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What’s Character, 
and Why Do People Need It?

“I still want what I’ve always wanted . . . 
to be the best person I can be.”

—Oprah Winfrey

Have you ever heard someone say, “You can’t judge a book
by its cover”? What this means is that you can’t tell what
happens in a book without reading all the words inside.
Sometimes the cover only shows a small part of what hap-
pens in the story. Sometimes it really isn’t much like the
story at all.

Now think about you. Are you like that book? When
people see the outside you, do they know everything about

1
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you? No, they don’t. You have thoughts and feelings inside.
Looking at the outside, people can’t see what’s in your mind
and heart. They’d be mistaken if they thought they knew.

Have you ever had a teacher with a stern face who
seemed unfriendly at first? Then, when you got to know her,
you learned she was a very friendly, caring person inside?
Her “cover” was different from the way she was inside.

This book is about the inside you—your character.
Character means having positive qualities like caring, fair-
ness, honesty, respect, and responsibility. We call these
qualities character traits. This book can help you discover
the positive qualities inside you. It can help you learn how
to make them stronger.

What would it be like if people didn’t share? If they
weren’t kind or honest? If they couldn’t work together? If
they didn’t follow laws and rules? The world would be a
pretty mean and lonesome place. That’s one reason we have
rules for living together. Strong character helps people follow
the rules. But there’s more to it than that. When you’re car-
ing, honest, and responsible, people respect you more. Best
of all, you respect and feel proud of yourself. Just think about
how good it feels when you share, treat someone kindly, tell
the truth, or finish a job or chore.

There are many character traits you can develop. In this
book, we’ll talk about ten of them: caring, citizenship, coop-
eration, fairness, forgiveness, honesty, relationships with family
and friends, respect, responsibility, and safety. (If you’re not
sure right now what each of these traits is, don’t worry—
you’ll find out as you read.)

You don’t have to be perfect. Developing strong charac-
ter traits isn’t easy. It takes a lifetime of courage and hard
work. Now is a good time to start that work, and this book
will help you. Think of it as your guide to becoming the very
best person that you can be!
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How to Use This Book
What Do You Stand For? For Kids is about character. The first
chapter asks you to think about yourself. What is your char-
acter like? What’s important to you? How well do you know
yourself? Short checklists help you to decide which charac-
ter traits to work on first.

Each of the remaining chapters helps you think about
one positive trait. At the beginning of every chapter is a true
story about a kid (or kids) who had an important experience
with that character trait. You’ll meet children of different
ages, backgrounds, beliefs, interests, and talents. Some of
them did amazing things—like Lawrence Champagne III,
who saved a busload of kids. Others did kind acts—like
Kanesha Sonee Johnson, who helped her classmates get
along better, or Zach Zirkle, who stood up to bullies to save
his brother.

Following each story, you’ll read a short section that tells
about the character trait in more detail. Within the chapter,
you’ll find quotes to get you thinking. Definitions and other
background information help you understand more about
the trait and why it’s important. Words you need to know
are highlighted in bold type the first time they’re used, and
they’re explained in the chapter where they’re introduced.
They’re also defined in the glossary (pages 153–155). As you
continue reading, use the glossary to check or recheck the
meaning of words.

The chapters offer ideas for you to think and talk about.
Each includes a section called “What If?” which describes
situations where the best choice isn’t always clear. Take
some time to think about these situations. You might also
want to write about them, talk about them with friends and
family, or even role-play them (act them out). They’ll help
you learn more about developing good character.
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When you talk about the “What If?” situations with other
people, it might help to keep these guidelines in mind:

• First, get the facts. Have someone read the situa-
tion out loud. Then summarize what you all heard.

• Listen to everyone’s ideas. Ask questions if you
don’t understand.

• Borrow and build on other people’s ideas. This
isn’t stealing ideas—it’s making them stronger. For
example, if someone says, “I think the girl should
talk to her teacher,” someone else might say, “To the
teacher or another grown-up.”

• Disagree respectfully. Name-calling, put-downs,
and bad language aren’t respectful. You might say, 
“I understand what you mean, but maybe this would
work better.”

• Remember that sometimes there might be more
than one right answer.

Each chapter has three or four activities you can do to
build and practice the trait you’re learning about. You’ll also
learn where to find books, Web sites, and organizations with
more information about the traits.

You might decide to work on one character trait for a day,
a week, or a month. Maybe you’ll work on the traits in order,
or maybe you’ll jump around. Or you might dip into the book
and read the parts that interest you the most. It’s up to you.

I’d like to know how What Do You Stand For? For Kids has
helped you. Like the children in this book, you might have
a story to tell. If you want to share it, please write to me:

Email address:

help4kids@freespirit.com

Web site:
www.freespirit.com

Barbara A. Lewis

c/o Free Spirit Publishing

217 Fifth Avenue North, Suite 200

Minneapolis, MN 55401-1299 

or
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