Teaching Children Manners and Social Skills

Several years ago I secured violin lessons for our oldest daughter with a respected teacher in town.  On the day of her first lesson, I had several younger children in tow, but we were determined to make a good impression. When we arrived, the teacher suggested that my toddler Lindsey go play with her two-year-old daughter while we talked. A short time later, the teacher’s daughter came running into the room and exclaimed, "My new friend has a naked bum bum." Sure enough, Lindsey walked into the room in all her glory. (She wasn’t one for wearing clothes.) So much for a good first impression!

On another occasion, our family was sitting by an elderly lady at church. She had gray hair, was wearing a black dress and was hunched over a little bit. Josh, our preschool aged son, was sitting on my lap next to her.  Being the friendly guy that he was, he leaned over to her and innocently said, "You look like a witch." Luckily she was hard of hearing. When she asked, "What did he say?" I replied, "He wants you to know his name is Josh." 

A few years earlier, our daughters, age 3 and 6, had been playing with a few boys their age. On the way home Savannah told me “The boys were dumping buckets of water on our heads.”  After hearing the story, our angelic little Paige said, “It’s okay, Mom, we called them idiots.”

As parents, we all want our children to have good manners and social skills.  We recognize that social skills are probably more important to a person’s success than their looks, intelligence or education.  We’ve all known individuals, sometimes entire families, who have so much going for them in other areas, but because they are socially backwards or inept, they are denied many opportunities – in school, in the workplace - everywhere they go. Many people select a doctor or vote for a politician simply based on their personality. Without question, polite, well-mannered children tend to do better in school, have more friends, get along better with roommates and mission companions, get better jobs and marry finer spouses.

Oftentimes when we think of manners, we stress out over questions like “Shall I use the third or the fourth fork on the left to eat my salad?” In reality, manners are nothing more than a sensitive awareness of the feelings of others.  Every social skill we develop is simply a way to ensure that those around us feel comfortable and respected.

How do we teach these principles to our children?  First and foremost, we teach by example. Kids have a tremendous desire to imitate everything their parents do.  Many of us forget our own manners when we’re immersed in everyday life, but if you are a respectful, self-disciplined person, you children will want to be one, too.  Be sure to use your manners when dealing with your child – if you need her to do you a favor, say, “Please get me a hammer,” rather than “Go get me a hammer.”  Likewise, apologize if you bump into her or lose your temper.

When our son Josh was three or four, he was obsessed with gold-toed socks.  One day our home teacher arrived at our house and removed his shoes at the front door. Noticing that the man was wearing the coveted socks, Josh ran up to him and yelled, “Can I have your socks when you’re dead?”

Months later, as we were driving home from church we were preparing for the home teachers to come again.  I told the kids that they should give the men a firm missionary handshake and look them in the eye.  After a few minutes, I wanted to review the instructions and asked Josh to tell me what he was going to do when the home teachers arrived. He said “I’m going to shake their hand and lick them in the eye!” So close!

I heard a woman share a similar experience. She said, “We were very embarrassed by our children’s behavior during our home teacher’s visit this past Sunday.  Our son was just typical – we couldn’t get him to sit still for a second and he was rolling all around.  His brother threw a big fit because we wouldn’t let him throw all of the pillows off of the couch.  Our oldest got up right in the middle of Brother Cook’s lesson to go get a drink.  Our daughter was trying to pry open my husband’s hands to get some rings that he had taken away after the children were fighting over them.  To end it all, as Brother Cook was at our door leaving, he bent over slightly to put on his shoes. Our son went around the back of him, wrapped his arms around him and said, ‘I am going to give you a bum hug.’ I was mortified.”

It is important to prepare children for social situations.  If you’re having guests in your home or taking your children to a party or other event, set aside time beforehand to go over the kind of behavior you expect from them.  You may even try role-playing in family home evening so they have a chance to practice different scenarios.  Just realize that not every situation can be anticipated.  

A mother shared the following: “My son did his duet festival for piano and did a great job playing. However, watching him before he played made me want to crawl under my chair.  He and his partner were standing in front of the judges table waiting while they finished scoring the previous students.  He started flipping his book up into the air, watching it twirl and then catching it between two hands. Before heading up to the piano, he noticed the judge had a chip bowl and asked if he could have one. Then while sitting at the piano waiting to start he cracked his neck on each side. I did go over with him proper etiquette before he went in.  I guess I forgot to mention, “Don’t throw your books in the air, don’t ask for their food and don’t crack your neck.”

Perhaps the most important thing to keep in mind is that learning manners is a process and takes time.  We should never reprimand our children in public or embarrass them.  Instead we should praise good behavior and “catch them being good” as often as possible. Let’s talk about specifics.  

Personal Hygiene

My sister shared a cute comment made by her young son. She was getting ready to get the kids out of the van and said, “We need to clean off your dirty face before we go into the store.”  He replied in all sincerity, “I don’t have a messy face, those are decorations!”  As children get older, we need to keep those “decorations” to a minimum.

I work in the school system and I once had a student whose odor was so strong, I had to breathe through my mouth each time we were together to avoid being sick.  It was unfortunate because he was a wonderful, talented young man with a lot of potential.  It’s vital that we as parents teach our children the basics of showering with soap daily, brushing their hair, brushing their teeth and using deodorant. If we don’t tell them, who will?

Table Manners

I received the following letter from my sister, “We have been making an effort to teach our son better table manners.  It seems that more of his food ends up on his shirt, chair and floor than in his mouth.  The other night we were having spaghetti and so we took off his white t-shirt and set it on the kitchen counter.  Sure enough, by the end of the meal his face was covered with red spaghetti sauce.  We told him to go clean up before going to play.  Before we could see what he was doing, he proceeded to pick up his t-shirt and use it as a napkin to wipe off his face.  We have a ways to go…”
When our children were young, I came up with a great idea about how I could save time as a mother. Instead of getting the milk out of the fridge, pouring it into a cup, handing it to my child, and then having them spill it on the floor – I could just take the milk out of the fridge and pour it directly onto the floor! That would save me two or three steps.

Teaching children table manners is a challenge.  My parents always told us that when our table manners were good enough they’d take us all to eat in a really nice restaurant.  We never made it.  Here are a few basics you may want to share:

· Wash your hands before eating

· Take off your hat at the table

· Put your napkin in your lap

· Wait until everyone has been served before you eat

· Take small bites and chew with your mouth closed

· Swallow your food before speaking

· Keep your elbows off the table

· Instead of reaching for food, ask someone to pass it to you

· Talk about nice things at the table. Don’t burp or blow your nose, etc.

· Ask to be excused and clear your dishes when you’re done. Offer to help clean up afterwards.

Basic Communication

My three-year-old daughter’s primary teacher pulled me aside one Sunday to tell me a funny story.   She had given the children a picture of the temple in class and told them that they could put it in their bedrooms.  Savannah’s reply was, “I can put it wherever I want!” Helping our children learn to communicate effectively will help them in every aspect of their lives.

My mother taught me when I was young that a good conversation is a two way street where each person shares ideas, thought and experiences, and where each listen carefully to one another.  Too often, a conversation is just two people trying endlessly to grab the focus of the conversation back to them.  Next time you are listening to people converse, pay attention to how many times each individual begins their sentences with I, My, or We - words that turn the focus back on themselves. 

Teach your children to be interested in others; teach them to ask people questions about their interests and opinions.  Remind them not to call adults by their first name unless they request it. Teach them how to introduce people who don’t know each other. Let them practice giving and receiving compliments – a skill that many adults still have not mastered.

Proper manners also include the words “Please”, “Thank you”, “I’m sorry” and “Excuse me.” A fellow from Texas asked two friends, one a Cuban, one a New Yorker out to dinner.  The waitress said to them “Excuse me, but because of a shortage, we’re out of meat.”  The Texan asked, “What’s a shortage?” The Cuban asked, “What’s meat?” and the New Yorker asked “What’s excuse me?”  We should teach our children to say excuse me when they bump into someone, when late for an appointment, when they interrupt a conversation or stand between someone and a TV show.

The importance of learning to say thank you could not be emphasized enough.  Children should be taught to thank the driver of their carpool, their bus driver, grandmas and grandpas, school teachers, and church leaders.  Help them understand the power of a written thank you note, which has almost become a lost art in our society. When children receive a gift, teach them to accept the gift graciously and express their gratitude.

We can also discuss with them common courtesies such as taking turns, sharing, not chewing gum in public, respecting other people’s property, cleaning up after ourselves, holding the door open for people, and using good language.  When age appropriate, we can discuss phone etiquette and dating etiquette.  The list goes on and on.

Perhaps more important than just teaching specific do’s and don’ts, we need to help our children genuinely think about the needs of those around them. Perhaps we could use questions like “How would you feel if someone pushed you out of the way to get the seat you were about to sit on?” “How would you feel is someone let the door slam in your face as you were about to walk through it?” How would you feel if someone shared your things but never shared any of theirs?” It’s all about the thought process.  

Some people on this planet are absorbed in their own little world.  It’s all about them and their needs.  Others have matured to the point that they are more concerned with those around them and their needs. We need to give our children opportunities to serve so that that thought process can develop.  I recently came across this journal entry from January 18, 2010:

 Last Tuesday there was a horrific earthquake in the country of Haiti, which killed 50,000-100,000 people.  It was devastating and has been in the news all week.  We wanted to help the children understand about the humanitarian arm of the church.  We read them press releases about the things the church had done to try to help the victims with regard to hygiene kits, newborn kits, etc.  We talked about the people in Haiti and how easy our lives were compared to theirs right now.  We told the kids that we as a family were going to donate money to the emergency relief fund and invited them to participate if they would like.  Tanner, Lindsey and Josh didn’t have any money, so they went and picked up things around the house so that they could each earn a dime to contribute.  Paige, who doesn’t have a whole lot of money either, brought down three dollars from her piggy bank, which really touched me.  When Savannah walked in and handed me $32 from her bank, I nearly died.  I explained to her that she really didn’t have to give that much, but she wouldn’t take any back. I knew she had worked hard all summer moving pipe and picking apples so that she would have some skiing money for this winter.   Doug and I both looked at each other and couldn’t believe it.   Our kids were so generous and it was a rewarding moment as a parent.

I’ll conclude with one story from a magazine article.  While waiting in the checkout line at the supermarket, I noticed an elderly woman who was struggling to stuff her groceries into a net shopping bag.  I offered to help and we chatted while I repacked her purchases.  Just as I was about to return to my place in line, she took my hand in hers and with a warm smile said, “My compliments to your mother.”  What a difference, what a huge difference, we as parents can make. In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen.

(Several concepts in this talk were borrowed from an address given by my mother, Jean Benson, entitled “Teaching Social Skills to Children.”)
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