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Teaching Good Middos Part 2

How can teachers teach good middos?

There are two parts to imparting good middos to children:
habit and teaching about middos from the Torah.

Habit in Learning Good Middos

The Vilna Gaon writes:

One has to reprove the children often with gentle words, with
words of mussar that settle in the heart, and mainly with
chinuch and habituation. And (proper) speech and middos
require much habituation, and habit is dominance over all
things.*

And in a footnote there:?

And this is the reason why — due to our many sins — many are
not careful about uttering false oaths, lies, falsehoods,
mockery, curses, and lashon hora, and this is because they were
used to this from their youth. And the people who are used
from their youth to not let an oath or a curse pass their lips will
not stumble in this, even when they have a great need for it.?

There is a famous saying: “vav nwyl 720" — habit becomes
nature. When we educate and habituate our children from a
young age in correct behaviors, they continue those behaviors
throughout their lives. | once heard someone tell over how
when he was in elementary school, they had a middos program
which incentivized the students to open the door for their
parents. He said that for the rest of his life, he was always
opening the door for his parents.

Another example: if for eight years in elementary school,
students will know that when a teacher or other adult comes
into the classroom they must stand up, they will always
continue having respect for those older and wiser than
themselves. And the same is true for any aspect of derech eretz
and middos.

Of course, the “Simcha Principle” holds true here as well. As
the Vilna Gaon says, “with gentle words”. Habituating children
to good middos through punishment will only backfire in the
long term. (See “The Simcha Principle” article.)

However, as children grow older, they may start questioning
their habits, and so we must also explain the importance of
middos to them and teach them about middos from the Torah.
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Teaching about Middos

Rabbi Chaim Friedlander writes:

The paths to education for good middos are divided into several
tracks. One is by drawing lessons from Torah study and the
words of Chazal to show their middos and derech eretz.*

Rabbi Aharon Rosenfeld zt”l, the Pinsk-Karlin Rebbe says:

One must endeavor in everything he learns with the students
to instill Yiras Shomayim into their hearts, whether in Gemara
or Chumash with Rashi. With every point it is possible to instill
Yiras Shomayim and fear of sin. This is so in every statement of
the Gemara, and obviously in the commentary of Rashi on the
Torah.”

The same is true for teaching middos. Our regular curriculum
is full of opportunities to point out lessons in middos. The
teacher should take advantage of each and every one of them.
Doing so will help the students understand that this is an
important topic to the teacher and will help them internalize
the lessons.

Rabbi Friedlander continues:

Another way, when applicable, is to react in every instance of
lack of derech eretz and to explain why it isn’t good. Conversely,
to praise and highlight good and refined behavior (a child was
mevater during a quarrel, lent an object, didn’t complain, etc.),
as kinas sofrim will also increase the chochma of derech eretz.®

As we discuss in The Master Mechanech as well as in the article
on chutzpah, children often behave with chutzpah because
they haven’t been taught otherwise. When a student or class
behaves with a lack of respect or good middos, rather than
getting angry, the teacher should use the incident as a
“teachable moment”. They should explain calmly why the
behavior was wrong, and what the student could have done
differenty. Of course, this needs to be done in such a way that
it won’t cause public embarrassment to any individual student.

Combining Habit and Learning

For the past several years, we have been blessed with many
professional middos curricula and programs which are
available to teachers and schools. The impact they have made,
however, seems to be questionable. One of the main reasons
for this is the same as what we wrote in The Master
Mechanech regarding Tefilla curricula:
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“A principal once shared his frustration with me that he had
acquired a beautiful new tefillah curriculum for his school, full
of explanations, stories and meshalim, but that in some of the
classes, the students still didn’t enjoy davening. When he
looked into the reason, he found that those teachers simply
read the pages of the curriculum (or had one of the students
read it), and as soon as the reading was over, biur hatefillah
was over, and they went to the ‘main’ part of the lesson. The
next day, they continued with the next pages of the tefillah
curriculum, never to revisit the previous ones.

No matter how great a tefillah curriculum is, it won’t do much
if it’s a one-and-done deal, and if it’s not given over with an
emphasis of its importance!”

The same is true for middos programs. We, as teachers, have
to teach those curricula with passion and feeling. The Alshich
writes:

...If the words which come from the mouth of the Torah teacher
or the rebuker will be from the depth of his heart, then from the
heart they will journey to the hearts of the listeners like
sharpened arrows, and there they will rest, inspiring adherence
and action with all efforts of strength. However if the speaker
utters his words not from the depth of his heart, rather only
speaking from mouth to mouth, then even when they reach the
ears of the listeners, they will stand outside and bear no fruit.”
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If our words are delivered flatly and treated as just another
part of the curriculum to get through, they won't have any
effect. On the other hand, students can tell when something is
important to their teacher. And when it’s important to their
teacher, it has an enormous impact on them as well.

We must then follow up on the implementation of the middos
that are being taught and incentivize them. This will make sure
that these middos became an ingrained habit to our students,
and that they understand how important they are.

The Personal Example

Finally, Rabbi Friedlander writes:

And above all, the personal example of the teacher, in his
integrity, fairness, truthfulness and loyalty, in orderliness,
cleanliness and in his good middos.®

As we’ve discussed previously, every word we say and every
action we do leaves an impression on our students. Our
ongoing, everyday behavior and interaction with our students
and each other will be one of the main factors of good middos
in our students.

May we be zoche to teach our students good middos
effectively and see them grow up to be Baalei Middos Tovos!
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