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hat do you say,
Reuben?”
We were on our way

from the house to the car, and our
neighbor Colesie had just greete-d us.
But my son Reuben, lost in the inner
world of a 7-year-old, neglected to ac-

knowledge her.

“Hello,” Reuben responded abseni;—
ly to my prompting, as if he wasn't
sure who needed greeting.

“No, sweetie, look up at Colesie,” 1
told Reuben, trying not to sound an-
noyed. “Say hello in a friendly, loud
voice, so she can hear you.”

“Hi, Colesie,” he conceded, as I
wondered whether I should make him
add “How are you?”

It’s a bit odd to find myself so con-
cerned about instilling good manners
in my children. Having grown up in
Berkeley, California, during the free-
speech era, I would never have imag-

ined that I'd come to see etiquette as

such an essential part of a child’s edu-
cation. For me, the term “well be-

haved” had always conjured up

images of militaristic authority figures
and intlexible rules that squelched
kids® self-expression and individuality.

Then I became a mother. There’s
nothing like living with kids who
whine rather than ask, grab rather
than take turns, or hit rather than
use words to drive home the reality
that kids need manners to function
in the world. It’s not so much that I
wanted to put courtesy on my child-
rearing agenda; it’s just that the

Is it a thankless task to get kids to
say thank you? Why one mom nags
her sons about observing all those

often-overlooked social graces.

alternative seemed iIrresponsible.

Even so, it’s not always clear when I
should insist that Reuben and his 10-
year-old brother, Evan, act polite and
when I should let them off the hook
Should I force them to say good—bye;
tf’ their coach after basketball prac-
tice, even though the other kids don’t?

If Evan says he’s sorry after fighti
with Reuben, how much of ag st;II:lg(

that my sons say, “Thanks for dinner,
Mom!” to ensure that they don’t grow
up taking women for granted?

This inner dialogue i complicated
by the fact that a lack of courtesy
among children is widely tolerated
these days. When 1 nudge my boys
publicly about their manners, people
4I€ apt to respond with either knee.-
jerk reassurances (“That’s okay, he

By Lisa Braver Moss

doesn’t need to apologize/thank
me/say hello”) or to reprimand me
(“Don’t be so hard on him!”). At these

times, I am torn between self-doubt—
am I being too rigidP’—and irritation
that the adults at hand assume that
my children are incapable of civility.
Incapable they are not. A lot of the
time, Evan and Reuben do remember
their manners, and on those occa-

sions, they glow with selt-respect.
Thank you for having me over.”

Reuben may volunteer proudly to his
grandfather as we’re leavin j

gathering. Or Evan’s face may light up

at dinner when he remembers my in-

junction to say, “Ng thanks, T don’t
care for any sauce” instead

| ot the more
concise “Eeeeernp!”
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But they are just as likely to over-
look a special treat I've prepared for
them or to complain about having to
put away fresh laundry that I've lov-
ingly folded and stacked. When that
happens, shouldn’t I take a stand, te-
dious though it may be?

One thing I do know for certain:
Childhood is a grace period. Someday,
Evan and Reuben will be judged
harshly it they wolf down their food
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Reuben. I thought back to earlier this
year, when the second- and third-
graders in my car pool would leave
without saying good-bye or thanking
me for the ride. I didn’t think twice
about whether or not to jump in—I
knew I deserved a proper good-bye. I
began insisting (honking my horn
when necessary) that the kids return
to the car whenever they forgot. Not
only did their manners improve, they

I considered Colesie’s choice ot
words: “Tt hurts my feelings.” She was
not merely trying to teach Reuben a
lesson; she genuinely wanted to be
treated with respect. I thought again
of my car-pool kids rushing headlong
out the door without acknowledging
me. Colesie’s point, in fact, was the
crux of the whole issue: It feels lousy
to be ignored, whether you're 4 or 40.

Too often, perhaps, I've thought of
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