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[ Time For A New Approach To Character Development
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In 1962, Rachel Carson sounded the alarm to the cumulative effects of pesticides on our envi-
ronment with her bestseller, Silent Spring. With the promise of freedom from insects, we had
imagined a future bright with abundant crops and easy enjoyment of the outdoors. We were
blind to the costs of this approach. This book has great relevance again today as our national
principles are being systematically compromised and our children’s safe character develop-
ment may be threatened. All under the guise of progress.

Everywhere our children turn they face a steady barrage of feel-good products, programs and
activities offering immediate gratification, social ascendancy and the admiration of their peers.
They can be popular and happy if they talk or dress a certain way, go to a select school or
belong to a particular group. As parents we often treat these offerings as well-deserved fruits
of progress and we marvel at how adept our children are at the social game. But we should be
alert to the risks these influences can carry as well.

This in-your-face assault comes from many directions (peers, media, advertisers, even parents)
to be cooler, prettier, tougher and more grown up. What a child wore yesterday is worthy of
ridicule today. Wanting to linger in some childhood comfort warrants ridicule. Growing awk-
wardly or imperfectly warrants ridicule. There is no rest and no place to hide. The pressures
find them at home through PC'’s, phones and televisions. Imagine seeing a false email message
circulating about you while you sit in your room. Children are now solidly in the proverbial rat
race by early grammar school. Attention paid to misguided priorities distracts and detracts
from children’s core character development.

Even children who have been given a good grounding in ethical behavior at home have to
navigate in this high-pressure reality in school, with friends and in activities and sports. The
more closely a child cleaves to parents, the more likely he or she will face significant challenges
in the social world. Being “cool” vs. being “good” is an unfortunate choice — but often a very
real one. Pressure to distance themselves from parents comes before our children have had the
chance to develop the internal guideposts and skills necessary to navigate safely, morally and
healthily.

There is growing research as well showing the power of the drive to belong. In Social Intelli-
gence, The New Science of Human Relationships, Daniel Goleman reveals how our relationships
mold not just our experience but our biology as well. “That link is a double-edged sword:
nourishing relationships have a beneficial impact on our health, while toxic ones can act like
slow poison in our bodies.” Our children depend on us to help them navigate these rough
waters to grow up to be healthy and responsible adults.
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