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Reaching Developmental Milestones of Self-Care and Independence
By Becky L. Spivey, M.Ed.

When we become parents, our children depend on us
for their every need. As our children grow, we can watch them
cross small but major developmental milestones. Such
milestones include: holding their bottles, sitting up, pushing
away from (or pulling toward) something, reaching for things
they want to hold, and holding utensils for feeding. Next, we
begin seeing independent travel, such as scooting, crawling,
and eventually walking. Walking opens up a completely new
world for toddlers and presents opportunities for children to
begin to experiment with self-care and independence.
Typically, when children approach preschool years,
they want to do more and more for themselves. Watching this
quest for independence unfold can be unnerving for parents and caregivers. However, we must
realize that our children learning to take care of themselves is very important to personal and
social development.
Around the ages of three and four, most self-care skills emerge, but mastery of these skills
may not occur before age six. Children with special needs and developmental delays may not
reach mastery of self-care skills until later years.
Self-Care Skills
Mastery of self-care skills varies from person to person, but with practice and persistence,
children will improve their self-care skills. If your child actively resists attempting any of the tasks
for self-care or has no interest in learning, consult your pediatrician.
As toddlers, most children begin:
•

Using a fork and spoon. With some guidance and help from you, using a plastic knife is
possible.

•

Dressing and undressing. Preschoolers should be able to put clothes on and take them off
without much trouble. Velcro® is easy for little hands to manipulate. Using clothing items with
Velcro® enables children to dress with little help. However, wearing clothing with buttons, snaps,
zippers, buckles, and ties gives children opportunities to practice these skills.

•

Brushing teeth. Children may be using a toothbrush, but they still need help and supervision to
ensure they are brushing correctly and long enough to clean teeth thoroughly. This is a task
that takes great coordination, but it makes them feel like a grown-up. Make sure that children
only use a pea-sized drop of toothpaste. Ingesting excess fluoride is not good.
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•

Using the toilet. Most children are toilet trained by age
three, but some are not even ready to try until age four.
Boys and girls learn to urinate while sitting on the potty.
Help your child get comfortable using the toilet at home and
away. This helps avoid “holding it,” which is not good for the
body, or not being able to hold it and having “an accident.”
Preschool little boys want to copy their dads and stand up
to urinate. At this age, children learn to stay dry at night. Do
not be discouraged if your child is not 100% potty trained at
this age. Consult your physician if you think there is a
problem.

•

Preparing breakfast. Children ages 3–4 can get their own
cereal for breakfast if they are hungry and are able to
access dishes and spoons. Make it easy for them by setting
out bowls, cereal, a spoon, and a small container of milk in
the fridge that they can reach. Prepare for many spills, but
remember, they are learning.

•

Helping around the house. Even though they may not want to help pick up clothes, toys, etc.,
children this age should help pick up and tidy family spaces. Encourage them to help in the
yard by pulling weeds or picking up trash and sticks. In the kitchen, let them help mix
puddings, muffin mixes, or make sandwiches.
Encouraging Self-Care and Independence

Be positive about your child’s attempts to take care of him/herself, and you will encourage
him/her to keep trying to master skills of self-care.
Awkward spills here and there, setting aside extra time for dressing, and the
inconvenience of sweeping up cereal are small in comparison to how your child will feel about
his/her accomplishments and independence.
Even though young children can learn to do many things on their own, there are still tasks
that are not appropriate for them to take on. Using the oven, the microwave, playing outside
unsupervised, or using sharp objects are still not an option for young ones. They may not fully
understand, but they will accept it.
As the years pass, children will improve their ability to take care of themselves until one
day, they are driving themselves to soccer practice! My how time flies!
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Helpful Products

The list of Super Duper® products below will help your child with self-care skills. Visit
www.superduperinc.com or call 1-800-277-8737. Click the links below to see the product and
description.

Early Developmental Milestones—Checklists for Measuring and Observing a Child’s Development
Ask for Item #BK-311
http://www.superduperinc.com/B_Pages/bk_311.htm
Normal Development
Ask for Item #TP-7802

http://www.superduperinc.com/TUV_Pages/tp7802.htm
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