TEACHING CHILDREN TO BE TRUTHFULPRIVATE 

by H. Hasenbuhler, School Psychologist

     Lying is a behavior that all children try at sometime in their lives.  Why is it then, that some children learn to tell the truth, while others continue to tell lies?

     Children tell lies because they have learned sometimes it keeps them out of trouble.  Sometimes they lie because they are too frightened to tell the truth.  Sometimes they lie because they have watched the adults around them lie.  For example, a parent may lie about a child's age to get a reduced admission to an amusement park.

     To help children learn to tell the truth, the first step is to promote honest and open communication.  Never put your child in a position which may force him or her to lie.  If you are aware of what happened in a situation, confront the child directly without placing them in a position which will tempt the child to lie to avoid consequences of their actions.  If your child can trust you, it will make it easier to admit that s/he has made a mistake.  Part of growing up is making mistakes, and we must be careful not to place expectations on children which they cannot meet.

     Another thing parents can do is reinforce their child for telling the truth.  Praise, a kiss on the cheek or a hug, all communicate to your child that truth telling pays off.  Likewise, allowing logical consequences to occur when a child makes a mistake is more powerful than punishment.

     Should your child lie, then deal with it privately.  Discuss alternate ways s/he could have dealt with the situation.  Make certain he understands the consequences of lying.  For example, no one believes you, people avoid you, privileges are lost, etc.

     Finally, remember that children model the behavior of others, especially those adults around them that they love and trust.  If you lie, then your child will learn to lie, too.

This article was adapted with permission from the “Communique,” a publication of the National Association of School Psychologists.

