The benefit of teaching values
through discussions of a model such
as the 7 Habits, for example, is that
there is no program to buy. Teachers
introduce a concept one week and dis-
cuss the concept with students as it is
reflected in their daily lives. Students
can find examples of the values (or
lack of them) among people in the
news and among characters in the
books they read. Our rich heritage of
children’s and young-adult literature,
therefore, can become a major
resource for learning values and ethics
(without adding new textbooks).

Furthermore, relating the 7 Habits
to children’s literature and analysis of
news in nonthreatening discussions
allows students to “discover” the con-
cepts in the literature and in real life
experiences. As they make connec-
tions and associations, they simultane-
ously build their powers of critical and
creative thinking, instead of passively
accepting ideas.

While Covey’s model is simple on
its surface, it is by no means easy to
automatically adopt and live because,
like an onion, there are multiple layers
of meaning and diverse ways that it
can be applied. Each of his 7 Habits
includes various prineiples and con-
cepts that people could spend a life-
time exploring. Additionally, many of
the patterns “typical” of modern Amer-
ica seem opposite to the values inher-
ent in this model, so individuals fre-
quently must unlearn unhelpful
behaviors and attitudes while they
simultaneously learn helpful ones. For
example, in many discussions of pub-
lic issues on TV, the participants are
adversarial, litigious, or competitive.
One rarely sees people work through a
problem cooperatively with skillful
mediation or negotiation.

A School Wide Effort

For the best results in encouraging
students to become more ethical citi-
Zens, it is desirable to include discus-
sions of the habits every year. Optimal-
ly, an entire school or district could
focus on one habit per month. When
an entire school learns the same
vocabulary of ethics, it builds a spirit
of community through the common
experience.” Although students may
study the same list of good habits from
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year to year, different nuances of
meaning will come into focus as the
children mature. Also, using different
and progressively more challenging
books each year maintains freshness
in the program.

Moral concepts, relevant to children
and adults alike, can provide a unify-
ing paradigm, or way of viewing life,
uniting schools and families. Parents
can be involved in such a curriculum
in many ways: engaging in discussions
of the 7 Habits among themselves or
with their children; helping to identify
new books that readily demonstrate
one or more of the 7 Habits (this activ-
ity can provide a worthwhile service to
the schools that simultaneously rein-
forces the parents’ own literacy and
thinking skills); and sharing a book
and discussing one of the habits with a
small group of students (so that many
children are able to explore and dis-
cuss the ideas within the safety of a
small group setling). Table 1 lists 109
trade books (with related good habits)
that parents and teachers might
choose from. When parents and teach-
ers are reinforcing the same ideas and
concepts, there is greater assurance of
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Relating the 7 Habits to Swimmy

One popular children’s picture book,
Swiremy by Leo Lioni, demonstrates
within its story all of the 7 Habits.® In
brief, Swimmy is a black fish living in a
school of red fish. When a large preda-
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