Teaching Values To Our Children

By Cliff Crain, MFT


Have you heard the joke about two four year old children talking on a swing set? One says,” I found a condom on the veranda.” The other asks,” What’s a veranda?” The unfunny truth about this “joke” is that our children are facing at a very early age issues about which we may have been completely oblivious at the same age. 


Yes, being a parent used to be easier. Years ago, if children sat up straight at the dinner table, brought home decent grades, ate their vegetables, treated adults with respect, and remembered to say “please” and “thank you”; then parents would often consider themselves successful. What we now know is that many of those same polite children grew up without strong moral values, and many became adults with serious personal and inter-personal problems which began during childhood. We also know that our children are having to deal with ideas and value-related issues at a much earlier age.


Historically, children were thought of as the property of their parents, and the goal of many parents was merely to “break them” of childishness, and teach them “how to behave.” Helping children learn to problem solve on their own, to have strong inner-values, to become independent, and to have healthy self-esteem was not generally considered that important in the past.  This traditional approach to parenting led to obedient children, but not self-reliant and responsible children. Of course, in the past, values and morals were thought of as things that children would learn in school and in church. Again, in 2004, this is no longer sufficient. Today, we as parents need to realize that we have the responsibility to help our children learn appropriate values.

At a time when our children are bombarded at earlier and earlier age with cultural messages about sex, violence and “being first” at any cost, our job as effective parents to educate our children about values has become increasingly more important. It has also become more difficult. So, where should a parent begin?


1. Model desired behaviors.  We must look within ourselves to clarify our own value system and practice living from our values. The most effective way for us to teach values to our children is to show them how we live our lives as moral people. Children learn to treat others from the way their parents treat them! Children learn to be honest when their parents treat them truthfully. They learn to be responsible when their parents live responsibly and provide for them and keep them safe. 


2. Involve children regularly in discussions about values. As children get older, discussions about what they are reading, hearing on the radio, seeing on the playground, and watching on TV, can help teach and reinforce strong values. Ask children how they would feel if they were treated in a certain way, and help them explore their ideas. Learn to listen to your children with respect and steer clear of lecturing.


3. Praise and acknowledge desired behaviors. This will help cement in your child’s mind the difference between right and wrong, or helpful and hurtful actions.


4. Ask questions that help them reflect upon their own behavior choices. This is not about “guilt”, but rather learning to think about how a given behavior choice can either be helpful or hurtful.


5. Limit exposure to television. The values expressed and promoted on tv may not support the lessons you want your children to be learning. Setting reasonable limits can give your children more time for creative activities and other learning experiences.


It has never been easy teaching values, but it has always been important and worth the effort.

