
Nurturing Independence: The Importance of Supporting 
Self-Sufficiency in the Preschool Years 

The preschool years, typically ages 3 to 5, are a time of tremendous growth, exploration, 
and discovery. Children in this stage are naturally driven to assert themselves, make 
choices, and try new things. Supporting this emerging independence is essential, not only 
for their day-to-day confidence but also for the development of critical life skills that foster 
long-term success in school and beyond. 

Why Independence Matters 

According to Erik Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development, preschool-aged children 
are navigating the “initiative vs. guilt” stage. This is when they begin to take initiative, 
explore their environment, and assert control over their world (Erikson, 1963). When adults 
respond to this drive with support rather than resistance, children develop a healthy sense 
of agency and self-confidence. 

Children who are encouraged to complete simple tasks on their own, such as putting on 
shoes or unpacking their lunch, begin to develop what psychologist Albert Bandura called 
“self-efficacy”, the belief in one’s ability to succeed in specific situations (Bandura, 1997). 
These early experiences build the foundation for perseverance, self-regulation, and 
problem-solving abilities. 

Practical Ways to Encourage Independence 

Supporting a child's independence doesn't require grand gestures. In fact, the most 
powerful strategies are often the simplest. Parents and educators can create small, 
manageable opportunities for children to take responsibility for themselves, which not only 
fosters skill-building but also boosts confidence. 

For example, a parent can make a big difference simply by packing their child’s lunch in 
containers the child can open independently. When children can open their own lunch 
containers, they feel empowered and are practicing autonomy. But if a child can't open 
their food independently, they may face a dilemma: do they feel comfortable enough to ask 
for help and then wait for a teacher to help them, or do they decide not to eat the food they 
cannot open?  It’s not unlike an adult dining out and the food arrives, only to realize 
everyone else has their silverware while they do not. Waving down a server or awkwardly 
borrowing from another table creates stress and self-consciousness. Children experience 
those same feelings when they can’t do something. For a child, these moments can lead to 
frustration and a sense of helplessness rather than the confidence we aim to instill. 

 



Academic and Emotional Benefits 

Supporting independence also contributes to emotional resilience and academic 
readiness. The National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) notes 
that fostering autonomy in early childhood supports executive function skills, such as 
working memory, cognitive flexibility, and self-control (NAEYC, 2020). These skills are 
essential for learning and social-emotional development throughout a child's school 
career. 

Additionally, giving children choice and control over aspects of their daily routine can 
boost intrinsic motivation. When children are allowed to choose between two activities or 
decide how to complete a task, they become more engaged and invested in their learning 
(Montessori, 1967). They also learn from natural consequences, helping them understand 
cause and effect in real-world contexts. 

Importantly, the choices offered to children should be meaningful and appropriate. 
Offering a child a choice that isn’t really an option can lead to confusion or power 
struggles. For instance, if it's freezing outside and the child must wear a coat, asking “Can 
you put on your coat, please?” may invite resistance. A better approach might be: “Would 
you like to wear your red coat or your blue coat today?” This way, the non-negotiable 
outcome—wearing a coat—is still met, but the child feels respected and involved in the 
decision-making process. This small act supports a child’s autonomy while also 
reinforcing boundaries and expectations in a developmentally appropriate way. 

The Adult's Role: Support, Don’t Rescue 

Adults have a vital role in balancing support and independence. Children need scaffolding; 
support that is gradually reduced as competence grows. This means offering help when 
truly needed but also stepping back to allow the child space to try, fail, and try again. 

Equally important is allowing children the opportunity to feel a little discomfort when 
facing a new or difficult task. Struggle is not something to be feared in early childhood; it is 
essential to the learning process. When children are given the chance to try, fail, try again, 
and eventually succeed, they build resilience and confidence. If a grownup always steps in 
at the first sign of difficulty, like when tying shoes, putting on a jacket, or solving a simple 
conflict, the child misses the chance to learn for themselves. They also miss the valuable 
lesson that frustration is part of learning, and that it’s okay not to succeed right away. 

Adults can (and should) be nearby to offer encouragement, but not to immediately rescue. 
This teaches children patience, persistence, and emotional regulation. They begin to 
understand that while something may be hard now, and with effort and time, they will 
improve. These moments of productive struggle are where some of the deepest learning 
happens. 



Teachers and caregivers might guide two children through resolving a conflict, rather than 
stepping in to solve it for them. At home, a parent might show a child how to zip up their 
coat, then offer encouragement as the child practices. Over time, these small acts of 
support turn into big milestones of growth. 

Most importantly, children thrive in environments where they feel safe to take risks.  
Although it may seem counterintuitive, setting boundaries, occasionally saying “no”, and 
consistent messaging, create a structured environment that actually reduces anxiety. Just 
as adults feel confident driving a car because clear “rules of the road” keep us safe, 
children gain the same sense of security from boundaries. Knowing the rules are in place 
allows them to explore and take risks without fear. When children feel emotionally secure, 
they are more willing to try new things, take initiative, and engage deeply with the world 
around them. This is exactly the kind of growth we want to foster during these formative 
years. 

Building Skills for Life 

Independence in preschool is not just about preparing children for kindergarten—it’s about 
preparing them for life. When we empower young children to manage tasks, make choices, 
solve problems, and persist through frustration, we give them the tools to become 
capable, confident, and compassionate individuals. 

Whether it’s learning to open their own snack, or struggling through a new challenge, each 
moment of independence is a step toward lifelong competence. 
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