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i n t r o d u c t i o n

What is character?

“He showed lots of character today.”
“I know she’ll do a great job. She’s got character.”

People make these kinds of statements all the time. Even
hockey coaches and baseball managers talk about the
“character players” who are so important to every team.

Everyone admires and respects people with character and it’s
not because they have talent, skill, good looks, fame or
popularity. It’s because they have an extra special something
that we all think is really important. We call that character.

People with character have two basic qualities. They usually do
the right thing and, in most situations, they do what needs to
be done.

Doing the right thing is about behaving morally — knowing
the difference between right and wrong and choosing to do
right. But not every good human act involves a moral choice.
Sometimes character is about looking at a situation, seeing
what needs to be done and doing it. People with character do
what’s right and what’s necessary even when it’s difficult,
inconvenient or unpleasant — when it would be easier to
walk away and leave it to someone else.
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This booklet is about how you can help your children grow into
people with that kind of character.

Character is not a single quality but a combination of positive
character traits sometimes referred to as virtues. We know we
can count on people with character because they are reliable,
trustworthy and honest. We feel comfortable with them because
they are friendly, kind and considerate. We know they can get
things done because they are hardworking, creative, self-
disciplined and determined. They learn from their mistakes
because they are humble, flexible, and committed to getting it
right.

Fathers can help to build a child’s character in several ways.

• By developing and maintaining close, caring father-child
relationships which give us the opportunity to be a positive
influence.

• By supporting healthy child development so children can grow
into the great people they are meant to be.

• By nurturing and guiding children as they learn right from
wrong.

• By taking advantage of teachable moments when we can help
children learn from their mistakes, overcome challenges and
learn how to solve problems.

• By teaching our kids about the many qualities that character is
made of.
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c h a p t e r o n e

You and Your Child
Character building starts with a relationship

Your child’s character development will be shaped by many
factors. One of the most important is the influence of parents.
Before you start thinking about how to build your child’s
character, think about building a strong relationship because
that’s the source of your influence.

A good father-child relationship is not a guarantee. It doesn’t
ensure that your children will turn out exactly as you hoped,
that they will always do what you ask or that you will always
be happy with their behaviour. However, good relationships
with our kids are the basis for much of what we can
accomplish as fathers. Here’s why.

Effective parenting
When we’re talking about fathers helping to build character in
children, we’re really talking about being a good parent. No
matter what specific strategies or discipline techniques parents
use, what ties it all together is effective all-round parenting,
and that starts with a solid parent-child connection.
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Knowing your child
Every child is different. They don’t all respond to exactly the
same kind of teaching and discipline. Children also change
constantly as they grow. Maintaining a strong relationship
helps you stay in touch with your child’s changing needs and
abilities, so that you can provide the kind of support and
guidance he needs.

Smoothing out the bumps
Children can be hard to understand at times. Fathers and their
kids sometimes go through periods when they don’t get along
very well or have trouble finding ways to connect. In other
words, being a good dad is sometimes hard work. A strong
relationship, one where you and your child feel closely
connected and enjoy each other, provides one of the payoffs.
That helps you get through the tough times, enjoy the good
times and ensures that you’ll do your best, no matter what.
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What your relationship does for your child

Not only does a strong, caring relationship help you relate to
your children, it helps them relate to you. When your kids feel
strongly connected to you they are more likely to:

• feel understood;
• care about what you think of their behaviour;
• listen to what you tell them;
• understand that you have their best interests in mind;
• accept your authority;
• get over being upset with you;
• trust you enough to share their problems.



Dave thinks Kyle should have better manners. He doesn’t
like the way his four-year-old leans across the dinner table
to grab food and won’t stay in his seat until supper is
finished. “He never listens to me,” Dave tells his friend
Chuck. “Every time I tell Kyle something he ignores me or
has a temper tantrum. I don’t understand what the
problem is.”

“I went through something like that with my daughter a
few years ago,” says Chuck. “She listened to my wife but
she didn’t listen to me. I thought, ‘I must not be using the
right words or tone of voice with her.’ But you know what
made the biggest difference in the end? My wife started
taking a course on Saturday afternoons, so I started
spending more time with Lindsay. I played with her, read
her stories, took her to the park. I even took her with me
when I went to Canadian Tire sometimes. After awhile I
realized that I wasn’t always frustrated and I liked being
with her. And she was more content to be with me. It’s
funny. I spent less time trying to get Lindsay to listen to
me, but she listened better.”
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Getting off to a good start

In early parenthood, becoming a hands-on caregiver is
sometimes more of a challenge for fathers. Mothers usually get
a head start. They spend a lot of time with babies and learn
how to become good caregivers fairly quickly. Dads can learn
the same skills, but it usually takes them a little longer to
become confident caregivers.



10

Sylvain really wants to be a hands-on dad. But it’s been
harder than he expected. After the baby was born, his wife
was on maternity leave so she was home all day with
Chantal while he was working overtime to make extra
money. When he got home, he was eager to see the baby, but
he sometimes felt awkward. He wasn’t quite sure what to do.
“When will we be able to do things together?” he wonders.

Sylvain can do things with his baby right now by getting
involved in the work of baby care: changing diapers, giving
baths and taking Chantal for walks in the baby carrier.
It may take a little while for Sylvain’s partner to get used to

his way of looking after the baby, which may be fairly different
from hers. However, the more time he spends looking after
Chantal, the more he will understand her and what she needs.
The more Sylvain understands his daughter, the better he’ll be
at looking after her (and his partner will gain confidence in his
fathering skills). He’ll feel good about that. It really is
satisfying to be able to care for a child competently. So Sylvain
will want to stay involved in Chantal’s care throughout her
childhood. If he does that his understanding of her as a person
and his skill as a caregiver will continue to grow.

Keeping the bond strong

There’s no big secret. A father/child bond is built through time
spent together. When we think of fathers and children
together, the first thing that comes to mind is play. Play is
important, but, as fathers who get involved with their babies
discover, looking after children is another important way to
spend time with them. That means being with and helping
your kids at mealtimes, bedtimes, baths, getting dressed and all
the other times in a day when children need their parents.
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Obviously, these ordinary hands-on child care tasks need to be
done. It’s part of our job as fathers. But providing day-to-day
care also helps fathers to know and understand children better.
Why do mothers usually understand their children well?
Because they spend a lot of time caring for children. If you
care for your kids, you will understand them too.

Set a good example

There is one more important way that your relationship with
your child affects character development. That’s the example
you set. If you want your child to learn to do what’s right and
what needs to be done, he needs to see you doing it. If you
want him to be responsible, he needs to see you being
responsible. If you want him to respect others, treat him with
respect and make sure he sees you treating others with respect.

Camillo can be hard to handle at times. Sometimes, when he
does something seriously wrong, his Dad gives him a little swat
on the bum – not too hard, just enough to make Camillo
understand that when Dad says no it really means no.

One day Camillo and his little sister were playing with his
stuffed toys while Tony watched TV. “Bad, girl! Don’t do
that!” Tony looked over just in time to see Camillo smack his
little sister. Tony rushed over, “Hey, we don’t hit people!” He
was so angry he wanted to spank Camillo. But then he thought
about it for a minute. “Oh boy,” he thought. “How can I
expect him to not hit his sister when I smack him sometimes?”

Your example won’t always be perfect. We are human after all.
But just remember, when it comes to building character in
children, actions speak louder than words. The example you
set — the character your children see or don’t see in you —
will probably have more influence on their character
development than anything you try to tell them or teach them.
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c h a p t e r t w o

Self-Control,
Conscience and Empathy
The building blocks of character

In order to become people of character, children must first
develop three basic qualities that enable people to function
well in a social world: self-control, conscience and empathy.
These are the foundation on which character is built.

Self-control

To most of us, self-control means will power: stopping yourself
from taking that extra piece of cake. In child development,
self-control means being able to get through your day doing
the things you need to do without getting into trouble all the
time — without wrecking things, harming or bothering people
and without hurting yourself. Kids must have some ability to
control themselves before they can start learning to make good
decisions about how to behave in various situations. In other
words you won’t get very far teaching your child about
character if she hasn’t developed a few boundaries: the ability
to stop herself from grabbing everything she sees, hitting
people, screaming whenever she doesn’t get her way or running
into the street without looking.



14

Self-control develops gradually throughout childhood as
children learn other basic skills such as being able to pay
attention, plan their actions and understand past and future.

Parents help children learn self-control through gentle,
consistent discipline that teaches and enforces the little
unwritten everyday rules that we all live by — you can’t touch
everything, don’t hit people, take turns with toys, clean up and
be careful.

Eighteen-month-old Mei is thrilled with her new ability to
walk. When Yuan takes his daughter for a walk she loves to
go down the sidewalk, as fast as she can. Yuan stays very
close because she is so little. Mei sees a puppy across the street.
“Doggie!“ she squeals, and tries to cross the road to see it.
“No, no, sweetie,” says Yuan, scooping her up in his arms.
“The road is dangerous. We’ll watch the doggie from here,
where it’s safe.”

This is one way Yuan will help Mei to learn self-control. He
tells her with words that it’s not safe to run out in the street,
but since Mei is a toddler, stopping her is much more
important. Yuan may put her down to walk again in a minute.
If she tries to cross the street again, he will stop her again. He
doesn’t get angry. He knows she doesn’t know any better. If she
keeps trying to cross the street, he can take her inside or to the
backyard and get her doing something else. But for now Yuan
will have to watch Mei very closely and be ready to provide
the control she doesn’t have yet.

Eventually the day will come when Mei will stop before
crossing the street and look up at her dad first wondering,
“Does Dad think it’s OK?”
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Mei still can’t cross the street by herself, but at least she is
beginning to understand that her behaviour should have
boundaries: that she can’t just do everything she wants without
thinking. As Mei gains more self-control she will be able to
think about her behaviour and decide what to do with less
help from her parents.

Self-control and feelings

Two-year-old Eric is playing beside his older sister. He tries to
grab one of the blocks she is using to build a castle. She holds
it over her head so he can’t reach it. He screams in
frustration. His father, picks up the kicking, screaming
toddler and takes him to another room for a quiet cuddle.

Eric has very little control over his feelings. There is no point
in talking to him about sharing or telling him to settle down
when he is so upset. Eric needs to calm down and he can’t
really do it without Dad’s help. As Eric matures he will learn
ways to settle himself down. But in order to develop that
ability, he first needs adults to help him (over and over) learn
that he can calm down and feel better when he is upset.

Conscience

In toddlers and preschoolers conscience starts with a sinking
feeling that says, “I’ve done something wrong.” Like self-
control this develops very gradually and, at first, it has to be
learned with our guidance. A child needs to be able to
understand when you think he has done something wrong
before he can figure it out on his own.
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Denis finds crayon scribbles on the living room wall. Some of
Louise’s crayons are on the floor nearby. He sighs and goes to
find his three-year-old. Denis shows her the scribbles and says,
“I see that you’ve drawn on the wall with your crayons.” Louise
looks at the floor. “Maybe André did it,” Louise suggests. “I
don’t think so,” says Denis. “He’s just a baby. He can’t reach
that high. I know that you did it.” Louise gets red in the face
and turns away. She can’t look her father in the eye.

Louise was experiencing that sinking feeling. Although she
doesn’t really see why it’s not OK to draw on walls, she knows
Dad isn’t happy about it. That’s a good start. (Denis should
also remind Louise that we draw on paper, not walls, and get
her to help wash off the crayon marks, or at least watch as
Dad does it.) Eventually as Louise learns more about what her
parents think she shouldn’t do, she will start to feel uneasy
inside when she’s doing something wrong, even if she can’t
stop herself from doing it. That feeling is part of what helps
Louise learn right from wrong.

Empathy

Empathy means being able to understand how other people
feel and how our actions affect them. If we all lived alone, our
actions would only affect ourselves, and our ideas about
morality and good behaviour would be very different. But we
live in a social world where we need to be able to see things
from another person’s point of view. Empathy is what enables
children to learn to be caring and compassionate.

Empathy develops through a combination of normal brain
development and socialization, which is learning how to be
part of the world of people. Parents play a major role
socialization.
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Children are born with a drive to connect with and understand
other people. However, it takes several years for kids to
develop a full understanding that other people have thoughts
and feelings that are different from their own and how their
actions and words can affect others.

One-year-old Martha likes Chelsea’s pretty hair barrette.
When Martha tries to get it she pulls Chelsea’s hair by
accident. Chelsea starts to cry. That bothers Martha
but she doesn’t quite understand why and can’t connect her
actions with Chelsea’s tears.

As children experience these kinds of reactions they will start
to figure out what makes people other than themselves happy
or sad. We can help them understand.

Four-year-old Sanjay has just taken his older brother’s hockey
cards without asking. His father, Ganesh, makes Sanjay give
them back but also sits the boy down for a little talk. “How
do you think Ravi felt when you took his cards?” asks
Ganesh. “I don’t know,” Sanjay replies. Ganesh responds
with another question. “Well, how would you feel if Ravi
took one of your toys without asking?” “Sad?” says Sanjay.
“Yes, I think you would.”

Lots of little father/son conversations like this will help Sanjay
understand how his actions can affect other people’s feelings.

_____________________________

Self-control, conscience and empathy aren’t learned at one
sitting. They come along gradually as normal development
works hand-in-hand with social experience and guidance from
caring adults. Helping children develop these abilities is a
crucial part of building their character.
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c h a p t e r t h r e e

Father As Teacher
Teachable moments

Children are always learning. They learn by imitating, by
experimenting and by following their natural urges to explore
the world and the people around them. They also learn from
us. Parents are children’s first and most important teachers.

Kids learn about character partly from real life experience. A
girl who works hard on her skating and makes the hockey
team as a result, learns that perseverance and hard work often
lead to success. A boy who holds the door for a mother with a
stroller and is thanked, feels proud and also learns that people
appreciate courtesy. That makes him more likely to be
courteous in the future.

But children don’t always make a clear connection between
their actions and the consequences of those actions. In fact,
kids often think their success is due to luck and that failure is
bad luck or someone else’s fault. We can help them make the
real connection by taking advantage of teachable moments:
situations when a child’s action provides us with a chance to
teach them little lessons about the relationship between
behaviour and results.
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“Dad, I don’t have any clean socks.”
“Where’s that pile of laundry I gave you to put away
yesterday?” Sasha asks.
“I don’t know,” Mika replies.

Sasha walks into his nine-year-old daughter’s room. It’s
messy. “Whoa, this room needs cleaning up. I see toys, books
and dirty laundry all over the place,” says Sasha. “Put your
toys and books away and put your dirty clothes in the
laundry hamper. Then see what you can find.”

Ten minutes later, Mika comes out of her room wearing
clean socks, “Ah,” says Sasha. “I see you found the pile of
clean laundry. This is why it’s good to keep your room neat
and clean.” He taps a finger on Mika’s head playfully. She
rolls her eyes, “I know. It’s easier to find your socks.”

Sasha could have yelled at Mika, made her feel ashamed about
the messiness of her room, or found the socks himself. But
instead he used the situation as a teachable moment. He
showed Mika how she could solve her own problem and
helped her see the connection between keeping her room clean
and being able to find things.

Teaching about virtues

Virtues are the positive qualities that character is made of. One
way we can help children develop virtues is to use words that
describe virtues as we guide them, acknowledge their
accomplishments and correct their misbehaviour. That helps
them understand what good character traits are and how to
put them into action. A little girl shares her toys with a friend,
and her dad says, ”That was very generous of you.” This helps
her learn what it means to be generous and to connect it with
her own action: sharing the toy with a friend. If her parents
continue to point out her generosity, she will be encouraged
and she will also start to see herself as a generous person.
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Seven-year-old Zach has just moved to a new neighbourhood.
“I don’t have anyone to play with,” he says to his dad. “I
wish those boys across the street would ask me to play with
them.” “Yes, that would be nice,” says Charlie. “What about
going and asking them if you could join the game?” “But if
they say no I’ll feel stupid,” says Zach. “Maybe,” says Charlie.
“But they might say yes.”

Zach thinks for awhile, then goes over. Later he says to his
dad, “They let me play!” Charlie responds, “Yes, I saw that.
And I noticed that you showed a lot of courage when you
asked if you could play. It’s not easy to speak to kids you’ve
never met before.”

__________________________________________________

It’s been a long shopping trip for Leah and her father,
Reuben. Just as they are about to go for ice cream, Reuben
meets a friend who wants to talk. Leah complains “Da-a-ad!”
She tugs on his arm. Reuben says, “I just need to talk to Ben
for just a little longer. Please be patient for one more minute
and then we’ll go for ice cream.”

Words that help to correct behaviour

Chandra is excited about her new kitten. She wants to play
with it all the time. But she is too rough. She mauls the
kitten almost like it was a stuffed toy. “Careful, Chandra,”
says Dad. “Your kitten is just a baby. If you want to hold
him, you need to be gentle.”

Using the words “careful” and “gentle” helps Chandra connect
the ideas of gentleness and care with a real experience where
they are necessary — handling a helpless baby animal. Setting
a limit — that she has to be gentle or Dad won’t let her hold
the kitten — helps her see that her behaviour is what
determines whether or not she’ll be able to handle her pet.
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Learning to make decisions about behaviour

When children are very small we spend a lot of time watching
over them, telling and showing them what to do and making
decisions for them. If they are to develop character they must
learn how to act on their own with less and eventually no help
from adults. Here are some ways we can help them gain
experience.

Giving choices

Offering small age-appropriate choices is one way to help
young children learn to make decisions and about the impacts
of those decisions.

Liam and his father are shopping. Liam wants a cookie from
the bakery. “You can have one more cookie today,” says Dad.
“You can either have one now or have one after dinner.
Which would you like?”

Doing things for themselves

“Dad, can you get me an apple?” says Kari. “I think you can
handle that yourself,” says Hiro. “The apples are in a bowl
on the kitchen table.”

_______________________________

“I don’t know what to wear to school,” says Jake.

Dad could tell Jake what to wear, but at age seven, he is
ready to learn how to make decisions like what to wear on a
cold day. “Check the weather forecast in the newspaper,”
Dad suggests. Jake checks. “The newspaper says it’s going to
be minus three today,” Jake says. “Do you think your
baseball cap will be warm enough?” Dad asks. “No, I need
my winter hat,” says Jake.
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It’s OK to do things for our kids sometimes. But they also need
to learn how to look after themselves, take on responsibilities
and deal with challenges. If we always tell them what to do and
do everything for them, they won’t learn to act and think for
themselves. Letting children take on small responsibilities like
getting their own snacks and deciding what to wear are good
places to start. However, first they may need to spend time
doing the task along with you – “Would you get a cup for me to
pour your juice into?” – before they can do it on their own.

The boundaries between your child’s responsibility for herself
and your responsibility as a father will keep shifting as they
grow. The idea is to let your children do as much for themselves
as they can handle. Keep an eye on them to make sure they’re
doing OK and be ready to provide guidance, support and
direction when needed. Give positive feedback when they have
made good decisions and help them learn from their mistakes.
But try to remember that one day our kids will have to behave
and get through their lives without us there to tell them what to
do. They need lots of experience.

Don’t overdo it with the teaching

• We don’t have to turn every single situation into a lesson.
Besides, if we overuse any kind of parenting technique,
children start to tune us out.

• Keep it simple with small children. Preschoolers need short,
uncomplicated instructions and explanations that they can
understand easily.

• Don’t expect too much too soon. Children sometimes amaze
us with the patience, determination, good judgement, self-
discipline or honesty they show. Other times they will
disappoint us. Making mistakes is part of the learning
process. True character takes a long time to develop. Children
need to feel loved and accepted even when we’re not happy
with their behaviour.
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c h a p t e r f o u r

Father as Teacher
Positive discipline

We’ve talked about how character is made up of virtues and
positive qualities like honesty, perseverance, courage and
kindness. But when it comes down to it, character is about
what we do — not what we know or what we believe. Virtues
only become character when we can put them into action.
That’s why effective, positive discipline that helps children
learn how to manage their own behaviour is a key character
builder.

Discipline. Not punishment.

People often think of discipline as punishment —
parents making children do things or responding
when they do something wrong.

But real discipline is much more than reacting to
bad behaviour and getting kids to obey us. The
word discipline comes from a Latin word that
means instructing or training. So, in this booklet,
discipline means teaching and guiding children as
they learn how to behave in various situations.
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Control is not discipline

Serge’s children know who is the boss. When he tells them to
do something they obey quickly. If they are misbehaving and
he roars, “Cut it out!” they listen. They know from
experience that there will be big trouble if they don’t. He
makes them do their homework every night right after
supper, with no exceptions. Serge’s kids seldom try to
negotiate with Dad because they know there is no point.
When the family goes out in public, Serge’s kids are well
behaved. He knows how to keep them in line.

Serge’s children are well behaved, but mostly because of the
power he has over them. It’s not real discipline. It’s control.
The goal of positive discipline is to gradually help children
learn how to act when no one is there to tell them what to do.
If Serge’s kids are ever going to develop self-discipline and the
ability to make good decisions about their own behaviour, he
will have to give up some of his tight control.

Positive discipline does involve a certain amount of control.
Obviously when kids are young or when their behaviour is
dangerous or harmful, we sometimes have to step in and stop
them. Sometimes, we make them do things – like brush their
teeth or sit in their car seats. The key goal, though, is not mere
obedience but teaching them to figure out and decide for
themselves the right and wrong things to do in various
situations. That means telling and showing children the right
way to behave, supervising them to ensure their behaviour is
acceptable and helping them learn from both good and bad
behaviour. Here are some positive strategies that help make
discipline a learning process.
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Clear expectations

Sometimes when we’re upset with children we say things like,
“Behave yourself,” or “Settle down!” We’ll have more success if
we tell them exactly what we expect of them.

Marco didn’t like the way his four-year-old, Jaime, behaved
the last time they went to visit Jaime’s grandparents. As soon
as Jaime got in the door, he dumped his coat on the floor and
ran to turn on the TV without even saying hi.

This time, before they get out of the car, Marco says, “Jaime,
I want you to be polite and considerate when you greet
Grandma and Grandpa. So when we get in the door, hang
up your coat, put your shoes on the mat and then talk to
Grandma and Grampa for a few minutes. Then you can ask
about watching TV.”

Praise that teaches

When we’re trying to teach children proper behaviour, we
often concentrate on correcting their bad behaviour. But it’s
even more important to catch them being good. When
children behave well parents often say, “Good girl!” or “That’s
my boy!” That’s OK, but children learn more when we praise
them in a way that tells them what was good about their
behaviour. Here are some examples:

Instead of: “You were very nice to that lady.”
Say: “It was very helpful and kind of you to hold the door for
that lady with the walker.”

Instead of: “Your science project was really good.”
Say: “You worked really hard on your project and that’s why
you got a good mark.”
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Instead of: “Thanks for being good while I was in the bank.”
Say: “I appreciate your patience when I took a long time at the
bank. That made it a lot easier for me. Thanks.”

Correction that teaches rather than controls

Like any father, Phil wants his children to grow up to be
kind and caring. One day, he overhears Caroline arguing
with her friend Jasmine. He isn’t sure what the argument is
about but he’s pretty upset when he hears Caroline call
Jasmine, “stupid fat pig!” Jasmine runs home in tears.

“Caroline,” Phil says later, “I heard you call Jasmine names.
You know we don’t use unkind names like fat pig in this
house.” Caroline looks at the ground. “I know, but she was
cheating.” Caroline replies. “And you didn’t like that,” says
Phil. “But name-calling is not a respectful way to treat
people. Remember how you felt that time Jasmine called you
a nerd? It’s OK to be angry with your friends but you need to
be more respectful about the way you tell them.”

It’s important for Caroline to know that her Dad disapproves
of her name-calling and that he’s upset with her. But he also
did two other important things. He set a good example by
describing what was wrong with her behaviour in a respectful
way rather than saying she was mean or nasty. He also used
the word “respectful” to remind her what behaviour he
expects. Caroline learned much more than she would have if
Dad had simply yelled at her or sent her to her room.
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Natural consequences

Jordan can’t wait to go to the movies, but when his mother
and sisters are ready to go, he’s busy playing a video game.
“Jordan. It’s time to go,” calls Mom. “Just a minute. I want
to beat this level.” After calling Jordan two more times, Mom
decides to leave. Jordan hears the car pull out of the
driveway and comes running out. “Why did they go without
me?” he asks. “They got tired of waiting,” Dad replies.
“That’s not fair. Dad, drive me in the other car. Please?”

“No. Your mother called you and you decided not to come, so
you missed your chance to go to the movies today. You need to
be more responsible about getting ready on time.”

Jordan’s dad could have driven him, and on another day
perhaps he might have done so. But, if he always rescues
Jordan, the boy may never learn to be responsible and
considerate of other people’s time. This is not a punishment;
it’s a consequence that Jordan caused by his own actions.

Teaching children how to make things right

Even the best of us do the wrong thing sometimes. However,
people of character not only admit that they did wrong, they
also do what they can to make things right. That may require
more than apologizing or promising never to do it again.
Usually there is a way to repair the damage you’ve done, clean
up the mess you made or fix the problem you caused.
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Jamal is fooling around with his sister’s bike. He crashes it
against the curb, causing a flat tire. Aliya is furious. “You
wrecked my bike. I was just going to go to Daria’s house!
Daaad!” After Feisel calms his two children down, he asks
Jamal to apologize. Then he says, “Look, we have a couple of
problems here. Aliya’s tire needs fixing. And she needs a bike
to ride to Daria’s house, right now.“ He looks at Jamal.
“What can you do to help Aliya get to her friend’s house? It’s
too far to walk.” Jamal hesitates. “I guess she can use my
bike.” “Good answer,” says Feisel. “You get it for her and I’ll
get the patching kit. Then I’ll show you how to fix a flat
tire.”

Feisel could have yelled, sent Jamal to his room, or taken away
his bike for two days. But the consequence he chose made this
more of a learning experience. It helped Jamal take
responsibility for his behaviour and showed him how he could
fix the problem caused by his carelessness.

• • •

Let’s be honest. Many of us use the less positive kinds of
discipline tactics sometimes: yelling, nagging and issuing
threats or punishments that have little connection to our
child’s misbehaviour. It’s not how you handle any one situation
that determines your child’s future. What matters is that you
keep finding situations where your discipline can be about
teaching rather than controlling, retaliating or winning a battle
of wills. Positive discipline is the kind that does the most to
build character in children.
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Character and the Child
A unique person

What sort of person a child turns out to be is determined
partly by genes — traits they inherit — and partly by
experience, including the social influence of parents. But an
important part comes from within themselves. Children are
born with great potential: a zest for life, an enthusiasm to learn
about the world and connect with people around them. That
amazing spirit also helps them develop into good people so it’s
something we want to honour — that is, recognize, support,
nurture and respect.

Four-month-old Lee is lying on a blanket, waving her hands
at a mobile that dangles above her. Lee’s eyes are intent as she
tries to touch a little horse. She can’t control her hands or
eyesight very well yet, so she often misses, but still she keeps
trying. Her father, Quan, is awestruck at his baby’s eagerness
and concentration. He thinks, “Wow! She’s really working
hard to reach that little horse.” Quan knew he was going to
love his baby, and he has many thoughts about what Lee
might do when she is older. But he’s surprised and impressed
that a tiny baby has such intense drive and perseverance.
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Children are not all the same

Just as some children are born to be tall and blonde with green
eyes and others short with black hair and brown eyes, they are
also born with different personalities and temperaments. This
affects the type of people they are at various stages of life, the
adults they will become and the way they respond to our efforts
to build their character.

For starters, not all children develop self-control — one of the
building blocks of character — at the same rate.

Kids who are quiet, calm and cautious by nature learn to curb
their impulses sooner. Curious, outgoing and fearless children
take longer and need more supervision and help from parents.
Youngsters who are emotionally reactive — easily upset and
harder to calm down — take longer to learn to manage their
own feelings, an important part of self-control.

Temperament also affects the way children develop personal
qualities and virtues. Children who are shy and fearful by
nature, may take longer to display qualities like friendliness and
courage. Outgoing children develop these traits more easily.

Six-year-old Kelly is impulsive. When she wants something she
goes for it without thinking about the consequences. She often
jumps from one activity to another and gives up easily when
she is frustrated. Her more easy-going brother, Jared, will sit
for a long time working on a puzzle. When he has trouble
finding the right piece, he calmly and patiently keeps trying
until he finds it.

Their father has noticed that his two kids need different things
from him. Kelly often needs help calming down, while Jared
hardly ever gets upset. Kelly meets new people easily, but Jared
is shy and needs to stick close to his parents for longer before
meeting a new person.
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The key is to know your child. Base your support, guidance
and teaching on the type of person she is and what she
responds to rather than on what you think she should be.

Healthy boundaries. Your child is not you

It’s good to be closely involved with your children, but it is
possible to become over-involved in their development and
progress.

Rachel is losing interest in her project. The ten-year-old just
wants to finish, but her dad, Avi, thinks she should find
more pictures. “Dad, it’s good enough. The teacher said I
needed six pictures.” “Yes, but you’ll get a better mark with
eight pictures. You should work as hard as you can.”

Should Avi insist? Sometimes children do need to be pushed a
bit to do good work. But Rachel is ten and it’s her project, not
his. Maybe she should decide how hard to work and see how it
affects her mark. As parents, we will face many little decisions
like this. We won’t always be sure what to do and we won’t
always be right. Trial and error is part of raising children. The
important thing is to learn as we go along — when to step in
with advice, directions or corrections and when to step back
and trust our children to decide and do things for themselves.

Character and self-esteem

We all want our kids to have good self-esteem. Real self-esteem
is not about having first class skills and abilities or thinking
that you are better than other people. At the heart of it, self-
esteem means liking yourself as a person — being happy in
your own skin, as some people say. But how do you come to
like yourself?
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Self-esteem comes partly from being loved and accepted by
others. Part of it comes from the experience of developing the
skills and abilities you want and need, and from being able to
think for yourself, accomplish goals and have an impact on
what goes on around you. Character also plays a role.

People with character are happy and confident with
themselves, not just because of what and who they are, but
because of their positive character qualities. Character helps
people meet life’s obstacles, solve problems, get along with
others and do the things they want and need to do for
themselves — factors that increase self-esteem. And people
who know how to be kind, generous, assertive, determined
and creative, to name just a few examples, feel good about
having those virtues.

Listening to feelings

Emotions are part of life. People with character learn to handle
feelings in a way that enables them to behave reasonably well
even when experiencing strong emotions. One way fathers can
help children learn to deal with feelings is by really listening to
them. That means not getting angry with a child who is upset,
but rather, helping him understand and express his feelings.
Sometimes it helps to ask questions like, ‘What hurts?’ or,
‘What would help you feel better?’ Good parents want to
comfort their children, but we can’t always take away the bad
feelings as quickly as we’d like. However, we can let children
know that their feelings are OK and that emotions are a
normal thing, not something to be afraid of. This will help
them learn to talk about and deal with their feelings as they
get older.
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Respecting your child as a person

In order for children to develop good character as they mature,
we need to learn how to let them be themselves: to respect
their privacy and opinions and how they choose to spend their
time. We still have a responsibility to guide them and expect
certain behaviour. But gradually we have to move from
deciding what our children’s needs are and what we can do to
meet those needs, to giving children responsibilities and letting
them make decisions. It takes a long time to get all the way
there, so don’t forget to notice and celebrate their progress as
they go along.

__________________________________

“Dad can you sign my homework? The teacher wants us to
get it signed.” Nico smiles and reaches for a pen. He
remembers when school mornings were different — when
Alex could never find his homework, needed lots of reminders
and was always scrambling out the door at the last minute.
After his 11-year-old leaves for school, Nico thinks, “Wow. It
doesn’t seem that long ago when every morning was a big
hassle. It’s amazing how much Alex does for himself.” He
chuckles. “Maybe this kid is actually going to be able to get a
job and move out someday, after all.”
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A few more thoughts
In construction, a skilled builder chooses his material, makes
his plans and then builds exactly what he had in mind.
Building character in children doesn’t work like that. Character
is shaped by many factors we don’t control — personalities and
attributes children are born with, the influence of friends,
teachers and relatives, and various life experiences.

However, it would be hard for children to get the experience
and guidance required for character building without our help.

Our influence starts with a good father-child connection that
helps our children trust and respond to us.

We care for, protect and guide as our kids develop the building
blocks of character: self-control, conscience and empathy.

We use teachable moments to help them understand the
connections between their behaviour and the results, and learn
the value of positive character qualities and virtues.

Our positive discipline helps our children learn what
behaviours are acceptable and unacceptable, and how to make
things right when they have done something wrong.

As we guide and teach, we treat them with the patience, respect,
honesty, flexibility and kindness we hope to see in them.

Through it all we try to accept and enjoy the people they are
right now, knowing that children are ours to love, care for and
guide, not control.

If we do all of this, and if we keep our eye on the ultimate goal
— children who can think, judge and act responsibly by
themselves — we’ve done our job as builders of character.
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The Father Involvement -
Building Our Children's Character Program©

The Father Involvement – Building Our Children's Character
(FI-BOCC) Program© combines information on responsible father
involvement and child development with the Virtues Project's
strategies for building character to provide six tools which will help
fathers fulfil the vital role they play as caregivers, educators and
mentors in the lives children. The 16-hour curriculum supports
fathers of all backgrounds towards their common goal: raising
healthy, happy and resilient children.

The FI-BOCC Program© is a project of The Father Involvement
Initiative - Ontario Network (FII-ON). The FI-BOCC Program©

Action Group developed the program in collaboration with Virtues
Project International (VPI) and wishes to thank VPI for its
inspiration and foundational materials. For more information about
the FI-BOCC Program © contact: fi-boccprogram@cfii.ca or call
(613) 257-2779.

The Virtues Project

The Virtues Project was launched in 1991 to provide strategies that
inspire the practice of virtues in everyday life. The founders, Linda
Kavelin-Popov, her husband Dr. Dan Popov, and her brother, John
Kavelin, believe that virtues are the essence of the human spirit and
the content of our character. The 52 virtues adopted by the Virtues
Project are valued by people of all faiths and cultures.

Virtues Project International Inc. is a company which offers
programs, speakers, workshops, print materials and other resources
which support the mission of the Virtues Project. The Family Virtues
Guide, by Linda Kavelin-Popov (Penguin Books) looks at each virtue
in depth and provides five simple strategies to help parents bring out
the best in their children. For more information about VPI and its
resources go to: www.virtuesproject.com or call (250) 537-1978.
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Also available from FII-ON

Involved Fathers
A guide for today's dad

Full-time Dad. Part-time Kids
A guide for recently separated and divorced fathers

Daddy...Come Play With Me
A father’s guide to play with young children

For copies of these booklets:
www.cfii.ca

(613) 257-2779
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