
Cooperating at Home

Adapted from the CSEFL website:
http://csefel.vanderbilt.edu/documents/teaching_cooperate.pdf

When expecting children to cooperate with specific 
tasks at home, make sure they are developmentally 
appropriate for the child. Here are some things you 

may expect children to be able to do at different age 
levels. 

Please remember all children develop differently and some 
may not be able to do these until older:

Age 3:
  

   -   Put dirty clothes away
   -   Put away toys or books
   -   Put trash in the trash can
   -   Wipe their spot at the table with a cloth
   -   Wash their own hands
   -   Put on/take off coat

Age 5:
  

   -   Understand and be able to restate rules
   -   Independently do a simple chore (make bed, put socks in drawer, etc)
   -   Remember routine: wash hands before meals without being told, etc
   -   Help adult with more complex chores (fold laundry, water plants, etc)
  

Children with special needs may need some accomodations to be able to do at-home tasks.
                    Consider the following:
  

   -   Only require them to do part of the task while you do the more difficult part.
   -   Provide instructions in a different way (each part of the task seeparately, picture cues,
 hand over hand assistance, etc)
 
  

Age 4:
  

   -   Brush teeth
   -   Wash self in bathtub
   -   Put dry pet food into a dish
   -   Put silverware or cups on table (plates if plastic)
   -   Dress and undress
   -   Put non-breakable dishes into sink

week 1



If you want your child to begin to participate in at home chores, it is 
imperative that you explicitly teach children how to do each step of 

a chore. Try these steps:

1. State simply and clearly what you want to see your child do. It’s hard for parents not to say 
“where does that go?” or “is that how you put your toys away?” or “don't put your toys there!” and 
become frustrated. It’s paramount to remember, your child may not know exactly what you want to 
see them do. Try instead: “go put your toys back on the shelf in your bedroom”, or “please put this cup 
gently in the sink”. 

2. If your child still seems unsure, try calmly giving them a gesture, point in the direction of where 
they need to go, or gently take their hand, saying “I can help you” followed with, “maybe next time 
you can do it yourself”. 

3. Remember to keep the direction simple, if your child isn’t able to immediately do it. Instead of 
saying “put your books and toys away”, you might simplify it, by handing your child one book at a 
time, you putting some away to make it easier, telling them, “you put your books away, now let’s do 
your toys”

4. Once your child has completed the chore, even partially, give them specific immediate praise. 
“You put away all your books and toys! You are such a good helper!” or “I saw you put your plate and 
cup in the sink like a big girl!” 

Know that when a young child is learning a new task, it may take longer than expected for them to 
be able to do it independently. Try and remember that clothes may be in the wrong drawer, toys and 
books put in the wrong place, etc. This is why it is important to keep it simple, or one step at a time 
until your child has it down! 



What about when your child refuses to 
cooperate...

This is common in preschoolers! Consider that they may not understand the direction, not want to stop 
what they are doing, or simply are challenging you to get a reaction/attention. Try these strategies if 
your child continues to refuse:

 You may need to get their attention. Gently take their hands, get down to their level, say their 
name, and then explicitly say the direction.

 Children may need a warning that they will have to stop what they are currently doing. “In 2 
minutes, you will need to stop playing and put these toys on your shelf”

 Your child may need a concrete “cue” that they need to complete a task, such as putting their toys 
in their hands followed by a gesture of where they need to put them. 

 If your child misbehaves to get your attention, try, as appropriate, to ignore the negative 
behaviors and respond with praise to positive behaviors!

 If your child becomes angry/frustrated/upset, remain calm yourself, acknowledge their feelings, 
and calmly state: “I see you are angry. You want to keep playing, but the toys need to be put away. 
When you’re calm, I will help you put them away.” Wait until they are calm to restate the direction. 

 Find something simple that is “fun” that they can do when they have completed the task. This can 
make the task more motivating. “When you have put away 3 more toys, you can help me pick what 
to have for lunch!” 

 Try making a game out of a task. See if your child can “race” you, or who can put their toys away 
faster. Set a timer and see if your child can “beat the clock”

 Remember, to praise your child as soon as they begin the task and as soon as they complete the 
task, with or without help!
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