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Responsibility
Edward Fidellow

Being trained for responsibility is an indirect accomplishment of Montessori life. Responsibility is trained and acquired by degrees and by divergent activities and situations. Taking responsibility is the first stage of being able to direct your own life. There is a significant difference between being given responsibility and taking responsibility. Being given responsibility is passive, taking responsibility is active and involves initiative. A Montessori environment provides multiple opportunities for a child to take responsibility. The level of responsibility changes with the child’s age and ability.

The first stages of responsibility start as children learn to take care of themselves. This is why in Montessori there is such significant emphasis on the exercises of practical life. Learning how to button, tie, snap etc allows the child the first success of independence and responsibility. Independence is indispensible for responsibility otherwise you just do what you are told to do. A challenge for parents is to allow your children to be independent, allowing them to take care of themselves (buckle, tie, snap etc) even though you can do it faster.

Moving through all the lessons of practical life – washing dishes, cleaning up, sweeping etc gives the child more opportunity to assume responsibility for themselves and then for their environment. Parents are often concerned when a child carries a china dish – it might get broken. However, there is an antidote for parental concern – “thumbs on top”. If a child is holding a dish with his thumbs on top (fingers underneath) he is not going to drop it. 
The carrying of dishes and the clearing of tables enters the child into another dimension of taking responsibility first for himself and then for his environment. Children (when they are young) really like responsibility because it makes them feel older and feel in control of part of their life.

Once a child experiences responsibility for himself and his environment (which is the outcome of practical life) he is on the threshold of being able to take responsibility for others. Being responsible for others is a component of leadership.

Learning to be responsibly responsible for others is a remarkable success. Many leaders bosses etc misuse their leadership position for their own ends and not for the benefit of others.

A Montessori environment engenders not only responsibility for others but respect for others and produces children (and later adults) who are successful not only in academics and commerce but successful in the most meaningful social and emotional relationships of life.

The small steps of taking responsibility demonstrated throughout a child’s Montessori career bear tremendous fruit when the child’s opportunities to take greater responsibility become available. Taking responsibility is an active choice for which your Montessori child has had unlimited opportunities to exercise.   
