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Right and Wrong 

 

I heard a talk recently in which the speaker described a 

family scenario. He was in a park and a young girl, perhaps 

about 4 years old, was playing on the apparatus. The little 

girl and her mum were having great fun together while her 

dad was outside the play area looking after the dog. In fact, 

the little girl was having such a lovely time that when the time arrived to go home she had ideas of 

her own and refused to go with her mum and ignored the repeated attempts to get her to leave the 

play area. The speaker wanted to say to the girl, ‘Do as your mum says’ but knew that he couldn’t. 

 

Dad remained completely uninvolved and mum eventually, in her exasperation, said, ‘Right, I’m going 

to leave you now’ and headed off towards home. The girl ran screaming after her mum, all in all 

creating a highly unpleasant scene that could have been avoided. 

 

This scenario with father standing on the edge of things totally uninvolved, mother who has spent 

herself out to make things work but being totally ignored and a defiant child calling the shots is one 

that is played out time and again in families.  Imagine the result of this mix of lack of involvement, 

being ignored and blatant defiance ten years on. What if there are other siblings involved or a more 

sensitive sibling sitting in the corner, hands over her ears, rocking backwards and forwards or shouting, 

‘stop it, stop it’? There can be far-reaching consequences to these chaotic scenes including frustration, 

tears, heartache and failure.  

 

Parents are entrusted with their children and so are responsible for nurturing them and for giving 

them the wherewithal to manage adulthood successfully. My dad said that his responsibility was to 

help my sister and I to become independent should anything happen to himself or mum. I lost them 

both when I was 25 years old and have been so grateful that he, in spite of getting it very wrong in the 

earlier years of marriage and being a father, did this so well after he made up his mind to be everything 

to his wife and children. We have such a short while to help our children to become fully rounded by 

the time they leave home and make their own way into the world. 

 

There are several words beginning with the letter ‘R’ in this article and I am sure that you will find 

many of your own to add to them. 

 

Repetition and routine. Many of our good habits are what we learnt at home from what we saw our 

parents do or what they nagged us to do. The mundane things such as cleaning our teeth, washing our 

hair, tidying our room, feeding the cat or doing our homework stood us in good stead for looking after 

ourselves or bringing up our families. Who taught us to say ‘please’, ‘may I’ and ‘thank you’ or to say 

‘excuse me’ before we barged in on conversations? We know we have to eat well, have enough sleep, 

look after our cleanliness, manage our money and have good attitudes and social skills? Have you 

memories of your mother living in constant frustration or your dad’s irritation of being appealed to in 

order to sort you out because your mum had had enough of being pushed to the end of her tether by 

you? Our parents took the time to teach us many things. Now it is our turn.  
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There is always the possibility that the way we conduct ourselves today is a direct turning away from 

what went wrong in our childhood. We may well have had to learn how to work things out for 

ourselves and not live with the humiliation and repercussions of constant debt, addictions, abusive 

behaviour and the neglect or cruelty caused by one or both our parents. We have the opportunity to 

reverse the effect of what did not work for them and their children to that of perseverance, having 

good values and wanting the best for our family unit. We can learn how to do what is right as a direct 

contrast to what went so wrong for us in our formative years. 

 

Remove and rebuke. I feel so sorry for a mother whose child decides to play his parts in a public place. 

Often accompanied by threats of ‘wait ‘til I get you home you little so and so’ the child is 

unceremoniously dragged, kicking and screaming, outside and laid into. Bystanders are equally 

embarrassed and the whole episode leaves a rather sour taste. Like so many things that need to be 

learned in life, don’t wait for the day your child will grow out of this aggressive behaviour. That will 

not just happen. We have to make it happen. Start at home. Remove the child to a private place, talk 

firmly and say only once, ‘when you have finished your noise … mummy (or daddy) and the child’s 

name will talk together.’ Then wait until the row stops. If your child starts creating again remind him 

that, ‘we will talk when you have stopped your noise’. Your little talk should include how they have let 

themselves down and affected the other people in the room rather than how much they have let us 

down with their bad behaviour. Simple sanctions may be added to ensure that your child knows that 

you are serious about his inappropriate behaviour. For instance, if he kicks off in public then there will 

be no television when he gets home. Don’t be too quick to let him off the hook when ‘sorry’ is not 

genuine but rather a ploy to watch the TV. Knowing the difference comes with experience. Correcting 

or pointing a child in the right direction is not so much about us but about them and the effect on their 

victim. We have the privilege of showing them a better way. 

 

Respect. Bad attitudes, no matter whether in a parent or sibling, ultimately show a lack of respect and 

loss of dignity. Indifference, sullenness, laziness, telling lies and generally being destructive (e.g. 

breaking or kicking things) all show a lack of respect for people and their property. It is important that 

the offender understands the effect his bad behaviour is having on other people. A more serious 

problem is the possibility that someone else’s bad behaviour is being copied, whether that of a parent, 

another sibling or friend. Children learn by observing and copying. For instance, it is not helpful if you 

lose your self-control. To get respect you will need to create an atmosphere where we can be 

respected. There will have to be consistency, forgiveness, acceptance and reassurance. The loudest 

voice never really wins and living with endless threats creates fear. Simply turning a blind eye is folly 

and spells trouble for the future. In other words, it is better to name bad behaviour for what it is rather 

than making excuses for it. 

 

Respect is cultivated by the standards you set for the ethos of your family. Do you talk together, plan 

for things to do separately and together, share your sadness, failure and success? Does the family 

know how to share what they have with others who are not so fortunate as them? Is there kindness, 

thoughtfulness and consideration for others? We can break the threads of ‘I want’ and ‘you can’t have 

it, it’s mine’, that so often play out the root of selfish attitudes within all of us. Nothing just happens, 

we have to make good attitudes become part of our family’s trademark. 
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Register. One of my sons, when he was much younger, gave this advice to his sister five years his 

junior, ‘If you don’t hear it you don’t have to do anything about it.’  I was not impressed with his 

brotherly advice as one would imagine! Why don’t we let conversations register though? Who are we 

protecting - ourselves or the other person? In the past, we used to say that Dads hid behind their 

newspaper. Today he can escape to his office and the computer is a substitute for the garden shed. 

Sorting out children and a frustrated wife are not what he looks forward to coming home to after 

work! Maybe a request has been heard but an uninvolved reply of ‘go and ask your mother’ apparently 

absolves parental responsibility!  

 

What about Mum? Mum who is always there for everyone. Surely she has all the answers. One day it 

goes wrong for Mum. She has been chasing around like a mad person because she is late or forgotten 

to do something or talked for ages on the telephone and run out of time. Sometime later the 

conversation goes like this, ‘where are you going?’ or ‘what are you doing?’ The child replies and the 

discourse continues. ‘Who told you that you could?’ ‘You did.’ ‘When?’ ‘Just now.’ ‘I don’t remember.’ 

Then the realisation slowly dawns on Mum that she had in fact answered but was too or busy or 

preoccupied to get all the facts first. My son’s advice might have been rather cunning but didn’t do 

anything to teach responsibility and show respect. Whether parent or child, ‘there is none so deaf as 

those who do not want to hear.’ Our parental challenge is to hear properly the first time. All too often 

we have to retrieve our incorrect first answer and the traumatic, explosive reaction need never have 

been evoked. This kind of vocal interchange does not build a good child- parent relationship. 

 

Recognise and respond. So many quarrels, painful situations and disasters can be averted or 

minimised by the early recognition of warning signs. For example, two children want to play with the 

same toy, a tug-of-war starts and has the potential to turn into an ugly scrap. Quick intervention and 

taking the opportunity to teach children how to share will avert a child getting hurt and a broken toy.  

 

Be aware that good relationships between siblings who have always got on well together can quickly 

be broken when ‘Look how good I am!’ is pitted against never being any good at anything, always 

being left out, not having any friends. The ‘I’m better than you’ attitude helps no-one. One child walks 

through the door with ‘Look what I have won’ and the other sibling’s face clouds over with a scowl or 

eyes fill with tears. Praise cannot be minimised or taken away from the achiever. It will be important 

to encourage graciousness on both sides. The greatest challenge will be to find what each sibling is 

good at and to share success and failure with kindness.  

 

What do you do when a happy child becomes sad and detached, irritable and easily angered? Draw 

alongside and, without interrogating, give him space to relax and talk. Children love individual 

attention. It can be as simple as ‘Mummy or Daddy time’ just for them. Very early on establish a 

rapport that will be in place when the pressures of school, relationships and difficult times threaten 

the family’s togetherness. It saves the slide into unhelpful attitudes of jealousy, self-doubt and failure. 

Read the signs and reach beyond the situation to how your child reacts to life, including the good as 

well as the difficult things. If you do that there will be an unbreakable bond between each parent with 

each child. There will not be room for favourites and always room for understanding and acceptance. 

  

It is so important to recognise plain bad behaviour. We have all seen it or done it ourselves. Know the 

child who feels the need to be in the centre at any cost, who manipulates or takes advantage by using 
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bad moods, sulks, making everyone pay or working themselves up into a frenzy. It never does to 

excuse bad behaviour or shift the goalposts so that what is acceptable or not acceptable within the 

family becomes blurred. 

 

It might be an old-fashioned word but our final ‘R’ is the ability to repent. We all, whatever age, can 

make mistakes. Many of those will be unintentional. Can we recall the numerous occasions when we 

were little and had to be taught how to say ‘sorry’ and mean it? It is a childhood quality learned for 

life. The attitudes, actions and words that we speak now will have a massive impact on our children. 

If we cannot say ‘sorry’ when we get it wrong, we will leave our children in a muddle. They, however, 

will carry something very special into their adult relationships and job situations if they are able to 

acknowledge and apologise for their mistakes. Children don’t naturally think before they speak. We 

give our children so much more security when we are consistent with the love that we show them and 

show good attitudes when things are going well or are difficult. Private conversations, gossip or 

undermining another’s authority or integrity are not good advertisements or wise examples for 

children when they are at their most vulnerable. If we wish our children to be well-rounded we need 

to set a clear and trustworthy example for them to follow. 

 

Merle Sparkes 

 

 


