
Fostering skills, behaviors, and knowledge in children 36 to 48 Months 

Initiative and Independence 
Head Start Early Learning Outcomes Framework Focus 

● Domain: Approaches to Learning 
SUB-DOMAIN: INITIATIVE AND CURIOSITY 
● Goal P-ATL 10. Child demonstrates initiative and independence. 

Developmental Progression 
 

36 to 48 Months 48 to 60 Months 
Regularly shows initiative, particularly in 
interactions with familiar adults. Works 
independently for brief periods of time 

without adult prompting. 

Frequently shows initiative, particularly 
when engaged in preferred activities. 

Demonstrates a willingness and capability to 
work independently for increasing amounts 

of time. 
Activities to Nurture Independence in Preschoolers 

 

https://blogs.brighthorizons.com/familyroom/10-activities-to-encourage-preschool-
independence/ 

1. Picking	out	clothes. This is a great activity to do at night before bed, especially if the morning 
is busy. You can also have children pick out clothes for the whole week on Sunday. Fashion 
battles may happen, but it’s a good learning experience for everyone. 

2. Getting	themselves	dressed. We’re still trying to master this one. Owen gets very distracted or, 
rather, is a master of avoidance. I’m thinking an incentive or reward system may be needed 
soon in this area. 

3. Preparing	breakfast	or	lunch. Mornings are busy in our house and I love that Owen is now 
able to participate in breakfast preparation. Over time, we’ve been showing him how to get his 
own breakfast and he has now mastered making waffles in the toaster oven, getting his cereal 
ready – including pouring the milk, and spreading butter on toast. One challenge is helping him 
learn what is considered a proper breakfast food (i.e. lollipops are not okay). 

4. Preparing	toothbrush	and	brushing	teeth. Having an older sister has helped in this area. The 
kids brush their teeth together so Owen has quickly learned how to put toothpaste on his 
brush, how to brush every tooth, and how to clean up after. 

5. Setting	table	or	cleaning	up	the	table	after	a	meal. Giving the kids a role in the family meal is 
not only great for building independence, but it also models the value of everyone pitching in 
with chores. We started by having Owen simply bring his plate over to the counter near to the 



sink. Over time, that has expanded to clearing his plate in the trash, bringing our plates over 
and putting condiments away. 

6. Putting	away	toys. This one can be a struggle, especially when the playroom looks as if a 
tornado hit it. But we try to make this a priority as much as possible – and do it together! And 
you can easily make a game out of it – “Whoever gets a bin filled up, gets a hug!” 

7. Cleaning	room	–	making	bed,	dusting,	putting	away	laundry. I’m now a firm believer in 
getting kids started early with chores – there are lots of chores that kids can help do. We 
struggle to motivate Olivia to pick up her room – I’m guessing it’s because I always did it for 
her. 

8. Getting	bath	ready,	washing	body	and	hair,	putting	on	pajamas. This is one where we’ve 
always encouraged Olivia to take an active role in and now she pretty much does this without 
any guidance from us – except gentle reminders to get out of shower after 30+ minutes. 

9. Putting	away	coats,	shoes,	backpacks,	lunchboxes	when	entering	the	house. We have an 
entryway that can quickly become a dumping ground for the kids’ stuff. We encourage both 
kids to hang coats, put away shoes, empty lunchbox containers into sink and stow backpacks. 

10. Taking	care	of	a	pet.	Feeding the dog/cat/fish, filling water bowls or cleaning fish bowls, 
walking the dog, giving pets a bath – there are so many responsibilities that preschoolers can 
take on when caring for a pet. An added benefit is that they learn about compassion and caring 
for others. 

 
4 Ways to Teach Your Kids Initiative 

https://theparentcue.org/4-ways-to-teach-your-kids-initiative/ 
When you look around, do you notice what you need to notice? Have you ever wondered 
why there are some people who can see things that other people just don’t see? It seems like 
some people just have this knack for looking around and noticing things others don’t. Maybe 
they notice there are three crooked pictures on the wall or three people wearing orange 
shirts. Sometimes they might even notice a job to be done—like a spilled glass of soda or an 
overflowing trashcan. 
Many kids are great at noticing what’s going on around them. Think about all the times this 
past week when you heard something like: 
“Dad, the trash is overflowing… again. Someone should take it out.” 
“Mom! My uniform is still in the wash. I need it for today’s game!” 
“I’m BORED!” 
“Ugh! The lawn is FILLED with DOG POO!” 
They are quick to tell us something needs to be done, then go about doing something else—
as if it were always our job is to take care of the situation. 



It’s not that our kids are ungrateful or lazy. It’s not even they don’t want to help. Maybe 
they’ve just never been invited to help or don’t understand they can take initiative and do it 
themselves. 
What if our kids could grasp what my old pastor Jeff Manion used to say, “They is you”? 
They is you. 
On the surface, it might not make sense but here’s the gist: We see things that need to be 
done all the time . . . But often, we figure it’s someone else’s job and think, “they should 
really do something about that.” 
Well, what if “they” should actually be “you”? 
I wonder if this is where we start when we teach our kids about initiative: 
They = you 
Someone = you 
I’ll be honest, this is often easier said than done. Remember the time I let my son help take 
out the trash? Letting kids take initiative and do the work themselves takes time and effort. 
It’s easier to do the work ourselves and get on with our day, but that’s doesn’t help our kids 
in the long-term. If our goal is to raise adults, we need to put in the hard work now so our 
kids will thrive later. 
But when you break it down, it doesn’t have to be so hard. Here are four ways to make “they 
is you” part of the way your kids see the world around them: 
1. Model It 
We probably don’t go around announcing that we see the trash overflowing then tell 
everyone we’re going to take it out to the trash bin. That might be ridiculous. But when it 
comes to kids, they often need help making connections between what they see and what 
they can do about it. When we talk about the ways we’re taking initiative, our kids see it in 
action and can learn how to take initiative in their own life. 
2. Let Them Do It 
Kids can do more than we expect. It’s often easier or faster to do the job ourselves, but why 
not give your kids a chance to put initiative into practice. If they come to you with a problem, 
help them think through how they could follow through and solve the problem. Then, let 
them do it. It might not be perfect, but at least they’re learning what it means to see 
something and do something about it. Empower your kids to know they have what it takes to 
get the job done. If they feel like they’re able to show initiative, chances are they will. 
3. Be Prepared 
My wife had the brilliant idea of setting up the house so our kids can do a job when they see 
it needs to be done. There are cleaning kits in each of the bathrooms in our house. The 
washers/driers are front-loaders and the laundry detergent is at kid level. Each of the kids has 
their own laundry basket. We put games and books for the kids on the bottom shelves. 
Chargers for technology are accessible. Everything in our house is thought through to give 
our kids a chance to help. They know if they need something they have access to what it 
takes to complete the job. Sure they might need help sometimes, but they’re empowered to 
begin the job on their own. They’re able to take part in making our home run smoothly. 
4. Praise The Effort Not The Result 
Just because they’re doing the job doesn’t mean they’re always going to get it perfect. If we 
get mad or frustrated at them for how they do the job, they may not want to risk taking 



initiative another time. Celebrate them for taking a moment to try and do something they 
saw needed to be done. When it comes to initiative, starting and finishing the job is what 
matters; their skills to accomplish the job with excellence will develop over as they continue 
to practice. 
When it comes to teaching kids initiative, starting & finishing the job is what 
matters. 
CLICK TO TWEET 
Research proves that kids who demonstrate initiative are more successful in the long run. 
They get better grades, find themselves in less trouble, and show increased resilience when 
faced with difficulty. The more we can help our kids learn the valuable lessons of initiative 
while they are young, the more prepared they’ll be to face the world when they grow up. 

 

 

 


