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Working Together
in the

HOME
"It is within the family that we find the foundation experiences 

on which maturity of responsibility and initiative are built."

T HE MURK WE UNDERSTAND of the 1111- 
turc of human motivation and hu 

man behavior, the clearer it becomes 
that those experiences and relation 
ships which arc focused in family life 
arc of predominant importance. Our 
persisting attitudes toward authority, 
our ability to cooperate effectively or 
ineffectively, the degree of independ 
ence or dependence we show, indeed, 
our basic value systems are seen to be 
rooted in the day by day contacts we 
have with fathers and mothers, broth 
ers and sisters.

It would seem more than appro 
priate, then, that a journal issue de 
voted to the topic, "Working Together 
at Home and Abroad," should include 
some consideration of the ways in 
which family relationships and experi 
ences may contribute to ways in which 
people work together.

Ernest Osborne is professor of education, 
Teachers College, Columbia University, 
New York, N. Y. Part of the material in 
this article is taken from Dr. Osborne's 
recently published pamphlet, How To 
Teach Your Child About Work (New 
York: Public Affairs Committee, 1955).

Not infrequently, it is pointed out 
that the impacts of industrialization 
and urbanization have made of the 
family a very different thing than it 
was in the days of our grandfathers. 
And it is generally assumed that these 
changes have been for the worse. The 
commercialization of erstwhile home 
making functions such as the baking 
of bread, the cultivation of kitchen 
gardens, and the making of clothes is 
supposed to have brought a weakening 
of moral fibre in family relationships. 
The fact that social and economic 
changes have lessened the chances that 
family members do chores together or 
play together as much as was once 
the case is considered to have made of 
the family a far less significant char 
acter-building agency.

Surely, it would be foolhardy to 
deny that there were more "natural" 
opportunities for working and playing 
together in yesterday's family. If we 
are to derive from family experience 
today personal and social values com 
mensurate with those of yesterday, con 
siderably greater effort, more definite 
and conscious planning must be 
brought into the picture.
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This, however, need not involve the 
setting up of special projects. In the 
give and take of everyday living in the 
family there are many opportunities 
to gear in those experiences which will 
contribute meaningfully to the de 
velopment of attitudes, skills and pat 
terns of behavior essential to an 
effectively functioning citizen in a 
democracy. Clearly, too, these oppor 
tunities present themselves long before 
the child-is ready for school and the 
more organized learnings that school 
brings. Let us, then, turn to an exami 
nation of such attitudes, skills and pat 
terns of behavior as they may be 
developed through home and family 
living.

Pleasure and Satisfaction in Work

All too often, individuals seem to de- 
vclop negative attitudes toward work. 
For many of us, "work" as a word has 
an unpleasant connotation. Yet any of 
us who have observed young children 
closely cannot believe that such feel 
ings are inborn. For even the three 
year old is anxious to work. Witness 
the eagerness with which three year 
old Mary or Johnny comes into the 
kitchen to help mother stir up the cake 
mixture or mix the frozen orange juice 
with water.

It's at this point that adult attitudes 
arc crucial. If, realizing that from an 
objective point of view, Junior will be 
more of a hindrance than a help, we 
bluntly or tactfully frustrate his in 
terest in working, we have begun to 
build up the all too common negative 
feelings. If we expect perfection or 
at least a level of operation far above 
the child's ability, we arc likewise 
putting a damper on his natural incli 

nation to help. There should be a 
minimum of criticism and correction 
at this stage. Approval for effort is 
the important thing. For if children 
get the feeling that the work they do 
is not thought of as valuable to parents 
but only tolerated, their interest and 
eagerness will rapidly dwindle.

All sorts of jobs are possible for the 
under-fives. They can set the table 
even though knife and fork may some 
times be reversed. They can empty 
ash trays as handily as the next person. 
Many a four or five year old is quite 
effective at answering the phone and 
calling the person wanted or even get 
ting the name of the caller if mother, 
father or big sister is not at home. 
Nor are youngsters of this age neces 
sarily awkward at drying dishes. Save 
for company china and glass, they can 
be trusted to wipe and put away the 
family's eating utensils.

One can hardly expect satisfaction 
in work to continue if only the hum 
drum tasks are permitted to the junior, 
members of the family. As children 
grow a bit older, they can take a hand 
at the more creative and interesting 
jobs such as cooking, arranging flowers 
or trying their hand at simple home 
repairs. And it is interesting to note 
that if one has the opportunity of 
working at the more creative and inter 
esting jobs, there's less likelihood that 
the humdrum ones will be avoided.

Satisfaction in Working Together

In the kind of world in which we 
now live, cooperative effort is the order 
of the day. Not only is it more fun 
but usually it is more efficient to work 
together. Those of us who have been 
camp counselors know how much
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better results we get in cabin clean-ups 
and other camp chores if we pitch in 
and work alongside the campers. And 
this works as well in the home as in 
camp.

How children do enjoy working 
alongside mother or father! For, in 
addition to the learning of skills, they 
get a feeling of importance, of signifi 
cance, of being grown-up.

If, however, this business of work 
ing together is to be truly successful, 
parents need to keep a number of 
things in mind. First, we must be 
patient with what are sometimes crude 
efforts. Far more important it is to 
build in children positive attitudes 
toward work than to have the shelf 
absolutely straight or the living room 
in perfect condition.

Second, we must learn to steer a 
good course between the tendency to 
do the big part of the job ourselves 
and the mistake of placing tasks on 
children's shoulders that are so difficult 
as almost certainly to result in failure.

Third, we must realize that when 
children are young, it is natural that 
they won't stick to a job as thoroughly 
and conscientiously as we might like. 
One advantage of the working-together 
approach is that there is more likeli 
hood of their keeping at things when 
they know we, too, are on the job. 
But even with this, one must expect 
less persistence than from adults.

Development of Initiative 
and Responsibility

Few things are more important in 
a democratic society than initiative and 
responsibility on the part of individual 
citizens. If we arc to maintain a 
"government of the people, by the peo 

ple and for the people," we must be 
able to count on active participation of 
men and women in the affairs of the 
community, the state and the nation. 
The "let George do it" point of view 
which all too often characterizes many 
of us, is fatal to the flowering of the 
democratic spirit.

Here again, it is not going beyond 
the facts to assert that it is within the 
family first and foremost that we find 
the foundation experiences on which 
maturity of responsibility and initiative 
are built. And it should be stressed 
that it is from homely day by clay 
experiences, not through verbal in 
struction and exhortation, that the 
qualities of initiative and responsibility 
are derived.

The direct, top-sergeant approach 
used all too frequently in attempts to 
develop responsibility in children is 
largely ineffective. For its use means 
that we are really taking the respon 
sibility ourselves, and the child comes 
to depend on our pressure to get him 
to do things. The value of an approach 
that makes it natural and satisfying 
for him to take responsibility should 
be self evident. But perhaps a few 
simple examples are in order.

Given a little intelligent planning 
on the part of parents, it is possible 
for younger children to take no little 
responsibility for the care of their own 
rooms. If they are supplied with string 
bags of the sort in which potatoes and 
onions are packaged, all the small toys 
 plastic autos, lead soldiers, tops, doll 
dishes which every youngster loves, 
the job of keeping them neatly stored 
is made relatively easy. For larger toys 
or for the small carpenter tools that 
may be a part of the youngsters' treas-
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urcd possessions, silhouettes that fit 
the toy or tool can be drawn on the 
back of shelves so that children are 
fairly invited to put things in their 
proper place. Low hooks in the closet, 
easily opened bureau drawers plus a 
little encouragement are likely to lead 
to a degree of neatness and order that 
may astonish even grandma.

In one home, where the family does 
much entertaining, a "good deal"   
to use the youngsters' phrase   was 
worked out. 'I"he ten year old son and 
his twelve year old sister were given 
a major role in meal preparation and 
serving. Of course, they served some 
thing of an apprenticeship before they 
took on such responsibility. Kvcryonc 
concerned appreciated this particular 
project. Mother was happy to be re 
lieved of last minute preparations, 
since she could spend the time with 
guests. The guests were impressed 
with the efficiency of the junior cooks 
and waiters. And it scarcely need be 
said that the children got genuine satis 
faction out of doing a real job.

There would seem to be little doubt 
that the carry-over values of those 
kinds of responsibility which bring 
satisfaction to the individual arc far 
greater than those derived out of a 
top-sergeant or ringmaster approach. 
And as youngsters grow through such 
responsibility, the next step to the en 
couragement of initiative is an easy 
one. Increasingly, parents alert to the 
importance of responsibility and initia 
tive, can encourage their children to 
figure out better ways of doing the 
tilings they are doing. Unlike Tom 
Starrett's father, who said to his son, 
"You're old enough for me to count 
on you to take full responsibility for

cleaning up and rearranging our base 
ment workshop," but who then found 
fault with the way Tom did the job, 
we will encourage initiative by showing 
approval even though we, ourselves, 
might have done the job somewhat 
differently.

Learning To Make Choices

Closely related to the development 
of initiative but important enough to 
be examined separately, is the business 
of learning to make intelligent choices. 
I Icrc, too, the home, from the child's 
earliest days, provides a learning lab 
oratory.

In early childhood, youngsters can 
be permitted choice of the clothes thcv 
wear and, to a considerable extent, of 
the foods they eat. As they grow older, 
the arena for choice widens. It is per 
fectly possible for under-twelves, for 
instance, to have learned through par 
ent help, how to take into consider 
ation the factors that should be 
considered in making all kinds of 
decisions. Through the use of an allow 
ance, through selection of new cloth 
ing, through active participation in a 
wide variety of other family-related 
activities, sound patterns of choice- 
making can be developed.

Most choices involve consideration 
of others' rights and privileges. Rarely, 
as children or adults, arc we faced with 
choices that don't in one way or an 
other impinge on other members of 
the family, our friends or our neigh 
bors. Through the family council, 
which is becoming increasingly com 
mon, children, youth and adults learn 
how to plan together in light of not 
only individual but group consider 
ations. At regular times or as the
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situation demands, the family as a 
group works and plans together around 
such areas as where and how vacation 
time is to be spent, whether money 
should be used for a new television set 
or for rumpus room furniture.

It may, at times, seem that the 
"little things" in everyday family living 
are relatively unimportant. We see- 
that unless nations learn to work to 
gether, they will perish. We know 
that labor and management must 
cooperate lest there be continued in 
dustrial strife. Inter-professional jeal 
ousies and rivalries plague us. Racial, 
religious and social prejudice make it

clear that we still have far to go before 
we can truly call ourselves brothers.

Yet, in a very profound sense, the 
way we have learned or failed to learn 
to work together in the family has a 
bearing on our ability to work together 
in the larger arenas of human inter 
action. The significance of the early 
established patterns cannot lightly be 
pushed aside. As individuals, we bring 
to our work and our play, to the 
council table and to our contacts with 
diverse groups, patterns of response 
that have come out of such simple 
experiences as have been all too bricfh 
considered here.

MAURICE D. BEMENT

Working Together in the

COMMUNITY
How can citizens show most effectively their genuine concern 

with the status of their schools? Several approaches to organiza 

tion of citizens councils and committees are suggested in this 

article.

Cnrzi.N PARTICIPATION in school af- 
fairs is fashionable today. Some 

times it seems as if everyone is either 
talking or writing about it. The school 
system without a citizens committee 
today is as dated as milady's last year's 
hat. Too often, however, neither the 
laymen participants nor the educa 
tional leaders have a clear idea of just 
what citizen-school cooperation can 
accomplish or how they can best go 
about it.

It is possible to set up endless lists of 
"dos" and "don'ts" for citizens and 
schoolmen working in local citizens 
committees, but these lists have only 
limited utility. 1 he person who is par 
ticularly adept at losing friends and 
alienating people is less likely to take 
such admonitions to heart than is the 
person who has already accepted them. 
It is more effective to start with first 
principles, to think through why citi 
zens should participate in school af
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