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CHILDREN SHARING in household duties—willingly,

without a sponge being thrown at them—sounds

terrific. But getting there is a long and, yes, messy

process—one that often doesn’t seem worth it.

Not only do you have to teach them how to load

the dishwasher but you also have to wrestle with

the following: Is it important that they load it like

you do? How long do you nag until you just do it

yourself? And is it the best use of their time when

they get home late from debate practice and have

mounds of homework? Here’s the thing: Cleaning

is a crucial life skill. “Research shows that doing

chores as a child is a predictor of professional suc-

cess. If we don’t teach children that life requires a

willingness to do crummy stuf, we are not giving

them the tools it takes to thrive,” says Julie Lyth-

cott-Haims, the author of How to Raise an Adult,

who, as Stanford University’s dean of freshmen,

started noticing that her incoming students were

lacking in practical skills. She discovered that par-

ents—like her—who failed to teach their kids to

pitch in were partly to blame. “We are doing too

many mundane tasks for them,” she says, “want-
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ing to be loved, trying to make

life easier.”

Foisting those duties on your kids

will be di�cult—at first. Keep two

things in mind. First, cleaning chores

need to be second nature. “If it’s a

habit, it ceases to be a source of

conflict,” says Gretchen Rubin, the

author of Better Than Before:

Mastering the Habits of Our Every-

day Lives. That means it needs to

be easy. (Won’t put a coat on a

hanger? Buy a hook.) Second, don’t

be a tyrant. Have an all-for-one

vibe where everyone pitches in

because he or she is part of a family,

not because Mom will yell if you

don’t. “Kids need to know that their

help is valued. So appreciate it.

When there’s less shame and guilt,

kids tend to get with the program,”

says Laura Markham, Ph.D., a clinical

psychologist and the author of

Peaceful Parent, Happy Kids. If they

don’t? Blame the plan, not the kids.

You may be expecting too much for

where they are developmentally. (Or

the hook is just too high.) These tips

will help ensure that your dirty work

has long-lasting results.

TODDLERS

TE ACH THEM TO…

Hang up coats, pull up bedding, put clothes

in hamper, bring plates to sink.

Toddlers think of work as play, making this the

ideal time to turn what they’ll think of as drudgery

later into habits now. “Toddlers don’t have an

internal sense of time or sequence. Putting a toy

away so they can find it later isn’t a reward. But

following routines gives them a sense of calm,”

says Tovah Klein, the director of the Barnard

College Center for Toddler Development and the

author of How Toddlers Thrive. Use that to your

advantage. Institute consistent tasks that you

guide them through at the same time each day.

“They also feel a sense of accomplishment, which

develops independence,” says Klein.

FOR BEST RESULTS…

KEEP IT FUN. Wearing underwear on your head

while you race them to the dresser is a surefire

way to get them interested. “And don’t get exas-

perated if they can’t manage,” says Laura S. Kast-

ner, Ph.D., a clinical professor of psychiatry at the

University of Washington and the author of Get-

ting to Calm: The Early Years. Power struggles

equal the end of cooperation, so if they balk, don’t

dig in your heels. Instead, have fun giving them an

assist. “Your goal is to establish a routine so that

someday it’s autopilot,” she says.

SAY IT OUT LOUD. Repeat little man-

tras. “Say, ‘When we come in, we

hang up our coat. When we eat din-

ner, we put the dish in the dish-

washer. When we take our bath, we

put laundry in the hamper.’ In time,

they will lead the way,” says Klein.

MAKE THEM MINI ME’S. Toddlers will

do almost anything that involves

imitating you. Amy Palanjian, the

author of the Best of Yummy Tod-

dler Food books and blog, says, “I

cut sponges in half to fit my three-

year-old’s hands, and she helps me

wash dishes. You’d be surprised at

how good little hands are at getting

measuring cups clean.” Or buy a kid-

size laundry basket that lets them

fold and carry a load. When it’s time

to scrub the bathroom or kitchen,

give toddlers their own caddy, filled

WHAT IF…

You’ve been doing
everything for your kids
from Day 1. (Isn’t that
being a loving mom?)
And now they’re tweens
who don’t know where
the hamper is.
It’s never too late to start
teaching them, says Julie
Lythcott-Haims, whose
kids were also tweens
when she stopped wait-
ing on them hand and
foot: “Sit them down
and, in a tone neither
mean nor apologetic,
say, ‘You are old enough
to help out.’ When my
kids asked why, if it’s so
important, we never
asked them to help
before, we said, ‘That’s
our mistake. But you
need to learn these
things, and it’s our job
to help you do it.’ ”
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ELEMENTARY-SCHO OL KIDS

TE ACH THEM TO…

Put away coat and backpack, pick up toys, clear

table and load dishwasher, wipe out bathroom

sink and tub, vacuum, dust, clean toilet.

“Kids this age like learning and becoming compe-

tent at stuf,” says Kastner, which makes it a great

time to add some more complex jobs, like vacu-

uming, that go beyond picking up their own

things. Even if you have a housekeeper, kids

can still learn to scrub a toilet before company

comes and wipe out the tub after a bath. One

caveat: “Young kids want to become masters

of their own universe,” says Kastner. “It’s your

job to make tasks achievable for them. This is

the age when parents can get into trouble. You

may have been asking nothing of your kids and

suddenly jump from zero to one hundred. Go

slow and steady.”

FOR BEST RESULTS…

BREAK IT DOWN. Parsing jobs into

easily visualized steps helps chil-

dren have more ownership over

the process. Kids don’t know what

to do when you tell them to “tidy”

their rooms, so write down a con-

crete list of three or four steps—

put dirty clothes in hamper; hang

clean clothes; dust top of dresser—

that they can follow, says Kastner:

“This helps organize the task in

their minds.”

PUT LIKE WITH LIKE. When setting up

a child’s bedroom or playroom, orga-

nize it by zones. “Decide together on

the three to five activities that they

do in the room,” says Julie Morgen-

stern, the author of Organizing From

the Inside Out. “Then store every-

with little brushes and cloths, so

they feel as if they’re pitching in,

says Becky Rapinchuk, the founder

of CleanMama.net. (She makes a

kid-safe cleaning spray with 1 cup

water, 1⁄4 cup vinegar, and up to 20

drops of lemon or orange essential

oil.) It also promotes a team mental-

ity—that everyone helps clean the

house, not just grown-ups.

COPY PRESCHOOL. Once your child

starts school, he’ll have a set of rou-

tines for picking up the classroom.

Use them. “Why have a whole

new way to hang jackets, clear the

table, or store blocks?” asks Kastner.

Instead, try to capitalize on the

cubby system and buy similar stor-

age bins. You can even learn the

school’s cleanup song.
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thing where they do it for easy

cleanup.” You might not think to

put small plastic sea creatures and

Magna-Tiles together, but to the child

who spends hours building geomet-

ric, shark-powered submarines, the

combination makes perfect sense.

DON’T WORRY ABOUT WHERE THINGS

REALLY “GO.” Extend the activity-

zone idea to the whole house. Say

your kids do homework at the coun-

ter while you cook. Don’t make them

store textbooks and school supplies

at their desks. Instead, give them a

shelf in a kitchen cupboard for the

books. “I put trays on the countertop,

and that’s where the supplies live,”

says Barbara Reich, a professional

organizer and the author of Secrets

of an Organized Mom.

RETHINK RECYCLING. Tidying up after an elemen-

tary-school homework project or a group art

date can send kids into a tailspin. “Worksheets,

coloring paper, tiny cut-up scraps—it’s all hard to

pick up,” says Amanda Wiss, the founder of the

organizing firm Urban Clarity. She recommends

putting recycling bins wherever your kids work

so they can throw away as they go. Make it some-

thing cute (an old wooden apple crate or a bas-

ket) to make you happy.

CALL FOR A TEAM CLEAN. When kids are asked to

help with the weekly cleaning of bathrooms or

bedrooms, they are certain to get distracted. It’s

normal. So instead of asking everyone to tackle

his own room, make your way from bedroom to

living room as a family—a single, unstoppable

cleaning force. “One person flufs pillows; another

dusts,” says Morgenstern. “Meanwhile, you can

monitor the work and set the tone and energy

level.” Bonus: You finish way faster.

WHAT IF…

Your kids clean up but leave you with
streaked mirrors and a jumbled dish-
washer—and you’re a neat freak.
“Do not reload the dishwasher in their
presence,” says Markham. “Kids need to
feel like their contributions are valued.”
That said, you can teach as you go, as
a collaboration. Says Markham: “Say,
‘Great, you cleaned the mirror. You
know, there’s a streak right where my
face is. Let’s try a paper towel on that.’”

You stopped ighting your son
about keeping his room clean. But
now it smells, and there are crusty
cereal bowls everywhere.
Before you tell a child that you won’t
poke your nose in his bedroom, set
ground rules. For example: If you’re
going to eat in your room, bring out the
dishes every night or face conse-
quences. Waking him up early to scrub
cereal bowls will have an impact.

For recipes and more, visit smithfield.com

From breakfast to dinner, Smithfield has your Easter meals covered. So make this holiday a
celebration with bacon and hams that are hand-trimmed and slow-smoked to perfection.
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