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Teaching Character!
You help your child learn so many things. You help them learn 
colors and numbers, how to point to their eyes, nose, ears, and 
mouth, and how to dress themselves. You can teach your child 
about good character, too! Parents can help their child learn 
how to get along, tell the truth, be reliable, and care for others 
and the world around them.

CHARACTER COUNTS!®  helps parents teach basic  
values that everyonecan agree on. These are known as the 
Six Pillars of Character®.

The Six Pillars of Character:

Trustworthiness Respect Responsibility

Fairness Caring Citizenship
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A Great Time to Start Teaching Character!
Preschoolers are learning about their world. They are learning how to be part of 
their family and their community. Children learn from watching parents, adults, 
and other children.

Parents who are:
•	 trustworthy 
•	 respectful 
•	 responsible 
•	 fair  
•	 caring  
•	 good citizens 

What Can You Do at Home?
Use the Six Pillars to set expectations for your children. The activities in this 
guide will help you reinforce the importance of good character so your children 
can learn about — and practice! — these values at home.

Some Things to Try: 
Use the CHARACTER COUNTS! Six Pillar words. Try saying things 
like, “You put your socks on by yourself! You are so responsible!” Your 
children may not use the Pillar words for a long time, but they will learn 
what the words mean when you use them. 

Point out good character when you see it. For example, you might say to 
your child, “Kim was showing respect by holding the door open.”

Repeat, repeat, repeat! Children love hearing stories over and over, and 
they love activities and games they can do again and again. 

Be positive! Children learn best through positive support and praise. 

Be patient! It takes time for young children to understand and begin to 
show good character. Some will take longer than others. You can help by 
making the learning fun and positive!  

Encourage your child. Say: “You can do it!” Or have your child say, “I 
did it!” when they show good character. And when things are hard to do, 
encourage your child by saying, “It’s worth it!” For example, “I know it’s 
tough to get the button in the buttonhole, but it’s worth it to learn so you 
can button your coat!”

Will help their child learn how to be:
•	 trustworthy 
•	 respectful 
•	 responsible 
•	 fair 
•	 caring
•	 good citizens
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Trustworthiness
What does Trustworthiness mean?

•	 Being honest
•	 Keeping promises 
•	 Being reliable – doing what you 

say you will do
•	 Using good judgment 
•	 Doing the right thing  
•	 Creating a good reputation  
•	 Being loyal

Preschoolers are Trustworthy  
when they:

•	 Tell the truth 
•	 Finish a task
•	 Return things that are borrowed
•	 Put things back without  

being told
•	 Resist the temptation to  

do something they’re not 
supposed to do

Respect

What does Respect mean?

•	 Treating others as you would like 
to be treated (the Golden Rule)

•	 Accepting differences
•	 Treating everyone well
•	 Using manners and appropriate 

language
•	 Resolving	conflicts	peacefully
•	 Considering the feelings  

of  others

Preschoolers are Respectful  
when they:

•	 Let a friend have a turn without 
being told

•	 Accept “no” from an adult 
without arguing

•	 Go out of  their way to include  
a friend in a group

•	 Acknowledge or identify how 
someone else feels

•	 Say “please” and “thank you”

Responsibility

What does Responsibility mean?
•	 Keeping commitments
•	 Being accountable for actions
•	 Considering consequences
•	 Taking care of  belongings
•	 Setting a good example
•	 Trying hard and not giving up

Preschoolers are Responsible  
when they:
•	 Get dressed without  

being reminded
•	 Put toys away
•	 Follow an adult’s request
•	 Get ready in the morning
•	 Make their beds
•	 Admit mistakes

The Pillars and Preschoolers
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Fairness

What does Fairness mean?
•	 Stating the rules clearly
•	 Playing by the rules
•	 Taking turns
•	 Considering all sides of   

a situation
•	 Not taking advantage  

of  people
•	 Sharing

Preschoolers are Fair  
when they:
•	 Take turns when playing games
•	 Follow the rules of  games
•	 Divide portions equally
•	 Do not treat friends differently
•	 Share with family and friends
•	 Listen to others’ ideas even  

when they do not agree 

Caring

What does Caring mean?
•	 Being kind
•	 Helping others
•	 Showing compassion
•	 Expressing gratitude
•	 Forgiving others

Preschoolers are Caring  
when they:
•	 Show affection
•	 Help a friend feel better
•	 Offer a hug
•	 Show concern for others
•	 Say “thank you”
•	 Forgive friends when they  

make mistakes

Citizenship

What does Citizenship mean?
•	 Making the community better
•	 Cooperating
•	 Exhibiting social awareness
•	 Obeying laws and rules
•	 Voting
•	 Protecting the environment

Preschoolers are good 
Citizens when they:
•	 Help others with chores
•	 Work together
•	 Help recycle
•	 Learn and follow rules
•	 Throw trash away
•	 Help make family decisions

The Pillars and Preschoolers
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Situation Ideas Trustworthy Choice Not Trustworthy 
Choice

You	find	money	on	the	
sidewalk.

Ask a grown-up to help 
find	the	person	who	lost	the	
money.

Keep the money.

You drop your friend’s toy and 
it breaks.

You tell your friend you broke 
the toy. You see if  it can be 
fixed.

You put the broken toy 
away. You do not tell that 
you broke it.

There is a piece of  candy on 
the counter. You want to eat it.

You ask a grown-up if  you 
may have the candy.

You take the candy and 
eat it. When someone asks 
where the candy is, you say, 
“I don’t know.”

Mom asks you to pick up your 
toys

You put the toys away where 
they belong.

You put the toys under the 
furniture.

You were supposed to brush 
your teeth. You forgot.

When Dad asks if  you brushed 
your teeth, you say, “I forgot! I 
will brush my teeth now!” 

You say, “Yes, I brushed 
my teeth.”

Your neighbor has pretty 
flowers	in	his	garden.	You	
would like to pick some.

You ask your neighbor if  it 
would be OK to pick some 
flowers.

You	pick	some	flowers	
when no one is looking and 
run home.

You were playing outside and 
your shoes got muddy.

You take off  your shoes 
before you go in the house.

You don’t take your shoes 
off 	and	the	floor	gets	dirty.

You told your friend you would 
play with her. Then someone 
asks you to go to a movie.

You decide to play with your 
friend.

You go to the movie.

Activities to Do at Home: 
Trustworthiness

What Would You Do?
This is a fun game that gives you and your child the chance to talk about trust. 
Play this game in the car or at mealtime. 

1. Choose a situation from the list below.
2. Share the situation with your child. Then share the two choices and ask,  

“What would you do?”
3. When your child says what he or she would do, ask, “Why would you do that?”
4. Discuss why the trustworthy answer is the best choice. 
5. Older preschoolers may not need to hear the two choices.  

For them, share a situation and ask what they would do and why.
6. Think of  other situations where there are two choices. Your child may have 

some good ideas!
7. Playing this game will help prepare you and your child for real-life situations. 
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Using Books, Stories, Movies, and TV: 
Preschoolers have active imaginations. It is not always easy for them to know 
the difference between what is true and what is not true. Reading books, hearing 
stories and watching movies and TV together will give you lots of chances to 
talk about trust!

Books and Stories:
Books are a good way learn about trust, truth, and lies. There are many books 
for preschoolers about telling the truth. Ask your librarian for suggestions or 
search online for ideas. 

•	 Be	Honest	and	Tell	the	Truth by Cheri Meiners
•	 Ruthie	and	the	(Not	So)	Teeny	Tiny	Lie by Laura Rankin
•	 A	Big	Fat	Enormous	Lie by Marjorie Weinman and David McPhail
•	 The	Berenstain	Bears	and	the	Truth	by Stan and Jan Berenstain
•	 The	Boy	Who	Cried	Wolf 	(multiple books by multiple authors)
•	 Tales	of 	Peter	Rabbit	by Beatrix Potter

Movies and TV: 
Watching children’s movies and family TV together can give you the 
opportunity to talk about trust. Watch for situations in a movie or TV show 
in which someone needs to make a decision whether to be trustworthy or 
untrustworthy. Use the questions below to talk about what you and your child saw. 

Talking About Stories, Books, Movies, and TV:
Thinking of questions ahead of time can help you get ready to talk about 
trust. Here are some ideas to get you started:

Ask your child:

•	 “What happened?”
•	 “What choices did (the character) make?
•	 “Were the choices good ones?” “Why?”
•	 “Were the choices not good?” “Why?”  
•	 “What could they have done differently?”
•	 “What would you have done?”
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Example:
Here is an example of a parent and child talking about “Goldilocks and the 
Three Bears.” You can have a similar discussion with your child about other 
stories, movies, or TV.

Parent: “What did Goldilocks do?”

Child: “Went in the Bear’s house.”

Parent: “Yes, she did!  Was she supposed to be there?”

Child: “No!”

Parent:  “That’s right! She wasn’t being trustworthy!  
What happened to Goldilocks when she was  
in the house?”

Child: “She broke the chair!”

Parent:  “She did! She made some bad choices.  
What should Goldilocks have done?”

Child: “Not go in the house and not break things.”

Parent:  “It is important that we are trustworthy and don’t go places where we 
aren’t invited or break other people’s things!”

Keeping Promises
Keeping promises is an important part of trustworthiness. This is not an 
easy idea for young children. They understand that a promise is serious. 
But it will be hard to make promises that they can keep. 

Some promises are easier to keep than others. For preschoolers, keep 
things simple. Focus on “trying” to do things, not a promise to “do it all.” 

It is hard for a preschooler to keep a promise to “pick up all toys, all of 
the time.” Think about having your child make promises about trying to 
do something. Encourage your child to “promise to try and pick up toys” 
rather than always doing it. This will make the promise easier to achieve. 
And it will give you many opportunities to note improvement. 

You help your child develop trustworthiness by saying things like, “I know 
you are trying to remember to put our toys away, so I trust you are going to 
put them in the basket soon.” Remind your child of the promise without 
reprimanding. This gives your child a chance to show trustworthiness. 
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Pretend Some ways to show Respect

Play house Saying “please” and “thank you.” Being patient.  
Taking turns. 

Veterinarian Saying “hello” and “good-bye.” Asking nicely for help. 

Florist Shop Asking, “How can I help you?” Listening to the customer. 
Being helpful. 

Restaurant Saying “please” and “thank you.” Bringing customers 
menus. Listening to the customers.

Activities to Do at Home: 
Respect

Tea Party 
Have a tea party to help everybody practice manners while having fun.  
Be as silly and creative as you want. You and your child can wear hats or  
make paper crowns.

Set a table with some cups and plates. You can put  
a	blanket	on	the	floor	and	have	a	tea	party	picnic!	

Take turns asking for pretend tea and pretend cookies.  
Use respectful words and phrases: 

“May I please have some tea?” 

(Pretend to pour tea.)

“Thank you!” 

“I would like a cookie, please.”

“Thank you for the yummy cookie!”

Your preschooler will have fun learning to use manners. Make a game of  
trying to be more polite each time you ask for something or say “thank  
you.” You’ll be surprised how much fun it is to learn and practice manners. 

Other Pretend Play
Children can practice ways to show respect through other pretend play:
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Different Cultures and Countries
Learning about other cultures can help your preschooler respect others.  
How can you help your preschooler learn about different cultures? 

•	 Look for special events that feature different cultures and countries. 
•	 Check your library or the Internet for information.
•	 Find books about other cultures and countries.
•	 Ask your child’s teacher for suggestions. 

Cultural Exploration With Your Preschooler:

•	 Clothes:  Find pictures of  people from other countries and cultures.  
Do their clothes look like yours? Are they wearing hats? Are they 
wearing shoes? Are there places where children need a winter coat and 
boots? Are there places where children do not need coats?

•	 Music: Listen to the music from other countries and cultures with your 
child. Talk about what you like about the music. Try dancing to the 
music. You might hear different instruments. See if  you can learn about 
the instruments.

•	 Foods: It is fun to learn about foods from other cultures. When you can, 
try foods from another country or culture. Look for books with pictures 
of  foods from other countries and cultures.

•	 Languages: Children enjoy learning to say words in other languages. 
Help your child learn new words in another language. Numbers, colors, 
and words like “hello” and “good-bye” are fun to learn. 
 
Look for library books with words in your home language and another 
language. You and your child can learn new words together! Say 
HELLO!

Spanish: Hola French: Bonjour German: Guten Tag 

Hebrew: Shalom  Japanese: Konnichiwa Chinese: Ni hao ma 

Hindi: Namaste Swahili: Jambo Italian: Bon Giorno 

Korean: Ahn nyeong ha se yo 

•	 Other interesting things: What do the homes look like in other places?  
Do people ride bikes or drive cars? What else can you learn? 
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 Steps for Bedtime Steps for Getting Ready in the 
Morning

Take bath Wake up
Put on pajamas Put clothes on
Brush teeth Put shoes on
Read story Eat breakfast
Lights out! Put coat on

Climb into car seat

Activities to Do at Home: 
Responsibility

Routines
Children can learn to be responsible by following routines. Preschoolers need 
help learning a routine.

It is easier to learn a routine when it is broken down into small steps. You can 
help your child learn a routine with a simple chart. 

First, list the steps in order. For example: 

Next, draw a chart. Write the days of the week across the top and the steps along 
the side. 

Draw pictures with each word. Pictures with words can help your child follow 
the routine. Your child may help draw the pictures. 

A chart may look something like this:

When	your	child	finishes	each	task,	he	or	she	can	mark	the	square.	Squares	can	
be marked with a pencil, crayon, or a sticker. 

Mon Tue Wed Thu Fri Sat Sun
Take Bath

Put on Pajamas

Brush Teeth

Read Story

Lights out
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Take Care of Belongings
It is important to teach children how to take responsibility for their belongings. 
Making a special place for items will make it easier for your child to keep things 
in the right place. Here are some ideas: 

•	 Shoes: Have a “special place” for your child to put his or her shoes.  
This might be a shoe box or a square of  paper with shoe outlines drawn. 
Encourage your child to put shoes in their “special place.”   
 

•	 Toys: Try	to	find	a	place	where	toys	can	be	put	along	a	wall	or	on	a	shelf.	
Make signs for each toy (puzzle, truck, doll, blocks, etc.). Draw a picture or 
glue a magazine picture next to the word. This will help your child know 
what goes where. When it is time to clean up, have your child match the toy 
to the sign and picture. 

Truck Blocks

Books

Teddy Bear Puzzle

Ball
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Activities to Do at Home: 
Fairness

Family Game Night  
Have a regular family game night. 

Make sure that the games you choose are for the age of your preschooler. This 
will avoid frustration and make the time more fun. There will be chances to take 
turns, talk about rules, and be a good sport. These are all important parts of 
fairness. 

Your child will see you taking turns and following rules. This will help your 
child learn about fairness.

“That’s Not Fair!”
As you probably know, this is a common complaint among preschoolers. 
When a child thinks something is not fair, it is a great time to talk about 
fairness. 

Example: A child says it’s not fair that his older sister got to spend the night 
with a friend. A parent might say, “I understand it doesn’t seem fair. Your 
sister is eight. When you are eight, you will be able to spend the night with a 
friend.”  

Be sure to point out to your child that there are things they are allowed 
to do now that they could not do last year. The older they are, the more 
privileges they have. 

Another example: You and your child are waiting in line for a movie. They 
got there early to get good seats. A woman using a wheel chair and her 
family are allowed to go to the front of the line. Your child sees this and says 
it’s not fair.

This situation lets you talk about people who have disabilities. They might 
need extra time to get into their seat. Or they might have to get to a  
special seat. Because of the person’s needs, it is fair that they went to the 
front of the line.
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Chores
Even the youngest members of the family can help with household chores.

Encourage children to set the table, help cook, or clean up. This lets them 
know they are important, contributing members of the family. Your home runs 
smoothly when everyone does his or her fair share. 

Think about the ways in which household chores are divided. Use this as a time 
to think about fairness. 

Job Rotation  
•	 List jobs on a chart. Each week move the names down one job. The 
person	at	the	bottom	of 	the	list	moves	to	the	first	job	on	the	chart.	

•	 Write each job on a strip of  paper. Fold the paper and put it in a basket 
or other container. Write the names of  family members who will do jobs 
on a piece of  paper. As you go down the list of  people in your family, 
pull out a strip of  paper with a job. That is their job for the week.

•	 List jobs on a piece of  paper. Write the names of  family members on 
pieces of  paper. Put the pieces of  paper in a basket or other container. 
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Activities to Do at Home: 
Caring

Helping Others
With your child, make a list of ways you can help others. Think about planning 
to do something special once a week or once a month. 

For example:

•	 Sweep your neighbor’s sidewalk. 
•	 Draw a picture and take it to a friend.
•	 Take cookies to a friend or neighbor who isn’t able to get out of  their home. 
•	 Take canned food to a food pantry. 
•	 After a storm, pick up sticks and branches that have fallen on the ground.
•	 Take a note or cookies to your Fire or Police Department. 

“Two Highs and a Low”
Model caring in your family. Take an interest in each other’s day. When you 
have dinner together, begin with “Two Highs and a Low.”

Ask each member of the family to tell the two high points of the day and 
one low. 

•	 Be sure to show care and respect when each person shares the high and 
low points.

•	 Remember, what is a low point for one person may not be a low point 
for another.

•	 Don’t brush off  a child’s low point. Try to understand what happened 
and why it was a low.

•	 Be compassionate and ask questions. You will learn a lot about each 
other. 

Your preschooler learns that adults have their own ups and downs. And 
everyone gets to know each other better. Starting this routine when your 
child is young makes caring communication an important part of your 
family life.
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Thank-You Notes
Writing thank-you notes shows caring. Thank-you notes do not have to be fancy 
or long. Remember, it’s the thought that counts!  

When someone does something nice for your family or your child, be sure to 
talk about it as a family. For instance: “It was so nice of Mrs. Smith to get our 
mail for us when we were gone. Let’s write a thank-you note to let her know that 
we appreciate her help.” 

Take time to work on a thank-you note together. Children can “dictate” or tell 
you what to write. Or your child can write the note.

Thinking-of-You Cards
Is your child missing a friend or a grandparent? Send a note that says, “I am 
thinking about you.” Help your child know that this is a wonderful way to 
show we care!
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Activities to Do at Home: 
Citizenship

Community Citizenship
Show community citizenship as often as you can!

•	 Participate in community activities as a family. Community and religious 
groups often have family-friendly projects. A community cleanup day can be 
fun for the whole family.

•	 Attend parades and festivals. This is a great way to support your community!

•	 Vote and take your child with you. Show your child you are participating in 
decisions about your town, state, or the nation. If  the outcome is different 
from the way you voted, explain to your child that your voice was still heard!

•	 Be a good neighbor. Make sure you follow the rules and expectations of  
your community. Keep noise down so neighbors are not disturbed. Help a 
neighbor sweep a sidewalk, rake leaves, or shovel snow. 

•	 Look for opportunities to take care of  the environment. Talk about what it 
means to “reduce, reuse, and recycle.” Pick up litter in a local park when you 
see it to show your preschooler that you care about being a good citizen.
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