St. Francis de Sales and education
When  Don Bosco chose St. Francis de Sales, it was for a pastoral reason but not only for that. He also had an intuition that this bishop had educational ‘fibre’ in him. In particular, he liked catechising the young. In his writings we also find many reflections on a way of understanding and carrying out the education of new generations. Here are a few shoots springing from his educational wisdom.
Education, he says, is a duty to be done with love, adapting to each one’s needs and capabilities. Francis de Sales admired the’”busyness” of a mother surrounded by her children, a busyness that knew well how to “give each what was needed and treat them according to their physical and spiritual capacity”:  

“For someone just two or three years old, give them milk, speak playfully with them, sweetening the words, and don’t say : Father and mother, because the little one is still too small, but only : papà and mamma, because they can’t yet pronounce the words father and mother. For those who are four or five years old, you can begin to speak better, and give them more solid food ; these older ones you can educate to better behaviour and to modesty”.
We act like God, who walks with people like this. His education is like that of a father who pays attention to each one’s abilities: “As a good father holds his child’s hand” he wrote once to Jean de Chantal “he walks in step with you and will be content not to race in front of you”.
The Salesian method consists in being able to conquer the heart of a young person, because “whoever wins the heart of a man wins the whole man”. The author of Philotea put it this way: “For part my, Philotea, I have never approved of the method of those who, wanting to reform someone, start with the externals, attitudes, clothing, hair. To the contrary, it seems to me that you should start from within : Be converted, says God, with all your heart ; my child, give me your heart ; because, the heart being the source of our actions, these will be the same as the heart”. Don Bosco too preferred to appeal to the inner resources of the young, like reason, religion and loving-kindness, rather than using outside force.
It seems to me that the manner of intervening proposed by Saint Francis of Sales is based on three ways that God employs with human beings to indicate his will to them. The Bible, in fact, tells us that the Father commands, the Son advises and the Holy Spirit inspires. Parents obviously have the right and sometimes the duty to command their children for their good. When they have grown up, the usual way is to give them good advice. But the Salesian method par excellence is that of the Holy Spirit, who works within the intimacy of our conscience, destroys nothing and respects a person’s freedom. To a lady who had a great desire for spiritual progress for her children he wrote: “You need to sow in them, through example and words, and with kindness, things that draw them to your plan, and, without giving the appearance of wanting to teach and win them over, suggest holy inspirations and thoughts to them bit by bit”. Acting in this way was to act “like the angels, with gracious movements that do not disturb”.
Good inspiration is always communicated by example. It is a quiet teaching but a very effective one. The heavens do not speak, says the Bible, but glorify God with their silence. In effect, it is not enough to speak, but we need to act, imitating Our Lord, who was committed “for thirty years to doing, that is to working, and devoted but three years to teaching, showing us by this that action was more excellent than speaking”. In fact, example gives rise to imitation: “Little baby nightingales learn to sing by listening to the older ones”.
But then, should we stop correcting even when it is needed? Certainly not! We need to “resist evil and correct the vices of those entrusted to our care, constnatly and strenuously, but pleasantly and kindly at the same time”. To a teacher who was complaining “about a disobedient child”, after seeing that “we yell and complain at the least little bit of rudeness”, Francis de Sales gave this advice: “Do not correct her, if you can, when you are angry; but do it in such a way that she obeys willingly”. This way of acting is better than the repressive method.  Who is there who does not know his motto: “You catch more flies with a spoonful of honey than with a barrel of vinegar”? 
Education is a long journey. “Big plans are only realised with lots of patience and time”, wrote Francis de Sales, who had a sense of what is real and possible. “To tame a colt and keep him calm under the saddle and with the bit, you need years”, recalls a Francis who practised equestrian arts in his youth. But slowness is not the same as not doing anything or being lazy. To the contrary, one needs to profit from everything, without losing time, knowing how to “use our years, our months, weeks, days, indeed every moment”. And above all, patience needs to be fed by hope: “While children are at a tender age you need to suffer somewhat”, but “we continue to feed them well; there is no land so infertile that a farmer’s dedication cannot succeed in making it productive”.
