
48 Unit 1: Personal Development

accidents or mistakes are likely to instill a sense of autonomy in them. In contrast, 
parents who are either punitive—disciplining children for mistakes and accidents—or 
overly protective—not allowing their children to move forward on their own—will 
instill in their children a sense of shame or doubt about their own capabilities.

As children’s motor skills develop and language capacity increases, how and whether they 
comply with the wishes of parents and caregivers also becomes an important facet of their 
developing autonomy. Children can choose to follow adult directives, such as cleaning up 
toys when asked to do so, or they can choose to defy authority, typically by saying no. At this 
stage, toddlers begin to test parental limits, requiring parents and caregivers to establish rules 
and address the issue of discipline. The child’s temperament and the parents’ style of parenting 
affect how the child resolves the autonomy crisis. Basically, warm and responsive parenting—
setting reasonable expectations and choices and providing suitable guidance (neither overcon-
trolling nor undercontrolling)—will allow the child to positively develop autonomy.

Application: Although parents primarily facilitate autonomy, the following guidelines can 
help teachers continue autonomy development during the preschool years:

•• Provide reasonable choices (e.g., giving the child a choice between two activities, 
such as “Would you like a story or time to color?”).

•• Allow children to do things for themselves, and do not punish mistakes (e.g., 
accidents in toilet training).

•• Be accepting of attempts to master skills even if the results are not perfect (e.g., a 
shirt that’s on backward).

•• Provide reasonable expectations for the child’s age (e.g., don’t expect a 2-year-old 
to sit quietly listening to stories for two hours).

•• Provide opportunities for developing independence (e.g., toddler using utensils 
and cups, safety scissors, large crayons).

•• �Expect occasional noncompliance—the child is testing independence.

3.	 �Initiative versus guilt: Stage three focuses on preschool-age children. Early childhood 
education contexts include increasing interaction with peers. Peers, along with par-
ents and primary caregivers, influence the resolution of this stage’s crisis. Preschoolers 
who are rewarded for trying new things— such as coloring, writing, and using their 
imagination in pretend play—are likely to develop a sense of initiative. Initiative 
gives children a sense of purpose and offers opportunities to master the environment, 
which may involve taking risks but not behaving impulsively. Therefore, parents, 

child care providers, and teachers must find a delicate balance 
between allowing children to try new things and potentially 
fail and doing things for children (that is, being overprotec-
tive). Adults who respond to failures by being overly critical 
or who ridicule children’s creative and innovative behaviors 
are likely to instill guilt in children.

Application: The following guidelines can help teachers 
boost children’s sense of initiative and decrease their feelings 
of guilt:

•• �Provide tasks and activities that are age-appropriate and in 
which children can experience success (e.g., helping pass 
out supplies or materials prior to doing a project, picking 
up toys, watering plants using a small cup, etc.).

•• �Refrain from providing unsolicited help, because this sug-
gests that you believe they cannot do the task alone.

Parenting: See Module 2

Initiative Versus Guilt. Teachers can boost children’s sense 
of initiative by allowing them to help with tasks and activities 
in the classroom.
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