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As young children we often look to our parents for guidance and moral education.  In the novel To Kill a Mockingbird, by Harper Lee, Atticus Finch teaches his children many important lessons. The most important lesson that Atticus teaches is to not judge a people without knowing them.  Atticus teaches this lesson both indirectly and directly by defending Tom Robinson, hiring Calpurnia, and being a neighbour to Boo Radley.  Atticus is a morally righteous character and wishes his children to become the same as they grow up.


First of all, Atticus decides to accept the challenge of defending Tom Robinson.  Tom Robison is a black man accused of raping a white woman and is already judged by the town to be guilty.  When his daughter, Scout, asks why he took the case, Atticus says that, “if I didn’t I couldn’t hold my head up in town… I couldn’t even tell you or Jem not to do something again” (Lee 75). The town has judged Tom to be guilty because of his skin colour, but Atticus treats Tom like any other person, despite being attacked by other townsfolk. As Scout watches her father defend Tom in the trial, she realizes that he is innocent and deserves to be treated equally and without prejudice.  Atticus made a hard decision to take the Robinson case, but it was one that he knew would teach his children a valuable lesson.


Not only does Atticus reach out to the black community, but he also hired a black woman named Calpurnia as a cook.  Since Scout’s mother died when she was two, Calpurnia acts as a motherly figure to her and helps reinforce Atticus’ lessons.  After Scout picks a fight with Walter Cunningham (a poor white farmer), Jem invites him to lunch at their house.  Scout gets upset because Walter pours syrup all over his food.  Calpurnia takes her into the kitchen and says, “Yo’ folks might be better’n the Cunninghams but it don’t count for nothin’ the way you’re disgracin’ ‘em” (Lee 25).  There is a social class system in Maycomb County and Calpurnia tells Scout that it is not right to judge someone based on what they wear, how much money they have, or how they eat.  This lesson is mirrored by the way that Atticus deals with Walter’s father as a client and a person.  Scout later uses this lesson to save Atticus and Tom from an angry mob.  Atticus knew that having Calpurnia as a mother figure would teach his children the value of accepting others for who they are, not based on race, religion or social standing.


Finally, Atticus acts as a good neighbour to Mr. Arthur Radley, known to the children as Boo.  Boo Radley is described by Jem as a ghostly figure who creeps around at night and eats squirrels.  Atticus tells Scout one night that, “You never really understand a person until you consider things from his point of view” (Lee 30).  Even though he was referring to Scout’s teacher, Miss Caroline, she later remembers this lesson in regards to how she understood Boo.  After Boo saves her life from a drunken Bob Ewell, Scout walks Boo home and as she leaves she sees the past few years from Boo’s point of view:

“Atticus was right. One time he said you never really know a man until you 

stand in his shoes  walk around in them. Just standing on the Radley porch 

was enough” (Lee 279)  

This lesson taught Scout the harm that can be caused by judging a person before you really know them.  Even though they never saw Boo again, Scout learned the value of seeing life from another person’s perspective. 


Atticus teaches Scout and Jem that you must know a person before you can make a judgement about them.  Through defending Tom Robinson he shows them that a person’s innocence cannot be based on their skin colour.  By hiring Calpurnia the children learn that a person’s social status does not determine their worth.  Furthermore, by observing their exploits of Boo Radley, Atticus is able to teach them that you cannot truly understand a person until you see things from their point of view.  These lessons help to form Scout and Jem’s moral education and are lessons that if everyone learned, the world would be a better place.
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