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“Stellar! Unlike many solution-based parenting books, Teaching Kids to Be Good People is insightful, intuitive on so many levels . . . a truly meaningful book for our times. In an era when we feel confused about how to stay connected with our teens, Annie gives us practical, new advice we can use right now! The stories are so well written, you won’t want to get up, so grab a cup of Joe in a comfy chair and turn off your phone. This book is going to change your relationships!”

—Lynne Kenney, Psy.D.,author of
The Family Coach Method

“Annie Fox’s experience as an educator, parent and educator of parents shows in her new book Teaching Kids to Be Good People. Her learning-by-doing lessons and, actually, in every sentence of this wonderful, readable, friendly book about how to (with a little luck) turn all people into friends—especially friends of the most at risk people—teenagers.”


—Rick Ackerly, author of
The Genius in Every Child: Encouraging Character, Curiosity, and Creativity in Children


“I wholeheartedly recommend Teaching Kids to Be Good People to any significant adult in children’s lives. This book offers guidance and practical advice to ensure that children are supported to become the best that they can be. The best not only for themselves, but the best also for their families, schools, communities, and the world!”


—Sue McNamara, Director of Education
Six Seconds South East Asia


“Annie Fox has a genuine passion for helping our young people and she has many years of experience doing it. Both are evident in this wonderful resource for parents and teachers. It’s full of insight, wisdom, good stories, and most important—practical advice. I highly recommend it for anyone wanting to help our kids become good people.”


—Dr. Hal Urban, Ed.D., author of
Life’s Greatest Lessons and 20 Gifts of Life


“Timing is everything, and the time has come for this book! Teaching Kids to Be Good People not only helps parents introduce and support their children’s emotions, it also reminds adults that we too must honor and release our deeply held feelings as well. The time has come!”


—Sharon Silver, CPE, author of
Stop Reacting and Start Responding:
108 Ways to Discipline Consciously
and Become the Parent You Want to Be


“Annie has been helping teens use their moral compass and parents and educators to support young people’s development of one for 30 years, and her very readable latest book—Teaching Kids to Be Good People—has that level of experience, plus wisdom, anecdotes, exercises, and compass-development tools packed into it. I highly recommend this book. In it, Annie connects 21st century parenting to the wisdom of the ages.”


—Anne Collier, journalist, youth advocate
and co-director of ConnectSafely.org


“Having worked in this field for so long, it becomes increasingly difficult to read new thoughts and ideas. Every time I read something of Annie’s, it makes me think. Great book; a great job Annie!”


—Sarah Newton, author of
Help! My Teenager Is an Alien!


“Raising happy, confident, emotionally intelligent, compassionate kids is not always easy in these 24/7 digitally online times. Finding positive, empathetic role models is often difficult, but Teaching Kids to Be Good People, a wonderfully practical and warm-hearted book, is a great place to start. It will empower parents with some really helpful suggestions and ideas for navigating the choppy emotional waters of raising great adults. I highly recommend that you settle down with a cup of coffee and enjoy reading Teaching Kids to Be Good People as Annie’s ideas will make communicating with your children meaningful and magical.”


—Sue Atkins, author of
Parenting Made Easy—How to Raise Happy Children


“Another work of magic from what I have come to know as a master in the field. Sharing actual scenarios and follow up questions helps to keep readers connected to Annie’s ideas in a way that most parenting books fail to do.”


—Joe Bruzzese, M.A., founder of Sprigeo.com,
author of A Parents’ Guide to the Middle School Years


“I love it: it is full of practical advice, much of which I have yet to read elsewhere. We are already implementing Annie’s approach to some issues with our own three young monkeys. We can foresee Annie’s book as a guide as we enter the tween years and beyond.”

—Dr. Russell A. Faust, Ph.D., M.D.,
founder of Ask the Booger Doctor

“Teaching Kids to Be Good People is a step-by-step template for parents who want to help their kids and themselves survive and thrive through the challenges of parenthood. In an age where many parents want to be their child’s best friend and often lose sight of the need for actively using parenting skills, I commend Ms. Fox for writing such a clear parenting guide and thank her for being ‘just in time.’ This book also should find its way on to the office shelves of school counselors and school psychologists.”


—Louise Sattler, NCSP,
founder of Signing Families™


“Annie Fox’s Teaching Kids to Be Good People is an insightful work that looks to understand the minds of the younger generation and how we can all work together to make this world a better and safer place to live. When I first started to read I had my doubts. How can a book teach parents how to better educate their children without sounding too condescending? But I was hooked as Fox provides an interactive experience, continuously engaging readers in the conversation while showing that she, too, is not perfect, and we are all constantly learning how to better improve ourselves so that we may be good role models.”

—Mackenzie Gavel, blogger,
founder of Belittle The Bullies

“Teaching Kids to Be Good People delivers a thought-provoking and stimulating read. Annie Fox stands as a parent-educator and author bringing the importance of character education to the forefront of parenting issues.”


—Denise Murray, Educational Consultant,
Creative Learning Center
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Obviously not all teachers are parents,
but all parents are teachers.


That’s convenient because good character traits, like empathy and respect, are teachable skills that need to be learned at home as well as at school. When we teach kids to be good people we help the world become a safer, saner, more equitable place for all of us. Nothing is more important than that!

But these are tough times for character educators. I know because I’ve been working in schools with students, teachers, and parents for more than 30 years as well as online since 1997. The job is getting harder. The values promoted by mass media work against us. What passes for entertainment is frequently mean-spirited. Character assassination in public discourse is the air we breathe, and the resulting pollution is a hazard to our well-being. It’s a huge problem, but what can we do?

When our kids plug in, which is most of the time, they encounter few positive adult role models. Online and off, our culture frequently ignores or rewards cruelty. This is why our children desperately need us to do a better job mentoring them in the direction of respect and kindness.

Our kids are good kids, but they are constantly challenged by the less-than-compassionate standards of their peers with whom they are mind-linked 24/7. Today’s teens suffer from status anxiety at levels no other generation has endured. This compels them to do whatever it takes to fit in, including things they are not particularly proud of. Despite these ubiquitous challenges I am confident we can teach our kids to be good people who actively seek opportunities to help others and who have the social courage to act on their good intentions.

We parent-educators are gardeners. We plant seeds and offer nurturing lessons that our kids can internalize. But we are not our children’s only influencers. By rededicating ourselves to teaching our kids to be good people, we provide them with the tools to do the right thing while we’re right there beside them and when they’re on their own. Whether they actually do it, is their choice. But at least we’ll know we’ve done our part well.

To help on our parenting journey, I’ve written this very personal and pragmatic guide that includes essays, podcasts, prompts, tools, questions, answers, and self-assessment quizzes all for the purpose of teaching kids to be good people.

How do you define a “good person?” That’s what I wanted to find out, so I crowdsourced the answer by posting the question. I received hundreds of responses. Eight concepts kept reappearing: Emotional intelligence, ethics, help, forgiveness, compassion, empathy, acceptance, and social courage—all essential, teachable skills. This book will help you teach them to your children or students. Hopefully, we’ll become so engaged in this process that we will inspire all of our children to become part of the solution.

​




So much of me

Is made of what I learned from you

You’ll be with me

Like a handprint on my heart.

Because I knew you,

I have been changed . . . for good.

—Stephen Schwartz, WICKED
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​“If your emotional abilities aren’t in hand, if you don’t have self-awareness, if you are not able to manage your distressing emotions, if you can’t have empathy and have effective relationships, then no matter how smart you are, you are not going to get very far.”

—Daniel Goleman, Emotional Intelligence

––––––––
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ONE OF THE HARDEST skills to master, aside from parallel parking, is staying cool in the face of destructive emotions—our own or someone else’s. It’s incredibly tough because jealousy, contempt, rage, and all their cousins just show up to the party, uninvited. Even if we got the memo, our brain is not designed to hold back from feeling what we feel. A situation, a word, a look, even a thought can ignite a fuse, and when the bomb of destructive impulses explodes, we’re held hostage, from the inside. At those moments it’s a challenge for adults to keep our behavior in check. For kids, it can be nearly impossible, unless we talk to them, listen to them, and teach them that all feelings are valid, but not even the hottest hate gives us a free pass to hurt anyone. That’s why teaching kids to be good people, involves helping them to understand emotions so they can learn to diffuse their own incendiary devices before losing control and hurting someone.

___________________

​

A Little Breakfast
and a Big Lesson in Emotional Intelligence

MY MOTHER’S SOBS WOKE me. Behind the door of my parents’ bedroom, I heard my father comforting her. My brothers told me that Grandpa had died. My five-year-old brain wasn’t sure what to make of that, so I stood paralyzed in the darkened hallway, not knowing how I was supposed to feel. Suddenly Mommy opened her door, her wavy hair freshly brushed, her lipstick bright red. She smiled and cheerfully asked what I wanted for breakfast. I wasn’t hungry. I was confused. I had a lot of questions. I needed to be comforted, but Mommy’s tight smile warned me to be “good.” So I said nothing.

Later, as I pushed a piece of French toast around my plate, I had a realization—an absolute epiphany: Grownups hide their sadness!

When I was 15 my father died of a massive heart attack. His sudden passing left a huge hole in my heart, but instead of grieving, I decided that since I was now all grown up I had to suppress my sadness.

Fast-forward 25 years. My dentist, replacing a cracked filling from childhood, pauses, asks how I’m doing and gently rests a hand on my head. A tidal wave of sadness overwhelms me. I start weeping and cannot stop.

For the next 48 hours I’m emotionally numb and clueless about what the hell is happening. My husband, David, helps me realize that the dentist’s touch reminded me of my father and the way he often tousled my hair. With that revelation, the floodgates burst. Finally I am able to grieve for my dad and release myself from feelings that held me hostage for decades.

That day I learned what really happens when we leave intense emotions unexpressed. They don’t actually “fade away,” as I had believed. Instead, they work like a mild acid, slowly eroding our insides, boring holes in our emotional foundation, creating gaps in our ability to be ourselves and fearlessly open up to others.

When I finally unwrapped that life-lesson, I was done burying feelings that needed to be expressed. I vowed to teach my children, through my own example, how to express emotions in healthy ways. As the universe is always eager to help us fill the gaps in our education, I soon got my big chance to “walk the walk.” Actually, I ended up running.

During most of 1994 my mom was dying of Lou Gehrig’s Disease. Every day I drove an hour each way to see her. During continuous Scrabble tournaments, Mom and I finally found the words to communicate with an intimacy we’d never shared before. I am eternally grateful for those last ten months we had together . . . grace-filled and excruciatingly painful as they were.

After spending each day with Mom, I arrived home, scared, worn down, and so raw. I offered no one a lipstick smile. Instead, I trusted that David, our daughter, and son (then ages 15 and 9) would know how to respond to a person in need. Their back rubs, cups of tea, and loving words of encouragement got me through that endless year. If I’d chosen the charade of “Everything’s fine, honey. What would you like to eat?” I’d have betrayed myself and robbed my children of an opportunity to learn what it means to be a mensch, aka a real human being. By displaying the truth of my vulnerability, I offered the kids a golden opportunity to show compassion (toward me and their grandmother) and to grow beautifully toward adulthood. They took what they were given and raced off with it, farther than I ever would have imagined.

​

___________________
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Real World Assignment:
Emotional Intelligence (EQ) Legacy

WE TAKE AWAY LIFE LESSONS from the parenting we receive. Awareness of our own EQ legacy from childhood can inspire the personal changes needed to create healthier relationships with other adults and with our own children.

Fuel for Thought—While you were growing up, how challenging was it for you to express emotions? Was it fairly easy for you to talk about how you felt, or was yours a family that typically “swept things under the rug?” Could you freely express anger to your parents? Worry? Hurt? Love? If you don’t remember what it was like and you’ve got a sibling, check in with him/her and compare notes.

Conversations That Count—Discuss with your child the communication challenges you faced growing up. Find a way to talk that’s honest and still respectful of your parents or their memory. Even if you had no major obstacles with your parents, there’s always room for improvement. Ask your child: “How can I do a better job being the kind of parent who is easy to talk to? How could you do a better job letting me know what you need when you’re upset or worried?” Talk with an open heart. Listen with an open mind.

NOTE: Throughout this book you’ll find guided discussions meant for you and your child, aka Conversations That Count. For them to really count, make it safe for your child to be real with you. Model respectful listening. If your child says something you’re not thrilled to hear, calm down before responding. (Slow deep breaths are infinitely useful parenting tools.) Getting defensive, contradicting your child’s words, and invalidating what’s being said are all quick ways to shut down a conversation. Communication flows more effectively when we listen to each other with respect and show that we are trying to understand the other person’s perspective (even when disagreeing). We all want to be heard and understood. Model that.

Teach—Use at least one insight gained from your conversation to make it safer to express feelings in your family. We’re not looking for perfection, just progress toward better communication and a closer bond with people we love. When we lose control of our emotions or lose sight of our teaching objectives, we need to apologize and put real effort into doing a better job next time. The way we express and respond to emotions teaches our children so much about being part of a
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