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dedication

To Jim, Connor, and Grace, with infinite gratitude



“Live your beliefs and you can turn the world around.”

~Henry David Thoreau
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foreword

As the director of a preschool in Manhattan, and an educator with thirty years of experience, it has been a continual source of joy to me throughout my professional career to watch young children start to explore the world around them. In the rapid development of these first few years, everything is new and exciting for them as they learn to interact with their world and their fellow human beings. As a parent, I have also experienced firsthand the pleasures and challenges of helping my own daughter and son grow to become caring, responsible adults who make me proud every day.

That’s every parent’s wish. But many parents don’t realize that morals are not something that spring naturally from human beings. In other words, children will not simply absorb your moral character if you don’t take the time to talk with them and teach them right from wrong.

Jean Piaget, the Swiss psychologist who devoted his career to the study of children and how they learn, would tell you that children are not born with values. An infant’s entire focus is on the need to survive. If they are hungry, their energy goes to letting someone know and getting fed. Their brains are not capable of taking in the needs of others. Around the age of two or three, however, that begins to change and the world around them becomes very interesting. With this interest come challenges that are new to the child. New questions arise, such as “How do I get what I want but also make my friend or parent happy?” Sometimes young children will revert to those egocentric ways, but more and more what is happening around them becomes important to them. This is the moment for parents or other adults who share their lives to start to guide. Certainly, setting an example for the child is essential, both by how the adult treats the children and others around them. From my experience, I know that adults must show respect not only to the child, but also to those around them. A teacher who shows great respect to the children but is disrespectful to co-teachers does not set a good example — and children are very perceptive.

You show respect to children when you let them know you care about them, and care about what they think and how they feel. But beginning this process of learning values with young children also requires additional help from adults. Sometimes children cannot find the words they need to tell their peers how they feel. Here an adult can step in and help (without taking over) the children to discover a way to work it out that is considerate of everyone.

But what about older children who have the abilities but still need help? Setting examples is a great start, but it is not enough. Just as children learn about history and science, they need to learn about values. They must be challenged to think about the whys, hows, whens, and wheres of values. When younger, they thought about how to get what they wanted and how to please others; now they have to learn to think of more abstract ideas, such as, “What does it mean to me and others when I show compassion?” “What is important to me?” “How should I behave toward others?” We do not want children to follow values solely because adults tell them to, but because these values are part of who they are.

In this book, Mary O’Donohue has set out a process for helping your family take an indepth look at the important values in your own life. This process has given Mary and her husband the chance to focus attention on what is important to them and why, and she has found a way for other families to do the same. Mary and her husband started their children on this program when each of them was five, which is the youngest age children can truly learn from these exercises. Mary has provided many variations in her monthly exercises so that any family can focus on the values that are most important to them in a way that works for them. She provides the blueprint to know how to break down those values so that children will truly understand them. The more involved the children are, not only in the exercises but also in the planning, the more they will be able to internalize the values.

There are opportunities everywhere that provide openings for a conversation with your child about values. Take every moment you can to talk to your child about how you feel about things. Challenge them to reach down within themselves and talk about how they feel and, if action needs to happen, how they can go about doing that.

When my children were young and growing up in New York City, many homeless people lived on the streets in our neighborhood. Instead of rushing past without taking notice, we often talked about how these people had become homeless and how we could help. We could not give money to everyone who asked, but we could collect coats and clothing that we could give to organizations that could help them. We also talked about how they still deserved our respect even if their lives were very different. Taking the time in our day to talk about it made the issue important.

In our overcrowded world, people are constantly interacting with each other. With the Internet, even people who are isolated physically can still be in constant contact with others. How are we all going to get along? Maybe we can all help a little by taking the time to pass on to our children those values that have made us better people, better citizens, and better members of the human race.

Nancy Lilienthal, MS Ed,
Director of 43rd Street Kids Preschool



introduction

As a parent, I’m sure you’ve had a moment (or two) when you wonder if you’re teaching your children values in a way that’s actually getting through to them. I know I have. The one that sticks with me most was when my son Connor was about five years old and he received a gift from a friend of mine. She had found a blue-patterned T-shirt she thought he would like, and presented it to him wrapped in cheerful paper with a colorful ribbon. When my son tore open the gift and saw the T-shirt, he was clearly disappointed. Apparently, he had hoped it might be a toy or game. Connor carelessly dropped the shirt on the floor and started to walk out of the room, stepping over strips of wrapping paper as he went. I remember saying the all too familiar “Hey . . . what do you say?” and he had replied with a lackluster, “Thaaank youuuu” with barely a glance in our direction. Not much of a proud moment for me, but probably a familiar one for many parents.

I was embarrassed and disappointed. Not just in my son, but in my husband and myself as well. I also felt a bit defensive and guilty. My husband and I were certainly both busy parents, working inside the home, outside the home, and to and from the home. At least that’s what it felt like sometimes. And our son’s childhood was moving along all too quickly. We are not experts on values, nor do we claim to live our values perfectly. But we were genuinely trying to teach our son our values. We were striving to do our best every day — not only for us, but also because we were committed to providing a good example for our son. Somehow that had not proven to be enough.

And we valued gratitude. Hadn’t we modeled polite behavior all the time? Hadn’t we taught our son to say “thank you” each and every time someone gave him a gift?

It bothered me for days before I had an epiphany. We’d never actually taught our son to be thankful. Not once. All we had ever done was to train him to act thankful. In terms of true gratitude, we hadn’t even scratched the surface. Even if he had actually spoken the words “thank you” to my friend that day, how would it have mattered if he hadn’t been feeling the accompanying gratitude? And clearly he hadn’t been. What if she had given him a toy? Something he actually wanted. I imagine he would have jumped up and down and gleefully exclaimed “thank you, thank you!” But even that would probably not have been gratitude. Happiness, sure, but not gratitude.

After giving it a great deal of thought, I came up with an idea to celebrate “Gratitude Month.” We spent an entire month focusing on teaching our son about being grateful. We made a gratitude poster illustrating things he was thankful for. We talked about how important it was to be grateful for all the blessings we had in our lives. We taped pictures and sayings about gratitude on the walls of the playroom. In short, we made gratitude the focus of our month. And I remember telling my son to think about why he was thankful every time he said “thank you” so it wouldn’t be just about the words, it would really be about the feeling behind the words. Over the course of that month, we saw a change Connor. He had started to become a truly grateful person. At the time, we felt like the gratitude lesson had been accomplished and didn’t realize that this was the beginning of something even more significant in our lives. A few months later, our daughter Grace joined the family, and life seemed to move faster than ever.

The years flew by and one day when Grace was five and Connor was ten, I caught my daughter trying to shoplift at a local store. She had tried stuffing a candy bar in her pocket, and then lied about it when I caught her and insisted she put it back. It certainly wasn’t grand theft or anything, but it was a wakeup call for me as a parent. I was forced to admit that even though my husband and I were trying to live as kind, compassionate, honest people, we weren’t consciously teaching our values to our children, not in the way that gets below the surface and sticks. We were living our values, and modeling them and talking about them on a regular basis. But it wasn’t enough. Our children were getting older and I began to wonder if we were doing a good job of teaching them what truly mattered to us. Did they even know what our values were?

So one spring evening shortly after that, my husband and I sat down with our children and I asked, “What is important to me and Daddy? Do you know?” They looked stumped for a moment and then both replied, almost in unison, “We are. We’re really important to you.” Of course, nothing is more important to us than our children, but that wasn’t what I was trying to get at. I wanted to know if they knew what our values were, so I mentioned that I was looking for something like kindness. My daughter said “Kindness, mom. That’s important to you.” Needless to say, it wasn’t going too well at this point. Then my son offered “Gratitude. I know you always believe in being thankful.” “That’s great!” I said. “Anything else?” Neither of them could come up with another thing.

After that conversation, I knew we had to make a change. The one thing that gave me hope was that Connor had brought up gratitude. It struck me that if a lesson like that had stayed with him for five years, maybe we had really been on to something. We couldn’t go on teaching values in the kind of haphazard way we had been doing for the last few years. We had to have a plan, and we had to stick with it.

I sat down with a pen and paper and wrote down, “What Really Matters to Us.” I talked with my husband and within a week or so, we had a list of the values that have been a road map for our lives. When I looked at the final list, I counted twelve core values. Hmm. Twelve months in a year. I knew I had found my direction. Over the course of the next few weeks, I started to create basic exercises for each value, and within a month, my family and I embarked on a new and improved Gratitude Month to start off our yearlong journey of focusing on values. I continued to develop and refine the exercises for each value (with lots of feedback from my kids) as we experienced each new month. Over time, I had a system for teaching values to my children.

This program is based on values my husband and I share, but the book is designed so that you can do these exercises, or use them as inspiration to create exercises of your own. The twelve values in this book are the ones that matter most to my husband and me, but they may not be your top twelve values. Sure, maybe we have some in common — maybe even most of them. But what if you feel strongly that leadership, cooperation, or loyalty are values you want your children to have? No worries — this program can work in a number of ways, no matter what values you want to instill in your children.

To incorporate your particular values into this system, you can go in a few different directions. You could simply add your specific values to the original twelve, and go on for however many months you like. Or swap out some of the values I have listed, and replace them with ones you feel are more important to you. Another way to go would be to take a closer look at the twelve values as they exist in this book and see where your values might be incorporated. For instance, leadership can be brought into Self-Respect Month. Cooperation could be a part of how you teach your children about respecting others. And loyalty can easily be discussed during Integrity Month and incorporated into the exercises. Always do whatever works best for your family.

For instance, in our case, we truly value love and family, yet they do not appear as specific values in our yearlong journey because I couldn’t separate either of them from what we already do every day. Those values wind their way throughout every day of the year. The overall message of this book is to live each value genuinely, so though we do not focus a month on love per se, I no longer insist my kids “give Aunt Martha a big kiss” or “hug Uncle Fred.” I let them express their love in whatever way feels appropriate and genuine to them.

I also value creativity and find that it is already a part of how we teach values because the exercises are a great expression of creativity for my entire family. So you may find that some of your values work this way too.

This journey can be started any time of the year, and you can do the values in any order that works for your family. We’ve now done this system with our children for three years, so we switch the values around as needed. For instance, if we feel that our kids need more help in being responsible, we simply move Commitment Month up in the line-up. It’s a very flexible system.

The goal of this book is to get your children, ages five through about twelve years old, actively involved in three specific, fun, and meaningful exercises each month. These exercises will help you to impart your values in a way that will have a profound and lasting impression on your children. Though the idea of embarking on a yearlong journey with your family may seem daunting, in truth it typically will take no more than five minutes for the daily exercises, yet they are effective because you will do them every day, and the repetition will reinforce the value throughout the month and beyond. The weekly exercises take fifteen minutes or so, and they drive home a different aspect of each value. Finally, the one-time exercises wrap up each month with a final lesson, and they generally take about an hour. There is a chapter for each value, with step-by-step instructions on how to do the exercises, and variations to give your family flexibility as you experience each month. Several families besides my own are now on this journey as well, and I will touch on their experiences in each chapter.

Throughout the book, I use the terms “spouse” or “partner” when referring to parents. However, several single parents have experienced this program with their children as well. I use these terms strictly for ease of use and do not mean to discourage any family from participating.

As each month unfolds, you’ll find that your children begin to understand why specific virtues are important to you and how to live them. As parents, you can share stories from your own lives, from before you had kids. Tell them about times in your lives when you have lived your values by showing gratitude, respect for others, integrity, compassion — any and all of the values that are important to you. If your kids are anything like ours, this will fascinate them, as sometimes it doesn’t even occur to them that their parents existed before they came along! The best thing about sharing these stories with your kids is that they get to know you better. They’ll begin to see you as more three-dimensional people, instead of just “parents.” They’ll realize that you truly believe in something, and they’ll start to understand that you’ve actually been living as if you believe in something. So you’re not just teaching them values; you’re giving them a part of yourselves.

And by focusing on just one value a month, children have an opportunity to really explore what the value means to them. This isn’t a system designed to program your child to say a rote “thank you” during Gratitude Month. Instead, it will help teach your child how to grow into a decent human being who understands on a deeper level what it truly means to be grateful for something and to express that gratitude sincerely.

Although this is a twelvemonth program, the practice is an ongoing part of life, and you won’t have to wait a year to start seeing results, as the families who are already using this system have found. Your children will start truly living your values every day, in significant and heartfelt ways that will stick with them for a lifetime.



Month One

GRATITUDE


Saying “thank you” and meaning it

Have you ever given a new toy to your daughter that you thought would absolutely thrill her only to get a lackluster response; or handed over a just-released video game to your son that left him completely underwhelmed? Sure, they said thank you and gave polite little smiles, but you could tell they weren’t actually grateful. And you feel like you went to all that trouble for nothing. Maybe it’s not that your kids are ungrateful. Maybe they don’t really know what it’s like to be genuinely grateful because you’ve never truly expected it of them before. This chapter can help you teach your kids how to experience true gratitude and to express it in a sincere way.

The Magic Words

Looking back at when my son was little, I realized that I had it all wrong when it came to teaching him about gratitude. I had equated hearing the words “Thank you” with being grateful. But I had completely missed the mark. Those times when my son did say those magic words were actually more a reflection of training, not teaching. And when he said nothing, like the time he received the blue T-shirt from my friend, it was clear even the training wasn’t going so well.

One goal of Gratitude Month is to go beyond teaching your children to automatically say “Thank you” when someone gives them a gift, for instance. Because what is the point in saying the words if they have no meaning? Before we began Gratitude Month, I started consciously observing my kids to see if I could figure out where they were in terms of being grateful. Try it for a few days yourself. I think it’s worth doing before getting started on this particular month. In our case, I noticed that sometimes my children seemed to be feeling thankful yet not expressing it to anyone, and at other times, they would say “Thank you” but there didn’t seem to be any emotion behind it. There was clearly a disconnect. So, during Gratitude Month we wanted to make a connection between the feeling and the words — a connection that would be real and lasting.

To make that connection, start the month out by simply talking to your kids. And it should be a talk — never a lecture. The more you sound like you’re lecturing, the more your kids will mentally turn the volume down. You’re not going to accomplish anything if they’re zoned out. So to begin, each month tell your kids what value you will be focusing on and why. For gratitude, at our house, my husband and I tell our kids that life isn’t about what you have or don’t have, but rather it’s about being grateful for the things and experiences, even the challenges, that are part of your life.

Some children may feel a bit embarrassed when you start talking about gratitude, and they may need reassurance. They may think you consider them ungrateful. If that happens, let your kids know that you’re not bringing up this value because of anything they lack, but rather because this value is important to you and you wanted to share it with them. Also, letting kids know that the whole family will be going through the month together really helps, because then it is a shared experience and a chance for everyone in the family to get to know each other a little better.

How Does It Feel to Be Grateful?

On the first day of Gratitude Month, you may want to ask your children what being thankful feels like to them. Is it about saying “Thank you?” Well, how do they feel when they say those words? My daughter, at five, wasn’t quite able to connect the feeling to the words at first. That was a great starting point for us because we wanted to know what she felt like when she said those words to someone. And it turned out that sometimes she felt . . . pretty much nothing. That wasn’t too surprising to us in a way. There was that disconnect. After all, we had spent so much time and effort insisting on those words without realizing what a meaningless experience it was for our children. So we talked with our daughter about how there is a great feeling that should go with the words “Thank you.” That feeling is called gratitude. We explored what that would really feel like by asking her how she felt when she received presents on Christmas morning, or when I brought her favorite snack home from the store, or when just the two of us spent the day together. We just focused on the feeling. By talking to her it was clear that she understood the feeling on some level, but she hadn’t realized (our fault) that she should be feeling it when she said those words . . . that the feeling and the words “match up.”

Grace loves playing matching games, and she’s really good at it, so she related to this concept. We went from there, explaining that in a matching game, if you only have one piece, like “Thank you,” but you don’t experience the accompanying gratitude, then you don’t really have a “match.” Or if you feel grateful, like when Grandma gives you one of her delicious, homemade chocolate chip cookies, but you don’t say the words, you haven’t made a “match” or a connection there either. And when you make that connection and your words match up with your feelings, you are being genuinely grateful. That’s not only a good feeling for a young child like Grace, but when she expresses her sincere thanks to her grandma, for example, they share a moment that’s real.

If you have an older child, you’ll probably approach the first talk about gratitude a little differently. If your child already understands the connection between the feeling of gratitude, and the words expressing the feeling, you are able to take your discussion even further. You may talk about how it’s easy to make a connection between a happy event, like a surprise stop at an ice cream shop, and that jubilant “Thanks, Mom!” that would probably follow. But what about when things don’t look worthy of thanks? What if your older child was hoping to go swimming at the community pool and a thunderstorm ruined his plans? You might ask him if there is any room for gratitude there. Or what if your daughter’s best friend moves out of town? What’s there to be grateful for anyway? The idea is to help older children expand their understanding of gratitude. You don’t need all the answers at this point. The month-long journey will help with that.

Here’s what I use for this month’s exercises, but feel free to check out the variations listed later, or come up with your own ideas.

Supplies for This Month’s Exercises 


• A large poster board in white or a light color

• Set of colorful markers

• A few sheets of card stock or construction paper for the one-time exercise

Daily Exercise: The Gratitude Board

On the first day of the month, your family should start to explore what you are grateful for with the Gratitude Board. This exercise only takes about five minutes each day, yet helps you and your kids find reasons to be grateful for the ordinary experiences — and even the challenges — in your everyday lives.

The Gratitude Board is simply a large poster board that you display this month in your kitchen, playroom, or anywhere that works for your family. Every night before bed, all members of your family should take a marker and write one thing that each of you are grateful for from that day. Your kids might write things like “We got to go to the park,” or “I knew all my spelling words at school,” or “Charlie gave me a cookie at lunch.” What your children come up with may surprise you. After my son had been home from school with the flu for several days, he wrote, “I got to go to school today!”

Sounds simple enough, right? But what if the kids have had a miserable day and aren’t feeling particularly thankful? Maybe your son got an unexpected poor grade on a test at school, or another girl left your daughter out of a game she wanted to play at recess and it affected their outlooks for the whole day. No worries . . . you can work with that. Encourage them to search for something positive in spite of everything. Did your son simply put away the test and think to himself that he should try harder next time rather than getting upset? Did your daughter find another child who had been left out and ask her to play? They can be thankful for that. They had a challenge and it was an opportunity to grow . . . to reach beyond what they usually expect of themselves. So they might, when pushed to go a little deeper, find something of meaning to be grateful for. That is what they should write on the Gratitude Board.

In my house, we always keep what we write short and simple, and we each try to use our favorite colored markers to help identify who wrote what. You can even draw pictures or put stickers on the Gratitude Board if they add to the feelings you are trying to convey.

Kate and Jeff, parents of an eleven-year-old daughter and seven-year-old son, focused on gratitude for a month. Kate was often surprised to read what her family wrote on the Gratitude Board. One day, after visiting a homeless shelter with their church group, Kate’s daughter wrote that she was grateful that the shelter was there for people who needed it, and after studying with a math tutor, she wrote that she was grateful to be excited about math! Her son wrote that he was grateful for an unexpected visit from a friend. Kate appreciated the fact that her kids actually hugged and kissed each other and her husband was grateful for “eye-opening experiences.” Writing things like this down every day on the Gratitude Board can help you see things that might otherwise be missed or taken for granted. Yet in fact, they are things that give us an opportunity to experience true gratitude.

Parents will also benefit from this exercise. Often, after a busy day at work, or even after a day off where I spent far too much time running errands, the message I write is “My daughter read a book to me.” Or, “The whole family cuddled on the couch and watched a movie together.” The wonderful thing about this is that my husband and I generally end up writing that we are grateful for our children and each other, and this allows our kids to notice that they are appreciated and that we are grateful for each other as a couple.

Your kids can look at the Gratitude Board all month and see how thankful you are for every moment you spend with your family. Not only do they see how much they mean to you, but they also get to know you a little better as they see the comments you write about your jobs, your extended families, and your friends.

Some Variations on the Gratitude Board

Some families prefer to use a dry erase board because they don’t have a good place to display a large poster board. Every night, they just erase the previous day’s items and move on. If your kids have access to the computer, you might prefer to post what you are grateful for on your family social networking page, or simply email your daily gratitude messages to everyone in your family. Or you and your kids might want to make the Gratitude Board on the computer. Have them design it themselves. The more involved the kids are, the more likely they are not only to stick with the exercise, but also to look forward to it. Maybe you would prefer to make a little family film and record messages each night that express gratitude. If you prefer to keep it really simple, just have everyone in the family say what they are grateful for at dinner each night, or at bedtime when you say good night. Do whatever works best for your family and you can’t go wrong.

Weekly Exercise: Rewind

Once the daily exercise is in full swing, add a once-a-week activity to the mix. We typically do this every weekend during the month. We call this exercise Rewind and the goal is to help the children understand what it truly means to receive. So whereas the daily exercise asks you and your family to look back on your days and find things to be grateful for, this exercise focuses on what happens when you are actually given something. This is where you can strive to go beyond that rote “Thaaank Youuuu” we’re used to hearing from kids and show them that there’s a lot more to be thankful for than meets the eye.

Explain to your children that the moment someone gives them a gift (or hands them a sandwich for that matter) is really the end of the process, in a way. By “rewinding” the process, it helps them see when the act of giving really begins. Let’s review this exercise using the example of my son Connor and the T-shirt.

When my friend saw that T-shirt in the store, she noticed it was blue, and thought about Connor, remembering that blue is his favorite color. I imagine she gave it some thought, compared it to a few other T-shirts, and made her decision. Then she probably stood in a long line, paid for it with money she earned working diligently at her job, brought it home, wrapped it, and gave it to my son. At the time, his insincere “Thank you” was utterly meaningless. But as we worked our way through Gratitude Month when he was older, we reminded him of that experience. We told him that when he receives a gift, it is about much more than that moment of opening it and seeing what’s inside. It’s about the process. And we have him “rewind” to the beginning of the process himself, imagining each step of the way and asking him to picture the person going through each thing: choosing the gift, waiting in line, etc. This way, as he goes back through the process, it helps him realize that the giving actually began long before he received the gift. We say, “Be grateful for the entire experience that brought you the gift.” My husband and I also go through this exercise once a week this month with gifts we have received or even when someone hands us a simple glass of water. We do this not only to further illustrate for our kids how the process works, but also to remind ourselves not to take anything for granted.

Children as young as five years old can understand and imagine this process. Let’s say you are explaining this exercise to your young daughter. Use an example of a toy she has recently received and really liked so she can differentiate her joy at getting the gift with whether she was feeling genuine gratitude for it. Go through the steps with her, “rewinding” the process so she can see that a lot of time and effort went into getting that toy to her. This can help her to understand that there is more to be grateful for than the toy alone. And though she may like this particular toy, ultimately, whether the gift is wanted or not has nothing to do with the gratitude you want her to feel. The point of this month is not about teaching kids to be grateful for “things” but rather to help them be grateful for the time, the kindness, the work, and the thoughtfulness that is behind the things. That’s the part that really matters.

And remember that sandwich I mentioned earlier? When you hand your child lunch, ask him or her to look at everything on the plate and think about where it all came from and how it got to them. Rewind; think about the entire process. Think about the farmers who grew the food and the people who worked in the fields to pick the fruits and vegetables. That’s back-breaking, exhausting work. Then the food was brought to the grocery store where you carefully selected it, checking freshness dates, and examining fruits and vegetables for ripeness and cans for dents. Then you bought the food, stood in line, and paid for it with money you earned working at your job. You carried those heavy bags of groceries from your car into the house and spent twenty minutes putting everything away. And then after all that, you made a nutritious lunch and handed it to your children. That’s what you want them to be grateful for, and not in a guilt-inducing way, like “We did all of this for you. You should be so grateful.” Not that at all. Rather, “Realize the journey this food went through to get to you and be grateful for the entire process.”

Of course, you don’t need to go through this explanation every single time. Too much of a good lesson, and most kids will stop listening. This exercise should be done once a week during Gratitude Month — and that’s enough to make an impact on a child. It certainly did for my children. I now see them stopping and really looking at the food on their plates. I notice that when my daughter takes her plate, she looks directly at me and says, “Thanks, Mom” and she is genuinely smiling. That is far different from a rushed “Thank you” that comes from habit rather than genuine gratitude. Now, when my son says a prayer before dinner and thanks “the farmers who worked hard in the fields growing the grain for this delicious bread, and the people who picked the apples in our applesauce,” we know that not only did we teach him something significant about gratitude, but we’ve also enriched his life in a way that will stay with him.

Our hope is that over time, our children will get beyond thinking about it and simply experience gratitude before they eat a meal. Although a prayer of thanks before eating is a beautiful thing to do, in some ways it can be just about the words if you are not actually feeling the gratitude.

And if you think about how meaningful it can be to stop and say a prayer before a meal, imagine the prayer without words. It is just a feeling, a silent and deep moment of gratitude to whatever higher power you believe in. That is the profound experience you are laying the groundwork for when you teach your children to stop before a meal and think about the entire process. Part of the message you are giving your children is simply to “stop.” That way, the experience of the meal isn’t lost. Though your family may be busy, this small act of stop- ping ever so briefly before a meal allows time for experiencing genuine gratitude.

Some Variations on Rewind:

For some children, especially those ages five or six, this exercise may seem overwhelming if there are too many steps. So it may help them to Rewind by only using two or three steps. For example, a simple and understandable process may be “an apple that was grown in a farmer’s orchard was bought by my mom at the farmer’s market.” Or take out a piece of paper and draw a few pictures to illustrate the process (or have your child draw). Some kids are visual learners and this will help them to grasp the concept.

The main point you want to communicate with this exercise is that the blessings that come into our lives don’t just magically appear. There is a process. And we want our children to learn to see and appreciate that process so that every gift, every toy, and every meal has more meaning to them and engenders true gratitude in their hearts rather than an automatic “Thank you.” So as long as you are doing this exercise in a way that conveys this message, you are on the right track.

One-Time Exercise: The Thanks for Nothin’ Letter

The one-time exercise happens at the end of the month precisely because your kids have had a chance to learn about gratitude, and are ready to do an exercise that is a little more practical. With this exercise, you want to go a little deeper, and find even more meaning in gratitude.

This exercise involves writing a thank-you letter. Not the standard, “thank-you” note written in response to receiving a gift, although I strongly encourage that as well. (I say “strongly encourage” rather than “insist” because we always want the gratitude to come from our children themselves, rather than from us, “through” them.) This letter is more than that, because it is not acknowledging a “thing.” It is acknowledging a person, and how grateful we are to have them in our lives.

During Gratitude Month, you should talk to your children about how easy it is to take each other for granted, accepting love, friendship, and support from the people in your lives, without ever taking the time to thank them for everything they do. So do something very old fashioned and simple. Each member of your family should write a letter to someone you care about. In the letter, tell that person all the things you appreciate about them. It can be anyone in your lives — a neighbor, grandparent, teacher, aunt, uncle, or even a friend, sibling, or parent. The only caveat is that it not be someone’s birthday, or a holiday, or a special day of any kind. It’s a “just because” kind of thing.

Both our children chose to write their thank-you letters to their teachers, which was lovely, because they each had teachers who were so generous and kind. As my son wrote his letter, I noticed that he had written the word “very” several times, which I suspected was to fill up the page. When I asked him about it, he said “No, Mom. That’s not what I’m doing. I just want her to know how grateful I am that she’s my teacher. I’d like to put more “verys” but I’m running out of room.” This helped me to get some perspective that I wasn’t writing the note and it wasn’t my sentiment being expressed. These notes were from my children, in their own words (misspellings and all) and they were written from the heart. And that is the point of the whole exercise.

Some Variations on the Thanks for Nothin’ Letter:

Although I prefer the old-fashioned quality of a handwritten letter, you may decide that a phone call or even an e-mail is a more appropriate way for your family to express thanks. The main message of the exercise is to be grateful for something that is not concrete, because those are the kinds of thing that often go unnoticed and unappreciated.

Writing a simple thank-you letter in any format may seem like a small thing, but it encourages your children to be aware that they are receiving great gifts on a daily basis. Gifts of kindness, consideration, patience, humor, and wisdom. It is so easy to miss these, especially since we are living in such a consumer-oriented society where children are encouraged to want one “thing” after another. This one-time exercise focuses on a more novel idea. Simply appreciating someone for who they are, and not a gift they have given or a meal they have made, brings a little bit more richness to the experience of gratitude. And again, by participating in the exercise ourselves, it gives us the opportunity to do something we otherwise probably wouldn’t do . . . stop and take the time to thank someone special in our own lives.

This brings me to another important part of Gratitude Month in our house. We are the kind of family who says “I love you” all the time. As parents, we make a special effort to let our children know we are grateful for them, for their personalities, for their kindness and gentleness, for their silliness and humor, and for everything that makes them unique. We used to be so focused on just getting our kids to say “thank you” that we often forgot to express it ourselves. This month is not just about teaching our children. It is also about reminding ourselves as a couple to really think about how blessed we are to have each other, and to have our wonderful children. This enriches our lives as individuals, of course, because we are living what is important to us, and experiencing gratitude is very important to us. And we certainly want to be good examples to our children — as people who are truly “walking the walk” and not just “talking the talk.” But it isn’t enough, as we found out, to simply try to be an example. At least not for us. I suspect other families are experiencing the same thing. But by taking an entire month to really focus on gratitude and to do the exercises together, we have seen our children make that crucial connection between saying “Thank you” and genuinely feeling gratitude. Being grateful has become a part of who they are.

So in addition to doing all the talking, teaching, and exercises each month, we also embrace and cherish these values as parents and as individuals. When you do this as a parent, and your children witness the gratitude you have for each of them and for your spouse or partner, they can better understand who you are as people. They can get to know you, not just as parents, but as people who are doing the best they can to live and teach what is most important to them.

Staying Power

I have seen firsthand the changes in my both of my children after Gratitude Month. For instance, long after we had focused on gratitude, my children and I were driving along a quiet street and we noticed that daffodils were starting to bloom in almost every front yard we passed. After a particularly long and icy winter, this was indeed a sight for sore eyes. As we passed each house, my son or daughter would gleefully shout out “Look, Mom, over there . . . more daffodils!” I pointed out to the kids that we should be very thankful for these lovely flowers. “I know, mom,” my daughter said. “You don’t need to tell us. It’s the gift of daffodils!”

And my son recently showed how Gratitude Month has made an impact on him. When we told him about an upcoming trip to Rome — a really big deal for our family — and mentioned that we would be visiting the Trevi Fountain so he could make a wish, he said something that really touched my heart. “But mom, if I was in Rome at the Trevi Fountain, what more could I possibly wish for?”

Thinking Beyond “Thank You”

As you move on to the next month and start focusing on the next value, how can you continue to foster gratitude in your children? The best way is to continue to live the lessons of Gratitude Month as a family. For one thing, though you won’t be formally using a Gratitude Board next month, you should still regularly talk about things that you are grateful for, and encourage your kids to do the same. And as a parent, you can reinforce the lessons learned in the Rewind exercise by openly appreciating the process, and not just the results, of what your kids do. For instance, if your daughter comes home with an “A” on her report card, acknowledge and appreciate the process — all the work and effort that went in to getting that “A” — rather than just focusing on the grade itself. Also emphasize to your children that you want them to be grateful people who appreciate and acknowledge the obvious and the not-so-obvious gifts in their lives.

And by the way, don’t be discouraged if your children don’t always say thank you when they get a gift or you hand them a bowl of ice cream. For kids, figuring out that being grateful actually matters more to their parents than saying thank you may take some adjustments. So the next time your children accept that gift, or dessert, or whatever it is, and you don’t hear those magic words, relax. You can do something to help them start to “get it.” Don’t fall into the trap of repeating that worn out question “Hey, what do you say?” hoping to prompt a “Thank you.” Instead, ask your child, “How do you feel right now?” If they say they feel good or happy or even like they might want to cry, that’s okay. You’re not pushing them to say something insincere. You’re giving them the chance to think about how they feel and then to connect — on their own — how they want to express that feeling. The words will come. But the feeling is more important. And when your child is able to make that connection, you won’t have to remind them about the feeling or the words anymore. It will just come naturally.




Month Two

SELF-RESPECT


The balance between confidence and humility

If children respect themselves, they can do just about anything in their lives. Think about how many people you know who have held themselves back from accomplishing things, not because they didn’t have an education, opportunities, or skills, but because they didn’t love themselves, or believe in themselves enough to go for it. It happens all the time. There are enough obstacles in life without your children having to struggle to get past the ones they put in their own way. That’s why focusing on self-respect for a month with your kids can be crucial for them.

The S Word

Parents can pick up a few reminders along the way, too. Too often, we are the ones putting ourselves down. I know. It’s happened to me. But we have to do our best not to let those negative messages gain momentum in our lives. Have you ever had one of those mornings when you’re trying to leave the house, get your kids to school, and yourself to work, and you’re running late? You know, your purse is over one shoulder, your laptop over the other, and your hands are full carrying your son’s science project or a plate of cupcakes for your daughter’s class. And as you’re attempting to maneuver all that out the door, you suddenly realize you haven’t the slightest clue where your keys are. “Ugggggggghhhhh! I am so stupid!!!” just pops out of your mouth before you have a chance to stop it. Then you realize your kids are standing right there, taking it all in.

Something like that happened to me several months ago, and my daughter looked up in shock and said, “You just said the “S” word!” (In our house “stupid” is the S word.) And my son quickly came to my defense. “Hey mom, don’t say that!” Of course, I backtracked right away and told them I was just frustrated and I didn’t mean it, and that was true. I didn’t mean it. I don’t think I’m stupid at all. Disorganized, hurried, absentminded, hungry, frazzled, sleep deprived — all those things, but not stupid. Although I may silently “yell” at myself a bit when I make a mistake, my sense of self is never in question. It made me wonder then, if I have a healthy sense of self-respect, why I put myself down, right in front of my children. I wonder if those kinds of messages are just so pervasive in everyday life that I adopted that self-deprecating talk without even knowing it. Maybe it’s just more socially acceptable to blurt out “I’m a complete mess” than to say, “I’m really keeping it together. Yay me!” No matter what the reason, if we parents are putting ourselves down, it has to stop, not only for our own sake, but also for the erroneous message we may be sending to our children. Many kids already feel like they are not “good enough,” so if they see their parents expressing the same kinds of feelings, it may rein-force their own insecurities. As parents, we should do everything we can to show our children what healthy self-respect looks like.

The challenge with self-respect is that it’s not something we can just give to our kids, or to anyone else for that matter. We can encourage it, try to develop it, and acknowledge it when we see it, but we can’t make it happen. Boy, is that frustrating. What we can do is to start laying the groundwork for a healthy sense of self in our children.

One of our goals during this month is to show our kids that to us, self-respect is the foundation upon which they can build their lives, and it goes beyond self-esteem. So much of what they see on TV, in the movies, and even down the block is geared toward building self-esteem, which on the surface, seems wonderful. But it is possible to go too far. If your kids are involved in sports, then they’ve probably brought home a trophy or two, or seven for that matter. Sometimes that’s all from one competition! Do adults think their egos are so fragile that kids can’t face the fact that they may not be the best little league player, or gymnast, or swimmer out there? And by always “cushioning their fall” are we really doing them any favors? If we are creating self-esteem with this approach, it is fleeting. Self-respect goes so much deeper than that.

Also, if everyone “wins,” how can children see themselves as individuals who excel at some things but not others? The idea of individuality gets a bit lost in this approach. As a parent, I want my kids to celebrate their individuality rather than simply try to fit in with what everyone else is doing.

So to start out Self-Respect Month, simply have a conversation with your children about what it means to respect themselves. Self-respect is loving yourself and knowing that you have value as the unique person you are, and that your worth is never tied to a specific accomplishment or material object. It has nothing to do with what other people think of you. Nothing whatsoever. As much as it pains me to say it, that would include parents. Of course, you should still praise your children. You can’t help but be enthusiastic about their accomplishments, but try to step back to give them room to feel good about themselves, separate and apart from what you think. For one thing, aren’t we putting too much pressure on our kids if we always make them feel like they are “the best”? And you don’t want your children to look for their sense of self in you or anyone else but themselves, because frankly, they won’t find it anywhere else. It is more important that your children truly learn to “know who they are” and trust that knowledge like a touchstone on which they can rely unfailingly. And speaking of failure, in my family, we encourage it. When you think about it, what could be better for true self-respect than failure? Because if a child learns how to recoup after a failure, then he knows what it is genuinely like to feel good about himself. For us, that is how children can start to go beyond self-esteem to self-respect.

Roots of Self-Respect

For a lesson in self-respect, I took my children into our back-yard where there is a very old, very tall evergreen tree. We really looked at the tree and noticed its imperfections — the missing branches that were probably blown off during a bad storm, the patches of brown needles here and there, and the fact that it doesn’t go up perfectly straight. Then I said to my kids, “It’s still here and it will be here for a very long time. Why do you think that is?” They took a good, long look at the tree, starting at the top and working their eyes down to the ground. At that point, my son said “The roots, mom.” I agreed. I told my kids that the tree has been nourished by rainwater and by the warm rays of the sun all these years, much as a child is nurtured by the encouragement, support, and love of his parents. Because of the tree’s strong roots, it is still growing strong and healthy despite all the difficult conditions it has endured.

When beginning Self-Respect Month, consider using the same example with your children. After all, like the tree, we rely on our own strong “roots” when life brings difficult situations. Obstacles come into our lives, and we inevitably make mistakes and even fail at things that are important to us. But if we have a strong sense of who we are, if we have love and respect for ourselves, then like that old evergreen, we too can withstand the challenges life sends our way. You can also have your children look around at other trees and see that each one is individual and unique, like people are. No one tree is better or worse than any other. They each have value.

If you have younger children, consider another image they may relate to. For example, if your children like going to the park, ask them to visualize the seesaw for a moment. When there are two children about the same size, that seesaw works really well and both kids have fun. But when there is one small child, and another much bigger child trying to play on the seesaw, it just doesn’t work. You need balance. That’s how self-respect works. You throw off the balance if you think so much of yourself that you look down on someone else, and you have the same issue if you’re always on the bottom, looking up at other people while you belittle yourself. If you can find your balance between those two extremes, that’s how self-respect feels. When I explained that concept to my daughter, she said, “I get it mom. Never think you’re better than anyone or badder than anyone.” From the mouths of babes.

After starting to talk with your kids about self-respect, you are ready to start the exercises for this month. Through the exercises, you will explore the balance between confidence and humility, and the concept that each child is an individual worthy of the many blessings they have been given. Beyond that, they are also worthy of the challenges and even the hardships they will face in their lives. In other words, they are up to the task of living a full life with varied and unexpected experiences.

Supplies for This Month’s Exercises:


• None are needed unless you want to write out your daily mantra for the first exercise and post it for your family to see every day.

Daily Exercise: Self-Respect Mantra

When my mother was a child growing up on a small farm in Ireland, her mother would often repeat a simple, but profound saying about self-respect: “You may be no better than anyone else, but no one is better than you.” Those straightforward words may seem out of place in our competitive society, where getting ahead and being perceived as better than others is often the goal. But I believe those words and have lived by them. The wonderful thing about this mantra is that it is rooted in balance. It isn’t about building yourself up at the expense of others, nor is it about humbling yourself to the point of becoming a doormat. It’s about honoring yourself as an individual and it’s about true self-respect.

Each morning during Self-Respect Month ask everyone in your family to say the words handed down by my grandmother as their simple daily exercise, or choose a mantra of your own. Nora and her husband, Eli, focused on self-respect with their eight-year-old daughter. They used my grandmother’s mantra and found that when their daughter said it every day it was “a great reminder to her to remain proud and confident, yet humble.” If you decide to choose your own mantra, feel free to write one that embodies your own beliefs about self-respect or find a meaningful quote that inspires you. Some ideas:

• “If you put a small value on yourself, rest assured the world will not raise your price.” — Unknown

• “No one can make you feel inferior without your consent.” — Eleanor Roosevelt

• “That you may retain your self-respect, it is better to displease the people by doing what you know is right, than to temporarily please them by doing what you know is wrong.” — William J. H. Boetcker, religious leader

• “Respect yourself and others will respect you.” — Confucius, Chinese philosopher

• “We are all something, but none of us are everything.” — Blaise Pascal, French mathematician and philosopher

Variations on the Self-Respect Mantra:

You may prefer to use different quotes throughout the month rather than the same one every day. Each member of the family could come up with an idea and the family could take turns saying the different mantras. Or if you do use one mantra, your kids might enjoy creating artwork to express it. In that case, your whole family could see and be inspired by your child’s artwork throughout the month. And if you think the drawing or painting is fantastic, remember to consider restraining your enthusiasm just enough to allow room for your child to feel good about himself regardless of what you think. That way your child can feel proud of the artwork because he knows he did a good job without the pressure of thinking he’s the next Picasso.

Weekly Exercise: Make a Choice about Your Inner Voice

How many times have you heard your own children disparage themselves in a way they would never do to another child? Unfortunately, most parents hear this at one time or another. The goal of this exercise is to teach your children that words are powerful, and that all of us should “speak” to ourselves with acceptance and dignity. Ultimately, what others think of us is nowhere near as powerful as what we think of ourselves. As parents, we need to show our children that the way they “speak” to themselves sets the tone for the way they see themselves in the world. Do they have the potential to be powerful and to make a difference? If so, do they talk to themselves in a way that’s worthy of that image or do they downplay their abilities and therefore minimize the contributions they could make to the world?

You undoubtedly want your children to honor and believe in themselves as worthwhile people, faults and all. So when they fail at something, this exercise helps to separate that failure from who the child is as a person. In other words, their actions or their shortcomings do not define them. They should still love themselves, regardless of their mistakes and failures. In order to drive this point home, once a week during this month, ask each of your children to imagine a scenario where they feel they have not lived up to their own expectations, or have “failed” someone else. You can participate with them by sharing examples of when this has happened in your own life, or simply by responding to the comments they make about themselves in whatever situations they talk about. It could be something that has already happened in their lives recently, or they can make it up. If they can’t come up with anything, you can provide the situation, such as missing a word in an early round of the spelling bee at school, sleeping through the alarm and being late for a play date with a friend, or breaking grandma’s favorite vase in her living room because they were throwing cushions around. Ask them what is the very first thing they would say to themselves. They might respond with some variations of “I’m so stupid!” “I’m always late!” or “Why am I so clumsy all the time?” From there, ask them to imagine themselves saying those same words to a friend at school, or to each other, or even to you. When my family did this exercise, my son said that he would never, ever call me stupid because it was mean and disrespectful, and he loved me too much to talk to me like that. I responded that he should love himself just as much and he shouldn’t be mean or disrespectful to himself because he is entitled to the same dignity and respect he would give me. Then I asked him how he would feel if I was the one saying he was stupid for missing a word in a spelling bee. He couldn’t imagine that I would talk to him that way because he said it would be cruel. Exactly.

Many of us are familiar with the Golden Rule, to “treat others as you want them to treat you.” We’ll revisit that concept next month when learning about respecting others. But for this month, use the Golden Rule as a springboard for how each of us should be treated. Discuss how you should also try to live by what my son has dubbed The Rainbow Rule: “Treat yourself as well as you treat other people.”

Variations on Make a Choice about Your Inner Voice:

You may prefer to use a mirror for this exercise, so that, for example, your son is looking at himself while saying the words aloud. Or if your kids are self-conscious, you can act out a scenario two ways for your children. The first time, show your children how not to talk to themselves about a mistake, and the second time, show them how to respond to that same situation in a way that shows self-respect. Or, for example, have your daughter imagine a situation in which she has achieved a great triumph and ask her to share what she would say to herself. If she talks to herself in a way that elevates her so much that she sees herself as above others, we are not achieving the goal of true self-respect, which does not come at the expense of how we view or treat others. Through this exercise and throughout the month we are continuing to strive for that balance between confidence and humility.

One-Time Exercise: Give It Your Best (or Worst) Shot

At the end of the month, take the time to explore the concept of perfection. After all, no one is perfect. And as parents, we shouldn’t expect our children to waste their time and energy in search of this elusive goal. It’s not that perfection can’t exist, necessarily. We have all experienced moments of perfection — even entire days that just stand out in our mind as being absolutely sublime. But people are not perfect, and your children need to accept and love themselves as they are, faults and all. So with this exercise, give your children the opportunity to see that they shouldn’t have unrealistic expectations for themselves.

A fun way to do this is to give them the chance to do something they’ve never done before, and join them! Rock climbing, ice skating, bowling, or modern dance — anything new will work, especially if it’s something physical and potentially silly. It’s okay if they get embarrassed when they try something new like this. What a great opportunity to give themselves a break, to go easy on their egos, and just have fun being bad at something! After all, what’s wrong with being bad at something? Isn’t that what learning and practice are for? And if it turns out that they’re pretty good at it, how cool is that? Because that shows them that they may be good at all kinds of things if they only try. When their summer camp teacher asks for a volunteer to be the first to try playing the bongos, don’t you want your kids to jump up and say, “I’ll try it!”? It doesn’t matter if they’re good at it. What matters is that they have the confidence to try to succeed, and the willingness to fail.

Parents Nora and Eli tried this exercise with their eight-year-old daughter, and mentioned that she is great at athletics, but was afraid to get up in front of an audience. During Self-Respect Month, their daughter was able to try karaoke. She was nervous but found she was quickly able to put her anxiety aside, and she didn’t care how she sounded. She just had fun!

Variations on Give It Your Best (or Worst) Shot:

For a younger child who might be intimidated by trying a brand new thing, simply have him go to a familiar activity and try to build on it. For example, if your child likes to draw, you could introduce a new medium, like oil paints, instead of crayons. Or, instead of drawing a picture on a piece of paper, you could go outside in the driveway and create a life-sized picture with colorful chalk. Or if you typically are the one to make a snack, maybe your child could take on that responsibility himself. It can be anything that allows him to try something he hasn’t done before. Your children may also be encouraged by seeing you try something new. It could be as simple as taking on a new recipe you’ve never attempted before. This is a great way to take on this challenge together.

These lessons are never meant to be overwhelming, so if the whole idea of this exercise is too intimidating to your child, try getting out a piece of cardstock or construction paper. Ask your child to write his or her name prominently at the top of the page. Then have them fill up the page with qualities they would most like to see in themselves. So for a little girl named Keisha, she would imagine a sentence like, “Keisha would like to be . . . ” and then she would fill in the blank with as many qualities as she could think of, writing them all over the page. She might write things like courageous, friendly, kind, funny, admired, respected, and loved. Then, mom or dad would write the word “is” after her name. So, Keisha “is” courageous, funny, admired, and so on. Simply post this somewhere she will see it every day and encourage your child to realize that those qualities are already in her. If she isn’t able to see those qualities in herself yet, ask her to read the paper aloud every day to help her realize that she can be the person she wants to be.

Staying Power

After my family experienced Self-Respect Month, I was happy to see that the lessons really stayed with my kids. My daughter would sometimes put herself down after losing a game, but now I hear her say, “Oh well. I did my best.” And my son wrote his own mantra that is personal to him. It helps him to let go of past mistakes so he can focus on the future.

To keep instilling the lessons of Self-Respect Month, be open to trying new experiences as individuals and together as a family. Seek them out. And remember, there is no pressure whatsoever to be good, just have fun! To reinforce self-respect every day, post your family’s mantra where everyone can see it, like on the inside of the door you use as you leave your house. That way you’ll notice it as you head off to start your day at work or school. It’s a subtle but powerful reminder of how you should see yourselves in the world.

As situations arise where you or your kids feel that you have failed at something, try to make a positive choice about how you each “talk” to yourselves. For instance, if your young daughter loses at checkers and says something negative like, “I’m not good at anything!” take the time to talk to her about the importance of self-respect. Remind her that it has nothing to do with being perfect. She’ll probably disagree with you. After all, what kid doesn’t want to be perfect? Well, ask her to imagine going to a place I like to call “Planet Perfect.” Sounds idyllic right? Well, maybe. On Planet Perfect, there would be no TV, no computers, no video games — in fact, no technology of any kind. Why not? Well, in order to have technology you must have inventors. And inventors need to make lots and lots of mistakes, which, of course, would never happen on Planet Perfect. I imagine everyone there looks the same and dresses the same because creativity isn’t born of perfection either. It comes from a sense of individuality and a willingness to go out on a limb. You can imagine the barren landscape on this planet because of the “perfect” sunny weather every day. Without rain, there are no trees or green grass or flowers . . . well, you get the picture. I think at this point your child will start to understand that perfection is not all it’s cracked up to be.

But I know — there might be days when even you as a parent feel like packing up and moving to your own version of Planet Perfect. Who can blame you? You might imagine a place where your job is ideal and you are in perfect shape. That’s certainly tempting. But if we as parents can learn to accept ourselves and embrace our imperfections with love and a sense of humor, we don’t need any kind of Planet Perfect. By doing our best to raise children who respect themselves, we will be making the world a better place. Not a perfect place — a better one. And that’s the whole point.
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