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Inculcating virtues (3): Conceptual Explanations 

I. Introduction:  

A. In past sessions we have talked about various factors that are involved in the 

inculcation of virtues. 

1. Habituation: the repetition of the act by which a given habit is formed. 

2. The development of the moral imagination: enlarging and refining the 

child’s mental store of actions that are taken as good (virtuous) or bad 

(vicious). There are two main ways this happens: 

a. Example: seeing people around them (especially parents) children 

can see models of how they should act and they learn how to act 

virtuously by imitating those models. 

b. Literature: children can see many models of how to act virtuously 

in good literature in which good actions are portrayed as good and 

bad actions as bad. For example, lives of saints. 

B. Today we will talk about conceptual explanations.  By this we mean direct 

explanations about character and virtue. This is actually teaching children about 

what character is, why it is important, what are the different virtues and vices, etc. 

C. We are not talking about sitting one’s children down for a class or lecture. Rather, 

we mean the sort of explanation a parent will give at opportune times, usually 

when some suitable occasions arises (e.g., your son has done something that was a 

clear lack of a virtue). 

D. Here is nice example of this from Little Britches, an autobiographical book by 

Ralph Moody in which he describes what his father said to him when, at the age 

of 8-9, he had snitched some cake or candy and then lied to his mother about it: 

“A man's character is like his house. If he tears boards off his house and burns 

them to keep himself warm and comfortable, his house soon becomes a ruin. If 

he tells lies to be able to do the things he shouldn't do but wants to, his character 

will soon become a ruin. A man with a ruined character is a shame on the face of 

the earth.”  

II. The importance of conceptual explanations 

A. Children should learn about character and virtue just as they do about math and 

science and grammar, etc. 

1. When you know any area like math, engineering, literature, or accounting 

you are able to talk about it with the concepts and vocabulary that are 

proper for it (e.g., an accountant can talk about debits, credits, ledgers, 

fund balances, straight line depreciation, etc.). If you do not have this 

conceptual knowledge, you really do not understand the field nor can you 

talk about things in this area with any degree of clarity or precision. 

Another example is grammar. If you do not know grammatical terms and 
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concepts like nouns, verbs, adverbs, or clauses, you will not be able to talk 

about your writing (or anyone else’s). 

2. Character and virtue are the same. They have their own set of concepts 

and vocabulary. If a person does not have them, he will be hobbled (or 

even crippled) when it comes to understanding character and virtue. He 

may have a vague sense that some things are good and others bad, but he 

will not be able to articulate it and talk about it. 

3. As in most things, you need to flesh it out for it to be understood. For a 

person to understand character, he needs to understand the many virtues 

and vices that make up a person’s character. 

4. We don’t just say about these other areas that they will “pick it up along 

the way.” We should not think that children will just learn about character 

and virtue “along the way.” They need to be taught the concepts and 

vocabulary. 

B. If children are taught explicitly about things like science and math, but are never 

taught about virtue and character, they can easily conclude that these latter are not 

so important. Or, more commonly, that these are just vague things about which 

you cannot really know too much (mushy opinions vs. hard facts). This, in our 

day, can easily lead to moral relativism. 

III. What ideas should they learn (by the time they finish high-school)? 

A. What we mean by character (the set of virtues and vices a person has); 

B. What we mean by a virtue and a vice (good and bad habits relative to success in 

life as a whole); 

C. The connection between character and happiness (having a successful life); 

D. The connection between character and friendship as well as the connection 

between character and gaining people’s respect; 

E. How actions form virtues and vices. They should know that every time they do a 

good thing they are strengthening a virtue, and every time they do a bad thing 

they are strengthening a vice or weakening a virtue. 

F. Be able to identify virtues and vices in themselves and in others. 

IV. How do you teach children these ideas? 

A. Normally not with classes or lectures as in a school class. 

1. Usually at the time or place where it is suitable. This is usually when they 

have acted well or badly (maybe more the latter), or when they have been 

exposed to a good example of a virtuous person or deed or a vicious 

person or deed. 

2. It could also be examples from literature or history. 

a. E.g., Harry Potter is spiteful at times. Rejoices in the evil that 

happens to others. This is a vice. 
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b. Sam is loyal to Frodo 

c. Boromir is proud. 

d. Pippin is curious (intemperate in his desire to know about the 

Palantir) 

e. George Washington was magnanimous. 

B.  It is good to identify the virtue or vice and say what it is and point out how the 

instance at hand is an example of that. In this way, the example leads them to 

have an understanding of the general concept of things like fortitude or 

temperance. 

C. It is also good to show them why each virtue is important. E.g., if you lack 

fortitude and do not do what is hard, you will miss out on most of the best things 

in life; if you are not loyal to friends, you soon be without friends; if you cannot 

control your anger, you will lose your friends and no one will want to work with 

you, etc. 

D. Parents need to have a grasp of these ideas in order to transmit them. They 

generally need to study a bit. Actually good people will have an easy time 

grasping these concepts, since they generally have a vague intuitive knowledge of 

them already (you know that laziness is bad, even if you cannot articulate the fact 

that it is a lack of fortitude). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


