ROBERT COLES 
I Listen to My Parents and I Wonder What They Believe 
A RESEARCHER WHO HAS long worked with children, Robert Coles (b. 1929) here writes an essay that comments 011 the personal narratives that precede it and reports the moral and ethical questions that children ask. This essay also reasserts the ways that childhood is partly a time of stories received (from parents, from one's culture) and partly a time during which we ponder large questions. 
Coles received the u.s. Presidential Medal of Freedom in 1998. The author if more than sixty books, his work has been recognized with the Pulitzer Prize, and he is a past recipient of a MacArthur Foundation Award. A research psychiatrist for Harvard University Health Systems, he is a professor of psychiatry and medical humanities and Agee Prifessor of Social Ethics at the Harvard Graduate School if Education. HI Listen to My Parents and I Wonder What They Believe" was first published in the February 1980 issue of Red book. 
Not so long ago children were looked upon in a sentimental fashion as "angels" or as "innocents." Today, thanks to Freud and his followers, boys and girls are understood to have complicated inner lives; to feel love, hate, envy, and rivaliy in various and subtle mixtures; to be eager participants in the sexual and emo​tional politics of the home, neighborhood, and school. Yet some of us parents still cling to the notion of childhood innocence in another way. We do not see that our children also make ethical decisions every day in their own lives, or re​alize how attuned they may be to moral currents and issues in the larger society. 
In Appalachia I heard a girl of eight whose father owns coal fields (and gas stations, a department store, and much timberland) wonder about "life" one day: "I'll be walking to the school bus, and I'll ask myself why there's some who are poor and their daddies can't find a job, and there's some who are lucky like me. Last month there was an explosion in a mine my daddy owns, and everyone became upset. Two miners got killed. My daddy said it was their own fault, because they'll be working and they get careless. When my mother asked if there was anything wrong with the safety down in the mine, he told her no and she shouldn't ask questions like that. Then the Gov​ernment people came and they said it was the owner's fault- Daddy's. But he has a lawyer and the lawyer is fighting the Government and the union. In school, kids ask me what I think, and I sure do feel sorry for the two miners and so does my mother- I know that. She told me it's just not a fair world and you have to remember that. Of course, there's no one who can be sure 
there won't be trouble; like my daddy says, the rain falls on the just and the unjust. My brother is only six and he asked Daddy awhile back who are the 'just' and the 'unjust,' and Daddy said there are people who work hard and they live good lives, and there are lazy people and they're always trying to sponge off others. But I guess you have to feel sorry for anyone who has a lot of trouble, because it's poured-down, heavy rain." 
Listening, one begins to realize that an elementary-school child is no stranger to moral reflection-and to ethical conflict. This girl was tom be​tween her loyalty to her particular background, its values and assumptions, and to a larger affiliation - her membership in the nation, the world. As a human being whose parents were kind and decent to her, she was inclined to be thoughtful and sensitive with respect to others, no matter what their work or position in society. But her father was among other things a mineowner, and she had already learned to shape her concerns to suit that fact of life. The re​sult: a moral oscillation of sorts, first toward nameless others all over the world and then toward her own family. As the girl put it later, when she was a year older: "You should try to have 'good thoughts' about everyone, the minister says, and our teacher says that too. But you should honor your father and mother most of all; that's why you should find out what they think and then sort of copy them. But sometimes you're not sure if you're on the right track." 
Sort oj copy them. There could be worse descriptions of how children ac​quire moral values. In fact, the girl understood how girls and boys all over the world "sort of" develop attitudes of what is right and wrong, ideas of who the just and the unjust are. And they also struggle hard and long, and not al​ways with success, to find out where the "right track" starts and ends. Chil​dren need encouragement or assistance as they wage that struggle. 
In home after home that I have visited, and in many classrooms, I have 5 met children who not only are growing emotionally and intellectually but also 
are trying to make sense of the world morally. That is to say, they are asking themselves and others about issues of fair play, justice, liberty, equality. Those 
last words are abstractions, of course-the stuff of college term papers. And there are, one has to repeat, those in psychology and psychiatry who would deny elementary-school children access to that "higher level" of moral reflec​tion. But any parent who has listened closely to his or her child knows that girls and boys are capable of wondering about matters of morality, and knows too that often it is their grown-up protectors (parents, relatives, teachers, neighbors) who are made uncomfortable by the so-called "innocent" nature of the questions children may ask or the statements they may make. Often enough 
the issue is not the moral capacity of the children but the default of us parents who fail to respond to inquiries put to us by our daughters and sons-and fail 
to set moral standards for both ourselves and our children. 
Do's and don'ts are, of course, pressed upon many of our girls and boys. But a moral education is something more than a series of rules handed down, and in our time one cannot assume that every parent feels able-sure 
enough of her own or his own actual beliefs and values-to make even an initial explanatory and disciplinary effort toward a moral education. Fur​thermore, for many of us parents these days it is a child's emotional life that preoccupies us. 
In 1963, when I was studying school desegregation in the South, I had extended conversations with black and white elementary-school children caught up in a dramatic moment of historical change. For longer than I care to remember, I concentrated on possible psychiatric troubles, on how a given child was managing under circumstances of extreme stress, on how I could be of help-with "support," with reassurance, with a helpful psychological ob​servation or interpretation. In many instances I was off the mark. These chil​dren weren't "patients"; they weren't even complaining. They were worried, all right, and often enough they had things to say that were substantive-that had to do not so much with troubled emotions as with questions of right and wrong in the real-life dramas taking place in their worlds. 
Here is a nine-year-old white boy, the son of ardent segregationists, telling me about his sense of what desegregation meant to Louisiana in the 1960s: "They told us it wouldn't happen-never. My daddy said none ofus white people would go into schools with the colored. But then it did happen, and when I went to school the first day I didn't know what would go on. Would the school stay open or would it close up? We didn't know what to do; the teacher kept telling us that we should be good and obey the law, but my daddy said the law was wrong. Then my mother said she wanted me in school even if there were some colored kids there. She said if we all stayed home she'd be a 'nervous wreck.' So I went. 
"After a while I saw that the colored weren't so bad. I saw that there are different kinds of colored people, just like with us whites. There was one of the colored who was nice, a boy who smiled, and he played real good. There was another one, a boy, who wouldn't talk with anyone. I don't know if it's right that we all be in the same school. Maybe it isn't right. My sister is start​ing school next year, and she says she doesn't care if there's 'mixing of the races.' She says they told her in Sunday school that everyone is a child of God, and then a kid asked if that goes for the colored too and the teacher said yes, she thought so. My daddy said that it's true, God made everyone-but that doesn't mean we all have to be living together under the same roof in the home or the school. But my mother said we'll never know what God wants of us but we have to try to read His mind, and that's why we pray. So when I say my prayers I ask God to tell me what's the right thing to do. In school I try to say hello to the colored, because they're kids, and you can't be mean or you'll be 'doing wrong,' like my grandmother says." 
Children aren't usually long-winded in the moral discussions they have 10 with one another or with adults, and in quoting this boy I have pulled together comments he made to me in the course of several days. But everything he said was of interest to me. I was interested in the boy's changing racial attitudes. It 
was clear he was trying to find a coherent, sensible moral position too. It was also borne in on me that if one spends days, weeks in a given home, it is hard to escape a particular moral climate just as significant as the psychological one. 
In many homes parents establish moral assumptions, mandates, priori​ties. They teach children what to believe in, what not to believe in. They teach children what is permissible or not permissible-and why. They may summon up the Bible, the flag, history, novels, aphorisms, philosophical or political sayings, personal memories - all in an effort to teach children how to behave, what and whom to respect and for which reasons. Or they may ne​glect to do so, and in so doing teach their children that-a moral abdication, of sorts-and in this way fail their children. Children need and long for words of moral advice, instruction, warning, as much as they need words of affirmation or criticism from their parents about other matters. They must learn how to dress and what to wear, how to eat and what to eat; and they must also learn how to behave under X or Y or Z conditions, and why. 
All the time, in 20 years of working with poor children and rich children, Black children and white children, children from rural areas and urban areas and in every region of this country, I have heard questions-thoroughly intelligent and discerning questions-about social and historical matters, about personal behavior, and so on. But most striking is the fact that almost all those questions, in one way or another, are moral in nature: Why did the Pilgrims leave En​gland? Why didn't they just stay and agree to do what the king wanted them to do? ... Should you try to share all you've got or should you save a lot for your​self? .. What do you do when you see others fighting-do you try to break up the fight, do you stand by and watch or do you leave as fast as you can? ... Is it right that some people haven't got enough to eat? .. I see other kids cheating and I wish I could copy the answers too; but I won't cheat, though sometimes I feel I'd like to and I get all mixed up. I go home and talk with my parents, and I ask them what should you do if you see kids cheating-pay no attention, or re​port the kids or do the same thing they are doing? 
Those are examples of children's concerns-and surely millions of American parents have heard versions of them. Have the various "experts" on childhood stressed strongly enough the importance of such questions - and the importance of the hunger we all have, no matter what our age or back​ground, to examine what we believe in, are willing to stand up for, and what we are determined to ask, likewise, of our children? 
Children not only need our understanding of their complicated emotional lives; they also need a constant regard for the moral issues that come their way as soon as they are old enough to play with others and take part in the politics of the nursery, the back yard and the schoolroom. They need to be told what they must do and what they must not do. They need control over themselves and a sense of what others are entitled to from them-cooperation, thought​fulness, an attentive ear and eye. They need discipline not only to tame their excesses of emotion but discipline also connected to stated and clarified moral 
values. They need, in other words, something to believe in that is larger than their own appetites and urges and, yes, bigger than their "psychological drives." They need a larger view of the world, a moral context, as it were-a faith that addresses itself to the meaning of this life we all live and, soon enough, let go of. 
Yes, it is time for us parents to begin to look more closely at what ideas 15 our children have about the world; and it would be well to do so before they become teen-agers and young adults and begin to remind us, as often hap​pens, of how little attention we did pay to their moral development. Perhaps 
a nine-year-old girl from a well-off suburban home in Texas put it better than anyone else I've met: 
"1 listen to my parents, and 1 wonder what they believe in more than any​thing else. 1 asked my mom and my daddy once: What's the thing that means most to you? They said they didn't know but 1 shouldn't worry my head too hard with questions like that. So 1 asked my best friend, and she said she won​ders if there's a God and how do you know Him and what does He want you to do-l mean, when you're in school or out playing with your friends. They talk about God in church, but is it only in church that He's there and keeping an eye on you? 1 saw a kid steal in a store, and 1 know her father has a lot of money-because 1 hear my daddy talk. But stealing's wrong. My mother said she's a 'sick girl,' but it's still wrong what she did. Don't you think?" 
There was more-much more-in the course of the months 1 came to know that child and her parents and their neighbors. But those observations and questions - a "mere child's" - reminded me unforgettably of the aching hunger for firm ethical principles that so many of us feel. Ought we not begin thinking about this need? Ought we not all be asking ourselves more intently what standards we live by-and how we can satisfy our children's hunger for moral values? 
           What Does He Say? 

1. As you're reading, make a list of each new moral or ethical question that a child raises. 
2. According to Robert Coles, how do children develop moral understanding and moral values? Do his views and examples ring true to your experience? Do they seem representative of children other than the ones that Coles quotes? Write a paragraph discussing this. 
3. Go back to the introduction to this book and review the section titled Contributing to Civic Rhetoric: Making Claims (p. 13). Identify a claim, a reason, and a warrant that combine to make one part of Coles's argument and write them down. 
4. Copy two sentences from this essay that come close to summarizing Coles's argu​ment as you understand it. Then write a paragraph about what you think of this argument. 
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5. What personal ex
perience does this essay call to mind about when 
5. What personal experience does this essay call to mind about when you had similar questions as a child? What adults made a difference or had an influence on you then? Write for ten minutes about this. 
        What Do You Think? 

6. Coles argues that parents have an obligation to give their children moral guidance. 
Should schools also be teaching moral and ethical values? Do they do so? 
7. Coles's essay does not cite data. Rather, it offers examples that he has chosen to make his points. Is this an effective strategy? How does it work to make you think? 
8. Explain how Coles's essay uses children's words to criticize their parents. What kinds of lives are the parents living in these children's examples? Are there differ​ences between the moral outlook and understandings of the children and the moral outlook and understandings of the adults? 
9. In the opening scenario to this chapter (What Would You Do? Speaking Up for a Friend, p. 18), the letter writer claims that there are "moral absolutes" which are simply and always right. Sometimes children are believed to think in similar absolute terms. Does the evidence that Coles presents in this essay support the assumption that children think of ethics in terms of absolute right and wrong, or does that evidence support the assertion that children see ambiguities and nuances as they try to understand moral choices and the actions they see others-especially their parents-take? 
           What Would They Say? 

10. Based on what this essay helps you understand of Coles, how would he react to Maxine Hong Kingston's essay "No Name Woman"(p. 45)? What would he recog​nize and understand? What would he say about the moral or ethical world of the old China as it is presented in "No Name Woman"? 
11. Read Coles's essay and then read the Studs Terkel interview with C. P. Ellis (p. 568). How does the Ellis interview complicate Coles's call for parents to help their children develop moral awareness? What new questions are raised by it? 
