sons. The first two are hardworking and responsible. The third says he’s a hedonist. He’s twenty-six and says his sole purpose in life is to have a good time. Where did I go wrong?”

			After a lighthearted reassurance that “two out of three isn’t bad,” I reminded her that there is not a one-to-one correspondence between our efforts as parents and how our kids turn out. We do not create the person our child becomes. That is influenced by a host of factors, including their genes and innate temperament; the idiosyncrasies of their brains; the ever-changing world they’re growing up in; their teachers, coaches, and schools; the presence or absence of a spiritual support system in their lives and a belief in something larger than themselves; the company they keep and the popular culture, social media, and other influences they take into their minds, hearts, and souls.

			To a large degree, our children create their character by the choices they make every day. Or, as the new brain research would put it, they “wire and rewire their brains” constantly by what they choose to do and experience. Fourteen-year-old Anne Frank, before the Gestapo captured her family, put it this way in her diary: “Parents can give good advice and put their children on the right path, but the final forming of a person’s character lies in their own hands.”3

			Our role as parents is to do the best we can. It’s to make the most of the countless opportunities we have to contribute to our children’s growth in character. In doing that, we need to take the long view and work to lay the best possible foundation for growth. If your children are already teens and you feel you’ve made mistakes, have the confidence that it’s never too late to make a fresh start. We can’t change the past, but we can choose the future. Our children are a work in progress; so are we as parents.

			Make a list of what you already do well as a parent and build on those strengths as well as working on what you can do better. Get support by talking with your spouse. If you’re a single mother or father, or if your spouse is not receptive, find at least one other parent to talk to about parenting.

			Let’s look now at the challenges of trying to raise kind kids in our current, often unkind culture. In today’s world, creating a family culture of kindness and respect will in many ways be countercultural. But it’s still possible. Parenting for kindness and respect will be harder with some children than with others, but we can help every child make progress on the road to good character.

			How to Use This Book

			I’d encourage you to read this book in whatever way you feel is most useful to you. The chapters follow a logical progression, but I’ve written them so they stand alone. You can read and make use of each one without having read the one before. Take a look at the table of contents and see what interests you most—perhaps what speaks to “where the shoe pinches.” If you have questions about discipline, you might want to start with chapter 7. If you’re concerned about how to give and get respect, go straight to chapter 6. For the 10 essential virtues that make up good character and how to foster them, read chapter 5. If you want to work now on building a family culture based on kindness and respect, chapter 4 will give you 6 key strategies. If you can’t get your kids to do their chores, chapter 4 will help with that, too. If you feel screens have taken over your family, read chapter 9 for ways to get control of that. Never done a family meeting? The steps for a successful one are laid out in chapter 8. I encourage you to try that soon; approached in the right spirit, a family meeting will boost the happiness of your home in ways you can feel. Want some quick ways to have better family conversation? That’s in chapter 11.

			Is your kids’ complaining driving you crazy? Chapter 12 explains how to teach and practice gratitude in family life. If you have teens or preteens and are concerned about the hypersexualized world they have to grow up in—including the new challenges posed by the worst aspects of social media and ubiquitous Internet pornography—I hope you’ll find support and practical help in chapter 15. If you wonder what you can do to try to create a more positive societal culture instead of the increasingly angry one we’re now struggling with, chapter 2 speaks to that. And if you want a glimpse of “schools of character” (I hope your kids are able to go to one) that make teaching kindness and respect a top priority, you’ll find that in chapter 14.

			If you enjoy inspiring quotes, are looking for children’s books that build character, or want some fun family projects that foster kindness and purpose, those are all in the appendices.

			Okay—roll up your sleeves and dig in!

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 1

			

			Why Kindness Matters

			It is a bit embarrassing to have been concerned with the human problem all one’s life and find at the end that one has no more to offer by way of advice than “try to be a little kinder.”

			—ALDOUS HUXLEY

			A grandfather to his 7-year-old granddaughter, Winnie: “How can parents teach their children to be kind?”

			Winnie: “They should be kind to them.”

			IN A WORLD WHERE ANGER, cruelty, and violence are all around us, we are grateful when our attention is turned to kindness. In 2013, at Syracuse University, the American short story writer George Saunders gave a commencement speech that soon went viral. He asked the graduates, “Who, in your life, do you remember most fondly—with the most undeniable feelings of warmth?” Then he answered his own question: “Those who were kindest to you, I bet.”1

			We never forget acts of kindness. They touch something deep in our souls. When we are struggling, kind words help—even from a stranger. Beth Elfrey, a Connecticut attorney with two sons, shares this story:

			When our son Luke was born, my husband, Joe, and I learned that he had multiple disabilities. Luke, now 11, has to wear braces on his legs. He is nonverbal, and he is not yet toilet-trained. Developmentally, he is like a toddler. Not long ago, we took our older son, Sam, who is a typical 13-year-old, and Luke to Disney World. I had been pushing Luke in the wheelchair, taking him to public bathrooms to change his diapers. I was exhausted and feeling a tinge of despair.

			We went to see a live [Finding] Nemo show and sat in the handicapped row in the back to accommodate Luke’s wheelchair. I told Joe I was concerned that Luke couldn’t see the stage. A grandmother in front of us with her grandsons heard my concern and offered to switch seats with us. I think she also sensed my despair, because after the show she turned around and grabbed my hand. She told me that it was right to expose Luke to things because you cannot know what he gets out of them. She reassured me, “All you can do is your best and let God do the rest.”

			A feeling of love and calm washed over me. Tears streamed down my face. I thanked the woman for her kindness. I left the theater with a renewed sense of energy to get through the rest of the day. I silently prayed, thanking God for the love and kindness shown to me.2

			Kindness mattered to this mother. It helped her to keep going.

			Acts of kindness, big and small, keep us all going. Consider all the ways people do kind things for others. Someone holds a door for someone coming behind. Someone gives up a seat on a bus or subway. People stop to help a driver who’s having trouble. A passerby gives money or food to a homeless person. A kid at school reaches out to a peer who seems to have no friends. Neighbors or church members make meals for a family that’s just had a baby, is facing a serious illness, or has lost a loved one. People raise funds for a family that’s facing unmanageable medical bills or has lost their home to a fire. People rescue abused animals. Volunteers staff soup kitchens and help in hospitals. Others provide counseling and support for women facing crisis pregnancies and single mothers who need help. People give blood. Thousands of citizens give money, goods, or hands-on help to victims of natural disasters. Many labor on behalf of the victims of hunger, disease, or injustice, or work to safeguard the natural environment.

			These are not “random” acts of kindness. They are quite deliberate acts that spring from a disposition to respond compassionately and generously to the needs of others. And nearly all of these acts of service are done quietly, out of the limelight, without any kind of public recognition. This list doesn’t include the countless acts of kindness done daily for members of our own family or on the job as part of our work. Parents getting up in the night to care for a sick child. Adults caring for elderly parents who can no longer take care of themselves. Teachers going the extra mile to meet every student’s needs. Doctors, nurses, and hospice personnel working tirelessly to help a very sick patient. Even if we are paid for such work, it’s the kindness with which we do it that makes our work an act of love. Try to imagine a world without kindness.

			Acts of kindness renew our sense of the goodness that human beings are capable of. They can also renew our resolve to be kinder in our own lives. Many of us will remember moments when we could have been kind but instead did nothing. The writer Martha McVeigh remembers when she was 7 years old, in 2nd grade, and there was a girl named Robin who had seven siblings.

			Her family was quite poor. My mother packed up clothes my sister and I had outgrown and gave them to the family. One day I saw Robin wearing a dress that I’d worn the previous year. Because Robin was poor, most of the kids wanted nothing to do with her. Some said she smelled (she didn’t) and was stupid (she wasn’t). I was torn. Stick with my friends who didn’t want Robin in our group, or play with the one girl who stood alone on the school yard? I played it safe and stayed with my friends. I rationalized that Robin would be okay without me.3

			More than thirty years later, McVeigh still thinks about Robin. It’s natural as a kid to want to play it safe. So what can we do as parents to nudge our children out of their comfort zone when being kind takes courage?

			The Most Important Question

			What is the most important question we can ask ourselves as parents? It’s this: What kind of person do we want our child to be?— now, as we’re raising them, and later, as an adult. If you are like most parents, you will say that you want your child to be a good person. Of course, you also want them to be happy. You want them to have friends. You want them to discover and develop their talents, find meaning in life, and enjoy a measure of success at whatever they feel called to do. But success will be hollow if they don’t have good character.

			Of all the virtues that make up character, love has been considered by many philosophers to be the wellspring of all the others. No virtue is more central to love than kindness. But what does it mean to be kind?

			Webster’s New Collegiate Dictionary defines “kind” as:

			
					
					having feelings befitting our common nature

				

					
					benevolent—disposed to promote the happiness of others

				

					
					and proceeding from, and characterized by, goodness.

				

			

			This suggests that kindness has three components: (1) feelings for other people, (2) a desire to promote their happiness, and (3) an inner goodness as its source. In other words, kindness is not simply external actions that are helpful, but actions motivated by a certain inner attitude—a concern for another’s happiness. Kindness comes from a loving heart.

			Some years ago, I taught one of the religious education classes for teens preparing for confirmation at our Catholic church. Not long ago, I was asked to speak to a friend’s 8th-grade confirmation class. Eighth graders can be a tough audience. I decided to start with a story about kindness—one that I hoped would take them out of themselves. It’s the story of Daniel DeLoach, who, in his first 18 years of life, had experienced extraordinary adversity—including extreme cruelty—but also great kindness, especially from his older sister, Kathleen.4

			At birth, Daniel DeLoach weighed fourteen pounds. Half of that was tumors. He was born with Proteus syndrome, a very rare disease made more widely known by the film The Elephant Man. “Daniel had webbed feet, all sorts of deformities,” his sister, Kathleen, says. By the time he was 18, Daniel had had ninety surgeries. But the most difficult thing to endure was not the physical suffering but the cruelty of others. Kathleen explains: “Daniel is Mr. Social, so when people get to know him, it doesn’t take them long to get past differences. But every time we go on vacation, people stare, they ridicule. They tap each other and say, ‘Did you see that ugly kid?’”

			Because of Daniel, Kathleen got a master’s degree in bioethics. She self-published a book about her brother and has worked with her mother to raise money for a foundation for kids with Proteus syndrome. And she has joined Operation Respect, an organization dedicated to preventing the kind of cruelty her brother experienced. Kathleen says that Daniel was an inspiration to the whole family. Her experiences with her brother, she says, “have made me realize that everyone has hurt, and everyone deserves respect.”

			Daniel himself said he drew strength from his faith in God. “This disease has actually forced me to have a good outlook on life,” he remarked. He hoped that “other people with little illnesses or small surgeries can think of me and draw courage.” He said he’d learned a “deep lesson” from his disease: “It’s not the way people look but the way they act toward others that counts.”5

			I gave the class a couple of minutes to think about what Daniel’s story meant to them, and to write a sentence: “After listening to Daniel’s story I . . .”

			They were clearly moved by the story. They said they admired Daniel’s courage, his faith, his amazingly positive attitude toward life despite all the trials he’d endured, and his compassion for the suffering of others. They admired his sister Kathleen’s great love and devotion to her brother and all that she had done to try to create a world where everyone receives the love and respect they deserve.

			Finally, I asked these 8th graders, “What is one thing you’d be willing to do in the next week to practice one of the character qualities you admired in Daniel and Kathleen?” Several said they were going to try to complain less; if Daniel could keep a positive attitude despite all that he’d been through, they should be able to deal with the problems they faced.

			The Choose Kind Movement

			My 8th graders’ response to the life of Daniel DeLoach shows the power of a good story and the attractiveness of virtue. Let me give a more recent example of this. In 2012, a graphic designer and illustrator by the name of R. J. Palacio wrote her first book, Wonder, a novel for kids 8 and up (a subsequent picture book, We’re All Wonders, is now available for younger readers). Wonder became a #1 New York Times bestseller, won a hatful of best-children’s-book-of-the-year awards, and has since sold more than five million copies and been made into a movie. It has even launched a movement that challenges all of us, young and old, as we go through our day, to be more aware of our decisions and actions and to “choose kind.” Wonder has provided a powerful tool that both parents and teachers can use to teach kindness. As it happens, this captivating fictional story has many parallels to the true story of Daniel DeLoach. Wonder’s protagonist, 10-year-old Auggie, has a severe facial deformity that caused him to undergo multiple surgeries. After homeschooling him, his parents decide to send him to the local public school for the first time as a 5th grader. He experiences cruelty from a lot of kids, but with the support of friends and family and his own plucky resilience, insight into people, and sense of humor, he manages to triumph. His presence and character help those around him learn what it means to be courageous and kind.

			Recently the editors of Brightly’s Book Club for Kids (www.readbrightly.com/book-club/) interviewed R. J. Palacio about the Choose Kind movement. She began by speaking honestly about the difficulty of being kind on an everyday basis and why it’s worth the effort.

			I’m a born-and-bred New Yorker. . . . Everyone’s always in a rush. Tempers can flare easily. If you keep that refrain, “Choose kind,” in your head at all times, though, it has a way of changing your relationship with the world. . . . The precept that resonates the most with me now is Ian Maclaren’s: “Be kind, for everyone you meet is fighting a hard battle.” . . . If you remember this . . . you can view everyone with a little extra compassion. It makes you feel a genuine tenderness for other human beings, which helps in choosing kindness.6

			Asked by Brightly’s interviewer what she hoped kids and parents would take away from reading Wonder, Palacio stressed the importance of maintaining high expectations.

			Don’t buy into that nonsense that “all kids go through a mean phase” in middle school. That’s absurd. . . . Of course, kids that age are finding themselves and testing boundaries, but it doesn’t mean they get to be mean about it. Making new friends doesn’t mean you get to treat your old friends like yesterday’s news. . . . [P]arents need to remind their kids . . . the Golden Rule still applies in middle school. Expect them to be kind in all their social dealings.7

			Kindness obviously matters a great deal in schools, where children can experience either acceptance and friendship or rejection and abuse, depending on whether a culture of kindness prevails in classrooms and the school as a whole. As Palacio points out, we should remind our children that we expect them to treat all of their schoolmates with the same kindness and respect they themselves want to receive. But children’s natural social development can include tendencies—to form cliques, for example—that work against kindness. By 5th and 6th grade, and sometimes sooner, students (especially girls) tend to create tight little status-conferring social groups that often war with one another and leave some kids out in the cold. But it doesn’t have to be that way. If we really care about kindness, we’ll find a way to provide what I call “support structures” that help kids overcome negative social tendencies and develop a caring classroom community where no one is left out.

			Let me give an example of a teacher who did this. Janet Fagal, a former student of mine, struggled with cliques in her first year as a 5th-grade teacher. “They were destroying any sense of community,” she says.

			At the start of the new school year, she decided to try to prevent cliques from having a chance to form by holding a weekly “seat lottery.” She put the desks in the shape of a horseshoe, with all desks facing the center and kids elbow to elbow, so they could easily converse and work with a neighbor. She gave each desk a number. At the end of the week, students each drew a number from a hat; that number designated their desk for the next week. A new desk meant new neighbors—and the possibility of making new friends.

			“It changed the social chemistry of the class,” she says. “Kids still had ‘best friends,’ but there were no longer exclusive cliques. Because they had to change seats every week, many kids became friends with people they had never gotten to know before—and in some cases, had even disliked.” We should keep the bar high—at school and at home—and give kids the support structures they need to be their best selves.

			Being Good Is Good for You

			Being kind—at school, in the family, and in every other social environment—not only makes other people happy; it makes us happy too. New studies are finding that even very young children are happier when they act in kind and helpful ways. A study of 2-year-olds carried out by psychologist Lara Aknin and colleagues at the University of British Columbia’s Centre for Infant Cognition was the first to demonstrate the feeling of elation that even young children can experience from being kind.8 Brain researchers have called this phenomenon “helper’s high”: doing a kind act lights up the part of the brain that lets us experience joy.9 In the study, 2-year-olds appeared happier when they gave a treat (to a monkey puppet) than when they received a treat. Moreover, they acted happiest when they gave the monkey one of their own treats (“costly giving,” as the researchers termed it).

			Feeling happy because we’ve made another person happy, even when it involves a sacrifice, is the essence of kindness. As parents and teachers we can capitalize on this—by providing regular opportunities for kids to experience the intrinsic rewards of being helpful and generous. We can prompt that by using the language of virtue: “This is a chance to be generous. Remember how good it felt to be generous yesterday when you shared your Skittles with Bobby?” “Remember how happy you were when you helped me get dinner ready last night?”

			Being altruistic is not only intrinsically rewarding; it fosters emotional and physical health across the life span. In Why Good Things Happen to Good People, Stephen Post, MD, summarizes the growing evidence that being good is good for us:

			Give daily, in small ways, and you will be happier. If you engage in helping activities as a teen, you will still be reaping health benefits 60 or 70 years later. Generous behavior is closely associated with reduced risk of illness, lower rates of depression, and traits such as social competence, empathy, and positive emotions. By learning to give, you become more effective at living itself.10

			We’re hardwired to be happier and healthier when we do good. Our children should know this.

			What Good Parenting Looks Like

			We know a lot about what good parenting looks like from the accumulated wisdom of the ages and from more than a half century of parenting research.11 The family is the cradle of learning. Kids do better in school, studies find, when there are two parents in the home (though some single parents heroically manage to shoulder the whole load, and their children thrive); when kids are well cared for and feel secure; when the family environment is intellectually stimulating; when parents encourage self-discipline and perseverance; and when they limit TV, monitor homework, and ensure regular school attendance.12

			The family is also the first school of virtue. It is where most of us first experience love and learn to give it in return. Research finds that children’s character development is best supported when parents provide a stable and loving family environment; when they stress the importance of being a good person and also set a good example; when they teach respect for legitimate authority, including theirs as parents; when they not only teach kindness and respect but also hold their children accountable to those expectations through appropriate correction and discipline; when they help their kids understand how their actions affect other people; when children have meaningful responsibilities in family life; and when they grow up with a vision of life that gives them a sense of purpose and an ultimate reason for trying to lead a good life.13 Much of good parenting is a matter of recovering this wisdom, which used to be more reliably passed on from one generation to another. A landmark study that helps reveal how caring parents go about trying to raise caring children, Samuel and Pearl Oliner’s The Altruistic Personality draws on the most extensive research ever carried out on people who rescued Jews from the Nazi Holocaust.14 Rescuers risked their lives to save strangers, people to whom they did not have personal ties. Why did they do it? How were their families different from those of others who lived in the same Nazi-occupied countries but did not get involved in rescue work?

			The Oliners found that rescuers were more likely to describe growing up in close families where parents modeled and directly taught caring moral values. Their parents were more likely to emphasize the obligation to help others generously, without concern for getting anything back. Said a woman who rescued: “My mother always said to remember to do some good for someone at least once a day.” A man said, “My parents taught me to serve others. If somebody was ill or in need, my parents would always help.” Another said, “We are our brother’s keeper. When you see a need, you have to help.”

			Non-rescuers more often described their parents using physical punishment to discipline them. As children, they usually experienced punishment more as a cathartic release of the parent’s anger than anything related to what they had done. “He hit me with a wet strap,” said one non-rescuer
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