,‘ Redleaf Press’

www.redleafpress.org
800-423-8309




Contents

Acknowledgments ix
Introduction 1
Chapter I: What Is Good Character? 3
Character Develops through Interactions 5
Be Sensitive to Developmental Stages 6
Be Patient 7
Character Traits to Support in Young Children 7
Caring 8
Honesty 9
Integrity 10
Respect 11
Responsibility 12
Self-Discipline 12
Why Teach Good Character? 13
In Conclusion 14
Chapter 2: Character Development
in the First Three Years 15
Traditional Views on Moral Development 15
New Insights and Perspectives 16
The Social-Emotional Potential in Infants 16
Character Potential Grows in Toddlers and Twos 18

The Importance of Healthy Relationships in the Early Years 19

In Conclusion 19

Chapter 3: How Can We Support Character

Development in Young Children? 21
Modeling and Demonstrating 22
Conversations 22
Safe, Secure Environments 24

Consistent Routines and Environments 25




Clear Expectations
Scaffolding

Practicing Behaviors

Chapter 4: Play as a Strategy for Supporting
Good Character

Sensory Exploration
Object Permanence
Problem Solving
Representational Thinking
Understanding Cause and Effect
Relational Skills
Valuable Areas of Play for Character Development
Music
Movement
Art
Blocks
Nature and Science
Puzzles and Manipulatives
Dramatic Play
High-Quality Play Environments
Presenting the Activities
Character Traits and Objectives (Table)

Chapter 5: Character-Building Activities for Infants
and One-Year-0lds

Chapter 6: Character-Building Activities for Toddlers

Chapter 7: Character-Building Activities for
Two-Year-0Olds

Alphabetical Listing of Activities
Bibliography of Children’s Literature

References

26
28
29

31
32
33
33
34
34
35
35
35
36
37
37
38
39
40
41
43
44

47

71

97

127
131
133

Acknowledgments

Writing a book is not something that happens without the support and assistance
of many people. When the Promethean board of directors challenged us to create a
guide for teaching positive character development, it seemed at first an impossible
task. The journey from research to results took years. This project would never have
happened without philanthropists Robert and Jenny Kirkland and their generous
Kirkland Foundation. We are also deeply grateful for the guidance of the Union
City Rotary Club and governing board, the Promethean board of directors, and
early childhood teachers, directors, support personnel, and community leaders.

The Kirkland Foundation charged us with the task of developing a program to
teach positive character traits to children beginning at birth. We approached the
task with hope and a beliefin the positive outcome of our endeavors. Many people
helped us in our efforts to identify and develop effective and engaging activities
for infants and toddlers. As we developed ideas, we asked teachers to test them
in child care centers, and we followed the children in those centers to see if the
character education made a difference. We appreciate the assistance of the staff
and faculty of Union City School System and Obion County School System as
they continue to cooperate with us every year to collect information that helps us
understand and evaluate our effectiveness. The individual teachers in the school
systems we contacted were always helpful and professional in their responses.
The Tennessee Department of Education offered cooperation and a listening ear.
The University of Tennessee at Martin provided expertise and assistance in data
analysis and volunteers for various activities. To all of you, we are thankful you
were willing to participate in this manner.

We are also grateful to the staff, volunteers, and interns who worked in our
office through the years helping us with data collection, data entry, daily office
operation, and numerous other tasks. We appreciated your servant attitude more
than you can ever know. It was a constant reminder of the good character virtues
we aim to teach young children.

We want to specifically recognize some very special individual teachers for
their assistance in developing activities for young children. These teachers pro-
vided valuable insights into the activities included in the book by testing them
in their classrooms and contributing additional ideas. We thank them for this
contribution. They include Beth Payne, teacher at Children’s Corner, 2009; Joni
Southerland, teacher at Kare Bear, 2009; Teena Lairy Jarmon, teacher at Pumpkin
Patch, 2009; Zula Massengill, teacher at Small World, 2009; and Karen Vise,
teacher at Small World, 2010.




Introduction

Starting with Character came into being when we were challenged to plan a char-
acter education program for children ages six weeks to five years. Reviewing the
existing literature and resources on character education, we found very little
targeting young children. Many materials designed for middle childhood and
adolescence were available, but these clearly did not meet the unique and specific
needs of young children. Since we know that early childhood is a critical time
for learning, the lack of resources was disappointing. When we could not find a
character education program for young children, we decided to create one.

Have you ever played a game of give and take with an infant? It is a won-
derful experience! A baby holding a toy reaches out to hand it to you, offering
it with intensity. You take the toy and say, “Thank you!” Then, after a moment
of admiring the toy, you offer it back. The baby is thrilled to receive the toy and
smiles! Sometimes children will repeat this activity several times. This experi-
ence demonstrates the readiness of very young children to express generosity
and gratitude, positive character traits. The potential of developing character
begins early; therefore, parents, caregivers, and teachers need resources to use
with children starting at birth.

Research supports that the first five years represent the most critical time
for brain development in children. Environmental factors contribute signifi-
cantly to brain development during that time (Shore 1997). Stimulating, rich,
and developmentally appropriate environments can have powerful and positive
impacts, especially for at-risk children. Children’s environments in the early
years include their homes, the homes of friends and relatives, and their child
care settings. For many, as much as 50 percent of each day is spent in child care.
With this understanding, we made an effort to develop character education ac-
tivities that could be integrated into high-quality early childhood environments
for young children.

We all want the best for our children. We want them to grow up and be able
to get along with others and to be successful in school and in their careers. We
ask ourselves what success looks like. It’s clear that success is more than simply
learning reading, writing, and arithmetic. Success encompasses all aspects of
development—mental, emotional, physical, and social. In addition, success relates
to the character of a person. Therefore, integrating a focus on character develop-
ment in early education makes sense. All children should have the opportunity to
be successful, to be prepared for school, and to develop positive character traits.




INTRODUCTION

Our book Starting with Character: Activities for Infants, Toddlers, and Twos
became a reality through a ten-year process. Having realized the need, we set out
toidentify and develop activities for young children that would lay the foundation
for positive character building. We hosted professional development workshops
to share the results we were finding and the activities we had developed with child
care providers. These providers then took the activities back to their programs
and contributed feedback to us that helped further revise and develop additional
activities. Eventually we decided to develop this book as a means of sharing our
ideas with a broader audience.

The first four chapters of Starting with Character provide background infor-
mation about character development in young children. The first chapter focuses
on the fundamental meaning and importance of character. It also introduces the
specific character traits we chose as “doable” with younger children. Chapter 2
contains information about the development of character in young children.
Chapter 3 includes the strategies parents and caregivers can use to encourage
positive character, and chapter 4 focuses on the importance of play and supportive
environments in character development. It also includes a list of the codes used
to designate specific character benefits and objectives to use with the activities
that follow. The remaining chapters consist of activities: chapter 5 targets babies
through fifteen months; chapter 6, toddlers; and chapter 7, two-year-olds. At the
end of the book, we provide an alphabetical listing of activities by chapter, a com-
plete bibliography of the children’s literature we have highlighted, and a reference
list of sources. We hope the resources in this book are as beneficial to you as they
have been to us and to those who have used these activities in our community.

What Is Good Character?

Two-year-old Becky had just become a big sister to new baby William. When she
heard her new brother crying on his first afternoon at home, Becky ran to her
room, grabbed her favorite stuffed animal, and brought it back to him. She ob-
viously wanted to help and thought of sharing with him her own most precious,
comforting object.

Young children often amaze us by the caring and generosity they show. At
other times, we know that they can be incredibly unaware of others’ needs and
feelings, and selfish in their reactions and behaviors. Becky, the same child who
so lovingly shared her beloved toy with her new brother, later that day took a
crayon and “wrote” his name on his dresser. When her mom questioned how the
red marks got there, Becky rolled her eyes in her brother’s direction and answered
sharply, “That baby did it.” Within a day’s time, the same child demonstrated both
unmistakable caring and seemingly spiteful dishonesty.

As caregivers, we undoubtedly find ourselves observing the behaviors of chil-
dren in our lives on a daily, if not constant, basis. We notice, feel concerned, and
probably step up to reprimand when the behaviors are what we consider bad or
hurtful. Alternatively, we may rejoice inwardly, feel pride, and praise children
when we see positive, generous, or kind behaviors. We're attuned to children’s
behaviors in large part because it’s our job as caregivers to monitor and safeguard
them. But most of us also watch and notice behaviors, looking for signs of each
child’s inner character. We hope to see evidence of a strong and good character
emerging. And we may fear and worry about any hints of less-than-fine character
in a child. We look for signs of character as we naturally wonder and ponder about
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what kind of adult this girl or that boy will become, what she will stand up for, or
what kind of contribution he will someday make to his community.

Before going further, it will help to clarify exactly what is meant by this con-
cept of character. It is one of those ideas that most likely we all understand in-
tuitively but may never have had to define. Clearly, there are many definitions
out there in the world, including statements as simple as “what a person is on
the inside.” For the purposes of this book, character is defined as the moral and
interpersonal qualities that form the essence of a person, guiding his or her behavior
especially in relation to others and community. And just as we can find numerous
definitions of the concept, we can also find countless lists of qualities considered
to constitute good character. Just a few examples are kindness, trustworthiness,
fairness, courage, loyalty, and generosity.

Character is what makes each of us who we are. Our behaviors manifest our
character, but character is truly more fundamental than behaviors. The word itself
derives from the Greek charakter, referring to a stamping tool or a mark impressed
or engraved on a coin. We might say that our character is something engraved on
us. Itis the inner compass that guides our thinking and our actions in all aspects of
our lives. That is not to say that people of good character will never hurt or offend
others or make poor choices; rather, the overall pattern of behavior is typically
consistent with their character, no matter the circumstances.

Much has been written and hypothesized on the question of how one’s char-
acter forms. We can find various theories, for example, on the role of nature or
nurture. The next chapter provides a very brief overview of some of the research
related to character development in young children. Suffice it to say, we believe
that every person has the capability of developing, practicing, and possessing
good character. The development of good character can begin and be supported
in the youngest of children, even infants.

Although caregivers of infants, toddlers, and twos may sometimes find it
hard to believe, these little ones are learning and forming impressions from the
moment they are born. For example, research has shown that newborns rec-
ognize and can demonstrate preference for their mother’s voices within days of
birth (DeCasper and Fifer 1980). Researchers measured the strength and pattern
of infant pacifier sucking and found that they could control and alter their suck-
ing to trigger recordings of their own mothers’ voices more often than recordings
of unknown females. We also know that infants are capable of imitating simple
adult facial gestures (Meltzoff and Moore 1983). In other words, learning and
development begin without any formalized plan, whether caregivers are ready
or not!

WHAT IS GOOD CHARACTER?

Of course children learn and develop cognitively and physically during their
first years, but they also clearly and steadily develop in the social-emotional
realm. For example, infant smiling begins at around four to six weeks, typically
sparked by positive interactions with the significant people around them. Parents
and caregivers of infants know very well the joy of seeing those early smiles and
the fun of using tickling, baby talk, and facial expressions to encourage their
frequent occurrence. It is within the context of infants earliest social-emotional
developments—learning to experience, manage, and understand emotions and
then relate to and interact with others—that character begins to form.

Character Develops through Interactions

Beginning at birth, interactions are the medium for all character development.
Young children are shaped and influenced in fundamental ways by the quality
of interactions they experience with the key adults in their lives. For example,
when infants are treated with patience and gentleness by caregivers, they begin to
absorb and instinctively appreciate those qualities in human interactions. When
infants cry and their needs are met, they begin to build a foundation of trust in
their caregivers. The ability to trust others helps build positive connections and
supports their instinct to then be trustworthy themselves in the future. Long
before children can cognitively understand or describe the qualities of good char-
acter, they can intuitively and emotionally sense and appreciate the feelings as-
sociated with those qualities.

Although parents and other family members in the home are the major influ-
ence on children’s character development, all caregivers and teachers who interact
with them can make a difference. Caregivers can support an infant’s character
development by meeting her needs for cuddling, feeding, diapering, and social
interaction in consistently loving and respectful ways during the span of time the
infantisin their care. Likewise, caregivers can support a toddler’s and a two-year-
old’s character development through rich conversations and play, role modeling,
and consistently respectful treatment.

Caregivers and parents are encouraged to realize their potential to guide
young children in character development right from the start. We don’t have to
wait until children can speak, read, or understand sophisticated intellectual con-
cepts to begin teaching character. There are endless opportunities to teach and
support the development of good character in very young children. Clearly the
best approach for doing so is by setting a good example. When children see their
significant adults exhibiting positive character traits, they internalize those traits
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and often imitate the behaviors. Picture fifteen-month-old Tamika watching her
mom gently helping her aging Granny settle into a chair. Tamika then goes up
and pats Granny on the knee. She is clearly imitating a gesture she saw her mom
previously perform to comfort Granny. Or imagine eighteen-month-old Jacob
watching his caregiver comfort baby Gina after her parent leaves. Jacob then goes
to crying Gina and hands her a toy to play with, imitating a comforting gesture
he has witnessed or experienced.

Although one’s character is more fundamental than simply one’s behaviors,
there is great value in simply teaching and expecting the behaviors that exem-
plify good character, even when children are too young to truly comprehend
explanations of or rationale for the behaviors. In fact, there can be a synergistic
relationship between practicing actions associated with positive character and
gradual development of the associated character trait. For example, when parents
expect children to say thank you upon receiving a gift, children may not yet truly
understand gratitude but are practicing the behavior.

Be Sensitive to Developmental Stages

When supporting the development of good character, it is important for parents
and caregivers to be attuned to the normal and appropriate developmental stages
through which children pass. Such sensitivity can help adults convey character
messages in developmentally appropriate ways. It can also assuage concerns about
a child’s “bad” or challenging behaviors that may in fact be perfectly normal for
their developmental stage and not at all reflective of poor character. For example,
little Becky’s instinct to accuse her baby brother of her wrongdoing in the earlier
story was a natural outcome of her two-year-old inability to process the major
emotional upheaval that occurs when a new baby arrives. Think about toddlers
who routinely grab toys from other children. In the vast majority of cases, this
behavior doesn’t indicate poor character; rather, it is a normal developmental
stage in which sharingis challenging. Toddlers naturally focus on their own needs
and wants at the exclusion of others.

While we often talk about children’s development as if it can be separated into
parts, such as social-emotional, physical, language, or cognitive, the fact is that
children’s development is a total package. Character development is interdepen-
dent with all other areas of development. Consequently, any effort to “teach” or
support character development should be appropriately matched with develop-
mental expectations. In doing so, the character lessons can contribute to building
important foundations for learning. For example, we know that young children
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learn best through play. So verbally explaining the importance of sharing will
be far less effective than instigating playful games that allow children to practice
sharing while having fun.

Be Patient

Perhaps it goes without saying that teaching good character is not like teaching a
specific cognitive or physical skill, in which an outcome or accomplishment can be
clearly assessed. Character formation is cuamulative, gradual, and may be largely
unobservable during the early years. Just as children pass from one developmental
stage to another, with each accomplishment building a foundation for the next,
one experience or impression of positive character can be the building block for
the next. Although a two-year-old may not voluntarily share her toys, it doesn’t
mean that there is no value in letting her observe sharing, as well as encouraging
and inviting her to try, though it may be very challenging at first. We can help her
to gradually view sharing in a new way, as interesting and potentially fun, even
if it might be a little scary. Suddenly one day we will turn around, and she will be
sharing on her own. A caregiver or parent can never know exactly when the seeds
she plants will germinate and begin to grow into legitimately self-motivated acts
on the part of the child.

Character Traits to Support in Young Children

The youngest years are prime for character development, and yet in our experi-
ence as early childhood professionals, we have found that much of the discussion
and literature on character and character building focuses on older children and
adults, assuming a certain cognitive ability and communication skill level. There
are few materials or resources for supporting character development in infants,
toddlers, and twos.

This book provides everyday interactions and play activities that caregivers
and parents can do with infants, toddlers, and twos that serve to promote char-
acter development. Some of these activities may be familiar to you, although you
may not have thought about how they can also serve to stimulate good character
qualities. Focusing on this potential benefit can help us better appreciate our
influence as caregivers on young children and inspire us to be more intentional
in our interactions.

Asmentioned, one could list many qualities commonly associated with good
character. In this book, we focus on six that can truly be supported, modeled,
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demonstrated, and encouraged to manifest during the earliest years: caring, hon-
esty, integrity, respect, responsibility, and self-discipline. These six traits are also
commonly found in other literature on character development.

Caring

The ability to show caringis a pillar of good character. There are benefits to cre-
ating a world where people freely demonstrate caring. We would all be healthier
and happier if we cared consistently for others, the environment, and ourselves.
In a caring world, children would be nurtured (not neglected or abused), adults
would demonstrate their care for one another, homes would be comfortable
and inviting, and people would be safe and have access to fundamental services
and comforts.

Infants and young children intuitively yearn to be comforted and cared for
by loving adults. Perhaps even more importantly, they are entirely dependent on
adults’ care. Therefore, they are constantly learning and observing, through the
type of care they receive, what it means to care for another. This happens long
before they can cognitively process or describe the actions of caring. Like Becky
in the opening story, very young children often demonstrate caring behaviors
possibly driven by instinct, or maybe modeled after what they have experienced
or observed in the past. Regardless, the expression of caring is one that can be
easily affirmed, supported, and encouraged in very young children.

As children grow physically and cognitively, they can begin practicing simple
caring behaviors, such as gentle touches toward pets and friends, careful han-
dling of toys and belongings, respectful treatment of flowers and nature, and
regular hand washing and bathing. Very young children can also observe and
mimic in a rudimentary fashion how the adults in their lives care for themselves,
including personal safety, health, hygiene, nutrition, and appearance. Describing
self-care actions to young children is powerful even if they don’t fully understand
the words, and it can begin to build their caring vocabulary. For example, before
meals we can demonstrate and describe hand washing by saying, “I need to wash
my hands before I eat to get rid of all the germs. I'll use soap and scrub, scrub,
scrub until they are clean.”

An ethic of caring for the environment can also begin forming in the first
years. As adults we can intentionally pick up trash or maintain a backyard bird
feeder and describe what we’re doing to children. We can care for our indoor envi-
ronments by keeping them clean and arranging them aesthetically and efficiently.
Intentional room arrangements with clear and accessible storage for toys can help
toddlers and twos learn to care for their things. When we encourage children to
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pick up their own toys, feed the pets, pick up trash, turn off the water spigot after
using, and handle flowers gently, they experience basic but valuable lessons in
caring for the environment, our shared space.

Honesty

Honesty is the basis for trust and a critical ingredient in loving, fulfilling, success-
ful relationships. Not only do we want and need to trust other people in order to
function successfully in society, but we also want and need others to trust us.

The foundation for understanding and embracing trust and honesty begins in
infancy through children’s experience of the care they receive by their significant
adults. Children begin learning to trust when they experience consistent and
predictable nurturing care. Long before they can define or explain their feelings,
children develop instincts about others’ trustworthiness. Experiencing others to
be trustworthy fuels children’s instinct to then be trustworthy themselves.

Young children continue to develop their understanding of honesty through
their experiences with pretend play. Through this type of play, they get valuable
practice in distinguishing between what is real and what is not real. At a certain
developmental stage, it is perfectly normal for toddlers to get somewhat confused
about this distinction and perhaps seem to devote far more energy to the imaginary
world than the real. But this is not something to worry about. The imagination
is a critical cognitive tool that will serve them in countless ways as they mature,
including helping them understand others’ perspectives, visualize and solve prob-
lems, come up with new ideas, and think creatively. Ultimately their experiences
in pretend play will help to clarify the distinction between real and pretend, and
to develop their ability to grasp the reality of truth.

At a certain stage, it is also common for young children to make up stories
as a way of explaining things they do not understand or to avoid punishment, as
in the earlier scenario with big sister Becky. This is developmentally normal and
not an indication of dishonest character. Adults can promote honesty by giving
gentle feedback, helping children to distinguish between truth and fiction, and
embracing the truth even when it is challenging.

Beginning from birth, children benefit from seeing us model honesty in our
relationships. This sounds like a simple task, but it can be challenging. We may
often lie to children without thinking. For example, a parent may say, “Mmm.. . .
this medicine is good,” as a way of encouraging the child to take it. When the child
swallows the medicine and finds it to be horribly bitter, she experiences a parent
who didn’t tell the truth. It would be better to say something like, “Medicine will
make you feel better.” Other times, we may say, “You're not hurt,” when we want to
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encourage a child to recover from a fall quickly without inconveniencing us, while
in fact the child definitely feels pain. Failing to acknowledge a child’s legitimate
feelings is a form of dishonesty. It would be better to say, “I know falling hurts,
but let me help you stand so I can check your hurt.”

Another example of mild, yet significant, parental dishonesty is when parents
sneak away from home or child care drop-off without saying good-bye because
they wish to avoid a tearful and challenging scene. This is an understandable
choice, as it is not easy to deal with an upset and clingy child. But what message
does it communicate to the child? It is better to face the departure with honesty
and help children learn to accept the process of separation. Children honestly
need to know what we expect from them and what they can expect from us.

Integrity

Related to honesty, integrity is the quality of having strong moral principles and
values that guide one’s decisions and actions regardless of circumstances. People
with high integrity make decisions consistently in line with their values and do
what they say they will do, opting not to cut corners or slough off responsibili-
ties even when they might face an easy opportunity to do so without penalty or
consequence.

Young children form their first unconscious impressions of integrity through
observing the behaviors of parents, caregivers, and teachers. Adults demonstrate
integrity in small but significant ways when we do things like stop consistently at
stop signs, even when no one is watching, or walk the extra few steps to place the
soda can in the recycling bin rather than the more convenient trash can.

We can support children in their development of integrity by starting early
with providing them opportunities to practice simple decision making. Decision
making empowers children by giving them a sense of control. It also lets them
gradually develop awareness of their reasons for making a certain choice, not to
mention the consequences that any given choice might have. For example, if you
choose to play at the water table, your sleeves will most likely get wet. If you flip
the lunch plate upside down, your food gets mangled and mixed up. When chil-
dren make “good” choices, caregivers can reinforce their choice by praising them
and verbally noting the positive consequences. When they make “bad” choices,
caregivers can let them experience the negative consequences, including our
disapproval. Some young children will be highly motivated by the desire for an
adult’s approval but, given time and experience, will eventually mature into find-
ing inner motivation for doing what is right.

WHAT IS GOOD CHARACTER?

Adults can also encourage children’s development of integrity by supporting
them in following through with decisions. Follow-through sometimes takes great
courage, especially when it involves doing something that is new or challenging,
such as climbing the big slide for the first time or experimenting with dipping
their face into water in the baby pool. Children gain courage to follow through on
decisions by having support and encouragement from loving caregivers. At times
thiskind of support might involve shadowing a young child in order to physically
help him follow through on a decision. At other times it may be as simple as stay-
ing nearby, ready to help if the situation should require it.

Respect

Respect is an attitude of honoring parents, others, nature, beliefs, property, and
self, and it is key to well-being and healthy relationships. When people treat others
with respect, they work to see others’ points of view and care for their feelings,
and they exhibit courtesy and polite manners in their interactions. Although we
often think of respect as something demonstrated between peers or shown by
young people toward elders, adults can and should show respect to young chil-
dren, thereby demonstrating it and helping them embrace it for themselves.

Parents, caregivers, and teachers can show respect for infants by caring for
them consistently, with patience and gentleness. Toddlers and two-year-olds
can be shown respect by acknowledging each child’s presence and individuality,
treating each as a highly valued individual, listening attentively to every child’s
communications, and responding sensitively to their needs and feelings. Young
children notice and value when they are treated with respect. They yearn to be
noticed positively, acknowledged for their skills and abilities, and allowed to pro-
ceed independently.

Listening well is an obvious way of demonstrating respect for others and is
especially powerful when adults listen well and attentively to young children.
Starting from a very young age, children notice when adults give them their full
attention or conversely give only partial or distracted attention. This does not
mean that we should grant children our undivided attention every single time
they ask for it. Children also benefit greatly from learning to wait patiently for
“their turn” to receive attention while adults engage in business or conversation.
Such experiences of appropriate waiting provide important lessons in respect.

We can demonstrate and teach children respect for others through practicing
good manners, such as covering our mouths when we cough or saying “Excuse
me” when we bump into someone. It’s our job as caregivers to remind children
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of good manners, review and help them practice the skills, and then praise them
when they successfully remember to use manners without a reminder.

When children exhibit behavior that we perceive as disrespectful, we have an
opportunity to teach about respect. We may feel angry, but we can turn situations
around by modeling respect and giving children the vocabulary and actions they
need to communicate respect in return. For example, when a child makes the
demand “Gimme juice,” we can respond by simply and respectfully stating that
we expect her to use polite words at the table, and wait until she says or signs
“please” before giving her the juice.

Responsibility

Responsibility is the state of being personally accountable for and trusted to ac-
complish something. Most people vividly remember the exciting moments of
being entrusted with our first adult responsibilities—perhaps being allowed to
take the family car or accepting a first paying job or receiving a promotion to a
management position. We recall how much pride and excitement we felt to know
that we were trusted and deemed worthy of such responsibilities. Being granted
responsibility often fuels one to feel more capable and to strive to excel or grow
in one’s abilities.

In the same way, children can experience a level of excitement and pride when
they are given responsibility for age-appropriate tasks and chores. The seeds of
accepting and embracing responsibility are planted in the first years through
having opportunities to carry out simple, developmentally appropriate tasks. A
baby can be given the simple task of holding a clean diaper while being changed.
A one-year-old can have the job of hanging his coat on a child-height peg. By age
two, children can be assigned very simple chores, like helping to pick up toys,
feeding pets, and putting dirty clothes into hampers.

Just like adults, young children experience great satisfaction and pride in
completing jobs. Children also experience a sense of being “in control” and a
measure of independence, an extremely positive experience for toddlers and twos.
Yes, an adult can do the job faster and much more efficiently, but if we constantly
do everything for children, they miss opportunities to develop their own sense
of responsibility. As young children get older, they benefit greatly from experi-
encing gradual increases in responsibility.

Self-Discipline
Self-discipline is the ability to control one’s behavior, respect rules, pursue and
achieve goals, stick with difficult challenges, resist problematic temptations,

WHAT IS GOOD CHARACTER?

and make good decisions. It is key to both individual success and a smoothly
functioning society.

Self-discipline is an extremely important developmental skill for children,
enabling successes for them just as much as it does for adults. Young children need
self-discipline to develop physically, control their bodies, and manage basic emo-
tions and urges. Adults can support infants in the development of self-discipline
by providing secure, loving care and environments where they can experience
feelings of safety and self-worth. Feeling safe and valuable frees the brain to focus
on growth.

We can support toddlers and twos by providing clear rules, limits, and ex-
pectations. Children yearn for the structure and safety of clear expectations. We
can also guide children in developing self-discipline by suggesting strategies and
creating situations that facilitate their successes. For example, young children
are often tantalized by electronic devices, such as phones and computers. We can
make an effort to keep these devices out of their sight, thus limiting a very difficult
temptation, and we can make more appropriate toys available to engage them.

Caregivers can also intervene as necessary when children are struggling or
unable to control their behavior. If we see a toddler is about to knock all the toys
off the shelf, we can step in to redirect her attention toward more constructive
behaviors. We can also praise children and provide plenty of positive feedback
when they do exhibit self-control.

Perhaps above all else, we can role-model self-discipline in the daily choices
and activities with which we engage. Self-discipline is not typically achieved
in a once-and-for-all manner. It is more often a practice to which we all must
dedicate and rededicate ourselves throughout our lives. Experiencing early les-
sons and successes in self-discipline can create momentum for the practice in
adulthood.

Why Teach Good Character?

We support character development in children because we want to help them be
successful in the world, and we know that having fine, upstanding character will
help them toward that goal. We also want to raise children who will contribute
to a better future and a healthy world. The lessons of good character are at the
core of creating a better place for all of us to live. Our world would continue to
improve if all people were more respectful and caring, honest and responsible,
and dedicated to making good choices. We can’t necessarily change the world,
but we can change one small piece—our interactions with the young children in
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our care. We can help guide children to develop positive character traits from the
beginning by intentionally exposing them to the values and qualities we consider
important. We can begin by making these lessons key for children. Caregivers can
make a significant difference in promoting children’s success in life.

In Conclusion

Each home, classroom, and community should be a place where people feel safe
and secure, able to express themselves as individuals, and confident in the under-
lying and consistent set of positive values that shape rules and interactions. Par-
ents are a child’s first teachers, but we are all part of a network influencing the
social and cultural environments of young children. Teaching character is the
responsibility of parents, grandparents, caregivers, teachers, and the commu-
nity. We are partners working together to support children as they learn the vital
lessons necessary to contribute to a just and caring society.

It’'simportant, therefore, to intentionally build character lessons into the daily
activities of family life and child care rather than leaving them to chance. Planning
for good character changes children by promoting a positive social environment.
This book contains ideas to use in teaching good character, including suggestions
for incorporating character lessons in language, reading, math, science, social
studies, music, and art. When we integrate good character into everything we
teach, it becomes a part of all learning.

Character Development
in the First Three Years

The period from infancy through age three is an important window in which chil-
dren form key relationships and begin to understand and develop character traits.
Positive traits can and should be taught and supported in children during those
years. Historically there has been a widespread belief that infants, toddlers, and
two-year-olds aren’t ready for character lessons because they have limited lan-
guage abilities and have not yet developed the capacity to understand others’ per-
spectives. Thus most materials on teaching character have been designed for older
children. Yet it has become clear that tremendous social-emotional development
takes place during the first three years. Very young children are highly socially
responsive and primed to learn through social interactions. For parents, caregiv-
ers, and teachers, that means we have uniquely rich opportunities for influencing
them in the formation of positive character through role modeling and through
integrating positive messages and experiences into our interactions with them.

Traditional Views on Moral Development

For decades, discussion and research on early moral development did not fully
acknowledge the potential in the early childhood years. The renowned Swiss
psychologist Jean Piaget notably labeled young children “egocentric,” unable to
understand any perspective other than their own (Piaget 1932; Wadsworth 1996).
Meanwhile the influential American psychologist Lawrence Kohlberg (1976) de-
scribed very young children as following rules only to avoid punishment or loss
of parental love; in other words, exhibiting moral behavior only in response to




Character-Building Activities
for Infants and One-Year-0lds

This chapter contains activities appropriate for children ages birth to fifteen
months, along with specific character qualities that each activity can support.
Some of these activities may already be familiar to you, or they may seem quite
simple. And yet you may not have thought about the activity’s potential to sup-
port a child’s character development when done with intentionality. With each
activity, the possible character connections and objectives are presented using the
codes found at the conclusion of chapter 4. A brief description is also offered of
how the activity relates to the specific character qualities and objectives. A list of
materials needed is provided.

As you go through the following activities, select those that best coincide
with the ages, interests, and developmental abilities of the children in your care.
During these activities, you have the potential to influence character development
if your interactions with a child are appropriately tailored to his developmental
stage, readiness, and state of being at any given time. For example, an infant’s
receptiveness to being engaged with one of these activities or any other type of
interaction depends on his feeling comfortable, calm, awake, and alert. Before a
certain age, that can be a rather infrequent convergence of states. You (and baby)
will be frustrated if you attempt to do one of these early activities when he is fussy,
tired, hungry, sick, or needs a diaper change.

If you've picked up this book, it means that you most likely recognize your
potential as a parent or caregiver to influence young children’s character develop-
ment, and for that we congratulate you. Your intentional effort to support young
children in developing their good character is a vital investment in their future.
We wish you success in your efforts.
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Building Trust: Responding to Babies’ Cries

AGE RANGE: 0-3 MONTHS

Caring (C-2), Integrity (I-1), Respect (RT-4), Honesty (H-1)

DESCRIPTION: Babies cry to communicate their
needs—whether hunger, a wet diaper, exhaus-
tion, pain, a yearning to be held, or simply bore-
dom. Caregivers must sometimes be detectives,
tenacious in trying to determine the message
being communicated. This is a checklist to help
you investigate the causes of baby’s distress
with sensitivity and care.

* Hunger: Gently stroke or touch the infant’s
cheek. A hungry baby will turn in the di-
rection of the touch, seeking nourishment,
sometimes opening her mouth or sucking.
Feed babies when they are hungry. Finish
with burping and cuddles.

= Dirty diaper: Okay, we know we don’t need
to tell you how to check whether this is the
source of the distress. But keep in mind that
diapers need changing frequently, especially
in the first few months, sometimes even just
moments after you’ve finished changing the
last one. Use diaper-changing time as an
opportunity to talk directly to the baby and
soothe him with gentle words, tone, and
attention.

» Fatigue: Infants need a lot of sleep, during
the day as well as night. As a consequence,
they are frequently tired, and this can be a
source of significant distress. Determining
whether crying is due to exhaustion can be
tricky because sometimes babies seem more
wired and wide-awake precisely when they
are tiredest. Check for signs of tiredness,
such as glazed eyes, slight redness of the
eyes, and/or frequent blinking. Try walking or
rocking gently, playing soft music, or simply

putting baby down in a quiet, darkened room
to see if sleep comes. Some babies need
more help than others to fall asleep. Pacifiers
can be calming for many babies during the
early months.

® Yearning for touch: Infants love and need to
be held. Sometimes fussiness stems from
a yearning to be in physical contact with a
loving parent or caregiver. Try taking a cuddle
break or carrying the baby in a sling or infant-
designed backpack that enables close con-
tact. Don’t be afraid of spoiling the child. Talk
softly to babies as you carry them, using your
own calmness to help them regain control
and become more peaceful.

® Boredom: Infants sometimes just need a
change of view. Simply moving babies to a
different location can sometimes stop the
crying. Try switching your carrying position
so that baby faces forward in your arms
rather than backward—it may do the trick.

MATERIALS: none needed

3.'. Character connection: When caregivers
respond to babies’ cries, they model caring for
others, respect for the infants’ needs, comfort,
and integrity by being dependable and reliable.
They are also building a rudimentary instinctive
base of trust in babies. Attending to infants’
needs teaches them that they are important,
deserving of respect, and worthy of love. By re-
sponding quickly and lovingly, you help babies
develop the trusting relationship needed to cre-
ate a foundation for good character in the future.

CHARACTER-BUILDING ACTIVITIES FOR INFANTS AND ONE-YEAR-OLDS

Sharing a Smile
AGE RANGE: 0-3 MONTHS
Caring (C-2)

DESCRIPTION: Help infants learn to smile by
smiling at them. Hold your face about ten
inches from baby’s face (about the distance
on which her eyes can focus in the first three
months) and share your happy, loving expres-
sions. The baby will enjoy watching your ex-
pressions and will begin responding to them.
When you smile, you will eventually be re-
warded with a smile in return.

MATERIALS: none needed

Smiling Game
AGE RANGE: 0-3 MONTHS
Caring (C-2)

DESCRIPTION: Sit in a comfortable place with
baby in your arms or lap. Stroke the infant’s
cheek three times, counting aloud and saying,
“One, two, three, smile!” as you distinctly smile
at her. The baby will enjoy the gentle tickle on
her cheek. She will also learn to expect your
smile and smile in return. Name your expression
by saying, “I smile because | love you.” Repeat
the activity as often as you like whenever baby
seems alert and calm.

MATERIALS: none needed

8.0. Character connection: Smiling transcends
languages and cultures. It translates as an ex-
pression of enjoyment and a demonstration of
caring feelings for others. Sharing a smile while
making eye contact with a baby is a powerful
way to demonstrate caring. Babies begin to
watch and mimic facial expressions immediately
after birth (Meltzoff and Moore 1983). They are
drawn to smiling faces and will try to imitate

a smile (Witherington et al. 2010). Your loving
attention to infants helps to build their founda-
tion of self-confidence and positive self-worth.

8.‘. Character connection: Smiles are universal,
and developing a routine connected to smiling
is fun. As referenced in the previous activity,
infants are capable of smiling, and it is an
important means of communication and a way
to share our caring with them. Making this a
game helps babies anticipate smiles as part of a
fun experience.
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Rhythmic Soothing
AGE RANGE: 0-6 MONTHS
Caring (C-2)

DESCRIPTION: Hold an infant while sitting in a
rocking chair. Sing or chant to the rhythm of
the rocking or perhaps using a simple rhythmic
tune, such as “London Bridge Is Falling Down.”
For example, you can chant or sing:

Johnny likes to rock with me, rock with
me, rock with me.

Johnny likes to rock with me, to help
him go to sleep.

One-Sided Conversations
AGE RANGE: 0-6 MONTHS
Respect (RT-1, RT-2)

DESCRIPTION: Make it a habit to talk regularly to
infants starting from the day they are born, long
before they can verbally respond to you. Here
are some ideas to inspire you:

= At morning wake-up, say, “Good morning,
sunshine!” looking directly at baby. Describe
what you see, such as, “You look like you
are ready to get up.” Or ask, “Did you sleep
well?”

= When preparing for a feeding, say, “I bet you
are very hungry. Are you going to be like the
very hungry caterpillar [a reference to The
Very Hungry Caterpillar (Carle 1987)]? He ate
everything in sight.” Talk softly with your
baby during the feeding.

* When preparing for a bath, say, “l am getting
all of your bath time things out. Here is the
soap, here is the washcloth, here is the tub,

MATERIALS: rocking chair

A‘t.‘. Character connection: Cuddling, rocking,
and singing are actions that soothe infants and
clearly demonstrate loving and caring. This
relaxing activity can help baby to experience
the sensation of going from an active or even
agitated state to a calm one, further building
his impression of caring, as well as starting the
foundation for his ability to self-soothe.

and here is a towel. Let’s get some warm
water for your tub.” Describe your actions as
you bathe and dry off baby.

= When you're snuggling baby before bed,
draw attention to a favorite stuffed animal:
“Oh look! Here is the teddy bear. Teddy
has brown eyes, just like you. Feel how soft
Teddy’s fur is. That’s a soft bear!” Gently
touch Teddy’s fur to baby’s skin, and cuddle
with baby and the bear.

Look for cues from infants to inspire your
conversations. When you see a smile, talk to
the baby about possible reasons for that smile.
If baby gets his body into an awkward position,
use that as a conversation starter while you help
him adjust.

When infants begin to make sounds, talk
to them by answering and responding to their

CHARACTER-BUILDING ACTIVITIES FOR INFANTS AND ONE-YEAR-OLDS

sounds. When baby says, “Ooohh aaahhh,”

you respond, “What did you say, Lily? Oh, yes.
We are going to get down on the floor and roll
around. Doesn’t that sound like fun?” Be sure to
use an expressive voice and clear enunciation so
infants can hear the variety of sounds you make
and see the movement of your lips.

MATERIALS: none needed

3.'. Character connection: It may seem strange
at first to talk to a baby who most likely doesn’t

Look for the Sound

AGE RANGE: 3-5 MONTHS
Respect (RT-2)

DESCRIPTION: When baby is alert and calm,
place him in a comfortable spot on the floor
and lie nearby. Speak his name softly and wait
for him to turn and look for the source of the
sound. When the baby looks and finds your
face, smile and praise him warmly as a reward
for seeking out the source of the sound. Next,
shift your position to the other side and repeat,
allowing time for the infant to reorient toward
your voice. As the child develops visual acuity
along with the ability to sit with support, you
can call to him from a little farther away. When-
ever he looks at you in response to your calling
his name, praise and encourage him by making

literally understand and most definitely can’t
talk back, but it is nonetheless extremely ben-
eficial for the baby. Hearing language helps in-
fants learn it. Studies have shown that exposure
to more, and varied, language during the first
years can activate key areas of infants’ brains re-
sponsible for language learning. Your one-sided
conversation also promotes the development
of listening skills. In addition, by speaking to an
infant gently and attentively, you expose him to
the tones and sounds of caring and respect.

positive statements, such as “Good listening!”
“Hello there!” or “Peekaboo!” Continue the
activity for as long as the baby seems engaged.

MATERIALS: blanket to place on floor

8.‘. Character connection: Infants learn by
using their senses in combination with their
motor skills. Listening to the voice of a familiar
caregiver, then turning their heads to look

for the source of sounds is an important com-
bination of actions, representing a small step in
the path toward the respectful skill of listening
to others.
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Goodnight Moon (Margaret Wise Brown)

AGE RANGE: 6-15 MONTHS
Caring (C-1), Integrity (I-1)

CHARACTER-RELATED CONTENT: This classic
book has been a favorite of infants and care-
givers for years. The colorful pictures and rhym-
ing words create a soothing cadence as objects,
animals, and people come into view and then are
told “goodnight.” Infants experience caring and
consistent visuals and words as the book is read.

ACTIVITY: After you have read the book, extend
the ideas by taking baby to the window before
bedtime when the moon is clearly visible and

shining. Point to the moon, saying, “Goodnight,
moon.” Identify other objects in the book to
say goodnight to, including this in bedtime rou-
tines. Another way to expand on the book is to
do a simple printing activity with infants. Use a
cylinder-shaped wooden block dipped in white
paint to print moons on dark paper (black or
dark blue). Older infants will enjoy this activity.

MATERIALS: smock, dark paper, cylinder block,
and white paint

Character-Building Activities
for Toddlers

The activitiesin this chapter are designed to do with children ages twelve to twenty-
four months. Many could also be used with older two-year-olds. As in chapters 5
and 7, with each activity the character qualities are listed using the codes found
at the end of chapter 4. Also included are brief descriptions of how each activity
relates to the character qualities, and objectives and the materials needed, if any.

As you read the activities, select those that best meet the interests and abili-
ties of children in your care, paying attention to their developmental stages and
normal developmental progression. Keep in mind that not all children progress
at the same rate; each child is an individual with unique needs and abilities.

All of the activities are simple to do either at home or in the child care set-
ting. You may already be doing some of them but may not have considered their
potential influence on positive character development. Parents and caregivers
are encouraged to be intentional about looking for opportunities to model, in-
troduce, or reinforce positive character qualities in all interactions with young
children. Sometimes it can be as simple as taking a few extra minutes to thank a
child after an interaction. The smallest gestures can sometimes leave the biggest
impressions.
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Drop the Cereal
AGE RANGE: 12-15 MONTHS
Self-Discipline (SD-1)

DESCRIPTION: Provide the toddler with an
empty, narrow-mouth bottle and a handful of
dry cereal. Show him how to drop pieces of
cereal into the bottle. Toddlers enjoy this activ-
ity, and after all the pieces are put in the bottle,
they will turn the bottle upside down, dump
them out, and start the game again.

Soft Touches

AGE RANGE: 12-24 MONTHS

MATERIALS: empty bottle with narrow opening,
dry cereal pieces

8.0. Character connection: Even very young
children can begin learning to solve simple
problems. This activity provides basic problem-
solving practice.

Respect (RT-4), Caring (C-2), Self-Discipline (SD-3)

DESCRIPTION: The purpose of this activity is to
help toddlers learn appropriate ways of touch-
ing others without hurting. Use an animal pup-
pet to show soft touches. Start with a story to
introduce the children to the puppet.

“This is my friend, Randolph. He likes soft
touches on his head. It makes him happy,
and he giggles when you give him a pat
on the head. Would you like to hear him
giggle?” Softly touch Randolph’s head and
giggle. “When the touching is too rough,
Randolph runs away.” Touch Randolph’s
head roughly, and pretend Randolph runs
away by hiding the puppet behind your
back. Bring Randolph back out and say,
“Would you like to pat Randolph’s head
gently and hear him laugh or giggle?”

Finish up with conversation about the best
way to touch someone gently. Practice soft

touches with the puppet. Use puppets in dra-
matic play or with a puppet stage to continue
this idea of soft touches. Toddlers can practice
soft touches to help learn the distinction be-
tween soft and hurting touches.

MATERIALS: soft animal puppet

8.0. Character connection: Toddlers are learn-
ing relationship skills at the same time they are
learning to manage their own bodies and move-
ments and understand their own strength. It can
take practice and awareness to learn to touch
others in gentle, not rough or impulsive, ways.
Modeling gentle touches and practicing on a
stuffed animal or puppet is a good way to help
toddlers develop the restraint and self-control
needed for successful interactions with peers.
Gentle touches also demonstrate caring.

Rolling the Ball
AGE RANGE: 12-24 MONTHS
Integrity (I-1), Respect (RT-5)

DESCRIPTION: Sit on the floor facing the child,
both of you with legs spread in a V shape and
feet touching one another. Roll the ball to the
child, and ask her to roll it back to you. Your legs
will help keep the ball from escaping easily. You
can also expand your circle and include two or
three children in this activity at the same time.
Toddlers may need encouragement to give

up the ball and roll it to you, but they will be
excited to see it returned.

MATERIALS: ball

Tickle Time
AGE RANGE: 12-24 MONTHS
Caring (C-2)

DESCRIPTION: Encourage those smiles from tod-
dlers by playfully tickling and engaging in play
that makes them laugh. Most children love to be
tickled and to receive the undivided attention of
a caregiver or parent. Start with a few tickles on
the feet or belly, and build until the child is truly
giggling. Blow raspberries on his hands or belly.
This activity is fun, involves loving touch, and
demonstrates caring. Children generally make

it known when they have had enough tickling
by pushing your hands away, saying, “Stop” or

CHARACTER-BUILDING ACTIVITIES FOR TODDLERS

8.0. Character connection: Sharing can be
challenging for toddlers, who are just starting
down the road of learning to see and grasp
others’ perspectives and feelings. Simple games
that require sharing and fair play are helpful
exercises. We as caregivers can be powerful role
models for sharing and reliability when we con-
sistently share materials and do what we say we
will do. Learning to share takes practice. You can
help children by modeling the behavior and en-
suring every child has a turn in sharing games.

“No.” Be aware of this and promptly respect the
child’s wish to stop. Finish with a gentle hug.

MATERIALS: none needed

22 Character connection: The bonds of
friendship and deep love grow from sharing
trust and connections but also from sharing fun,
silly times, and laughs together. When adults
make time for silly fun and play, they demon-
strate an important dimension of caring.
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