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Growing up in Colonial America: American Children was a vastly different
experience compared to modern childhood. The 17th and 18th centuries were a
time marked by significant societal changes, cultural shifts, and the
challenges of frontier life. American children were not only raised in
families but also in communities that emphasized hard work, religious values,
and the importance of education. In this article, we will explore the daily
lives of these children, their education, playtime activities, and the roles
they assumed within their families and communities.

Daily Life of Colonial Children

Growing up in Colonial America, children often had to take on
responsibilities at a young age. The nature of their daily activities
depended largely on their family’s social class, location, and the prevailing
agricultural practices.

Chores and Responsibilities

Most children in colonial America were raised in agrarian societies where
farming was the primary source of livelihood. As a result, children often
engaged in various chores that contributed to the family’s survival. Common
responsibilities included:

e Helping with livestock: Feeding, milking cows, and caring for chickens
were typical tasks.

e Assisting in the fields: Planting, harvesting, and weeding crops were
essential duties for older children.

e Household chores: Younger children might assist with chores such as
cooking, cleaning, and sewing.



e Gathering firewood and water: These basic necessities were crucial for
daily life.

These chores not only taught children valuable life skills but also instilled
a strong work ethic from an early age.

Family Structure and Roles

Family structure in colonial America was typically patriarchal, with the
father serving as the head of the household. However, all family members had
a role to play:

- Fathers were often responsible for providing for the family and making
major decisions.

- Mothers managed the household, cared for children, and often contributed to
the family’s income through selling goods, such as baked items or textiles.

- Children, regardless of gender, were expected to help with chores and learn
the skills necessary for adulthood.

In larger families, older siblings often took on caregiving roles for their
younger siblings, further reinforcing familial bonds and responsibilities.

Education in Colonial America

Education was highly valued in colonial America, but access varied based on
location, social status, and gender.

Types of Education

1. Formal Education: In New England, communities often established public
schools funded by taxes. Children learned basic literacy and arithmetic, with
an emphasis on reading the Bible.

2. Informal Education: In rural areas, education often took place at home,
where parents taught their children essential skills like reading, writing,
and arithmetic.

3. Apprenticeships: For many boys, especially those from lower social
classes, apprenticeships were a common form of education. They would learn a
trade by working under a skilled craftsman, such as a blacksmith or
carpenter.

4., Dame Schools: In some areas, women offered informal education in their



homes, teaching young children basic literacy and household skills.

Gender and Education

Education for boys and girls differed significantly. Boys were often
prioritized for formal education, while girls typically received limited
instruction focused on domestic skills. However, some progressive communities
began to advocate for girls' education, understanding the importance of
literacy for women in managing households and supporting their families.

Playtime and Leisure Activities

Despite the demanding responsibilities, children in colonial America found
time for play and leisure. Their games and toys were often simple, made from
natural materials or household items.

Popular Games and Activities

Children engaged in a variety of games, some of which included:

- Tag: A simple game played outdoors.

- Hide and Seek: Often played among friends in the woods or around homes.

- Marbles: A popular game, often made from clay or glass.

- Dolls: Girls commonly played with homemade dolls, fashioned from cloth or
wood.

- Sports: Activities like running races, wrestling, and even rudimentary
forms of ball games were popular.

These activities offered children a chance to bond with their peers and
fostered a sense of community.

Religious and Cultural Influences

Religion played a significant role in shaping the lives of colonial children.
Most families adhered to Protestant faiths, with Puritanism having a strong
influence in New England.

Religious Education

Children were often taught religious principles at home and in church
settings. Key aspects of religious education included:



- Bible Reading: Families read the Bible together, instilling moral values
and religious teachings.

- Sermons: Sunday sermons were an essential part of life, providing moral
guidance and community bonding.

- Religious Festivals: Holidays like Christmas and Thanksgiving were
celebrated, often with communal gatherings and rituals.

Challenges Faced by Colonial Children

Growing up in colonial America was not without its challenges. From harsh
living conditions to societal expectations, children often faced significant
hurdles.

Health and Mortality Rates

High mortality rates were common during this period due to limited medical
knowledge. Common challenges included:

- Infectious Diseases: Illnesses like smallpox, measles, and dysentery were
rampant, significantly impacting child mortality.

- Accidents: Life on farms and in rural areas posed risks, with children
often injured while engaging in chores or play.

Social Challenges

- Class Division: Social status could heavily influence a child's
opportunities for education and play.

- Slavery: Enslaved children faced a vastly different upbringing, marked by
harsh labor and lack of freedom.

Conclusion

Growing up in Colonial America shaped the lives of children in profound ways.
Their experiences varied widely, influenced by factors such as location,
social class, and family structure. Despite the challenges, colonial children
learned essential skills, forged close community bonds, and developed a
strong sense of responsibility. Understanding their upbringing provides
valuable insight into the roots of American culture and society, highlighting
the resilience and adaptability of children in a formative period of history.



Frequently Asked Questions

What were the common daily activities of children
growing up in colonial America?

Children in colonial America often helped with household chores, worked on
farms, attended school if available, and participated in play with other
children. Boys typically learned trades from their fathers, while girls
learned domestic skills from their mothers.

What role did education play in the lives of
colonial American children?

Education was important but varied widely. Many children received informal
education at home, while some attended local schools or learned from tutors.
The focus was often on reading, writing, and religious instruction.

How did the upbringing of children differ between
urban and rural colonial areas?

In urban areas, children had more access to formal education and diverse
social interactions, while rural children were more involved in agricultural
work and had less structured education, often learning practical skills
through family labor.

What were some common games and pastimes for
children in colonial America?

Children in colonial America played simple games like tag, hide and seek, and
marbles. They also engaged in crafts, storytelling, and participated in
community events and celebrations.

How did family structure influence the lives of
children in colonial America?

Family structure was typically patriarchal, with fathers as the primary
authority figures. Children were expected to contribute to the family
economy, and larger families meant more siblings to share chores and
responsibilities.

What were the expectations for boys vs. girls
growing up in colonial America?

Boys were generally expected to learn trades and prepare for roles as
providers, while girls were trained in domestic skills to manage households.
This gender division shaped their education and daily responsibilities.



What challenges did children face in colonial
America?

Children faced numerous challenges, including harsh working conditions,
limited educational opportunities, and the potential for illness and disease.
Many children also had to cope with the realities of warfare and conflict
during this period.

How did religion influence the upbringing of
children in colonial America?

Religion played a central role in the upbringing of children, with many
families emphasizing religious education and moral instruction. Attendance at
church was common, and religious values often guided family and community
life.
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