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A wake-up call for a national crisis in parenting—and a deeply helpful book for those who want

to see their own behaviors as parents with the greatest possible clarity.Harvard psychologist

Richard Weissbourd argues incisively that parents—not peers, not television—are the primary

shapers of their children’s moral lives. And yet, it is parents’ lack of self-awareness and

confused priorities that are dangerously undermining children’s development.Through the

author’s own original field research, including hundreds of rich, revealing conversations with

children, parents, teachers, and coaches, a surprising picture emerges. Parents’ intense focus

on their children’s happiness is turning many children into self-involved, fragile conformists.The

suddenly widespread desire of parents to be closer to their children—a heartening trend in

many ways—often undercuts kids’ morality. Our fixation with being great parents—and our

need for our children to reflect that greatness—can actually make them feel ashamed for failing

to measure up. Finally, parents’ interactions with coaches and teachers—and coaches’ and

teachers’ interactions with children—are critical arenas for nurturing, or eroding, children’s

moral lives.Weissbourd’s ultimately compassionate message—based on compelling new

research—is that the intense, crisis-filled, and profoundly joyous process of raising a child can

be a powerful force for our own moral development.
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Welch, and Min Zhou.I owe this book to the scores of people who volunteered to be formally

interviewed or more informally took up my questions about how to raise moral children.My

children, Jake, David, and Sophie, learned to spot me winding up to ask them a book-related

question from a mile away. They rolled their eyes and skewered me mercilessly, but they never

stopped engaging my questions and refused to let me sink into clichés about children.God

knows, enough has been written about the agonies of writing a book, but perhaps not enough

about the pleasure. Yet there was a pure and deep pleasure in writing this book—the deep

pleasure of talking to my wife about what it means to be a moral parent. She did everything

humanly possible to support and improve this book: she pored over countless drafts, shared

her great insights, told me gently when my writing was boring or my ideas dumb. She also

models every day the quality that I think is at the center of morality—the capacity to take other

perspectives and to make the needs of others as real and compelling as one’s own. This book

unspools from our life together and it is for her every step of the way.This book is dedicated to

my parents. It has deep roots in their parenting and their work. They devoted much of their lives

to understanding children’s development and to strengthening families, and they taught me,

among many things, about the wonder and energy of asking moral questions and constructing

with others a moral understanding of the world.A Note on MethodsWhile the stories described

herein are true, names and other details have been changed to ensure confidentiality. In

several instances, to protect individuals’ privacy and to sharpen meanings, I created composite

portraits. A few times, I’ve described my experiences or the experiences of a family member,

and used pseudonyms and changed identifying details.The research reflected in this book was

conducted in part in three high schools in the Boston area—an independent school with a



largely affluent population in a town near Boston, a high-poverty Boston public school, and an

ethnically and economically diverse public school just outside of Boston—as well as in two

small-town high schools in the South. At each of these schools, we surveyed about forty

students, primarily juniors. We conducted face-to-face interviews with students and parents in

the three Boston-area high schools and in one of the southern schools to understand more

deeply the meaning of and context for students’ survey responses, and to further explore ideas

and issues raised in the survey. The surveys and interviews primarily tried to elicit from

students their moral questions and dilemmas, their sense of how their parents were promoting

their morality, how they weighed—and how they imagined their parents weighed—their

goodness in relation to other aspirations such as happiness and achievement, their perception

of racial differences in social and moral challenges and qualities, and the nature and degree of

their idealism.We also conducted five focus groups with students across the three Boston-area

schools. In the early stages of the research, knowing the limitations of what children will

discuss with adults, I enlisted two high school students in one school who consulted with me

on the development of the survey and who interviewed about a dozen other students over the

course of the year.This book is also based on interviews and more informal conversations with

parents—as well as informal observations of families—in many parts of the country, including

Chicago, Washington, D.C., San Francisco, and New York. I also talked to numerous teachers,

sports coaches, mental health professionals, and other professionals involved in children’s

lives. I lived this book for many years and found myself discussing the issues it raises in many

different kinds of contacts with people in many different settings. Finally, I have drawn on

several occasions from research I conducted in the late 1980s and 1990s on children and

families for a project on childhood vulnerability.While we were thus able to collect a good deal

of information about how children and adults think about morality across a wide array of

ethnicities, economic classes, and geographical areas, the interviews and survey responses in

this book are clearly not representative of the diversity of families in the United States. My

findings here are intended to be only suggestive, and my hope is that they will prompt more

questions, more research, and more reflection about the moral lives of American

families.IntroductionFOR MANY YEARS, as a psychologist and a parent, I have kept my ear

tuned to the latest wisdom parents receive about how to raise children who will become caring,

strong, and responsible people. I have combed popular articles, tracked politicians’ ideas,

gathered advice from talk show experts.The basic messages are predictable: single

parenthood, peer pressure, and popular culture are destroying our children’s moral

foundations. Parents and other adults are failing as role models and neglecting to teach

children basic moral values and standards. Kids need to know right from wrong. According to a

major survey by the organization Public Agenda, more than six in ten American adults

identified “as a very serious problem” young people’s failure to learn fundamental moral values,

including honesty, respect, and responsibility for others.There is, to be sure, some truth in

these explanations for children’s moral troubles. I have seen the powerful influence of peer

pressure on my own kids, and my wife and I certainly try to limit their exposure to aspects of

popular culture that seem designed to obliterate every particle of their humanity. Children need

constructive role models who teach right from wrong.But for anyone who is willing to enter

children’s worlds and look hard at what shapes their development, there is much about these

explanations that is mystifying, if not deeply unsettling. At best they miss the point; at worst

they are a kind of massive cover-up and cop-out. Blaming peers and popular culture lets adults

off the hook—and dangerously so. It dodges a fundamental truth that is supported by a

mountain of research. Children’s moral development is decided by many factors, including not



only media and peer influences but their genetic endowment, birth order, gender, and how

these different factors interact. Yet we are the primary influence on children’s moral lives. The

parent-child relationship is at the center of the development of all the most important moral

qualities, including honesty, kindness, loyalty, generosity, a commitment to justice, the capacity

to think through moral dilemmas, and the ability to sacrifice for important principles.While

there’s nothing wrong with exhorting adults to be better role models and to teach values, this

by itself does nothing to help people actually be and do these things. I don’t know any adult

who became a better role model simply by being told to be one. Nor do these exhortations

reach the heart of what it is to be a person who is an effective parent, a true moral

mentor.What I am acutely aware matters most as a parent is not whether my wife and I are

“perfect” role models or how much we talk about values, but the hundreds of ways—as living,

breathing, imperfect human beings—we influence our children in the complex, messy

relationships we have with them day to day.This knowledge came to me gradually in the first

years of my children’s lives, but there was one specific afternoon when it struck me most

sharply. Sunday afternoons were sacrosanct, reserved for family outings. My three kids are

three years apart, and it was often hard to find something that was fun for everyone.One

blustery, sunny Sunday, we went to a park near the ocean. My oldest son, then about seven

years old, was withdrawn and seemed listless. The park was not his favorite place. My week

had been stressful, and I’d been looking forward to this outing. I lashed out at him for sulking.

We had done what he’d wanted to do the Sunday before, I reminded him, and I expected him

to rally, to cheerfully participate. It also seemed to me that this was an opportunity to reinforce

a basic notion of reciprocity.My wife certainly agreed with me that our son should be expected

to engage in activities for the sake of the family. But, she pointed out, he seemed more tired

than unhappy, and she reminded me that I, too, could seem less than enthusiastic during

family activities I didn’t enjoy. She added, gently, that perhaps I should rethink whether the real

issue in this case was teaching my son a moral standard. Instead, maybe I’d gotten angry

because I’d been expecting this family event to pull me out of my own bad mood.After some

grumbling, I came to see that my wife was right. I apologized to my son and explained to him

that I had had a rough week. But what dawned on me suddenly was that under the guise of

teaching my son a principle, I had made it harder for him to care about how I thought or felt,

more self-protective, and perhaps a little less willing to pitch in for the family. What also hit me

was that while this single event wouldn’t do lasting damage, many times a week we had

interactions with our kids in which my wife and I succeeded—or failed—in disentangling and

balancing our needs and theirs and in enabling them to take other perspectives, and that these

interactions, cumulatively, defined their notion of what a relationship is and powerfully shaped

their capacity for caring, respectful relationships. Our children’s moral qualities were also

shaped day to day by what we registered, or failed to acknowledge, in the world around us, and

what we asked them to register—whether we let them treat a store clerk as invisible, or

commented when a child in a playground had been treated unfairly, or pointed out to them a

neighbor’s good deed. We were, too, constantly affecting their moral abilities by how we

defined their responsibilities for others, and by whether we insisted that those responsibilities

be met. Our effectiveness as moral mentors has hinged, most basically, on whether we have

earned our children’s respect and trust by, among many things, admitting our errors and

explaining our decisions to them in ways that they see as fair. It was these day-to-day details of

our relationship with our children—far more than our talk about values—that formed their moral

core.What has clearly been hardest for my wife and me—and for every parent we know—is

being vigilant about these things when we have been stressed or depleted or outright



depressed. There are “strategies” that can help us with our children during these critical

moments, to be sure. But what is fundamentally being challenged at these times are our moral

qualities and maturity—including our ability to manage our flaws—qualities that can’t be

feigned. The reason many children in this country continually lack vital moral qualities is that

we have failed to come to grips with the fundamental reality that we bring our selves to the

project of raising a moral child. That makes being a parent or mentor a profound moral test,

and learning to raise children well a profound moral achievement.This book offers, then, a very

different view of moral development than the ideas currently dominating the airwaves. It is a

view gleaned over the past several years from my own experiences as a parent, from informal

conversations with parents, observations of families, from interviews that I, along with my

research team, have conducted with scores of children and adults—parents, teachers, sports

coaches—as well as from a survey of about 200 children.Much of what we found was

heartening. Many parents care deeply about their children’s moral qualities, and we uncovered

a wide variety of effective parenting practices across race, ethnicity, and class. This book takes

up key, illuminating variations in these practices.Yet we also found much that is troubling. Some

adults hold misguided beliefs about raising moral children, and some parents have little

investment in their children’s character. And the bigger problem is more subtle: a wide array of

parents and other adults are unintentionally—in largely unconscious ways—undermining the

development of critical moral qualities in children.This book reveals this largely hidden

psychological landscape—the unexamined ways that parents, teachers, sports coaches, and

other mentors truly shape moral and emotional development. It explores, for example, the

subtle ways that adults can put their own happiness first or put their children’s happiness above

all else, imperiling both children’s ability to care about others and, ironically, their happiness. It

shows not only how achievement-obsessed parents can damage children, but also how many

of us as parents have unacknowledged fears about our children’s achievements that can erode

our influence as moral mentors and diminish children’s capacity to invest in others. It explores

why a positive parent instinct that is suddenly widespread—the desire to be closer to children—

can have great moral benefits to children in certain circumstances but can cause parents to

confuse their needs with children’s, jeopardizing children’s moral growth. It reveals how the

most intense, invested parents can end up subtly shaming their children and eroding their

moral qualities, and it shows the hidden ways that parents and college mentors can undermine

young people’s idealism.At the same time, this book describes inspiring parents, teachers, and

coaches who avoid these pitfalls, as well as concrete strategies for raising moral and happy

children. And it makes the case that parents and other adults have great potential for moral

growth. Moral development is a lifelong project. Parenting can either cause us to regress or

cultivate in us new, powerful capacities for caring, fairness, and idealism, with large

consequences for our children. What is often exciting about parenting is not only the unveiling

of our children’s moral and emotional capacities, but the unveiling of our own.Finally, this book

seeks to shift attention away from our heavy focus on teaching values, toward other, more

effective approaches. One problem with the values approach becomes instantly clear when

talking to children as young as six years old: the great majority of children are quite articulate

about values and standards and many see as patronizing the perception that they lack them.

Research reveals that even children as young as three and four years old often know that

stealing is wrong, even without being explicitly told by adults.That’s not to say—and this can’t

be shouted loudly enough—that children do not have a problem with values. But the problem is

different: it is actually living by values, such as fairness, caring, and responsibility, day to day.

Sixteen-year-old Bill Heron knows that he laughed too hard and too long when a friend put a



fart machine under the desk of a new girl in class, but he didn’t want to “spoil the joke” for

everyone. Fourteen-year-old Sarah Hamlin knows that she should reach out to a new kid at

school, but she “gets too busy.” Ten-year-old Juan Maltez knows that teasing can be hurtful, but

he believes that if he stops teasing, he’ll be tagged a loser: “I’ll slide right into the sea of dorks.”

As a quite direct sixteen-year-old said to me: “I’m taking this class where they’re trying to help

us figure out how to determine what’s right from wrong. But the kids at my school all know right

from wrong. That’s not the problem. The problem is that some kids just don’t give a shit.”These

children don’t need us to define the goal. That’s easy. The challenges for us are much harder

and deeper. One of them is to help children deal with the emotions, such as the fear of being a

pariah or a “loser,” that cause them to transgress. Emotions are often the runaway bus; values,

the driver desperately gripping the wheel.A second critical challenge is to help children develop

a deep, abiding commitment to these values, a commitment that can override other needs and

goals. The issue isn’t moral literacy; it’s moral motivation. There is one capacity in particular

that is at the heart of such motivation—appreciation, the capacity to know and value others,

including those different in background and perspective. Appreciation brakes destructive

impulses—there is no more powerful deterrent to lying, stealing, or tormenting those who are

different—and inspires caring, responsibility, and generosity. This book will provide a kind of

map for parents for developing in children this vital quality.A third challenge is to develop in

children a strong sense of self—so that they can withstand adversity in the service of moral

goals—and to ingrain in children from early ages the habits of attending to and caring for

others. The self-sacrificing acts of Europeans who rescued Jews from the Nazis in World War

II, research by Samuel and Pearl Oliner suggests, were not matters of deliberation. They were

acts that emerged from these individuals’ basic self-concepts and dispositions. As one rescuer

puts it: “I insist on saying that it was absolutely natural to have done this [rescuing]. You don’t

have to glorify yourself—considering that we are all children of God and that it is impossible to

distinguish between one human and another.” It is possible to weave values such as

responsibility into children’s sense of self from an early age, to make caring for others as

reflexive as breathing.In all these ways, then, this book seeks to generate a new conversation

about how to raise moral children. Especially as children become adolescents, it may seem

impossible to shield them from crass media images or the strong pull of morally mindless peer

groups. Yet in the end, if we are determined, self-reflective, and open to counsel from our loved

ones, we can both create in our children a strong moral core early in childhood and be strong

guides for them in navigating the troubles of adolescence and young adulthood. This book is

about how.What are the real sources of our children’s morality? How, concretely, can we

develop appreciation in children and shape the critical emotions underlying morality? How can

we cultivate our own moral and mentoring abilities and better direct the many hidden currents

that are shaping our children’s moral and emotional lives?1Helping Children Manage

Destructive EmotionsA FEW YEARS AGO I was playing pickup basketball at a YMCA in

Chicago with a friend, Jack, a wiry, gracious younger man. Pickup basketball provides all sorts

of opportunities to shine or regress morally. It is sometimes difficult in these games to

distinguish, in fact, disturbed behavior from normal forms of male competitive idiocy. This day, it

dawned on me slowly that a young man we were playing against, Phil, whom we had just met,

was playing in a kind of steady fever of unfocused rage. He wasn’t trash-talking—that

controlled, refined, intelligent art—he was simply dumbly insulting other players, including his

own teammates: “You suck,” “You have no game.” When other players called fouls on him or

complained about his flying elbows and other stretching-the-rules assaults, he became

theatrically aggrieved. Phil and Jack were covering each other, and the elbowing and insulting



were bringing Jack close to some kind of breaking point. Yet Jack managed to stay fairly even-

keeled, telling Phil to “calm down” or to “just play the game.”Several months later, though, Jack

and Phil again encountered each other in a game, and this time things did not go smoothly.

Phil was once again ripping his teammates and disrespecting opponents’ calls, and Jack, his

competitive juices roiling, vowed to step up his game, to give Phil a harsh lesson in humility.

Almost instantly, taunts were exchanged. Jack then drove to the basket and was clotheslined

by Phil—Phil hit him hard with his shoulder in the upper body, driving Jack to the floor. Jack

popped up, yelling epithets. The response was swift and unequivocal. Phil lofted a huge wad of

spit that spattered across Jack’s face.Jack found himself in a hated, almost forgotten childhood

state: “I hadn’t been in a fight since I was a teenager, and here I was throwing haymakers,

roundhouse punches at this guy, and missing everything.” Other players quickly intervened,

pulling Jack and Phil apart. Phil was utterly unrepentant. Jack quickly picked up his sports bag

and walked off the court.Jack was apoplectic. “I couldn’t believe that I had actually been drawn

into a fight. More than anything, I was embarrassed. I had recently been elected a member of

the local Chamber of Commerce, and there I was taking swings at this guy. And there was

another reason I was furious at myself. As much as I love and admire my father, he was always

doing crazy stuff like getting into fights when I was growing up, which was embarrassing for

me. And I really didn’t want to be like that at a time when I was trying to build my career as an

upstanding young lawyer. The fight was like a bad sign that I hadn’t been able to fall as far from

the tree as I had hoped.”Jack couldn’t let the episode go. He went to the front desk of the

YMCA and asserted that both he and Phil should be suspended. He then wrote a letter to the

president of the Y, apologizing and again suggesting the suspension, arguing that “our level of

stupidity” should not be tolerated and that “consistency and zero tolerance should be the

hallmark of the Y’s policy on fighting of any sort.” The president called the next day to say that

Phil’s membership was being terminated—there had been many complaints about Phil—and,

for consistency, Jack’s membership was being suspended for three months.Almost all great

literature concerns moral questions, for morality cannot be extracted from that which moves us,

from our emotions. The emotions are at the root of our moral beliefs and behavior. While

positive emotions such as empathy, admiration, and affection propel our caring and generosity,

certain painful emotions are vital to our morality as well. Emotions such as shame, guilt, and

fear protect us as a society—to avoid shame and guilt, we follow moral standards and rules,

refrain from aggression, cruelty, arrogance, greed. These emotions are also the engines of

moral learning: they can generate more refined and complex moral beliefs. Jack’s shame and

guilt over fighting pushed him to sort out what was central to his integrity and how he might act

to support his best moral instincts. Because moderate amounts of these painful emotions are

constructive in these ways, it’s perilous when adults seek to erase them from children’s

lives.Yet when children or adults have to deal with heavy doses of these feelings, and when

they lack constructive strategies for managing them, negative emotions can be a constant,

destructive undertow, sometimes swamping moral impulses and convictions. Harvard child

psychologist Jerome Kagan observes that the reason violence-prevention programs that

explain to children the harmful consequences of violence don’t help “is because children know

violence is wrong—what they can’t control is the shame and destructive impulses that fuel

violence.” The problem with Jack is not that he lacks values or appreciation—Jack has great

integrity and humanity. The problem is that he finds himself suddenly flooded with humiliation

and anger (and he has a clear image from his father about how to respond).When children or

adults like Phil are in an almost constant state of self-righteous rage—hunting opportunity to

belittle others—shame is often a core, hounding aspect of the self. Their rage masks their self-



doubts and protects them from almost literally drowning in shame. When Bill, the sixteen-year-

old mentioned in the introduction, plays along with the cruel fart-machine gag, he succumbs to

a need for recognition and approval. When thirteen-year-old Matt steals from his friends’

homes because, as he explains, he can’t bear it that other kids have more money than he

does, envy and a sense of inferiority are at work. When, to avoid being snitches, children lie to

teachers about whether there will be a fight after school, anxiety about being ostracized

compels them.Further, when negative feelings are constant and excessive, children are apt to

develop primitive moral beliefs. Cheating, driven by fears of failure and inferiority, has become

so common and ingrained in many schools—in one survey almost 75 percent of high school

students admit to cheating—that children we interviewed have developed all sorts of ways of

justifying it: “It’s worth it to get into a good college”; “If the person knows you’re cheating from

them, what’s the big deal?”; and the classic bailout: “Everybody does it.” Some children will

justify stealing because “society is corrupt” or because “people really only care about

themselves.” Some children develop entire moral systems that help them manage their feelings

of shame and inferiority. The intricate moral code of some gangs, for instance, rationalizes

death as the punishment for disrespect.While many different emotions can shape children’s

moral development, there are two painful emotions that are especially troubling: shame, an

acute feeling of unworthiness and embarrassment, and the fear of disapproval and isolation.

While these emotions at normal levels are vital, large numbers of children are dealing with high

levels of shame and intense fear of disapproval, and these levels can lead to all sorts of

transgressions in both children and adults. And the irony is that as more and more parents are

obsessed with their children’s happiness and are working hard to protect their children’s

positive emotional states, they are unknowingly fueling precisely these two negative

emotions.How are we as parents and mentors stoking these feelings, and how can we stop?

When children suffer high levels of shame and fear of disapproval, how can we help them

manage these feelings?First, shame.SHAME AND INFERIORITYFor twenty-five years, the

psychiatrist and researcher James Gilligan worked with prison inmates who had committed

serious, often grotesque violent crimes. While these crimes had many sources, Gilligan

uncovered one common denominator: “I have yet to see a serious act of violence that was not

provoked by the experience of feeling shamed and humiliated.” These criminals, Gilligan

observed, had typically “lived for a lifetime on a diet of contempt and disdain.” The risk of

shame became for them worse than the risk of death. “The most dangerous men on earth,”

Gilligan says, “are those who are afraid that they are wimps.”There may be no feelings more

responsible for destruction than shame and inferiority. One reels at the number of wars and

genocides ignited by some real or imagined indignity—Hitler was quite explicit about seeking to

wipe out the humiliation of Germany in World War I, the “shame of Versailles.” Yet the violations

caused by shame and a sense of inferiority are mostly prosaic and everyday. When a teenager

cheats on a test because she is terrified of not being accepted into a prestigious college, lies to

her friends about her father’s job because she perceives his occupation as lowly, or seeds a

rumor about another child whom she perceives as undercutting her popularity, shame and a

sense of inferiority typically lurk at the root. Much has been made about the pervasiveness in

our country of narcissism—a troubling brew of arrogance, a sense of entitlement, and an

inability to empathize—and psychologists have long recognized that narcissism is rooted in

early experiences of humiliation. The damage done by shaming, as Hitler’s terrible vengeance

reveals, also often spreads, viruslike. Shamed adults often teach others how they feel—Phil

spits on Jack—and children who are shamed are likely to shame other children, and eventually

their own children. Some of our greatest plays—take Eugene O’Neill’s Long Day’s Journey into



Night—are about family members, riven with shame, who can’t stop needling each other’s

defects and unburying each other’s humiliations, while withholding precisely the kinds of

reassurance and love that remove shame’s deep sting.The reason shame is so dangerous

becomes clear when it is compared with its cousin, guilt. Guilt is the self-reproach we

experience when we violate an inner standard—when we cheat on a spouse, undercut a

colleague, fail to report a crime. When guilt is serious, as in Jack’s case, we feel the need to

atone; until the wrong is set right the world can feel on hold and out of joint. A path to correct

this state usually presents itself—guilt insists on and often reveals solutions.Shame, in these

respects, is not so easy. As shame scholar Robert Karen notes, one is usually not ashamed

about a deed, about what one has done, but about who one is, and especially by the

perception that our defects have been exposed and are seen by a real or imagined audience.

As the legendary psychiatrist Helen Block Lewis put it: “We say I am ashamed of myself. [But

that] I am guilty for something.” Shame and guilt, as in Jack’s case, are often entangled, and

one way people may alleviate shame is by converting it into guilt. In writing the note to the

YMCA president, Jack may unconsciously be acting to repair both the guilt of breaking a law

and of violating another person and the shame of doing so quite publicly. But because it is so

often hard to convert or repair shame, it often festers inside the self. When shame

accumulates, or when it has been stamped into the self at an early age—and when people

have limited strategies for dealing with it—the chances of it corroding appreciation and moral

motivation and expressing itself destructively are unnervingly high.Children may, of course,

suffer many kinds of shame for many reasons. The landscape of some children’s lives from

early ages is shaped by the possibility of shame, because of a disability, say, or because of

frequent contact with race, ethnic, or class stereotypes. But it is we as parents who play the

primary role in protecting children from shame—author and child advocate Marian Wright

Edelman describes, for example, how important her parents and other community adults were

in counteracting the barrage of racist messages she endured growing up as a black girl in the

Deep South—and, distressingly, it is we as parents who can create in children the deepest and

most lasting forms of shame. We may indirectly set our children up for shame, as Karen

observes, if we don’t teach them manners, or if we inflate their importance, or fail to see or

curb their obnoxious traits. When parents give children too much autonomy—when they give

children’s impulses too much rein or when they give children too much power to make choices

they are not prepared to make—they can set children up for shame as well.But we will never

get far in alleviating shame if we can’t stop ourselves from doing the more direct things we do

to create it, and if we can’t reduce certain troubling and pervasive modern forms of shaming.

For many years, as a therapist, I was most concerned about a particular kind of direct

shaming, as were many of my colleagues. One of my patients, a forty-year-old man whom I will

call Sam, returned again and again to a time, when he was eleven years old, when his mother

purposely hung bed sheets he had wet out to dry on the front lawn, in plain view of

neighborhood children. Even thirty years later, the memory produced in him a terrible anger—

he described it as a stampede in his head—and was a kind of hole that drained any empathy

he had for his mother, even as she aged and became infirm. It’s a kind of chestnut in child

development that the even more destructive parents are those who express to children that

they are ashamed of them, who criticize not just a behavior, but some core, self-defining,

immutable trait—that their child is not pretty enough, or smart enough, or as nice as another

child down the block. An eighty-year-old friend can still feel searing shame when she

remembers her father telling her when she turned eighteen that it was the first time, because

she could not be drafted, that he was happy that she was a girl and not a boy.There’s no



question that this kind of shaming can be terribly harmful to children. Because we never forget

our humiliations, because shame has a terrible capacity to stay fresh, shame can constantly

tear at our capacity to respect or forgive those who may in other ways have cared diligently for

us—consider my patient Sam and his mother. When this shaming is chronic, it can create a

core, lasting feeling of defect or wrongness and amass angers that constantly compromise

one’s capacity for empathy and appreciation—consider the prisoners interviewed by Gilligan.

And this kind of direct shaming is common in certain communities. Some athletic coaches are

quite explicit about using insults and slights to awaken the fiercest forms of desire in children,

for instance.But as much as we fret about this kind of shaming, there is evidence, at least in

middle-class communities, that it has greatly waned. A study by psychologist Peggy Miller and

her colleagues suggests that middle-class American mothers, concerned about children’s self-

esteem, strongly condemn shaming children. In a culture such as ours that is so attuned to

every kind of emotional vulnerability, including shame—in the last thirty years there may have

been more psychological talk in our country than in any country in the history of humankind—

shaming has itself become stigmatized. Because shame is so agonizing and vivid, it is an easy

target for the growing ranks of experts who now police our emotional lives. Racks of books

alert parents to the ravages of shaming; self-help gurus like John Bradshaw have barnstormed

around the country, imploring parents to stop humiliating their kids; and legions of

psychotherapists and airwave experts raise up the evils of deriding kids’ traits or embarrassing

them in front of others.Yet that leaves a large puzzle. For while overt shaming has been on the

decline, there appears to be no comparable decrease in the number of children or young

adults who are dealing with serious shame. Many psychologists are now claiming that shame

is pervasive; some are saying, in fact, that it’s more pervasive than ever before. And our culture

seems obsessed with shame. Several popular television shows—American Idol, and MTV’s

Room Raiders and Punk’d—gorge on humiliation, and feed, almost pornographically, on the

overexposure of our most private self-doubts. These shows may unconsciously rivet so many

Americans because they create tension around the constant threat of humiliation—they play on

our fears of shame.That shame continues to be so prevalent results, to be sure, from complex

social forces—including the staggering numbers of children abandoned by fathers, our

increased focus on our selves as opposed to our communities, and our growing obsession with

high-profile achievement (topics I take up in later chapters). But it results, too, from the fact that

parents can shame their children in many ways, and often in ways neither they nor their

children are even aware of. (The good news, as I take up later, is that there is much we can do

about these current forms of shaming.)Take nineteen-year-old Jim Starans, growing up in an

affluent community on Long Island. From an early age, he recalls, he lived with a strange kind

of dissonance. His parents repeatedly told him that he had it all. And indeed it seemed to him

that he had everything. He had every possible material comfort. He went to highly respected

schools and lived in a community of people he respected. Jim was the last child from his

mom’s second marriage, and she told him that she had “perfected” her parenting by the time

she got to him. Jim admitted that it was hard to remember a time when his mother or stepfather

—a man he described as kind and gentle although somewhat remote—spoke to him

harshly.Still, Jim struggled almost constantly with shameful self-doubts. He would feel that he

was “caving in” with shame when he didn’t make the honor roll at his school, and almost any

form of slight could cut to the bone, throwing him into a tailspin of self-doubt. At times he was

hard on himself for being an ingrate—he should feel better, he told himself, given how lucky he

was. He tried to talk to his mother about these feelings, and sometimes he found her very

tuned in to him and empathic. Yet she could also be dismissive. He remembers learning in a



high school human development class about low self-esteem, and reporting to his mother that

he thought he had it. She snapped back, “That’s ridiculous.” Often he found himself irritated

and angry at her, and getting into petty fights with her, without really knowing why.While Jim

was never a victim of direct shaming, he grew up in a family environment that makes shame

almost inevitable. When parents define happiness narrowly and rigidly and satiate children’s

every need in terms of it—when they define happiness in terms of material satisfaction or

attending good schools, for example, as Jim’s parents do, and then make a big show of

gratifying these needs—they can set children up for shame. Many kinds of neediness,

disappointment, or uncertainty can make these children feel that there is something wrong with

them.Children can similarly come to believe that the only explanation for their troubles is their

own defects when their families are idealized by their parents or when their parents fail to

surface their own flaws—as Jim’s mother does when she suggests that Jim should be happy

because her own parenting has been “perfect.” In a world presented like this, any child can feel

like an ungrateful worm when they suffer many kinds of misery. Further, when parents become

too focused on a measure of a child’s worth—whether high-status achievement or popularity or

attractiveness—children can clearly feel shame when they sense that they aren’t passing the

spoken or unspoken tests.Perhaps the most common and damaging kind of shame, though, is

when parents are threatened by their children’s feelings and weaknesses. A bald example is

Jim’s mom recoiling from the notion that he has low self-esteem, but many parents have

difficulty tolerating their children’s flaws and troubling feelings—anxieties, angers,

disappointments, even sadness. One sees parents on playgrounds, disturbed by any sign of

anxiety or letdown in their child, leap up to try to “fix” it. There are clearly panicked parents

these days who rush their children to therapists at the first stirring of trouble. As a parent who

heads a school parent council recently said to me, “What I hear from teachers is that lots of

parents want their kids to be perfect and they can’t bear hearing about any problem or

weakness.” Yet if an idealized parent, the person a child wants to grow up to be, can’t deal with

a feeling or flaw, then a child may experience these feelings or flaws as wrong, as defects in

the self. Feelings such as anger, jealousy, and even shame itself can become sources of

shame. And “nothing is more shameful than to feel ashamed,” as James Gilligan puts it.Parents

may be threatened by their children’s negative feelings and weaknesses for many reasons.

Some parents are swamped with guilt over neglecting their children. Often children’s negative

feelings resonate with parents’ own unresolved, troubling feelings or are dissonant with what

parents expect their child to be or of how they expect their family to function—consider again

Jim and his mother. The book and film Ordinary People is a classic study of a mother who

recoils from and is enraged by her son’s agonies because they violate her postcard image of

her family. What makes matters worse is that these threatened parents may go to great lengths

to whitewash children’s problems to the outside world, only inflating the shame children attach

to their negative feelings. Research indicates that affluent families especially are more likely to

keep troubles private—in some cases it is excessive attention to how they are perceived that

has driven the quest for wealth in the first place—and that many affluent families are

concerned about maintaining a veneer of well-being because they believe that they should be

better able to deal with problems than those less fortunate. Affluent families may also feel that

they should have fewer problems in the first place.But the irony is that for a large number of

parents, like Jim’s mom, this failure may be the downside of an overall positive trend. What I

hear from both teachers and parents these days is that parents who bridle at even the slightest

criticism of their parenting are often not neglectful at all. In fact, they are parents who are

heavily involved with their children, sometimes micromanaging their children’s lives. While



many children have less access to parents these days than forty years ago because more

mothers are working and more fathers have vanished, middle-class children today spend more

time with parents during leisure time than children at almost any other time in history. These

parents, like Jim’s mom, often feel that they are doing everything for their children and are

having a direct and large impact on their emotional lives. And precisely because they are doing

so much—because a great deal of their self-esteem is wrapped up in parenting—the stakes of

failing as a parent are very high. For some of these parents, any sign of parenting failure, any

expression of distress, anger, doubt, or weakness in a child, is an attack on their fundamental

sense of competence.And the troubling fact is that many parents are still expressing contempt

for their children, they are just doing it in ways, again, that neither they nor their children are

quite conscious of. In videotaping mothers’ interactions with their children, professor and

pediatric researcher Michael Lewis observed that mothers in middle-class communities were

quite careful both to avoid verbally expressing contempt for their children and to focus on

children’s behavior and not their traits. But Lewis found that many mothers, in criticizing their

children’s behavior, were also exhibiting disgust in their facial expressions. Karen quotes Lewis:

“We’re finding that 30–40 percent of mothers’ prohibitions are accompanied by [these elements

of disgust]. And this is in laboratory situations, where they know they’re being videotaped . . .

We think we have moved to a higher plane because we don’t punish the kids, when in fact we

may be humiliating them instead.” This disgust, Lewis writes, is “all the more effective because

it is secretive. The disgusted face is made very quickly, and parents can deny that they made it;

or, if they admit to it, they can deny it was detected by the child.” Because so many of us lead

pressure-cooker lives and are stressed and exhausted, we also at times need immediate

compliance from our children, and there’s no question that shaming children, powerful as it is,

can get fast results.Just as distressing, we at times may be letting others do the shaming for

us. We might, for example, give far too much rein, often half-consciously, to the “special forces”

of humiliation—siblings—with their hawklike skills at spotting and boring in on every kind of

imperfection. We might never comment about a child being overweight, say, yet we do little to

block a sibling’s barrage of fat jokes. Sometimes parents fail to protect their children from the

humiliations of peers, or even collude with these peers in hidden ways.This is a fraught,

troubling realm. Hard as it is to recover or heal when one has been exposed to shaming that is

vivid and direct, it can be trickier still for children to recover from shaming that they are not

conscious of, or when they may not even know who the real perpetrator is. Children like Jim

have a harder time fighting back or developing coping capacities or pointing out to a parent

what is harming them, so even parents who are working hard to become better parents may

not get any feedback. Children may find themselves angry at their parents, but without any

reason they can put their finger on. They wind up ashamed of this anger as well. Parent-child

relationships can sour; fights spring up, as they do with Jim and his mom, over little things and

the wrong things. Children not only live with destructive levels of shame, but parents’ moral

authority is eroded.The goal, of course, is not to go back to openly shaming our children. The

reduction in overt, intentional shaming is important progress. What makes explicit shaming so

troubling is that effective parents, teachers, or coaches never need to intentionally shame their

children. When children respect us, our moral standards and expectations and limit-setting will

both be effective and induce some shame, and that is altogether healthy and natural. A child

will feel some shame, for example, when he or she is removed from a room for hitting another

child. We certainly should not refrain from setting standards or walk on eggshells because our

children might feel shame. We can, instead, commit to setting clear expectations and to using

positive reinforcement in order to reduce unnecessary punishments.The goal should be to



build on the progress we have made: we as parents can do a great deal to avoid unnecessarily

shaming our children. We can better police siblings who are bent on humiliation, and adhere to

a few straightforward guidelines. Whenever possible, we should reprimand or discipline

children privately—punishing or embarassing children in front of others can easily overwhelm

them with shame—and we can pick up warning signs that our children feel too much shame,

such as high sensitivity to slights or insults of any kind. This sensitivity should inform our

discipline strategies—sometimes simply raising our voice, for instance, can induce significant

shame. We can, too, work to pause and take a reflective stance when our children are

struggling with difficult feelings. Rather than seeking to solve the problem immediately, we can

start by being curious and collecting information. Jim’s mom might have asked him, for

example, why he thought he had “low self-esteem.” She might have wondered aloud with him

what kinds of things had happened to make him feel down on himself, and she might have

brainstormed with him about what might make him feel better.We can also consciously avoid

idealizing or marketing our parenting or our family to our children. That doesn’t mean we

shouldn’t point out occasionally aspects of our parenting and our families that our children

should appreciate. But, in general, it’s important to enable our children to come to their own

understandings of our parenting and their family’s strengths and weaknesses.At the same time,

we can seek to hold in our heads a complex message about child development. Many parents

feel ashamed of themselves or they are threatened by their children’s feelings, as seems to be

the case with Jim’s mom, because they see their children’s problems as directly resulting from

their own parenting flaws. Yet while the point of this book is to discern the many powerful ways

adults shape children’s moral development, it is equally critical to disabuse adults of the myth

that there is a simple, linear relationship between their parenting and their child’s troubles. It’s

not as if parenting behavior X always leads to child behavior Y. Strong research has overturned

the traditional psychodynamic model that places almost all childhood woes at the door of

parenting defects—a model that for decades shamed parents for even serious childhood

diseases, such as schizophrenia and autism, that are now known to have clear biological roots.

The role of temperament and biology in children’s development, we now know, is profound.

Parents need a model in their heads of children’s development that reflects the major role of

parenting but that also takes into account the interaction of parenting, biology, family

functioning, peers, and other factors in creating their children’s strengths and

vulnerabilities.When it comes to preventing ourselves from shaming children, what will be most

important, though, is self-awareness. To develop that self-awareness may require, in part,

having the courage to ask our spouses or close friends and relatives to give us occasional

feedback about our parenting practices—a topic I take up in the final chapter. That may be the

only way that some parents can become aware that they are using disgust, for instance, to

motivate and manage their children.Hard as it can be, it’s also critical for us to pay attention to

our own negative feelings about our children, and to recognize how our own fear and shame

can cause us to shame our children. Most of us have moments at least when we recognize that

we are threatened by our children’s feelings or are ashamed of our children. While we tend to

make a hard and fast distinction between conscious and unconscious thoughts and feelings,

most unconscious thoughts are not entirely repressed—they occasionally flutter into our

consciousness. And these thoughts and feelings are usually altogether natural. They come with

being a parent.Yet because of the damage these feelings can do when they are deep and

chronic, it’s vital that we get to the bottom of them, for often at their root is some unhealthy

attitude or feeling that we haven’t dealt with effectively—our attempts to hold on to a notion of

happiness that may no longer even work for us, our worry about our own capacities as a



parent, our wish that a child conform to an image of success that doesn’t make sense for him

or her, our thwarted ambitions, our own hectoring, unresolved shame. For some parents who

are struggling with serious shame, feeling proud of their child is always an uphill battle—after

all, how can they, unworthy and defective as they are, have a child who is not unworthy and

defective? Whether we feel ashamed of ourselves and our children depends a great deal, too,

on our emotional state. Depression can, for example, cause parents to fasten on their

children’s flaws. One study indicates that the longer fathers are unemployed, the more likely

they are to describe their children negatively.A modicum of self-awareness can go a long way.

Depression researcher and child psychiatrist William Beardslee observes that self-awareness

and self-understanding are critical in helping depressed parents manage their negative feelings

and develop closer relationships with their children. Some self-understanding can also help us

deal with many types of situations where we are vulnerable to feeling ashamed of our child.

One parent told me, for example, that her mother criticized her son for being lazy and that her

first instinct was to turn around and be angry at him. But rather than lashing out, she was able

to see that she was too sensitive to this kind of disapproval from her mother. She decided to

postpone talking to her son about this issue until she had more “data” about whether his

supposed laziness was, in fact, a pattern.And because shame so stunts our capacity for self-

knowledge and growth and so impairs our relationships with our children, dealing with

unintended shaming is not just a matter of our parenting effectiveness but of our well-being.

When we have the capacity to see ourselves both clearly and generously—as people

struggling with our own demons and weaknesses, who are prone to confuse our deficiencies

with our children’s—we can stop shaming our children and feel more of the self-empathy we

need to feel gratification day to day. We will also be far more capable of the daily acts of

authentic responsiveness that earn our children’s lasting trust and love. Whenever we feel

ashamed of our children, it should be a particular kind of red flag, a warning not to search out

and inflate our children’s flaws but to better understand our own.FEAR OF DISAPPROVAL

AND HELPING TEENS STAND UP FOR THEMSELVESEarly on a Saturday night, Lisa’s

boarding school roommate unexpectedly brought two friends, Katie and Monica, into their

room, along with the makings for gin and tonics. Katie had paid someone outside a liquor store

to buy the gin. Katie asked Lisa if she wanted a drink, and Lisa, knowing that drinking is strictly

forbidden at her school, quickly declined. Later that evening the resident adviser in the girls’

dorm found Monica reeking of liquor and vomiting violently in the bathroom. The adviser

reported the incident to the school’s disciplinary board.The disciplinary board took immediate

action, including asking Lisa and several other students in the dorm to appear before it. The

board wanted to know both who was drinking and who had supplied the liquor.Right up to the

moment of the disciplinary hearing, Lisa was on the fence about whether to tell the truth. She

knew the punishment for lying could be severe, but she also knew that if she told the truth, she

could be consigned to social Siberia in her school. Katie was extremely popular.While Lisa was

waiting in the hall, the school’s academic dean walked by and remarked sarcastically, not

stopping to take in Lisa’s response: “I hope you’re proud of yourself.” That seemed to turn a

switch in Lisa. “It just made me feel like the adults in this school don’t get it, that they don’t

deserve my respect.”At the hearing, Lisa was asked directly who bought the liquor. Lisa said

she didn’t know, but the board later uncovered from Monica that Katie had bragged to all the

girls about how she had obtained the gin. The school was unforgiving: Lisa was expelled for

her lie.Lisa’s father, a highly principled man, was furious at her. Lisa had been planning a ski

trip over Christmas with her friends, but Lisa’s father, as he put it, didn’t want “to reward her” for

failing to stand up for the truth, for being weak. Her mother, though, was worried that further



punishing Lisa would alienate her from them. She didn’t want to reward Lisa, but she also didn’t

want to jeopardize her connection to her daughter at a time when they were both reeling and

when she worried that Lisa could spin dangerously out of her orbit. She decided to try to be “as

supportive of Lisa as possible.”Lisa heard from her mother that her father wouldn’t allow her to

go on the ski trip, and went ballistic. “You guys say you want me to trust you,” she told her

mother, steel in her voice. “But I’ll never tell Dad anything about my life, ever. You can make me

come home, but I won’t talk to him.”Again and again I hear parents fret that their children are

dangerously hostage to their peers’ approval—that they don’t have a mind of their own or are

incapable of standing up for what they believe. And there’s no question that fear of disapproval

and isolation, like shame, is responsible for many kinds of harm. It’s not that peer groups are

always, or even typically, destructive. There is a good deal of evidence, contrary to popular

images, that peer groups can have many positive influences on children, including encouraging

students to study hard and obtain good grades, to avoid smoking, and to be helpful to others.

But acts of stupidity and cruelty generated by worshiping peer gods and goddesses are

rampant, and the fear of disapproval and isolation can corrupt long into adulthood. Large

numbers of adults collude with bigotry to avoid social stigma, violate principles rather than bear

the ire of colleagues, or get caught in mob mentalities.Whether children are able to tolerate

disapproval and stay true to their moral beliefs and standards depends, among many factors,

on whether they are temperamentally shy or assertive, on whether popularity is a mark of

success in their families, and on how big a premium is placed on both self-assertion and

tolerating disapproval in their families, cultures, or communities. Research also suggests that

parents foster their children’s ability to reason and act independently and to withstand

disapproval when they respect their children’s capacity to think from early ages and when they

give their children input into key family decisions.But this capacity to act independently

depends primarily on the degree to which children have internalized moral values and on the

strength of the self, the extent to which children can withstand adversity. Children need the self-

sufficiency to be unbroken by periods of loneliness, and they need a stable enough self-image

that their self-evaluations are more important than others’ evaluations of them at any given

moment.
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Surprising Reasons Why Some Kids Struggle and Others Shine, How to Talk So Kids Will

Listen & Listen So Kids Will Talk (The How To Talk Series), The Yes Brain: How to Cultivate

Courage, Curiosity, and Resilience in Your Child, How to Raise Kind Kids: And Get Respect,

Gratitude, and a Happier Family in the Bargain, The Addiction Inoculation: Raising Healthy

Kids in a Culture of Dependence, Bright Kids Who Can't Keep Up: Help Your Child Overcome

Slow Processing Speed and Succeed in a Fast-Paced World, The Blessing of a Skinned Knee:
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Using Timeless Teachings to Raise Self-Reliant Children, The Self-Driven Child: The Science

and Sense of Giving Your Kids More Control Over Their Lives, Building Resilience in Children

and Teens: Giving Kids Roots and Wings, The Light of Days Young Readers' Edition: The

Untold Story of Women Resistance Fighters in Hitler's Ghettos, How To Raise A Boy: The

Power of Connection to Build Good Men, The Birth of the Republic, 1763-89, Fourth Edition

(The Chicago History of American Civilization), Raising Good Humans: A Mindful Guide to

Breaking the Cycle of Reactive Parenting and Raising Kind, Confident Kids, How Children

Succeed: Grit, Curiosity, and the Hidden Power of Character, How to Talk so Little Kids Will

Listen: A Survival Guide to Life with Children Ages 2-7 (The How To Talk Series), Simplicity

Parenting: Using the Extraordinary Power of Less to Raise Calmer, Happier, and More Secure

Kids (Early Years), The Secret Lake: A children's mystery adventure (Secret Lake Mystery

Adventures Book 1), No-Drama Discipline: The Whole-Brain Way to Calm the Chaos and

Nurture Your Child's Developing Mind

Nancy French, “A wonderful, meddling book. Think Britney Spears, peer pressure, and Twitter

are making modern kids sullen, detached, and generally rotten? Think again. Richard

Weissbourd's book about modern parenting trends places the responsibility for kids' moral well-

being squarely where it belongs -- on the parents. In his book, The Parents We Mean To Be:

How Well-Intentioned Adults Undermine Children's Moral and Emotional Development, the

lecturer at the Harvard Graduate School of Education talks about popular parenting techniques

such as being "positive parents," focusing on self-esteem, and praising our kids

excessively.And the shock is? He's against these things.Weissbourd's countercultural

parenting advice suggests that parents' intense focus on their children's happiness actually

makes kids less happy, that excessive praise stunts character development, and that "over-

parenting" can turn children into "fragile conformists. Additionally, he challenges the "self-

esteem" craze -- the belief that if parents bolster their kids' sense of self, they'll invariably turn

out to be good people. This is the first time in history that people have succumbed to this

backwards idea about morality and explains that bullies, delinquents, and gang leaders often

have the highest self-esteem.I was fully prepared to read his book to figure out why other

people's kids were throwing popcorn in the movie theater, but every chapter challenged my

own parenting.It's a meddlesome book, in other words. One you should definitely pick up.”

Robert Brown, “Required reading for parents and potential parents. I use the term "kids" when

referring to those from the first grade through high school. For the first time in our known

human history, or what we were taught about our history, I am amazed at how well the kids

today can even survive in this complicated high-tech world they have been thrust into. I'm

referring to the intense pressure from parents, from other kids and from the entertainment

media which tells, or implies, that unless the kids are beautiful, talented and winners, they are

losers--nobodies in other words. This instills feelings (illusions) of inferiority in the kids. Our

western society implies that those in sports and entertainment should be idols--Dennis

Rodman, Britney Spears, Miley Cyrus, Justin Bieber, etc. To compensate for the illusion of

being a nobody, the kids may join a gang of like-minded kids just to be part of a "family" who

cares about them, and accepts them as they are.Kids are expected to live up to the demands

of the adults in their environment. Why? If the kids fail to live up to these unreasonable

expectations, it destroys their sense of self-worth. Weisbourd quotes a parent, "What I hear



from teachers is that lots of parents want their kids to be perfect, and they can't bear hearing

about any problem or weakness". Hence, this instills in the kids the fear of shame and fear of

failure. Weissbourd quotes the psychiatrist James Gilligan concerning prison inmates, "I have

yet to see a serious act of violence that was not provoked by the experience of feeling shamed

and humiliated". The kids then feel that they are stupid. But young children cannot be stupid.

Only the adults can become stupid. "We are all born ignorant, but one must work hard to

remain stupid".--Benjamin Franklin. I'm sure that most of us can relate to these feelings when

we were kids.In light of this, what is the reaction from the kids? Rebelliousness, drug abuse,

skipping school? Yet if parents inflate the child's ego, that will also set the kids up for shame.

The scholar Robert Karen says, "We may indirectly set our children up for shame if we don't

teach them manners, or curb their obnoxious traits...When they give children's impulses too

much rein or when they give children too much power to make choices they are not prepared

to make, they can set children up for shame as well".The most common question over the

many past generations is what is the deal with teens, and their irresponsible impulses? Page

30, "Over the last few decades, many adults have become acutely aware that adolescence is a

distinct developmental stage, influenced in part by a new wave of scientific evidence indicating

that the basic circuitry of the teen brain makes them a different animal". It is the way the brain

develops from the teen years to the mid 20's. Teen rebellion is not due to lack of morality or

disobedience to "authority", but due to a higher sense of morality. Teens rebel against the

hypocrisy of adults, the absence of social justice.Should the parent shower the child with

praise? Too much praise can have the same effects as the feelings of shame. An over-praised

child must live up to what he perceives as the parent's expectations--be perfect at everything.

You may want to read "Mindset" by Carol Dweck, and her thoughts of praise. Regarding

empathy, "Children are born with certain strong reactions to distress in others". A child

naturally has feelings for the pains of others, and also feels, or tries to feel, another's pain. But

only after adult training and brain-washing do the kids become indifferent to others, and learn

to hate or distrust those who don't look like they do, or believe as they were taught.Sports are

alleged to built character and teamwork. Could be. I never participated in school sports due to

an injury when I was 11 years old. Hence, I feel unqualified to comment on sports. But are

high school sports for the benefit of the kids, or are they ego trips for the adults considering

that many parents act like idiots at their kids' games? "The only lesson I've seen children draw

from sporting events is that the referee is an idiot, and members of the other team are some

lower form of life.. There are large risks when parents and coaches are too emotionally

wrapped up in children's sports--when we depend on children's sports work out our own

conflicts or for a mood boost".There is much more to this book than I've written above. I

recommend this book and also "Building Resilience in Children and Teens" by Kenneth

Ginsburg.”

Karen Ziminski, “Mostly good. I very much agree with Weissbourd that parents would do better

by their children if they put more focus on raising their children to be good people. Most people

hope their children will be happy and prosperous as well, but those shouldn't be the main goals

of parenting. When I was a teenager, my mother said to me, "I don't care what you do when

you grow up as long as you're a good person." I'll be forever grateful.I didn't give the book five

stars, because I was annoyed by the way Weissbourd threw around assertions about "working-

class" communities without ever defining the term. Most adults work for a living, so what is

"working-class?" He says, "Communities that prize toughness tend to be working-class AND

poor." In another place he says, "In certain respects, parenting in low-income AND working-



class white families, for example, appears to be similar to parenting in immigrant and African

American communities." From these two examples, I assume that to him working-class doesn't

mean low-income, otherwise he's being redundant. A person could be working-class and rich,

right? So what does "working-class" mean? Is he using "working-class" as code for "not our

kind, dear?" Did it ever occur to him that the term could be offensive?”

Jabes Adasz, “Five Stars. best book for father having the first child”

Stephie.rousseau, “very interesting. After a lot of reading on psychology and parenthood, I find

this book very enlightening and reassuring! Cases and examples are very much based on

American society but, as a non-american, I could still get a lot of lessons. Not only it analyses

but it also gives practical tools!”

The book by Richard Weissbourd has a rating of 5 out of 4.4. 58 people have provided

feedback.
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