Guidance Lessons

By our school psychologists and social workers
HELPING CHILDREN LEARN HOW TO MAKE GOOD CHOICES

(by Sandy Browning, M.S.W., School Social Worker)

Wouldn’t it be lovely if making the best choice was a reflex, just like breathing, blinking, or kicking up our foot when the doctor’s little mallet hits our knee?  Or, wouldn’t it be nice if making good choices was contagious, just like crying at a wedding or yawning when someone else yawns?  Sadly, neither is the case.  The ability to making good choices is a set of skills we learn, hopefully as  a child.  So, we as parents must teach our children good decision-making skills.

How can we help our children learn to make good choices?  It involves preparing our children to think for themselves, process possible solutions and consequences, slow down to avoid impulsive decisions, think of others, and learn refusal skills.  Helping children develop these skills involves modeling them ourselves to our children, staying out of our childrens’ way while they  practice, and communication, communication, communication.

Children begin to develop higher level reasoning skills between the ages of seven and eight.  However, this doesn’t mean that children as young as preschool age can’t begin to learn decision-making skills from watching what we as parents do and listening to what we say.  They can also learn from simple opportunities to make choices themselves.  For instance, ask your four year-old, “Let’s think about whether we should keep the toys you don’t play with anymore or give them to other children who might not have toys”.   Early elementary school children understand the concept of opposites.  Making good choices can be taught to children this age by helping them think about and analyze potential choices in terms of opposites such as strong vs. weak, right vs. wrong, good vs. bad, giving vs. receiving, self-first vs. others-first, or safe vs. dangerous.  Encourage your child to think about choices in this manner such as asking them “What would be the giving thing to do?”, or “What would be the safe (or dangerous) thing to do?”.  

If your child asks you for advice about a choice they need to make, try not to immediately give them your opinion or the solution you think is best.  Slow down the process by helping them consider the dilemma first.  Ask “Well, what do you like about _____?”, “What don’t you like about _____?”, or “What does your heart tell you about ______?”.  After helping your child analyze the choices, then weigh in with your opinion, if necessary, and/or praise them for making a good choice.  

Thinking of others is another critical skill for children to develop in order to make good choices.  To begin developing empathy for others puts them on the right path.  Help them learn to start putting themselves in another’s shoes and see things from another’s point of view as they contemplate choices.  Ask your child “How do you think your friend might feel if you ______?”.  When you see people in real life or on TV or in movies going through good and bad situations, ask your child how they think that person might be feeling or how they might feel if in that situation.

Teaching children to learn to say no (in an appropriate way) to peers who pressure them is vitally important.  Most children learn basic moral values from their parents and have a gut feeling about what is right or wrong, or safe or dangerous.  What children typically don’t know is the language to use to say no to their friends and peers.  Sometimes “Just say no” isn’t enough.  Practice refusal skills (how to appropriately say no) with your child.  Role play situations such as “What would you do if your friend _______?”.  Practice refusal responses such as “My parents won’t let me”, “That’s not a good thing to do”, “I’ll get in trouble if I do that”, “That’s not the right thing to do”, “My family doesn’t allow that”, or “That’s not a good idea”.  Give children the language to use and practice it.

Okay, so we’ve discussed skills we can teach our children.   What else can WE do to help our children make good choices?  First, we can model the process of decision-making.  Take opportunities to talk out loud about the decisions you need to make.  They don’t need to be life-altering or adult decisions…..just modeling the process is the key.  Say to your child “I have a decision to make about dad’s birthday party.  Let me talk this through.  Will you help me by listening?”.  Make written or verbal lists of pros and cons for your own decisions and help children make their own lists of helpful and harmful consequences for their choices.  The trick is to model the process of making good choices….. the trick is to help them learn to slow down the process and think it out to avoid impulsive choices.

Avoid micro-managing your child’s opportunities to make choices.  Give them room to grow and test their decision-making abilities.  Allow them to make their own mistakes, if the choice they make isn’t harmful to them or others.  Telling them what to do isn’t nearly as effective as modeling good decision-making.  To make good decisions, children need good information.  Keep communication open with your child.  Don’t cut off the process by simply telling your child “Do this” and “Don’t do that”.  If your child says “What can’t I _______?”, avoid simply saying “Because I told you so”.  A more helpful response would be “The good thing to do here is ______”, or “The giving thing to do would be _______”, or “I’ve thought about it and this is why I decided ________”.   Finally, don’t just punish children for their mistakes,  Use them as a teaching opportunity and discuss them as decisions the child made rather than just misbehaving.  Sit down calmly and ask your child “What made you decide to _______?” or “What was going through your mind just before you chose to _______?”.  Your child can learn that good behavior is a choice of which they are capable of making.
