
Few things can help an individual more than to place responsibility on him, 
and to let him know that you trust him.

– Booker T. Washington

One is repeatedly struck by the absurd spectacle of adults who talk passionately 
about the need for kids to become “self-disciplined” and to “take responsibility for 

their own behavior”—all the while ordering children around. 
The truth is that if we want children to take responsibility for their own behavior, 

we must first give them responsibility, and plenty of it.
– Alfie Kohn, Punished by Rewards

Most of the time it is easy to recognize responsible adults, but how can you tell if a child is on the road to
becoming a responsible person? Parenting expert and author of ParenTips, Marilyn Heins, notes several
characteristics to look for in a child who is showing signs of responsibility: respects him/herself and oth-
ers, develops a love of learning, learns self-control, develops pro-social values, becomes empathic, stays in
school, plans for the future, doesn’t harm self or others, is kind, and builds a value system for becoming
a productive, involved citizen.

1. Children need to witness responsible adults in their world. It is crucial that parents and teachers be 
role models. Every day ask yourself, “Am I modeling the behaviors I want my children to learn?”

2. Begin giving children responsibilities at an early age. Have them pick up their toys, feed the dog, 
and put their clothes in the proper drawers.

3. Do jobs together. For instance, you can wash the dishes, one child dries them, while another child puts 
them away. If you are working in the yard, have a child help you pull weeds and/or retrieve yard tools.

4. When a child misbehaves or fails to live up to her responsibilities, don’t ask, “Why?” By using ‘why’ 
you are inviting the child to come up with excuses and avoid responsibility. 

5. Don’t accept phony excuses. George Washington Carver said, “Ninety-nine percent of all failures 
come from people who make a habit of making excuses.”

6. Take your child with you when you vote, volunteer, or attend a community meeting. They’ll witness 
first hand on what a responsible citizen does.
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7. Give each child a few weekly chores. Do not pay them for doing the chores. Children need to realize 
that every one in the house is part of the family and must do their fair share of keeping the household 
running smoothly. Children should not be paid for doing basic chores such as making beds or taking 
out the trash. Children can be “paid” for doing a few big jobs such as raking the yard or cleaning out 
the basement.

8. Parents may want to consider giving each child a small weekly allowance with no strings attached. 
They can learn responsibility by managing their money. Encourage them to put some away in savings.

9. When giving orders or responsibilities, give children choices. If they are allowed to choose, it empowers
them to a certain degree.

10. Be optimistic and positive when giving orders. Instead of saying, “If you clean your room we’ll go for 
a bike ride,” say “When you finish cleaning your room we’ll go for a bike ride.”

11. When asking a child to do a difficult, challenging task, finish on an optimistic note by saying, “I know 
you can do it!” 

12. Keep a checklist of chores and responsibilities on the wall at school and home. Let the child be 
responsible to checking off completed duties.

13. Focus more on acknowledgments rather than praise. Instead of saying, “I’m so proud of you for 
taking out the trash without being told,” try “I noticed you took the trash out a few minutes ago.” 
Children should not expect a reward or praise every time they do something positive.

14. Continue to have high expectations. “Jason, I know that you are capable of doing a better job on 
that project.”

15. Talk to your children about jobs. Let them know about your paying job and your “non-paying” job. 
Tell them what is required of you when you are at work at the office and explain the requirements of 
your job as a parent. Ask the child, “What are your job responsibilities as a student?”

16. Schools should invite workers from the community to talk to students about their responsibilities. 
Invite police officers, nurses, sanitation workers, mechanics, and so on.

17. When a child is hesitant to complete his/her chores or homework, ask questions like, “What is your 
plan? When will you be finished? What are your options?” These questions place responsibility back 
on the child. Remember, don’t ask, “Why?”

18. Let the child suffer a natural consequence once in a while. “Henry, you didn’t clean your room so now 
you can’t find your baseball glove. You were supposed to hang it on the back of the door. You know 
what the coach said, ‘Don’t come to a game without your equipment,’ so, no game for you tonight.”

19. Encourage children to do quality work. Don’t accept sloppy worksheets or half-cleaned closets.
20. Get children involved in extra curricular activities that require much responsibility. Examples include 

scouts, martial arts, music practice, and most team sports.
21. When working with teens as they strive to become more responsible, avoid what Dr. William Glasser 

calls the Seven Deadly Habits. They don’t work! Here they are: criticizing, blaming, complaining, 
nagging, threatening, punishing, and rewarding for control. Instead, use Glasser’s Seven Connecting 
Habits: caring, trusting, listening, supporting, negotiating, befriending, and encouraging.

22. Finally, do not try to motivate young people to be responsible by offering rewards. Discipline expert, 
Marvin Marshall believes, “Rewards merely change motivation—from thinking of the act to thinking 
of the bribe. Let your child know that you expect responsible behavior. Society does not give rewards 
for expected standards of behavior.”
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