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Raising Kids Down on the Farm
By Lisa Guenther, Field Editor, March 23, 2015

It’s a cliché, but it’s a cliché because there’s some truth to it. Farms are great
places for kids to build character.
I asked farmers on Twitter what they thought about raising kids on farms. Work
ethic kept coming up. Terry James, an Alberta farmer, said some employers value
former farm kids for their work ethic and machinery know-how.
Therefore, I think many farm kids develop a good work ethic: Children see their
parents working hard, and learn that hard work can be enjoyable and yield benefits.
Whether or not they actually become farmers themselves, kids can carry this
attitude into future careers.
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Easing kids into appropriate chores also teaches them to take pride in their work
and themselves. And as they grow older and more independent, they can take on
more complex tasks that test their abilities.
Perhaps satellite TV, Internet and video games have pulled some farm kids indoors
more than in the past. But I suspect many farm kids still spend a lot of time
outdoors.

I got my first horse, a Shetland pony named Babe, when I was five, and I never
looked back. When I was 16, I rode from Eastend, Sask. to somewhere west of
Manyberries, Alta., on an organized trail ride.
Spending a lot of time outside gives kids a front-row seat to both spectacular and
sublime moments in nature. The smell of grass and trees after a thunderstorm and
glimpses of everything from black bears to song birds fall into the sublime.
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But it’s not all a Disney movie. Kids also see nature’s harsh side. For example, did
you know frogs shriek while being eaten by garter snakes? There’s a good chance
your kids have seen this first-hand if they’re interested in frogs or snakes.
Farm kids have to wrap their heads around this type of duality a lot. The 4-H steer
your kid cared for all winter and halter broke is not a pet — he’s tomorrow’s
sirloin. When I was a kid, I learned that even my favorite cow (Angel) would
eventually be culled, which meant death. I learned that one week I might be
feeding chickens, the next week helping butcher them and the week after eating
them. Some people see this as callous or inhumane. But it’s about learning to
respect and care for all animals, even the ones that eventually land on our plates.
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Ashley Glover, a southern Alberta agronomist, said that farm kids are given the
freedom to fail. They get to see the trial and error of raising livestock and growing
crops, she said, and learn to try again. Learning to try things, even though they
might not work out perfectly, is a big part of growing up.
I think urban parents have to push a little harder to give their kids the space they
need to learn on their own. For example, a couple in Maryland were recently
investigated by social services for letting their two children walk alone from the
park home. The walk was a mile. The kids were aged six and 10. Yes, I’m rolling
my eyes, too.
In my rural community, I still see kids wheeling around on bikes all summer. Kids
regularly play unsupervised in the playground. And I bet many kids are capable of
walking a mile or so without an adult.

None of this is to say that all farm kids grow up to be independent, hardworking
citizens with a deep respect for the environment. But rural landscapes do offer
opportunities that urban centers don’t.
Of course, raising kids on farms and in rural areas has its drawbacks, too. Martine
Piebiak, who I used to work with at Alberta Agriculture, now farms near
Eaglesham, Alta. On Twitter, she noted some benefits to rural life, but childcare
options are limited, she said. Saskatchewan farmer Rob Stone said the farming
lifestyle’s great, but it can be tough to find family time during seeding and harvest.
Many farmers on Twitter brought up farm safety as a concern for kids. Jay Schulz,
an Alberta farmer, said it’s great to share everything about farming with kids. But
making sure kids are safe around machinery is front of mind, he said.
There’s good reason to be cautious. On average, 13 children die on the farm each
year, according to a 20-year study by Canadian Agricultural Injury Reporting
(CAIR). Over 80 per cent of those children were boys. In most cases, those kids
weren’t doing the work, but were killed by someone else working. Over 60 per
cent of these fatalities were machinery related.
There are some practical ways to handle this. Carlton Fensky, who farms near
Pigeon Lake, said that his parents outfitted the kids in red ball caps so they were
visible. He was also warned to stand well back from machinery, he said.
Alberta Agriculture has a farm safety kids’ club for children between four and 10
years old. Twice a year they send out newsletters with safety tips, quizzes and
jokes that, frankly, are funnier than most jokes adults tell. Raelyn Peterson, farm
safety coordinator, sent me a recent edition. It covered dog safety, including family
pets, strange dogs and livestock guardians.

