“Then I Shall Do It Myself”- Lessons from the Little Red Hen
If we were to read the story The Little Red Hen – Motherhood Edition it might sound something like this:  

“Who will help me set the table?” 

“Not I” said the son. 

“Not I” said the daughter.  

“Then I shall do it myself,” said the mother. 

“Who will help me fold the clothes?”  

“Not I” said the son.” 

“Not I” said the daughter.  

“Then I shall do it myself,” said the mother.

Does this sound a little too familiar?  Have you heard these words at your house? There was once an elementary school classroom conducting a science experiment about magnetism.  The teacher asked the class “What’s something that picks things up and starts with m?”  One third of the children said “Mom.”

We all know that it’s important to teach our children to work hard and to be responsible.  After all, like Eleanore Roosevelt once said, “The surest way to make life hard for children is to make it easy for them.”  We understand that if children do not learn to work, they will probably be living in our basement thirty years from now expecting us to do their laundry.  And yet, developing a good work ethic does not happen automatically.  It requires parents who are consistent, disciplined and determined. 

So how do we teach our children to work?  Here are several practical suggestions:

Choose age-appropriate chores.  

It’s never too early to start - even toddlers can put away clothes and toys.  If children are too young to read, make them a chore chart with pictures of specific tasks to be completed. Charts with stickers work great with younger children.  Involve your kids in the decision making process – “What chores would you like to do on Mondays?” for example. As they age, rather than giving them really difficult jobs that they cannot do to your satisfaction, give them simpler jobs that allow them to do a quality job each time.

Make your expectations clear.

A blonde, wanting to earn some money, decided to hire herself out as a handyman-type and started canvassing a wealthy neighborhood.


She went to the front door of the first house and asked the owner if he had any jobs for her to do. "Well, you can paint my porch. How much will you charge?"

The blonde said, "How about 50 dollars?"

The man agreed and told her that the paint and ladders that she might need were in the garage.

The man's wife, inside the house, heard the conversation and said to her husband, "Does she realize that the porch goes all the way around the house?"

The man replied, "She should. She was standing on the porch."

A short time later, the blonde came to the door to collect her money.

"You're finished already?" he asked.

"Yes," the blonde answered, "and I had paint left over, so I gave it two coats."

Impressed, the man reached in his pocket for the $50.

"And by the way," the blonde added, "that's not a Porch, it's a Ferrari."

When teaching our children to work, it is important to give simple instructions.  Clearly state the job to be done.  Let them know how you would like it done – perhaps with a specific checklist.  The first time a new job is assigned, you will probably need to walk them through it so there aren’t any questions.  Teach them to take pride in their work. Tell them the time it needs to be completed and set the timer if necessary.  Let them know the positive consequence for getting it done or the negative consequence for not getting it done.  Then don’t say a word!  Get out of the way. Don’t nag them, or bribe them, or give them reminders. Just go about your business.  Let the consequences do the teaching. I can’t overemphasize that enough.  When I first tried this, it was nearly impossible.  I was so used to saying, “Hurry, you only have 15 minutes left.  Don’t get distracted – keep going!”  I didn’t want them to suffer a negative consequence.

There is an important principle I learned in a “Parenting with Love and Logic” class: Two people cannot take responsibility for the same thing at the same time.   If I take responsibility for my children’s chores, they will not need to. The more I do the less they will do. I need to back off and let the chores be my children’s responsibility.  It took me years to learn to shut my mouth. But I can tell you that the results were amazing.   Obviously, you will need to be consistent with the consequences in order for this to work. And you will need to be very patient.  Ask yourself every once in a while, “ What is my purpose?  Is it to have a perfectly clean house or to teach my children to work?”

Work along side your children.

I’d like to share a journal entry I wrote when our children were young. “I’ve realized that I need to work along side my son.  It’s easier for me to just say, “Go put away the silverware” and leave, but kids that age get overwhelmed even with the simplest tasks.  Finally after an hour of trying to get him to do it, having no success, I said, “ Let’s go put the silverware away together” and we did.  He was more than happy to do it.  I’ve realized that for a little while I’m going to have to do that.  I’ve noticed that with our other children too.  If I just say, “Let’s work on this together” side by side, they not only learn to work but they’re a lot happier.”

There is a big difference between teaching children to work and just assigning jobs.  Teaching requires a lot more time and a lot more sacrifice on the part of the parents.  But if you are not getting the results you seek, I would strongly encourage you to implement this strategy in your home. You will be impressed with the results.

Keep It Positive

A man once asked a patriarch what he had learned from giving nearly a thousand patriarchal blessings.  The man replied, “The Lord is very positive.  There are a lot of things he could say to teenagers, but he puts is in a positive way.”  We as parents need to do the same. 

Doing chores should not feel like one continual root canal.  There are many things we can do to make it fun. Write the chores on slips of paper and let children pick them out of a bowl.  Turn on music and tell the kids “When the music goes fast, work fast.  When the music is slow; work slowly.  Stop when the music stops.” Some mothers use a “chore store.”  Children earn points for each job they do and then they can go shopping with their points in the “chore store.” My mother used to always have us unfold our chore list one line at a time and there would usually be a fun activity at the end like “visit the library” or “ play a game.”  It gave us something to look forward to.  It also taught us the “work before play” concept.  Families who work really hard together in the morning, and then play hard all afternoon together seem to meet with a lot of success.

Learning the “work before play” concept often means the difference between people who are successful and those who aren’t.  It’s not something that will come naturally to children, so parents usually have to put external controls in place until it becomes internal.  This can be reinforced after school each day, as we require them to do homework, practice instruments, and do their chores before watching TV or playing on the computer.

Help children recognize that work is a part of life

I attended a play in Nauvoo, Illinois years ago about the LDS saints who were driven from their homes and had to cross the plains.  One song from the play had a line that stuck in my mind.  It mentioned that the saints did it “willingly because they had to.”  

You may want to have a family home evening with your children and explain that as adults they will all have to do things every day of their lives that they don’t want to do.  It will be so much easier if they accept that fact.  Ask the question, “What if Dad decided he didn’t want to go to work because it wasn’t fun.  What if he just decided to play video games and watch TV instead?  How long would it take the family to run out of money?”  Or you could do an object lesson where Mom doesn’t cook or do laundry or buy groceries for a week.  The family would spiral out of control in a matter of days. 

Explain that a mature person is someone who does what they have to do “willingly because they have to.”  Help them understand the concept that everyday for the rest of their lives they will have to make their beds and clean their rooms, do their chores, and feed the pets.  It doesn’t do any good to complain and fight it and ruin the spirit in the home. Whenever one of my children says, “But I don’t want to do my chores” I respond, “Not a problem.  The great news is you don’t have to want to do it - you just have to do it!”

Our message to our children at any age is not “You’re appreciated when you help out.  It would be nice if you could pitch in.”  A more appropriate message would be “You are a vital part of this family’s economic system.  We need you.  We depend on you.”

Help your children learn that work is a blessing

A contemporary of President Wilford Woodruff observed: “He loved work, not alone for its own sake, but because it was associated with divine command. Nor was it to him merely a means of getting on in the world, of adding conveniences and comfort to his own life as well as to those dependent upon him; to him it was a blessing, a privilege, an opportunity which he always availed himself of whenever his calling would permit. … To sweat, was a divine command as much so as to pray; and in his life he exemplified in the highest degree that simple Christian life that makes for the physical, mental, and moral well-being of man. He believed sincerely in the moral supremacy of manual toil. He loved it and enjoyed it.” 
My dad was made out of the same cloth as President Woodruff.  He would work hard all day to support the family and then spend his evenings in the yard pulling weeds and working in the garden.  He honestly seemed to enjoy it and never seemed to tire of it.  Most of us are not quite there yet, but we can set a good example for our children.  We should not come home at night complaining about how much we hate our job, but rather let our children know how fortunate we are to have one and keep it as positive as we can.

Although teaching children to work is a challenge, it brings so many blessings to their lives.  J. Reuben Clark once said, “The Lord knew that from the crucible of work emerges the hard core of character.” There are three men in our ward that I greatly admire – our ward mission leader, our bishop and our stake president.  Each one of them has been very successful financially and spiritually and have beautiful families.  The interesting thing is – they are all brothers that came from the same parents.  So often they have talked of their childhood – milking cows their whole lives in the wee hours of the morning before school and again after school.  There’s no doubt in my mind that the strong work ethic they developed as children played a huge part in their success as adults.

Often we wish we could go back to the olden days when children were raised on the farm and were required to work hard each day. Like my mom always said, “We slopped the hogs and milked the chores.”  There was no TV or internet to distract kids and parents could regulate the environment in their homes.  There was a sense of belonging and close-knit families and communities.  The good news is that we can replicate those same values in our lives today.  We may have to get a bit more creative, but it is entirely possible. 

Oftentimes we put a lot of time and effort into our older children, and then we start to burn out when it comes to our younger children.  In fact my mom once joked that she and my youngest brother had made a deal, “I won’t bother you if you won’t bother me.”  But it’s vitally important to stay strong and consistent for them – even when we’re tired.

I’ll finish with one paragraph from the book The Measure of a Mother’s Heart by Toni Sorenson, “We ask for the garbage to be taken out.  Three times, while we are cooking and cleaning and doing other things, we ask.  When the can fills to overflowing we ask a fourth time.  Then we take it out ourselves in an angry huff.  We get to the curb, are ready to swing that bulging sack away when reality hits.  So we drag the garbage back inside and storm, “You take this out.”  A disgruntled and baffled teenager asks, “Didn’t you just take it out?”  “Yes. But I brought it back.”  “Why?” “Because I’m not taking out garbage – I’m raising righteous, responsible adults.” (pg 12.) I share these things with you in the name of Jesus Christ. Amen.
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