





PRAISE FOR RIGHT FROM WRONG


“We are looking—now more than ever—for a moral compass that will help direct our children, a light to illuminate their path. In Right from Wrong, Mike Riera and Joe Di Prisco, tapping once again their gift for seeing the world through our children’s eyes, provide both the compass and the light.”


—Joan Ryan, columnist, San Francisco Chronicle and author,  Little Girls in Pretty Boxes



“What matters most in the life of a child is the work that parents and other caring adults perform in the trenches of the day-to-day. Riera and Di Prisco mine those areas . . . while offering sound advice, great scenarios, real life dilemmas, terrific dialogue, and measured responses for what many parents already do with children.”


—Brian Thomas, Assistant Upper School Head, The Catlin Gabel School,  Portland, Oregon, and Founder, A Child’s Book.com



“This book is a great gift to parents and teachers. As children journey toward developing an internal moral compass, wrong turns are inevitable. This book can help adults avoid harsh overreactions and transform these inevitable ‘crises’ into invaluable opportunities for teaching right from wrong.”


—Sanford A. Newman, President, Fight Crime: Invest in Kids



“A wonderfully reflective parent’s companion. . . . Through illustrative stories and ihsightful analysis, [the book] teaces us how to help our children be authentic, whole, and centered.”


—Carlton H. Tucker, Head of Upper School, Princeton Day School,  Pennington, New Jersey



“A modest gem of a book, Right from Wrong . . . shows us that growing up, for both children and parents, is a matter of losing and finding integrity, of falling out of and coming back to wholeness, again and again. What a great deal we have to learn from that lesson.”


—Craig McGarvey, Program Director in Civic Culture at  The James Irvine Foundation



“Integrity is central to virtually every decision your child will make . . . Di Prisco and Riera have a great deal of insight on this important topic and Right from Wrong offers great wisdom. It is a book every parent should read.”


—Rick Clarke, Head of School, Redwood Day School,  Oakland, CA



“. . . A profoundly important roadmap for raising a moral child in today’s culture. Practical, specific, and poignant.”


—Coreen Hester, Head of School, The Hamlin School,  San Francisco, California



“Like the parent and child development oracles they are, Riera and Di Prisco take us to the heart of the matter—how parents can help their children develop authentic, ennobling and durable core identities. It is hard to imagine a more essential or empowering message.”


—Albert M. Adams, Ed. D., Headmaster, Lick-Wilmerding High School,  San Francisco, California



“In Right From Wrong, Riera and Di Prisco courageously address a topic central to the growth of healthy human beings. . . . Their counsel is balanced, relevant, compelling and wise.”


—Tony Paulus, Head of School, Greenhills School,  Ann Arbor, Michigan



“Finally, a parenting resource that puts integrity . . . where it belongs: front and center to everything we do. This is a wonderful guide for parents as they accompany their young children on their on-going journeys to being true to themselves.”


—Bodie Brizendine, Head of School, Marin Academy,  San Rafael, California
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Dedicated to the memory 
 of my father-in-law, William Moore Twadell.  
—MR



Dedicated to my godchildren, 
 Isabel, Joe, Lucia, and Sam.  
—JDP






Here are your waters and your watering place. 
 Drink and be whole again beyond confusion.


—Robert Frost, “Directive”
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Introduction
Integrity Is the Compass Within


Why should we be in such desperate haste to succeed, and in such desperate enterprises? If a man does not keep pace with his companions, perhaps it is because he hears a different drummer.

—Henry David Thoreau, Walden 




It is in youth that we plant our chief habits and prejudices. . . . In youth therefore the turn is given; in youth the education even of the next generation is given; in youth the private and public character is determined.


—From a letter written by Benjamin Vaughan,  
in  The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin 



Very high on any wise list of dreams for our children is the hope that they do indeed become people of integrity. Of course, we may also hope that they enjoy success and health and status and happiness, but we know that if they are lacking in integrity, all that will prove hollow. We also realize that if they have integrity, they will be, despite any setback and discouragement, people whom we will admire as well as people who are proud of themselves. After all, their integrity is one thing—perhaps the only thing—that can never be taken away by anybody else. It is the unfailing compass within that always gives them a true reading north, that tells them how far away they may be from home and how to return home. It is the source of their identity.

Integrity is as difficult to define as, say, identity or love, and for the same reasons. As we intend the term, integrity is nothing less than authenticity, an internal sense of rightness and wholeness. As such, honesty, for instance, is an indispensable starting point, as is the effort to represent oneself accurately, fairly, and reasonably, at home, at school, in relationships with family and others. At the same time, integrity implies respecting others and oneself.

In other words, integrity is a notion that cuts across psychological, moral, developmental, and social categories. And as much as we parents wish to guarantee results, we know integrity is not the product of reading to our children from a prepared script. It is subtler than that. And although integrity is essential for living well, there is no equivalent of a defibrillator we can implant in our children’s chests to jump-start their moral lives.

Stephen L. Carter, author of Integrity, defines the concept this way:


The word integrity comes from the same Latin root as integer and historically has been understood to carry much the same sense, the sense of wholeness: a person of integrity, like a whole number, is a whole person, a person somehow undivided. The word conveys not so much a single-mindedness as a completeness; not the frenzy of a fanatic who wants to remake all the world in a single mold but the serenity of a person who is confident in the knowledge that he or she is living rightly. The person of integrity need not be a Gandhi but also cannot be a person who blows up buildings to make a point. A person of integrity lurks somewhere inside each of us: a person we feel we can trust to do right, to play by the rules, to keep commitments. Perhaps it is because we all sense the capacity for integrity within ourselves that we are able to notice and admire it even in people with whom, on many issues, we sharply disagree. (italics in original)1



Perhaps, then, integrity is not something to be achieved. In this sense, it is more like bravery, loyalty, kindness, and all the other virtues. We can never quite have it, and the instant we think we possess it, it slips away. It may not be a thing at all, or if it is, we can only know its outlines, and even then only partially and incompletely. Tim O’Brien, our greatest writer about Vietnam, defines courage in terms that would be useful to apply to integrity:


Sometimes the bravest thing on earth was to sit through the night and feel the cold in your bones. Courage was not always a matter of yes or no. Sometimes it came in degrees, like the cold; sometimes you were very brave up to a point and then beyond that point you were not so brave. In certain situations you could do incredible things, you could advance toward enemy fire, but in other situations, which were not nearly so bad, you had trouble keeping your eyes open.2



Sometimes we hear people speak of someone having integrity. And we all think we know what that means. But for us, to be in integrity implies a struggle—an ongoing and continual commitment to be true to oneself and to be fair to one another—as well as a search.

Integrity is the compass within each of us. It points us in the direction we need to travel. Without a compass like that, our lives become nothing more than a succession of events and experiences. If we do not know where we are going, we are lost. With a compass, our lives become journeys. And only with integrity do our journeys achieve meaning. As such, there is nothing more important to the project of parenting children than promoting integrity, and it is something that we must work on from the earliest years.

Integrity, essential as it is, is untreated by most parenting writers. Search the indexes of their books and you will not often find references to integrity; certainly, you will never find it to the same extent that you find mention of, say, self-esteem or character building or morality. This is curious, and we think all parents upon reflection may feel the same way. After all, true self-esteem and character and morality are predicated upon integrity.

We have a theory as to why it is so difficult to write about. Achieving integrity is a distant goal for all us, one we will never perfectly achieve. In that goal, we, as the authors, are one with everyone we admire and one with you, the reader. It is certainly why the subject has challenged us so personally, so profoundly. To be sure, neither of us claims to be a paragon of integrity, and that admission serves both to embolden and humble us.

Integrity is only fully appreciated under complicated circumstances, often under duress, often in disappointment and loss. The sad truth is that often one learns to value integrity most just after compromising it. That is, even though integrity is an absolute value, one comes to appreciate integrity through the messy, relativistic, day-today struggles of growing up. No wonder parenting writers flinch. They have two choices: Ignore it, or write a whole book on the topic.

We may be foolhardy, but we take Door Number Two.

Right from Wrong makes the promotion of integrity in our children possible, feasible, and creative. Their integrity is not simply something that happens as a result of family stability, unconditional love, healthy genes, or good luck; it happens because we make it important. Growing up is full of moments of joy and pain, but if our children do not develop integrity, they will be unable to understand, affirm, or prize them.

Right from Wrong is a book about how we as parents shape the growth of our five- to twelve-year-old children and, specifically, about how we find and form integrity in them. There are many books devoted to children’s growth—emotional, psychological, moral, and social. And while this book addresses topics pertaining to the everyday lives of families with school-age children (bullying, sibling rivalry, family crises, puberty, the Internet, school yard violence, homework, family dinners, the media, honesty, and so on), it does so, we hope, with a difference. We intend to make explicit the connection between growth and the formation of integrity. We view parents and children through that crystalline lens because we think that is the most natural, pragmatic, coherent, yet visionary way for parents to develop healthy child-rearing practices.

In one respect, this book evolved from our earlier book, Field  Guide to the American Teenager. In that book we show how teenagers grow up out of the purview of their parents. Parents are crucial in the lives of their adolescents, but the terms of their engagement in their kids’ lives have dramatically changed. This is the time when parents must go beyond the hopes of managing their teenagers’ lives and instead need to learn how to exercise influence. From our point of view, and based upon our experience and research, parents who exert the most positive influence upon their teenagers are those who have been concentrating throughout the childhood years on integrity.

As a practical matter, therefore, we write Right from Wrong with one eye looking toward what the parents of children can do now to raise healthy school-age children and another on the groundwork for healthy adolescence. We do this because it is adolescence, more than any other phase of life, that sends shivers down a parent’s spine. Ask parents of teenagers about their children’s younger years and they all say it feels as if it happened a minute ago and they long nostalgically for the days gone by. (It is one of the curiosities about most books on adolescence that that same wistful tone appears again and again—everybody wishes for a past that cannot be recaptured, when we were the centers of our children’s universe.) Kids grow up fast, and parents need to stay in the moment with their school-age children even while at the same instant they prepare them for high school and adulthood.

In Right from Wrong, we show how, from very early on, children are tuned in to integrity. They yearn for wholeness within themselves and within their families. It is never easy or simple to promote integrity, and being honest often exacts a high price. The only consolation for parents and children alike is that there is no reasonable alternative. If we do not have integrity and do not value integrity in ourselves and in our children, we have very little on which to base a healthy relationship.

Examining parenting through the lens of integrity sheds new, and sometimes counterintuitive, light on traditional parenting assumptions. For instance, you will see how a misunderstanding of the role of praise in your child’s development can lead to the undesired outcome of entitlement. Or when you administer disciplinary consequences, you can, instead of merely exercising power, use your authority and presence to help your child come to value the integrity he or she compromised. What’s more, you will also come to realize the almost spiritual connection between integrity and intuition. In the end you will come to sense that as you assist your children to tune in to integrity in their lives, you will be able to worry about them less and appreciate them more. That is, the focus on integrity allows for less anxiety over rules and consequences and more room for spontaneous joy and love in your family.

Covering a wide range of topics—an after-school fight, a blowup on a soccer field, the death of a beloved family pet, the diagnosis of cancer in a parent, the discovery of porn sites on a child’s computer, a shoplifting incident—this book introduces parents to the nuances and developmental realities of their child. We see how we can foster integrity in mundane and even surprising contexts, for instance, in how we respond to that archetypal childhood question “Is there a Santa Claus?” Every single day your child undergoes a potentially formative experience. Integrity factors in the way your child plays on the playground, or gets dressed for school, or treats a younger sibling. But it is formative only because you form the connection between your child’s experience and his or her integrity.

Integrity begets integrity—and in very down-to-earth ways. Sane, creative, and compassionate parenting is consistently rooted in the practice of integrity. As parents, we know we are in integrity when:


	 We stand our ground but are ready when the ground shifts underneath the feet of our children (starting school, puberty, graduation, experimentation). That means we ask questions and listen carefully to the answers as well as the silences; that also means we freely admit our mistakes and make generous allowance for kids’ being kids. (See, for instance, chapters entitled “The Reality of Santa Claus,” “Taking What Isn’t Yours,” and “Honesty.”)
 
	 We commit ourselves wholeheartedly to the process (discipline, education, relationship) while at the same time emphasizing absolutely the health and safety of our children. Kids need limits. They thrive within boundaries, and they need protection from making poor choices. They are children. (“The Shock of Emerging Sexuality,” “Loss,” and “Illness in the Family”) 

	 We stay strong before the spectacle of imperfection but never let ourselves or our children give in to discouragement. (“Sportsmanship” and “Tattletales, Truth Tellers, and Name-Callers”)

	 We remember not to take personally any instances of failure or letdown, but we also make sure to give credit to our children when they do the right thing for the right reason. (“The Shadow of the Internet,” “Cheating,” and “The Fight”)


Families are joined by love and compassion and commitment to each other, but it is the shared stories that define and characterize their lives together. Stories are the heart and soul of all families, and this book is about those moments. In Right from Wrong, we employ the same structure of Field Guide to the American Teenager. Right from Wrong combines stories of children in their natural settings with compassionate, in-depth analysis and pragmatic counsel. We show children negotiating the dramas of daily life, mostly at home and occasionally at school, on a field, in a store. Each chapter features two or three elements: a narrative, perhaps one or more conversations, and a section called “Notes Home.” At the heart of each is a representative tale, based upon reallife incidents and experiences of children searching for meaning in their lives.

As psychologists, novelists, and memoirists have taught us, young children are explorers and philosophers. They struggle from early on in their lives to come to terms with the deepest questions of life and death, love and family, self and other. Each story in Right  from Wrong presents a freeze-frame instant of a child and a parent reaching out for clarification, insight, support, and relationship— and therefore, integrity.
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At the beginning of Maurice Sendak’s classic Where the Wild Things  Are, Max is wearing his wolf suit and making mischief, and as a result, he is disciplined: sent to bed without eating. Feeling powerful, he ventures off to the magical world where the wild things are and where he is summarily anointed their king. “Let the wild rumpus start!” he encourages the creatures of his imagination, and sure enough, it does. Eventually, he comes back home; however, it is the home that exists in his mind and heart, the place he can never finally leave even when he tries. And that’s where his dinner and his family are still waiting for him.

Our children are imperfect, just like us. The world is full of very wild things. No wonder we parents worry and fret and question ourselves. All this to say that our soundest hope is to keep the dinner hot and to stay involved during those inevitable moments when our children seem to be beyond our control, at the mercy of forces we can sometimes only barely remember or understand. When our children are whole, when they feel authentic to themselves, when they grasp beyond words how important their own integrity is, however, we can nurse a beautiful hope based upon the most pragmatic insight into their dreams and struggles. Like Max, our children ultimately, and with lots of help from us, find their own way. Like Max, sometimes our children will disappoint us and themselves. Also like Max, though, they are always and already heading home, back to us and back to themselves.

Let the wild rumpus start.
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