How to Raise a Happy Child

Stephen Covey, best-selling advice guru, applies his famed "7 Habits" to kids.

By Jeanne McDowell 

Ever thought about applying workplace principles to your precious little kindergartner's life? 

Best-selling author and Contributing Editor Stephen Covey has. In his latest book, "The Leader in Me: How Schools and Parents Around the World Are Inspiring Greatness, One Child at a Time," Covey turns his attention to elementary schools and students. The book represents a new chapter for the self-help guru, best known for his 1989 blockbuster, "The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People." This time, Covey takes his prescription for success into the realm of education. The father of nine demonstrates how some schools are applying his seven "habits" to foster personal leadership and character development in kids. 

USA WEEKEND talked to Covey about inspiring children, homework and what kinds of gifts he gives to his grandchildren -- he has 50! 

What can parents do to help their children be successful? 
Affirm their children's worth and potential in a way that inspires them to feel that way, too. Show them that they don't derive their sense of self from being compared with other people. The message to children should be that success comes from character and not just from being rich and famous. 

Can you give us some specifics? 
Develop a mission statement for your family that deals with the four parts of life -- mind, body, heart and spirit. Let this statement focus on ways you can serve others, whether it's working at a food bank or helping friends who come from dysfunctional families. 

What are the roadblocks to success? 
One of the biggest is parents who compare their children with other children. Too many parents don't love their children unconditionally. In many homes, parents focus on the success of money, recognition and achievement rather than on character and contribution. 

What should be the message parents send about grades? 
That good grades are the byproduct of living by correct principles and becoming our own personal leaders. 
Should parents help with homework? 
Have your kids teach you what they're learning [in school]. Get excited and enthusiastic so kids start to feel, 'wow, my parents are really learning. I'm their teacher. I'm a good student.' Teens tend to be resistant at first, but if you start slowly with their favorite subject, they will become top students. But it takes time, which a lot of parents don't give. 

Kids are under enormous stress these days. How can parents help them cope? 
They can learn to say no to things that aren't urgent. Listen to your children with true intimacy and let them express themselves fully, without judgment, advice or prying. That removes a lot of stress from their lives. 

How do you feel about TV? 
In my family, we discuss it. We've always had an arrangement where every child can watch for one hour a day, or seven hours a week. It usually ends in the family watching a football game and movie over the weekend, and hardly any TV on school nights. 
What about computers? 
In my family, children use computers for their homework, but not for games and things like that. I don't mind a little entertainment, but it should be kept at a minor level. 
What kinds of gifts do you give your 50 grandchildren? 
I usually buy books. Sometimes I buy developmental toys, or scriptures. But it's usually educational. 
