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When I was first asked to write about growing 
responsible children, I may or may not have 
laughed out loud. The idea that I could have 
something to offer seemed slightly ludicrous. 

Over the past few weeks, I have felt like an 
utter failure in this department - nit picking, 
noticing each time one of my wilds chooses 
not to listen or shirks a job, and feeling it even 
more than normal.

I feel a little conceited saying it out loud, but 
here is the honest truth: I am growing respon-
sible children. It’s a slow process and one that 
must be carefully tended to with a bucket-load 
of grace. But I am.

Since my children were little, I have been 
carefully cultivating it. Beginning with simple 
tasks - learning to pick up toys, put away 
books, make beds - and gradually adjusting 
these chores to meet their abilities. 

Then one, no good, horrible day hit me right 
in the face. One of those days when I wanted 
to scream, pull my hair out, and shake my fists 
at the heavens. Eleven years into this process 
and still, every morning, I find myself asking “Is 
your bed made?” “Are your teeth brushed?” 



Why weren’t these lessons taking 
hold? How would they learn to be re-
sponsible adults who would take care 
of their own demands and also com-
prehend the importance of being held 
accountable for their actions toward 
others and the world as a whole?

And, that’s when it hit me. These kids 
needed bottle calves! Right? Think 
about it, four months of mixing-up 
bottles and heading out into the cold 
two times a day. It’s pure genius. I’m 
not entirely sure why everyone hasn’t 
tried this method. It would give them 
the opportunity to care for something 
other than themselves, an animal 
wholly dependent on them. 

How could this obviously well planned 
and thought out strategy fail?

My husband told me in no uncertain 
terms that it would fail. In fact, he 
pleaded with me to change my course, 
to drop this fool hardy attempt. All in 
vain, of course, for once my mind is 
set, there is no retreat.



So, one morning, I returned home from a nearby 
dairy farm with four very sick, very malnourished 
calves. I had a lovely chat with the kids. “These 
sick, dying calves are yours,” I said with pride and 
delight. “You will raise them, sell them, and the 
money will be yours to put toward a family trip.”

Well, you can imagine their joy. 

We soon found ourselves way out of our league. 
We had to buy special medicines and increase 
their feedings to four times a day. One got a 
cough. One tried to run away. There was formula 
spilled everywhere. Any hope of making money 
for our trip was gone. Yet my sweet little champs 
tarried on, pulling on their muck boots and 
heading out at the crack of dawn laden with 
sticky warm bottles.

Four long months later, they sold those calves 
with huge smiles on their faces and not one 
glance back. Good riddance. I never told them 
how much money we actually lost on this gig. 
Honestly, at that point, it didn’t even matter. They 
had succeeded! They were beyond proud of 
themselves, and I was just grateful we survived 
it. On the drive home that day, the paltry check 
still in my hands, my husband leaned over and, 
with love in his eyes, said, “Promise me you will 
never do that again.”



Do you know what though? We saw so 
much growth. Each child stepped up in 
their own right. It was a clear picture for 
them of how important it is to show up 
and to get your job done. It gave them a 
real-life opportunity to feel the pride that 
comes from doing a job well. A chance 
to understand the feeling of someone 
relying on them. Little ones want to feel 
important too. The desire to feel needed 
is in our very nature. 

Of course, I’m not saying that you need to 
go out and buy bottle calves. In fact, it’s 
not that great of an idea. But try something 
big. Something brave and intentional. 
Something beyond the everyday tasks. 
An idea that draws everyone in and 
reinforces this truly important idea of 
growing responsible children.

And yes, I did promise not to raise bottle 
calves again. But lambs? Well that’s a 
whole different story.



Here are a few practical ideas to 
help get your wheels spinning:

1. A pet. Learning to love and 
care for an animal is a great 
way to teach responsibility. 
Most likely they will love it 
and will hardly even notice 
that they are learning major 
life skills. Win, win.

2. 4-H poultry chain, you can 
sign up online at your local 
farm extension as a home-
schooler. Each spring, you 
pick up chicks to raise and 
then show them in the county 
fair come fall. It’s a lot of fun 
and another great way to get 
kids busy and outdoors.

3. Work for money. My older 
kids wanted to take music 
lessons, so every Friday they 
work at my dad’s health food 
store to earn money for les-
sons. It reinforces the worth 
of a dollar and has led to 
them being more indepen-
dent in their pursuit of music. 



4. A report or assignment. Give 
them a due date with clear 
instructions and let them loose, 
trusting them to work hard and 
have it finished on time. 

5. Meal planning. I like to set out 
cookbooks and let them pick 
one meal that excites them. 
I help make their grocery list 
and assign them an evening 
to cook. It amazes me how 
much they love to feel that 
responsibility, and yes mamas - 
it’s a lot of extra work on us but 
so worth it in the end.

6. Chores. If you have little ones, 
start small. Setting the table, 
watering plants, clearing dish-
es, sweeping, and so on.

And here’s the real kicker: it starts 
with us. Most of our days are simply 
us moving from responsibility to 
responsibility. Can we do it with joy 
and enthusiasm? There really is no 
better way for them to learn than 
from watching us.


