This article appeared in the Hessen Parent’s Foundation Magazine Spring 2007

Life’s Lessons 

An Article on Values

by Lisa C. Steindorf

Everyone in the circle watched as tears streamed down her face. The birthday party had just begun and there was already fighting.

“What’s wrong Cameron? Why are you crying?”

“I want to go home.”

“But you just got here and we’re going to celebrate my birthday together,” Peggy said.

„I hate you. I don’t want to celebrate your birthday.“

Silence blanketed the room.

„Cameron, that’s not nice. Tell us what happened and then we can help you”, Peggy’s mother broke the silence. 

„I don’t need any help. You’re not my friends. I want to go home.”

Not so long ago our churches, our extended family networks and our less diversified cultures taught us values, in other words how to live well with ourselves and others, and how to deal with the inevitable difficulties which arise between people. In years gone by, children learned by lessons taught and by daily observing others in their efforts and interactions: the value and grace of being deeply grateful, the courage won in being completely honest, the strength  developed in working hard, the humbleness in admitting our mistakes and correcting our wrongs, the fairness learned in working out conflicts peacefully and the keen understanding that living and working well with each other should be held in high esteem and as a priority in life. Values, those intangibles by which we live our lives, are learned in and through relationship with others. 

Today, for the most part, the traditional teaching structures which taught us values are no longer solidly in place. Our role models are seldom heroes with values we hold dear. Our cultures are diversified and globalised. Functioning family structures have become rare and our churches are often empty. The Media-God (TV, films, computer games, videos, etc) indoctrinates us daily, that the world around us is a dangerous and scary place. It preaches that the use of aggression and violence is necessary and gets us what we want. We come to believe that traditional values are out of fashion. In a variety of ways our children are robbed of  the chance to learn useful values. It is our job and privilege as caring adults to re-create, in a new format, ways in which our young can learn, within the current framework of their lives, the values and tools of living well together. 

Leah scooted closer and sat quietly near Cameron. “Cameron, I can see that you’re really sad. Come sit next to me.“ Slowly the crying stopped. “You are my friend and I want you to stay and celebrate with us. Do you want to tell me what’s bothering you?”
„No, I want to go home.“

“OK. I can understand that when you are so sad you want to go home. I’ll tell Cameron’s dad that he should call your parents. But tell me, why were you crying?” 
„Yeah, because I also brought a present. I even made it myself, well with my mom. But Cameron doesn’t even want to look at it. She just shoved it aside and wants to play now. I hate her.”

“Wow, self made! That’s cool. It was probably a lot of work to do that. I can’t imagine that Cameron wouldn’t really like to have it. Something’s got to be wrong here. Maybe she simply didn’t see your gift. Do you want to ask?“

“You can ask her yourself. I don’t want to talk to her.” 

We spend most of our youth acquiring skills and training tools to help us deal with life’s daily tasks, which prepare us for the work force and ultimately for earning an income. However, most of us did not learn specific and useful tools to deal with the most pervasive and influential area of our lives, namely relationships. Dealing with people, being in relationship, comprises the main activity during most of our days, whether it be at home (children, siblings, parents), in the work place (boss, co-worker, employee) or out and about in our world (friends, landlord, tax advisor etc). For this very important aspect of our lives, we are so minimally prepared.  Relationship with any person, more so with a group of people, brings with it differing desires, a diversity of interests and inevitably friction. Most of us have not received training nor specific skills to deal with relationships nor the intense element of the arising conflicts. Hence, we flounder.

Yet the truth is that each of us, children and adults alike, has the deep desire to be heard, to be understood, to connect with and be believed by those around us. We want to be clear about and express our desires, to feel able to act freely in our lives and to choose our reactions to the events which come to us in life. What we need is a ‘school of life’ for young people where they are able to explore the different facets of our humanness, our strengths and weaknesses, and especially the magnificent challenge of daily personal interactions with others.  How helpful it would be, even as adults, to learn to successfully dis-cover and utilize the power within us, to train skills needed for being in relationships and to develop the expertise of dealing with conflicts. 

„Hey, Peggy, why didn’t you open Cameron’s present?” Leah asked curiously.  

„I didn’t see any present from her“ Peggy answered. „I thought she just didn’t bring one.“ 

„Not true! I put it down right in front of you!“ Cameron said loudly. 

Peggy pushed the huge pile of torn wrapping paper aside. There, underneath, was Cameron’s gift.

„Man, Cameron, I really didn’t see it. I think that’s really great that you did bring me a present after all. Thanks a lot!” Peggy beamed.

„I even made it myself“ Cameron said proudly. 

Leah asked „Should we still call your parents, Cameron? Wouldn’t you rather stay here and have the birthday party with us?”  

„Yeah, I’d like to stay. Thanks Leah. Open it up, Peggy. I hope you like it.“

What are Values?

Values are those things which we hold as precious, important and valuable in our lives. Children need challenge, direction and encouragement to navigate their lives and the events they experience. Values serve as their guideposts along the path, showing them where they are, where to turn, and in what direction they want to go. Each person and every cohesive group, families as well as cultures, have a set of values which they hold and orient themselves by. Although we can touch or see them, values are nonetheless learned by observing what others value, by noting their personal preferences and by experiencing the world around us. 

We often speak of raising our children with values. However, it is not actuality feasible to “raise” our children. Independent of what actions we take, it is inevitable that our children will grow up to be adults, all on their own. The kind of adults they become and the values which will guide them does depend largely on what they learn from us while growing up, day after day, year after year. 

Children watch the adults in their lives carefully as we move through our day and they learn exceptionally well. They learn from us how to live, and from that they learn what we value. Our preaching and teaching in words are seldom their main avenue of learning. Instead, they listen to us talking about our neighbors or family members and learn about judgments and gossiping, or they learn about understanding and acceptance. They hear our conversation with their classmate about the test they failed and they learn about encouragement or about blame. They listen to us discuss how we can delete some figures from our tax statement, or dutifully declare all of our income and they learn about honesty. They watch us take the time to bend over and help our colleague pick up their dropped papers in the hall, or watch us hurry by without stopping and they learn about helping others. When we experience a set back in our lives they absorb our attitude of appreciation for what we still have, or they register our cynical complaints of what is lost and they learn about gratefulness. Our children learn our values from how we live and who we are much more than from what we tell them about life.

The Center for Peace Education

With the deep desire to reach our children and the awareness of the ever increasing violence in our world that two woman brought to life a new idea. In the spring of 2002 Shirley Everett, an experienced retired school teacher and leading peace education trainer in Canada was invited to teach in Germany by  Lisa Carlone Steindorf, an educator, a Feldenkrais practitioner, and a Conscious Parenting advocate. Ms. Everett trained a school staff in the program now known as Learning P.E.A.C.E.™. Shortly thereafter Mrs. Steindorf gained certification as a trainer in peace education and the two women founded The Center for Peace Education with offices in Halifax, Canada and Hofheim, Germany. The practical goal of the center is to educate and train parents, teachers, school and institutional staffs internationally to teach their children, whilst practicing themselves, how to value the individual, social mastery skills, and tools to deal with conflict - in other words the art of living well together. Courses for parents and staff entail a dynamic mixture of theory, group discussions and practical exercises. Homework and case studies are integrated into the teaching. The concept Learning Learning P.E.A.C.E.™  - Learning Personal Empowerment And Conflict Expertise is the curriculum used, of which Ms. Everett is the originator.

Back to Leah… is she a miracle child? Of course not. What she did was natural for her because she has learned it. In every personal encounter, each party has their own perspective, let’s say their own story about what is going on. When two people interact, as with Cameron and Peggy, it is actually their respective stories (based on what they have perceived) which are interaction with each other. They can’t even really hear or see the other person for they are only hearing their own story in whatever is said or done. In order for effective communication to take place, it is vital that this pattern first be realized – to realize that two (often drastically) different realities are taking place about the seemingly same event.

What Leah did first was to be willing to understand where Cameron was at. Then she offered the girl her full presence and made her caring be known. Thereafter she inquired as to what Cameron was feeling, understanding and accepting Cameron’s feelings without judgment. She then confirmed that Cameron would get the support she asked for while offering her to figure out the problem together. She assumed that both Cameron and Peggy were doing their best in the situation and tried to find out exactly what stories were taking place. That would point in a direction of a solution. Then she inquired as to Peggy’s story and the connection of the two perspectives was achieved. Leah has learned and been practicing tools which support people interacting with one another. She is a very young student of Learning Peace.

In the Learning P.E.A.C.E.tm courses we use the daily challenges we are confronted with as  parents and/or teachers, as the spring board for the exercises, discussions and role plays we do. We teach specific communication tools, formats for creating rules, strategies for devising consequences for broken rules and an exact sequence with which conflicts can be resolved effectively and satisfactorily. The participants are often amazed at the immediate results they experience in their homes and in the classroom by implementing just a few of the tools which they learn and practice in our courses. What makes them realize the most profound changes in their lives, however, is the opportunity we give them in class to explore the confines of their judgments, their trust or lack of trust in others, and specifically how to define their wants. Combined with the practical tools and strategies of dealing with relationships and conflict, the participants feel well equipped to create and enjoy their daily interactions at home or in the classroom with a much deeper sense of well being.

What parents and teachers gain from Learning P.E.A.C.E.tm

Whether in the classroom or in the home, adults gain access to concrete strategies to create rules which will be adhered to because they are developed together with the children. They practice communication skills which are readily available when a conflict arises or children’s behaviour is poor or disruptive. They gain specific insight into their own personal ‘triggers’ (the things which bother them) and ways of dealing with them so that they are free to choose an effective and desired response instead of reacting automatically and often ineffectively.

It is when we are in a place of integrity within ourselves (meaning we have integrated what we value into our mind set and with consistency into our actions) that our children learn most effectively from us what we value and how to practice those values in their own lives. We become a shining role-model without the effort of trying. We live that which we believe from a place of conviction and ease. 

So you see, we cannot raise our children in our values, but we can live them in such a way, that our children learn to integrate those values into their own ways of seeing and being in the world. Every great journey begins with the first step. Every day we have the choice of which steps to take and in which direction to go. Every day we choose anew. Be clear about where you want to go. Then take each step with that intention in mind so that, with each step, your journey is indeed the one you intend to take. 

Values - just to name a few…

Assertiveness, caring, compassion, confidence, courage, detachment, determination, enthusiasm, excellence, faithfulness, flexibility, forgiveness, friendliness, generosity, gratefulness, helpfulness, honesty, honour, humility, humbleness, integrity, justice, moderation, orderliness, patience, purposefulness, reliability, respect, responsibility, self-discipline, service, tact, tolerance, trust

Steps toward effective communication

1. Make the decision to be present and caring.

2. Ask about the other person’s feelings.

3. Accept without judgment and confirm those feelings (no right or wrong- just feelings).

4. Offer support to find a solution.
5. Be of service until a solution is found.
Important Points

· You as the adult are the authority (with firmness and love, not with authoritarianism)

· Play down misbehaviour and play up desired behaviour (“Catch them” doing things right!)

· Set clear and reasonable boundaries. 

· Follow through with logical (fair and related) consequences.

· Train respectful and effective communication.

· Identify and accept your own and your children’s feelings.

· Use encouragement to try again when mistakes are made.

· Acknowledge all improvements, even the tiniest ones.

· Celebrate all successes, even the tiniest ones.

· When all else fails, love yourself first and completely, until you can love the others…
