



 

FROM HELPLESS TO HELPFUL
Tips to Build Confident and Responsible Children

It is easy for well-meaning adults to shoo children 
out of the kitchen, take care of the laundry, 
quickly zip up that coat, and complete many of 
life’s necessary tasks without involving young 
children. However, this “easier” path can result 
helpless, entitled, disrespectful, irresponsible, 
and ungrateful youth. In addition, doing things for 
kids they can do for themselves, can get in the 
way of children developing the important life skills 
needed to succeed. 

You will promote constructive behaviors and avoid the hazards of overindulgence when you take the time to include children 
in their own self-care and household tasks, teach children to complete these tasks successfully, and allow include the as 
contributing member of your household. Building responsibilities and chores into the daily routine also communicates to the 
child that their contribution is highly valued and needed. Research finds that children who do chores from an early age, 
develop a sense of responsibility, competence, self-reliance, and self-worth. Involvement in chores positively impacts a 
child’s future career track, education level, and relationship skills!
Engaging children in increased responsibility and chores is not always easy, but it is worth it! At the age most children are 
driven to assist, they tend to be the least helpful. A young child’s desires and attempts to “help” can result in a job that not 
only takes longer but results in a final product that, shall we say, lacks polish. Also, unwanted battles can arise. If initial 
attempts fail, adults may resort to nagging, yelling, or threatening before giving up completely out of sheer frustration and 
exhaustion. Luckily, there are many tips that can smooth children’s transition from helpless to helpful. Engaging children 
takes work. But once chores are ingrained as a way of life, older children will provide adults very valuable assistance with 
household tasks. 

CHORES WAR BUSTERS: SET THE STAGE 
• Start young: The time invested when a child is a two-year old will more than be 
made up later when the child becomes an advanced helper. 
• Build in a chore time: Have a clean up time of day. For example, everyone do 
a “10 minute tidy” before book time, naptime, or bed. 
• Get organized: When possible, have a place for everything. Have a small 
number of toys available at one time and place toys on a shelf with a label and/or 
picture nearby.
• Frame it positively: Maintaining a positive tone is essential for setting the 
stage for chores. Model positive feelings about the job you are going to do. Also, 
indicate a desirable natural outcome: “When we have the toys picked up, we will 
have space to wrestle!” 
• Break task down into pieces: Small bites are easier to chew and will not 
overwhelm the child. “Clean your room” sounds expansive. Instead, make a list of 
two or three concrete steps that can be checked off. “Clothes in the laundry room. 
Toys in the bin. Vacuum.” Pictures also encourage young children.
• Match the job to the child: Make sure expectations match the child’s age so 
the child feels successful and competent. The side bar contains examples of tasks 
children can do at different ages. Keep your standards in line with child’s age and 
avoid redoing the chore if possible. 
• Show, tell, do: Children will need to learn about standards and need cleaning 
tips. Demonstrate the task for the child. Tell the child specifically what you are 
doing.  Do the task with the child. And then, over time, encourage independent 
completion of the task.



IT’S CHORES TIME 

• Let child choose: Provide a chores list 
and let the child choose. A child willingly 
contributes when focused on those chores he 
or she is naturally drawn to and enjoys. 
• Follow the child’s lead: Some children 
will work best independently, some will need 
you nearby to maintain momentum. Some 
will be able to work on a task for a long 
period of time, some will need breaks along 
the way to regroup. Also, consider what time 
of day fits best for the child. 
• Give specific praise: As soon as the child 
starts to help, give affirmations (i.e., thumbs 
up, pat on the back, smile). Comment about 
how good it feels to work together and give 
specific feedback about the job your child is 
doing. “You already picked up three toys. 
What a big help!” 
• Make task fun or a game: Children often 
enjoy racing to put toys away or cleaning up 
to a clean-up song. “Let’s see how fast we 
can pick up these toys. I wonder how speedy 
we can do it!” 
• Set a timer: Timers work wonders 
because they give a visual end time and the 
child a sense of control. Children may also 
love to race the clock and see how far they 
can get before the buzzer goes off. 
• Increase responsibility as children 
grow: A one-year-old will “help” dust by 
pushing around a cloth. By age five, a child 
will be able to dust an entire area 
independently. 

Rewards may also be used and can 
provide short-term encouragement. 
However, focusing on the natural 
rewards of the child’s actions will have 
excellent long-term results. Point out 
how good it feels when the house is clean, how pleasing it was to work as a team, and how important the 
child’s contribution is. Avoid connecting chores to money or allowance. Simply set the tone that every 
person, no matter how small, is a valued and contributing member of the family. Inform your child he is 
needed to help the family run well. Your child’s sense of pride will be enough.

Taking the time now to encourage young children to do chores and be responsible will pay off 
well into the future! Chores build up self-confidence and show children that with hard work and 
perseverance, anything is possible. 
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