
Encouraging Independence in Young Children 
 

“Never help a child with a task at which he feels he can succeed.” 
-Maria Montessori 

 
“Hurry, hurry!”   These were the first words spoken by a friend’s youngest child.  With two older 
siblings to keep up with – school schedules, soccer practice, etc., “hurry” was the word most 
commonly uttered (perhaps hollered?) by his mother.  Those little ones really do absorb 
everything around them – for better or for worse. 
 
Life with a young child can be harried and hurried.  As a parent, it can be so much easier to just 
do the daily tasks of living for your child, but patience and independence might be the best gift 
you can give your child in the long run.  By patience, I mean both yours and his.  Allowing a 3- 
or 4- year old to develop the patience to get dressed by himself or put his own shoes on requires 
an even greater degree of patience on your part.  It really is a lot faster to pull the pants on and 
stuff the feet in the shoes instead of sitting agreeably by while your preschooler does these tasks 
alone.  But offering him this respect does amazing things for his development that will carry him 
into his later years in good stead.  Many children learn to be helpless. Not because they are, but 
because they’ve never been allowed to do things for themselves.  As a child heads off to school – 
whether it be preschool or college- being able to take care of himself is a skill that will never let 
him down. 
 
There are several activities that children as young as three should be able to do for themselves if 
you specifically teach them.  Initially, this will seem like more work for you, but in no time at 
all, your child will master the skills, and with them, the confidence to be independent.  Help your 
preschooler choose an outfit before bedtime and lay it out so she can get dressed by herself in the 
morning.  If she comes into the kitchen with her overalls on backward and her shirt inside out, let 
it go.  Doing it herself is more important than doing it “right.” (And try to smile broadly outside 
of her line of sight.)  If the configuration might cause some genuine problems later in the day, 
you can suggest to her gently that she might be more comfortable with the buckles in front.  
Keeping breakfast foods and healthy snacks in a location that allows your child to serve herself 
will soon make your life easier.  Store the unbreakable bowls and cups in a low cupboard and dry 
cereal in a container that is child friendly along with a scoop.  Washed and prepared fruits and 
vegetables and cheese sticks can be kept on the bottom shelf of the refrigerator, along with a 
spill-proof cup of water or milk, so hungry children can help themselves.  Again, this takes a bit 
of preparation on your part to make your home environment as child friendly as it can be, but 
setting your preschooler up for success in surroundings that encourage independence is definitely 
worth the investment of time and effort. 
 
Much has been made of children’s self-esteem. The best way to rear a confident child with a 
strong sense of self-worth is to give him the opportunity to be proud of a job well done.  
Allowing him to accomplish everyday tasks on his own will help him on the road to greater self-
reliance and achievement. 
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