
Part of what I mean by taking children seriously is treating them with respect. 
My value judgment is that all people deserve this. My hypothesis is that kids are more 
likely to respect others if they themselves feel respected. Even parents who obviously 

love their children don’t always act as though they respect them.
– Alfie Kohn, Unconditional Parenting, 2005

Children are very nice observers, and they often perceive your slightest defects. 
In general, those who govern children forgive nothing in them, but everything in themselves.

– Francois Fenelon (1651-1715)

Children need to realize the importance of being respectful. It can get them far in life, but how do we teach
it? Well, maybe the best way to teach it is to model it. There is a lot of truth to the saying, “Character edu-
cation is caught, not taught.”  So, as we strive to teach children respect, we need to “look in the mirror”
on a regular basis and ask ourselves, “Are we modeling the behaviors we want our children to learn?”

1. One of the best ways to show respect is to be a good listener. Former Atlanta police chief, Beverly 
Harvard said, “One doesn’t have to be a role model, counselor, mentor, or source of economic help, 
but simply someone young people can call and talk to—someone they can count on to listen who will 
not criticize or pass judgment.”

2. Respect their emotional needs. Don’t say things like, “Oh, you’re not hungry. Stop crying, that didn’t 
hurt. It’s not cold; you don’t need your sweater.”

3. Use empathic assertion. This involves letting the child know that you are aware of his feelings and that 
it is ok to feel that way. For example, “Tim, I don’t blame you for getting angry. Erin should not have 
called you that name. I’ll deal with her later. Now, let’s get back to work.”
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Recommended Resources
• Good Citizenship Counts
• How Do I Stand in Your Shoes?
• Return to the Land: The Search for Compassion
• Sippi, The Canine with Character

            



4. Dinner time is a good time to practice respect by encouraging all family members to circle around the 
table for good food and good conversation. Everyone is encouraged to listen and respect the opinions 
of others. 

5. When teachers give assignments or parents ask children to do certain chores, give a brief reason for 
the task. “Judy, I want you to straighten up the guest room because Aunt Lillie will be here tomorrow.” 
It is a matter of respect to offer explanations. Children are more apt to comply to our demands if they 
understand the purpose.

6. Let children have input into house rules and class rules. They are more likely to respect and follow 
rules in which they have a say.

7. If you make a mistake, apologize. One of the quickest ways to earn respect is to say something like, 
“Ricky, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have yelled at you.”

8. Teach children to respect privacy. Adults need to recognize that each child is a private being who has 
the right to be alone, physically and emotionally, sometimes. If we respect their privacy, they’ll respect 
ours. Parents, let children know that they are to knock before entering your bedroom and, make sure 
you knock before entering their rooms.

9. Children need to see us respecting authority. Although we may not agree with everything our superiors
say or do, we will remain respectful. If we don’t respect the police, our children won’t either. Children 
need to know that, although we may not agree with the president’s foreign policy, we still respect his 
position as leader of the country.

10. Model respect by practicing good manners. Don’t talk during the movie at the cinema, stand for the 
national anthem, and don’t litter.

11. Don’t curse, swear, or use inappropriate language in front of children.
12. Don’t tell sexist or racist jokes in the presence of children.
13. Husbands and wives should constantly model respect for each other. Our kids are watching.
14. Teachers and parents need to let children know they value individuality. We don’t want a bunch of 

robots running around!
15. Teachers can schedule projects or special events on cultural diversity so our students can learn to have 

more respect and understanding for other people, races, nationalities, and countries.
16. Kids who ask challenging questions are not always being disrespectful. For instance, a teacher shouldn’t

feel that her authority is threatened when a student asks, “Mrs. Ellison, that doesn’t make sense. Why 
do we have to do that?” Encourage children to seek clarification if needed. Some of our more creative, 
advanced children are going to question us once in a while.

17. Suggest that children use the words “Yes, sir” and “Yes, ma’am” occasionally. 
Older people appreciate the respect.

18. Children need to learn the importance of respecting animals and nature. Stress the importance of 
recycling, not littering, and showing compassion for animals.

19. Encourage children to say “Thank you,” to adults who help them. When a teacher takes his class to 
the cafeteria, he should encourage the students to say “Thank you,” to the cafeteria workers.

20. Teach young people how to properly use the word ‘appreciate.’ For instance, Heather can be 
encouraged to say to her teacher, “Mr. Brown, I appreciate all the extra help you gave me today.”

21. Make sure children know all the rules regarding respecting the property of others. Teach the difference 
between borrowing, stealing, and taking things without asking.
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