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personal responsibility

Four-Letter 

FOUL
IF YOU THINK IT’S COOL TO CURSE, THINK AGAIN.  

     THE REAL TEST OF MATURITY IS LEARNING HOW TO  

EXPRESS YOURSELF WITHOUT RESORTING TO SWEARING.
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FOUL
aise your hand if you’ve never used profanity. Congratulations and keep it 

up, because it’s hard not to fall into the trap of swearing. Obscene language 

is widespread in everyday life: Parents curse in front of their children; actors 

often scream profanity in the movies and on TV; musicians put four-letter 

words into their song lyrics, and teens will often swear within earshot of their 

friends because they believe it will make them sound grown-up. 

“We are living in a cursing culture,” says James V. O’Connor, author of Cuss Control: 

The Complete Book on How to Curb Your Cursing. “When it comes to people in authority—

parents, teachers, coaches, policemen, and others—swearing is considered authorized. 

The words have been around for centuries, and our generation is grossly overusing them.”
R
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Bad Influence
Joseph Pantoliano, 15, of 

Mountaintop, Pennsylvania, and 
Lindzi Wessel, 17, of Sunnyvale, 
California, both admit that they are 
influenced by what they hear. 

“I have three older brothers and 
a father who say some things they 

should not say around me,” Joseph 
tells Choices. “I consider them to be 
role models and they curse occasion-
ally. Sometimes you just pick it up 
and roll with it.”

Lindzi finds herself imitating her 
friends’ profanity without thinking 
about what she’s doing. “Hearing it 
gets you in the habit of doing it your-
self,” she says. “I consider it to be the 
dialect of the group—it’s just how they 
talk. Sometimes I feel that people are 
more comfortable talking to someone 
who talks the same way they do.”

Setting Limits
Thankfully, both Joseph and Lindzi 

have boundaries when it comes to 
cursing. “It’s not a good idea to swear 
around adults who you want respect 
from,” Joseph says. “People will judge 
you by how you speak.”

And it’s not just adults you need 
to be concerned about. Believe it 
or not, using profanity can turn off 
your peers. “A lot of swearing is 
about complaining and criticizing,” 

O’Connor says. “It’s unpleasant to be 
around people who are complaining 
and cursing all the time.” 

Lindzi keeps her speech clean 
around kids since children are more 
likely than adults to repeat what they 
hear. “Swearing is never appropriate 
around young children,” she says.

Those are good rules to 
follow. But why stop there? 
Think about it: Is it really 
necessary to curse? The 
answer is no. When has 
using profanity helped dis-
sipate the anger or pain 
a person is feeling? The 
answer is never.

More Trouble
On the other hand, 

swearing can easily make 
a bad situation worse. 
Say you’re angry with your 
brother because he took 
something from your room. 
While yelling at him, you 
throw in a curse word or 

two. Your mom overhears you and 
gets mad at you for swearing. Now, 
instead of one bad thing happening 
(the theft of your stuff), two negative 
things have happened and the sec-
ond one is your own fault.

Cursing can also turn a happy 
event sour in a hurry. Say your friend 
is telling a joke during lunch and the 
punch line cracks you up. Your 
response: “That’s (bleeping) 
hilarious!” A teacher hears you 
and you get in trouble.

Here’s something else to 
consider: Using profanity is a 
sign of laziness. “Swear words 
can express anger or joy, 
which are completely oppo-
site feelings,” O’Connor says. 
“That’s why swearing is lazy lan-
guage.” Lazy language is language 
you use when you can’t be both-
ered to clearly communicate how 
you feel. If you spew obscenities, 
you might convey  
a strong emotion—like anger—
but the actual words you’re 
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saying don’t mean much.
The bottom line is that if you  

avoid using foul language, you will  
be perceived as more mature, intel-
ligent, articulate, polite, considerate, 
and pleasant. “Be aware of when  
and where you swear,” O’Connor 
says. “Control it and tame it. Or,  
to be on the safe side, stop using  
it altogether.”

Reining It In
So is it possible to eliminate  

swearing from one’s vocabulary?  
It is—if you follow these tips:

1Reduce it gradually.  
Cutting out all bad language 

immediately is not realistic. Don’t 
beat yourself up if you slip, but 
don’t give up trying either. Try this 
strategy: Eliminate one four-letter 
word at a time from your vocabulary. 
(Remember, though, to keep cutting 
words out until they’re all gone.) 

2Let people you trust in 
on your goal. Tell your 

closest friends that you’re trying to 
stop cursing. Friends can be great 
at getting you to keep your prom-
ises. If you say you’re going to do 
something and then go back on 
your word, you’ll never hear the 
end of it. Let your family in on 

personal responsibility

What 
enters 
your ears 
will come 
out of your 
mouth.
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TryThis
Read each situation below. Then think of an appropriate 
response and write it on a separate piece of paper. Answers 
may vary. Possible answers are in the Teacher’s Edition.

profane at home. Once you master 
your foul mouth in one spot, try to 
expand the experiment to other plac-
es you frequent.

5Plan ahead. Think of words 
you can express when you’re 

feeling emotional or in pain that are 
clean and use those instead. Or if you 
feel a bad word coming out of your 
mouth, make a loud sound instead. 

—Alexis Burling

1Nikki’s best friend, Jane, asks Nikki if she can borrow 
her favorite Marc Jacobs dress for a first date with her 

new crush, Taylor. Although it’s really expensive, Nikki 
reluctantly agrees to lend it to Jane, provided that she is 
extremely careful. During dinner, Jane accidentally spills 
a full glass of diet soda on herself. When Jane returns the 
ruined dress to Nikki, Nikki’s first instinct is to curse Jane 
out. What could she do instead? 

2Jake’s little brother, Toby, is always using Jake’s  
stuff when he’s not there. Jake has repeatedly told 

Toby to stop, but he won’t. Yesterday, Jake came home 
to find Toby strumming away on his guitar. Immediately, 
Jake felt the urge to scream a streak of swear words at 
Toby. What’s a better alternative for Jake?

 

3Kelly just moved to a new school and is going out for 
the first time with a group of friends to a movie. Unlike 

her friends at her old school, these girls like to curse when 
they talk. Kelly doesn’t want to but feels like she won’t fit 
in if she doesn’t. How could she handle the situation?

4Sean is going on an interview for college he really 
wants to attend and is nervous. When he gets to the 

admissions office, he realizes that he forgot his résumé 
and a copy of his application. Normally, when Sean gets 
nervous, he swears to feel better. What else could he do 
to relieve the stress?

5 Jim is sweet on Kat and he thinks she likes him 
back. She always laughs at his jokes and smiles 

whenever she sees him. Lately, he’s been using foul 
language to impress her, and it seems to be working.  
But now his teachers are treating him differently in  
class. Should Jim drop the profanity act and risk  
losing the girl, just to please his teachers? How  
else can he hold Kat’s attention?
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your intentions too. Maybe everyone 
in your house can put a dime in a 
“swear” jar everytime they use  
profanity. Or chores can be added to 
a family member’s duties every time 
he or she utters an obscenity.

3Pick a role model.  
Choose someone with a clean 

mouth and follow his or her lead. 
It can be someone in your fam-
ily, community, or even a celebrity. 
Andy Reid, coach of the Philadelphia 
Eagles of the National Football 
League, never curses, even though 
the job area that he works in— 
professional sports—is commonly 
known as an environment where 
people regularly use bad language.

4Pick a profanity-free 
zone. Select a place where 

cursing is off-limits. For instance, if 
you know your parents will get mad 
at you for swearing, decide not to be 


