
>Should we reward good behavior? 

>The other Shabbat I walked home from a women's tfila with a small feeling 

>of anticipatory dread. i knew the boys would be home, that the friend who 

>had com to play would have left and that my sons (12 and 8) often fight 

>when they're together. But I walked into a peaceful scene. In fact, my 

>8-year-old told me I had missed all the fun: The boys had been discussing 

>future plans for a snake farm, weaving an elaborate fantasy of who would do 

>what, how things would work, etc. The rest of the afternoon was so peaceful 

>-- not one fight -- that I felt like giving them each a treat -- because 

>they had behaved so well. But I stopped myself because on some level I 

>believe this is the way children should behave and to reward it would give 

>the message that this good behavior was something out of the ordinary 

>(which it was.) Any thoughts? 

> 

  

I hope the road is wider than the part that you see. 

Most people think that in the context of a plan to change behavior, 

rewarding good behavior is the most effective path. So had you been scheming 

a way to get this to happen, you would already know the answer because you 

had planned it in advance. 

Now you have gotten a pleasant surprise, a reading that having a pleasurable 

cooperative interaction is somewhere in the cards for your boys. You have 

many more than one option here: 

1. You could take the chance that the boys have turned a corner, perhaps a 

developmental one between them, or perhaps connected to your leaving them 

alone. You could simply wait to see how things develop before you decide how 

to respond. 

2. You could seize the opportunity to begin a positive reward program. You 

could generously reward the interaction saying that now that you know it is 

possible, you will start to expect it and reward it for a while until it 

comes naturally. 

3. You could state your admiration and appreciation for the interaction and 

let them know what a good feeling it gives you. 

4. You could extend this admiration to a spontaneous reward that gives it 

concrete expression that children often need. 

Now, what is worrying you? Have you backed yourself into "the best only" 

guide to parental misery? Are you afraid, say, "one false step and this 

behavior disappears forever, all my fault?" Have "experts" convinced you 

that there is a singular answer to something so complex as brothers getting 

along for an hour? 



Let me suggest a different start to your inner discourse. How about, "I must 

be doing something right. So I probably have the best guess for what will be 

worth trying here. If I let myself and my spouse imagine some possibilities, 

we can probably afford to trust our hearts on what makes most sense for our 

family. After all, the boys did their wonderful magic naturally, from the 

heart. They deserve our best guess, from our hearts." 

The eminent philosopher and translator Walter Kauffmann spent a thousand 

pages showing the difference between responding to the world as it is and 

trying to make the world the way it is "supposed" to be. You and your boys 

deserve a whack at the former. 

 

 

 

 

 


