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Good morning. This is Dr. Greenspan welcoming to you to our web-based radio 

show.  Thank you for joining us this morning. Today we’re going to continue talking 

about the ten traits that most parents want for all their children – children with special 

needs or children without any special challenges.  We’ve gotten through most of them 

and we have a few more to go that we’ll hopefully complete today, and then provide a 

quick overview of all the traits and summarize.  I should mention, however, that the 

listening for today’s show, because some of you listen to this on archive or get the 

written transcript on archive, will have the correct title, the ten traits, but the date will 

be last week’s date, due to a minor technical glitch, which, as you know we’re very, very 

familiar with here, given this new technology.  So, again, welcome to the show, and 

we’re now going to begin. 

Last time, the last trait we talked about was vision and creativity – the ability to 

generate new ideas and concepts and articulate them clearly and convincingly to others, 

and to be able to anticipate the future as part of being creative. What we emphasized 

were some of the highlights of how parents and other caregivers can facilitate this in 

children – in all children – even children with language challenges.  We talked about 

how we have to, one, always be challenging the infant or young child or older child 

towards doing something new and, most importantly, to generating that new action or 

new idea or new behavior from within.  Often we want children to follow directions and 

follow instructions, which is very good if you’re practicing compliance and following 

directions, and that’s important for discipline and limit setting and being a member of a 

group and following along with what the group norms are, and we talked about that and 
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we talked about discipline.  But, if we want to stir vision and creativity, we have to help 

an individual create new behaviors, new ideas, new actions, and new concepts from 

within.  That means our basic Floortime concept of following the child’s lead and helping 

them build it one step further. 

So, the first step is following the child’s natural interest.  Step number two is 

challenge the child to take it one more step. The child who’s interested in going out the 

door, if you create a barrier – a big pillow – in front of the door, the child has to figure 

out how to get over the pillow or around the pillow or get rid of the pillow.  If you, 

yourself, put get your foot in the door, the child has to use a new word, “Move that foot 

away” or “Out of my way” or “Open the door, don’t close it.”  So, always create some 

type of a challenge that helps the child create something new.  Just following the child’s 

lead is not enough; it’s creating that new challenge. 

Principle number three is as the child moves on in development – as he becomes 

logical in the use of ideas, for example – challenge the child to make sense.  Maybe it’s 

creating a new game and the child has to put a new twist on it, so you’re creating your 

own version of Musical Chairs.  Maybe instead of just the music stopping and having to 

sit in a chair, maybe the child will develop a game where each time the music stops you 

have to sit in the chair differently:  one time with your legs folded, another time with 

them crossed, another time on your knees, and you can never sit in the chair the same 

way twice.  That would be good for motor skills, as well as for Musical Chairs.  Now, I 

just made that one up now, challenging myself on the spot, and it’s probably not the 

best one, but it gives you an idea of examples that we can generate.   

As the person gets to more advanced stages of reflective thinking, we go to our 

next principle, which is the ability to reflect on the future – to do what we call 

anticipatory or probabilistic thinking, where the child can say, as an 11, 12, or 13-year 

old, “Well, what might happen if . . . ?”  “If I do this, this will happen; if I do that, that will 

happen.”  “What do I want to happen six months from now?”  As the child begins to 

think about the future in this way, we can help the child move ahead by challenging the 

child to be more creative about the future, to come up with not just one possible future 

scenario, but four possible future scenarios.  The “what if” game can take on different 

challenges – how many “what ifs” can you come up with?  You can have contests among 

different children and their family to see who can do more “what ifs” and who can come 

up with better what ifs, and so forth and so on.   
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So, creativity and vision start with following a child’s natural interests and they 

get the sense that what’s inside them is valuable and they generate movements, 

actions, ideas, and behaviors from within, and then it gets more complicated as we go 

up the developmental ladder.  And then for adults who are in a job or in graduate 

school, or for professors or lawyers or doctors or accountants or plumbers, there are 

always opportunities to come up with a new twist on a better way to do the job.  

Employers who want to facilitate vision and creativity need to be always asking 

themselves, “How do I inspire my employees to come up with a better solution?” Just 

having a box for new ideas at the end of the corridor doesn’t quite do the trick.  Creative 

companies often have brainstorming sessions where their employees are encouraged to 

brainstorm and come up with “out of the box” thinking.  That comes from a respect for 

what’s inside the person – a respect for even silly or trivial ideas, because sometimes 

the trivial one leads someone else – through association – to come up with a better one.  

There are many stories, I think, in industry of how great advertising campaigns or new 

products emerge from such thinking.   

Now, today we’re going to focus on two additional traits or qualities.  One is 

logical thinking – the ability to keep objective facts separate from distorting emotions 

and yet mesh them together in a positive way; and ethical and moral integrity – knowing 

right from wrong and having the discipline to do what’s right and taking responsibility 

for one’s actions.  

So, let’s talk about logical thinking:  What are the highlights, what are the key 

principles that promote logical thinking?  Principle number one is that logical thinking 

begins with knowing that one has impact on the world, knowing what one does causes a 

predictable reaction in others.  Surprisingly, or not so surprisingly, as we all know, that 

begins very early in life.  By about eight or nine months of age, children have a sense 

that if they make a sound, the sound comes back.  If they squeeze a toy, it makes a 

noise; if they squeeze Daddy’s nose, he goes “toot toot.” If they open up Mommy’s 

hand, they find a rattle in her hand.  We see it clearly by that age, but actually it begins 

much earlier.  At three or four months a smile gets a smile, a frown gets a frown.  It 

probably begins even earlier than that, when a baby is crying and gets comforted and 

when looking left she sees Mommy’s bright, shiny face, but when looking right she sees 

the lamppost.  So, the ability to connect what you do with some predictable response 

from the environment is the beginning of logical thinking.   
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So, the first principle, therefore, is for parents to respond to your baby and then 

challenge your baby to respond to you – what we call opening and closing circles of 

communication in the first year of life.  We do that way before actions or ideas are used.  

We do that at the level of behaviors, but we continue doing that throughout childhood.  

 So, the key first principle – I keep coming back to the first principle, but these are 

all part of the first principle – but if we want to put it down to something to underline or 

put it into the “nub,” it’s be responsive to your babies or children, to their actions, to 

their behaviors, and to their thoughts or ideas, whether it’s pretend play or language – 

in other words, tune in, be responsive, and then challenge them to be responsive to 

what you’ve done.  So, don’t just stop with a child who reaches out and you hand him a 

rattle, but then open your hand and see if he’ll give it back to you.  What you’re doing is 

you’re getting back-and-forth, purposeful, causal interactions – that’s the beginning of 

logic, that the world is a purposeful place.  So, principle one is respond to your child and 

challenge your child to respond to you.   

Principle two is when your child starts using ideas, do the same thing in the 

world of thought and action.  In other words, have long, rather than short, 

conversations with your child, but make sure the conversation makes sense.  So, 

principle two is long, rather than short, conversations.  The old axiom, “A child should be 

seen but not heard,” is reversed.  The child should be heard and seen and heard many, 

many times in long conversations. 

Principle number three is make sure the conversations make sense.  As soon as 

you say to your child, “Well, what do you want to do?” and he starts talking about a TV 

show, but not saying, “I want to watch a TV show,” but just seems to go off on his own 

world, help him make sense of it.  “Wait a second!  I’m confused – I was asking you what 

you want to do,” and then give him choices, “and you’re talking about Scooby-Doo” and 

help the child to close the circle – in other words to make sense and be logical.  So, help 

the child always make sense.   

Principle four is once the child is making sense, help that child get more complex 

and make sense in a more complicated way, because being logical isn’t simply making 

sense in a simple way, like knowing right from wrong, or that A leads to B; you want to 

be able to think in more complex ways. So, help your child to become a “multi-causal 

thinker.”  Play the game called, “How many reasons can you give me?”  If the child 

wants to go outside, “Why do you want to go outside?  Can you give me another reason 

and another reason?” So, play the “How Many Reasons” game.  Once a child has 
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mastered that level of logical thinking, go to a more complex level.  See if your child can 

become a gray area thinker and tell you the degrees to which they want things.  They 

not only make sense – they not only give you many reasons for things – but now they 

give you shades of gray.  “Well, which reason is most important?  Which reason is 

second most important and which is third?  How much do you want to go outside?”  

Then the next principle is help your child compare things, because to be logical is 

not just to be logical about playing computer games or about seeing a movie or about 

eating an apple.  It’s being able to be logical in many areas at the same time.  So, help 

your child compare, “What would you rather do?  Eat an apple or a tangerine?  Would 

you rather play computer games or go outside and go swimming? And why?” If the 

child’s comparing the Civil War and the Revolutionary War, which war was more 

important and why?  So, compare and look at shades of gray.   

Now, once your child is able to do that, then we get to an even higher level of 

logical thinking – when the child’s 9 or 10 and into the teen years – which is to be able 

to judge your own thinking.  We have a game to play called the Judge Game or just 

“Being the judge.  Being the judge means that your child is now able to judge his own 

logic – did that essay I wrote make sense?  Did I prove my point?  Were my supporting 

points good enough or do I have to come up with better ones?  Or when I argued 

tonight with my parents about why I should get three presents rather than one present 

for my birthday, did I make a good case?  Being able to Judge.” Your own logic is the 

ultimate of being logical because to be truly logical you have to be able to assess how 

logical you are, which means you can think in two frames at once.  So, you’ve got to play 

the “Be the Judge” game.  The parent can help that by asking the simple question, 

“Well, how well do you think you made your case?”  You can have a judge in the family 

and have people debating, and then the judge has to decide who made the stronger 

case in the debate, and everyone gets a chance to be the judge.  So the judge then has 

to explain the reasons why so-and-so made their case better than others.  That’s 

teaching that ability to analyze logic.  Then you can apply that to yourself and play the 

game of judging your own arguments.  So you get to do three arguments and then judge 

which one you thought was the best of the three arguments.  Once you decide which 

one is the best of the three arguments, you can explain why you thought one was better 

than another. 

Now, when you get to adulthood, the principle of logical thinking is to help 

adults become better and better judges of what they do.  Don’t have the boss evaluate 
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the report, have the person evaluate his own report and say what’s strong and what’s 

weak.  Then the boss can join in.  Because once you train an employee to judge his own 

work, your work as a boss is easier and also you have a better employee – a more 

logically thinking employee.  So the goal is to help people become thinkers and self-

evaluators and self-judgers, and you get what you practice.  So, always up the ladder, 

including being the corporate CEO or the head of a hospital or the department chairman 

of an academic institution, or being a great plumber or a great electrician – work with 

judging yourself.  Figure out when you did a good job, when you did a not so good job; 

don’t be afraid to evaluate your own performance.  That’s the road to improvement.   

Perhaps the most important principle is the last principle in this:  Don’t be afraid 

of failure.  Welcome failure, but learn to judge it, because then you can tell the 

difference between not doing well or doing well and you’re not so scared that you’re 

unable to assess why you do better in one situation and know it.  And that makes you a 

better logical thinker – it makes you a better self-evaluator.  So, people who tense up 

and always have to be defensive and always say, “Oh, I did great in everything,” they 

aren’t good logical thinkers because they can’t judge the differences in their 

performance.  So, you’ve got to be able to be a good judge. 

Now we’re going to switch gears and have the last topic of traits, which is ethical 

and moral integrity  – knowing right from wrong and the discipline to do the right thing 

and taking responsibility for one’s actions.  Now as we discussed earlier, when we 

discussed morality and ethics, we pointed out that morality is not just the ability to 

know right from wrong, but also caring about right and wrong, wanting to do the right 

thing, wanting to be a caring person.  So, you can know right from wrong and you can 

know what’s moral and immoral and decide to do the immoral thing.  So, the snake oil 

salesman or the trickster who’s always trying to trick people out of their money, they 

read people very well, they understand the feelings of others, they have the empathy 

part of morality, but they use it for exploitative, for manipulative purposes, not to help 

other people.  So, it requires people knowing how other people think and feel and 

caring about how other people think and feel.  So that’s the essence of ethical and 

moral integrity. 

What are the principles?  How do we teach that? Well, principle number one is, 

children learn ethics and morality not from what you tell them, but from how you treat 

them.  A child who’s treated warmly and empathetically and with respect will want to 

be respectful and empathetic and caring to others – the first step in ethical and moral 
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integrity.  They’ll want to do the right thing.  The child who’s told what’s right and 

what’s wrong, and maybe punished when they do wrong, but is not treated with proper 

respect, won’t necessarily want to do it.  Often children want to do back to others 

what’s done to them.  If kids they’re treated harshly and sadistically, they have a strong 

tendency to want to be harsh and sadistic back.  They may inhibit that tendency, they 

may constrain it when you’re around, and they may look like good citizens when they’re 

being watched by their teachers or watched by their parents – they may be too scared – 

but when they’re on their own, they’ll tend to break out and some of that harshness will 

then find its way into their behavior or come out as irresponsibility, or come out as over 

risk-taking, or come out in sadness or depression, but they won’t have ethical moral 

integrity. So, principle one is you get what you practice.  Treat your children with 

respect and empathy and they will respond back. 

Principle two is all children need limits.  All children need structure.  Greed and 

avarice need to be contained by appropriate guidelines or else children get carried 

away. So, use limits and structure, but do it in a respectful and caring and persistent and 

gentle way.  Scaring a child, again, does not produce ethical and moral integrity, but 

firm, gentle, persistent limits, coupled with respect and empathy, does.  So set firm, 

gentle, persistent limits.  What this means in a practical sense is when the child is having 

a meltdown or tantrum, calm the child down first and then if they cross the line – if the 

hit someone or did something that crossed the line in some other way that’s against the 

family ethics or the family values – they pay a penalty or there’s a sanction, but only 

after they’ve calmed down, and you’re the “good cop” and you talk to them about it 

while they’re paying the price or paying the penalty.  Isolation, being locked in a room 

by yourself, is not a good punishment because it, again, tends to have a mean quality to 

it, as opposed to sitting in a chair and being inactive and not doing an activity, or having 

to help clean up the house or doing extra chores – those will have a different quality to 

them. So, the second principle is limit setting and guidance that’s firm and persistent, 

but gentle and respectful. 

The third principle of moral and ethical integrity is developing a gradual 

understanding of what is right and wrong.  Initially, children will want concrete rules.  

It’s bad to hit, it’s nice to share.  But when the nine-year-old is on the playground it’s 

hard to apply that rule when there are six kids who are all competing to kick the soccer 

ball into the goal, and three of those kids are one the other team!  You don’t necessarily 

share the ball with the other team – it’s your goal to keep it with your team and try to 

have your guys get the ball in.  So, that simple rule of just sharing and being even-
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handed with everyone doesn’t work in the soccer game.  So, in other words, the next 

principle is that as life gets more complex, your understanding of the rules of right and 

wrong need to get equally complex with it.   

There’s a famous story of the moral dilemma that was used by a researcher 

named Kolberg who studied different levels of just really the thinking part of morality, 

not really the emotional part of morality, and he would present dilemmas, like “You’re 

an adult and your grandmother is ill and needs medicine tonight or she may not survive 

and the drugstore’s now closed and it’s the only place you can get the medicine. Do you 

break in to get the medicine to save her life or do you follow the rules?” He was 

interested not so much in the answer, but in the thinking process – how you evaluated 

the pros and cons of each side of the equation in coming up with the answer. As life gets 

more complicated, so your reasoning and thinking has to get more complex.   

So the next principle is learning to appreciate subtle differences and realizing 

that in many instances moral and ethical judgments become a personal choice.  What 

did we expect the soldiers in Vietnam to do when their leaders in the battalion might 

have lapsed into irresponsible behavior in terms of how they were treating prisoners?  

We expected each soldier to follow his own moral compass in spite of what their 

superiors were telling them and in spite of the fact that in the military you’re trained to 

follow the orders of your superiors.  That’s part of the moral and ethical guidelines in 

the military and yet there’s a subtle, fine print in the guidelines that those orders from 

your superiors have to follow the basic principles of the military, and if they don’t you 

have the responsibility to report your superiors and not follow those guidelines.  But, 

obviously, that’s a subtle judgment – in a time of battle or in a time of war.  And yet you 

know that our soldiers were expected to do that.  So, it’s not always easy and there are 

many times when subtle judgments are called for, requiring high levels of reflective 

thinking and high levels of what we call gray area thinking.  

So, the third principle is to help your children master the subtleties of making 

ethical and moral determinations, based on inner principles that look at subtlety and 

detail. Now, how do you do that?  And here we want a number of sub principles 

because this becomes really the “nub” of adult morality and adult ethical behavior. How 

do we help individuals do that? To do that, we go back to our logical thinking.  You have 

to help your children become logical thinkers and subtle thinkers and somewhat 

creative thinkers in the realm of right and wrong.  So, here are the sub principles: 
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Have discussions – “what if” discussions – in advance of situations, particularly 

when the children are into their late school years and going into the teen years so they 

can anticipate tough decisions – what to do if you have to make a choice between two 

goods. There’s a corollary to the principle, which is do not encourage simplistic thinking 

or concrete right or wrong rules, except where they apply.  So, there can be very simple 

rules for basic things like you shouldn’t hurt someone else except if it’s in self-defense 

and your life is in danger.  That’s a pretty simple straightforward rule and we have laws 

that support that.  But, you have two friends and you can’t be with both of them that 

evening and one is going to be hurt – how to you negotiate that situation when you like 

them both equally well and yet you know you can’t make them both happy that 

evening?  How do you soften the blow to one, while going off with the other one?  Let’s 

say there’s no option of bringing them all together into a group.  Well, that’s a tough 

decision – that’s a tough negotiation.  You’re walking an ethical fine line between being 

honest and open, on the one hand, and yet protecting the feelings of both your good 

friends, which is not easy.  Is there room for a “white” lie where you omit telling 

someone something because it will only upset them, and be of no value for them to 

know about it, and telling them would only hurt their feelings?  Yet you’ve been told to 

“tell the truth.”  Which is the more ethical decision?  

We’re seeing ethical dilemmas come up around basic issues of stem-cell 

research, about the whole issue of abortion.  Very good people who are ethical and 

moral have very different takes on what’s appropriate and inappropriate.  So, we see 

these are not easy areas when we get to the higher-level capacities.  The most we can 

hope for in our children is to help them be very, very subtle and sophisticated thinkers 

so they can weigh all subtle parts of an ethical and moral issue, and go beyond the 

simple ones that are clear “yeses” and clear “nos”.  To do that you have to teach 

children to think for themselves, to think about issues that affect other people.  So, lots 

of discussions about “How do you think so-and-so feels in this situation?” “How would 

you feel in such a situation?”  “If you do A, how will that make him or her feel.  If you do 

B, if you do C?”  These kinds of discussions can be very, very helpful and the key is – the 

key principle here is – help the child reason it out using Socratic methods, rather than 

telling him what you would do or what you think is best. In other words, here, too, the 

general principle is the process, the way you discuss it, is what teaches your child to be a 

good ethical and moral thinker, not giving them the answers, because ultimately the 

situations they’ll be facing will be new situations. Adults who can solve the new ethical 

and moral dilemmas of their time will be those who learn to think ethically and morally.   
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So, promote ethical and moral thinking by: 

 

1. Helping people understand their own feelings and the feelings of others; 
 

2. Helping them become gray area and reflective thinkers; and 
 

3. Do a lot of anticipation and play games with kids, for example the “what 
if” game, putting the “what if” in moral and ethical terms. 

 

Well, these are some of the principles of the traits that we’ve been working on 

and describing.  What I want to do now is review the ten traits and just give you two or 

three highlights for each of the traits so that we can complete this segment of our show.  

The reason we’re spending time on these traits is because these 10 traits, which make 

kids into – literally – great kids, such as relating and caring and curiosity and 

communication and self-awareness, etc. – these traits are often thought to only be 

attainable by children who have great language or great motor skills or great math skills 

or great reading skills, etc., but, in fact, what we’ve been finding is that the ability to be 

a great kid has to do with how we interact with our children along the lines of these 10 

traits.  All children – although some of the children, if they have severe language or 

severe cognitive problems may not go to as high a level in some of these traits as 

another child might be capable of, but they can go pretty far along the pathway – are 

capable of some progress and in all of these traits.  So, now we’re going to walk through 

and say a few words about each of these traits and then we’re going to take a question 

from one of you. 

So, the first trait, as you recall, is relating to others.  The key principle here is to 

learn to relate you have to, number one, offer children lots of opportunities to enjoy 

human relationships.  That means marching to the beat of your child’s drummer, paying 

attention to your child’s interests and needs, and two, getting down there on the floor 

doing Floortime and number three, logging the hours.  The biggest impediment to 

teaching a child to relate to others is feeling in yourself down deep that you’re not 

worthwhile and that somehow other people can teach your child relationships better 

than you, as a parent, or caregiver.  I’ve had many parents say to me, “But what if the 

other person does it better than me – the person I hire?” and that often speaks to a lack 

of security that one can be loveable to one’s child, and that’s the biggest impediment.   
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But, remember, children love their parents.  The parents come first in their eyes. This is 

not a skill like dancing; this is a feeling of the heart, and all you have to do as a parent or 

a caregiver is show up. So, the principle here is show up and hang in there.   

Caring and empathy.   The main principle here is a child learns caring and 

empathy by being cared for and empathized with.  Don’t lecture, show.  Show it by the 

way you treat your child, it’s that straightforward, that simple – throughout the span of 

your child’s ages, all the ages.  Of course you have to set limits and guidance, but always 

do it with respect and empathy. 

Curiosity – the desire to absorb as much as possible.  The principle here is you’ll 

produce a curious child – or create a curious child – if you stir your child’s curiosity.  In 

other words, always encourage seeking of novelty, seeking of new experiences.  Keep 

broadening your child’s horizons.  Everything’s from making different kinds of funny 

faces to the baby, to going on a nature walk with your four-year-old, to enjoying going 

around in the city with your nine-year-old, to doing sports activities with your 12-year-

old.  Curiosity comes from the child experiencing the joys and pleasures of new 

discoveries. 

Communication.  You learn communication by communicating and the key 

principle here is communication occurs at many levels. So, start before your baby is 

verbal, by opening and closing many circles of communication.  Respond to your baby 

and challenge your baby to respond back to you and get as many circles cooking as 

possible.  Then have long conversations, not short ones, and then enjoy listening to your 

older child and challenge your child with the Socratic method. 

The next one is Emotional range and balance.  So many adults and children are 

limited or rigid in their emotions, in their range and balance.  They’re good with love, 

but not aggression. They’re good with caring, but not in setting limits.  The key principle 

here is to interact with your child across the full range of emotions.  Be loving, but 

challenge your child to be assertive.  Don’t be afraid to set limits.  Enjoy hearing about 

your child’s aggressive thoughts through pretend play or when he’s mad, and show your 

child the difference between thinking, which is acceptable, and talking, which is 

acceptable, and doing.  And that will encourage emotional range and balance. The last 

principle is to always be soothing, comforting, and regulating whenever your child has 

meltdowns, and that teaches your child to internalize that soothing and comforting and 

have the balanced part of emotional range. 
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Self-awareness and self-acceptance are what create self-esteem.  Self-esteem 

comes not from being told you’re good, but knowing you’re good, and you know you’re 

good at something because you’ve done it a tiny bit better than you did it before.  So, 

self-esteem and self-acceptance don’t come, again, from being great at things.  We’ve 

seen many captains of industry who are very depressed and have low self-esteem.  

We’ve seen many great actors and actresses who have very low self-esteem, so the 

actual objective accomplishment that you have in the world does not appear to be a 

good gauge. But it’s the ability to incrementally improve and get better, even if you have 

severe learning disabilities or severe language problems, like learning that new word or 

learning to hold the pencil a little better or learning to kick the ball a little better today 

than you did yesterday.  That’s what leads to have self-esteem and it comes from the 

attitude of those around you – the positive “can-do” attitude, always having the child 

succeed 70 or 80 % of the time.  So the key principle here is setting up the new learning 

in such a way that there are small enough increments or small enough steps that the 

child can be successful most of the time at the next step.  For a child with autism, it may 

be engaging him two seconds and then four seconds and then eight seconds until it’s 20 

or 30 minutes, and the for a child who’s learning to play the piano and give a recital it 

may be going from simpler songs to more complicated songs.  The self-awareness part 

has to do with being able to accept your own progress, judge yourself and take pleasure 

and pride in these small steps, and that will come if the parents take pride in the small 

steps.   

Discipline.  The key principle here is persistent, respectful firmness and guidance. 

Discipline should not be scaring your child and should not be concrete.  Ultimately, 

discipline has to be something that’s inside the person, and that comes from taking in a 

respectful, guiding attitude from the caregiver. So, set persistent, firm, gentle limits and 

eventually help the child reason out the limits for themselves in terms of understanding 

right from wrong. 

Vision and creativity.  This is similar to curiosity, and it means stirring creativity.  

Always help your child do something in a new way, challenge the child to newness, 

whether it’s a little baby looking left and right and then getting the baby to look up and 

down, versus an adult who’s anticipating the future with a “what if” game.  

Logical thinking.  Logical thinking comes from basically teaching your child about 

being purposeful. It means responding to your child and then challenging your child to 

respond to you, first with gestures and behaviors, then with words, then with concepts.  
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Ethical and moral integrity.  Ethical and moral integrity come from the way we’re 

treated.  If we’re treated morally and ethically and with warmth and compassion, we 

care about others.  Then, step two is we have to learn how to evaluate right from wrong 

and become thinkers in moral and ethical issues.  That means discussion in the context 

of caring for others.  So, first we teach caring for others by caring for our children, and 

then we talk about it, and that’s how ethical and moral integrity develops. 

Okay, having reviewed that, we have an interesting question coming in from a 

caller, and I’m going to put on my headset. 

Hello?  You had a good question. 

Caller:  

 You talked a little about moral integrity and you talked about relating to others 

and caring and empathy.  They’re two kind of conflicting challenges that we see – our 

son’s in a mainstream school:  One is that we want our child to have ethical and moral 

integrity and to treat others with respect.  We also want him to be part of the crowd – 

we want him to feel that he’s one of the gang at school.  The problem is that, especially 

kids in his age range, a lot of times in a playground setting or a school setting kids are 

mean to each other.  That can potentially become the behavior that gets you into the 

group.  So how do we balance the child having his own standard of ethical and moral 

integrity, and at the same time wanting him to be part of the group at school? 

Dr. Greenspan: 

Okay.  That’s a very, very good question.  How do you help a child be part of the 

group, be accepted by his peers, and at the same time have his own inner standards of 

moral and ethical integrity?  Sometimes, as we know, these can go together nicely.  The 

group may be an upstanding group doing good things because the kids in the group all 

care about one another.  They may volunteer through their church or synagogue to do 

good deeds for others, and you have a win-win situation where they’re a part of the 

group, everyone is caring and you’re doing good things for the community and you can 

all feel good.  On the other hand, we take the other extreme where you’re part of a 

group and they’re about to engage in some mischievous behaviors – some are stealing, 

some are doing drugs, some are going to drink and drive.  You want to be part of the 

group, but you feel some of those things are wrong, and now you’re in a dilemma – 

you’re in a quandary – how do you handle that?   
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This is where the “rubber hits the highway,” so to speak. This is where you have 

to teach a child to be an ethical and moral thinker so they can figure out these tough 

situations.  This is not unlike we’re seeing in the adult world today when we see an 

Enron scandal or other scandals where people in a corporation are being dragged along 

who are fundamentally good people and fundamentally not the kind of people who 

would rob a bank or would cheat or rob other people, but in the corporate culture 

everyone is fudging a little bit and exaggerating profits.  So, where does the corporation 

draw the line between what they consider good salesmanship – selling their product – 

and what they consider going over the line, actually lying about their product?  Where 

does a drug company sell their product, which if it’s worthwhile will help people, and 

where do they fudge by not reporting data that shows some of the negative side effects 

that people should know about? We see this every day at every level of society.  We see 

it in our leaders – how much is the public told about a particular issue?  What does the 

public need to know?  Would it honestly scare the public to be told about certain 

dangers facing the country?  Parents face this all the time.  What do they tell their 

children?  How much is going to scare them, how much will be helpful for the children 

to know?   

So these are tough decisions that have few easy answers at every level of our 

society and that’s why you come back to the point that there’s no substitute for 

teaching your child to be a good ethical and moral thinker.  So, here is the answer to the 

question of wanting to be part of the group, and sometimes the group’s behavior is 

going to run into conflict with your own inner ethical and moral standards.  So, at the 

moment of truth when the rubber hits the road, you have to have two sets of skills that 

your family needs to help instill in you.  One is understanding your friends well enough 

and understanding the group well enough that you can be friends with the guys, and 

even let them know you understand what they want to do, and good enough friends to 

argue with them if you disagree. So you have to be able to say, “Hey, I ain’t doing that, 

guys.  You’ve had four drinks.  I’m not getting in that car.  Your going to be ticked at me, 

but you’re making a mistake,” and you try to convince your buddy that he should do it 

your way.  And if he won’t, and is let’s say getting in the car when he’s had a couple 

drinks and the driver’s been drinking, and you can’t convince them not to, you have to 

have, then, the strength of that inner voice, of that inner moral integrity to say, “Look, 

I’m going to take a taxi home,” or “I’m going to call my dad.  He’ll be happy to drive you 

guys home, too.”  They may call you some names, but you’re tough enough to handle it, 

and if you’re good friends, in my experience, they’re not going to hold it against you the 
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next day – you’ll still be part of the group, and hopefully nothing bad has happened to 

them, and they’ve gotten through their moral lapse.  You don’t have to be preachy, but 

you have to be able to make that fine distinction in a moment of peer pressure and you 

have to be able to assert yourself and be a leader. 

Having true moral integrity and true ethics means being able to be assertive and 

take a leadership role and trying to convince the peer group as to the rightness of your 

way, while at the same time showing them you understand where they’re coming from.  

If you’re a good friend in other ways – because the conflicts of morality are not that 

frequent – if they are it may not be the right peer group for you or it may not even be 

the right school environment for you if it’s coming up every day and every which way 

with the same peer group, but typically if it’s a reasonably good peer group, it’ll come 

up once in a while and there is where the parental work on moral and ethical thinking, 

as we’ve talked about, holds.  So, if the youngster can do that gray area thinking – make 

a fine distinction – can hold to their own inner values at a time of pressure and stress, 

they’ll still be able to be part of the group, but they have to be able to tolerate the 

disappointment of not being part of the group that evening or for that moment, and 

that’s the key.  

So, part of being morally and ethically responsible is having that ability to be a 

part of the group, and yet be an individual and not be swayed by the group, tolerating 

disappointment for not being included at a certain time that you choose to extricate 

yourself, and also having the confidence to try to lead the group in the proper way and 

being prepared for not succeeding if you don’t succeed.  I don’t know if that answers 

your question . . .  

Caller: 

Well, it does.  The second part of it is what could we do to fortify our kids? 

Dr. Greenspan: 

Well, the way to fortify the children is to help them have the empathy skills and 

the compassionate relationship skills to have good friends because then the relationship 

is strong enough to withstand disagreement.  It’s not unlike a husband and wife having a 

strong enough relationship to tolerate disagreement.  Good friendships within a peer 

group tolerate disagreements because the guys or the gals know each other well and 

have enough fun together that they tolerate the disappointments.  Number two, 

parents need to show the child through discussions, through the Socratic method, 



 

 

4938 Hampden Lane • Suite 800 • Bethesda, Maryland  20814 • 301 656-2667 

www.icdl.com 

 

through the way you have family discussions, to be a good thinker, to think on their 

feet, to think about moral and ethical issues.  So, if you grow up in a family where 

everything’s all right or all wrong and you’re very rigid and then you expect the child to 

be able to think on his feet as a teenager, you’re going to be so shocked to find that 

your child can’t think on his feet because you haven’t been challenging your child to 

think on his feet. The child will learn what you do as a family or what’s done in the 

school.  The schools and family that preach right and wrong beyond those situations 

where there is an easy right or wrong, like you shouldn’t hurt someone else, but when 

you try to do it tough moral and ethical issues, rather than focus on the reasoning 

process, you’re not going to produce a thinker.   

So, the way to fortify the children is to work on relationship skills, empathy skills, 

thinking skills, and subtle reflective skills and then we produce good thinkers.  In the 

special needs community now the real battle in educating children with special needs is 

just this issue.  To what degree do we promote thinking at the language level of the 

child and the cognitive level of the child, because every level has thinking parallel.  A 

child who’s verbal and can answer why questions can think, but that child could also be 

trained just to do things by rote, so if you want a child who’s moral and ethical, we’re 

walking a fine line because at every level of cognition and every level of language skills 

you can facilitate thinking or facilitate rote rules, and the thinking skills will promote and 

fortify that ethical inner standard that you’re looking for. 

So, thank you for your good question.  This is the end of our show for today and 

we’ll return again next week when we’re going to take a number of your questions that 

have been building up over the last few months.  So we’ll have open questions next 

week on a variety of situations and challenges, and we’ll look forward to speaking with 

you next week.  Thank you for joining us.  Bye bye. 

 

 

 


