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MY CHILD IS RELUCTANT TO BE INDEPENDENT
“Some children are bulls in china shops, others are feel-the-temperature-first types. A more timid child’s pace of attaining independence 
needs to be slower,” says educational psychologist Jo Hamilton. “But there are ways to bridge it. At a birthday party, if your child 
needs you to be at his side in the sandpit, be there.” (You may even one day miss those times with your three-year-old, when all you 
see of your rambunctious child now is a blur as he runs off to join the other nine-year-olds in party games.) “If you want your four-
year-old to ask for assistance in a shop, tell him you’ll go with him to the assistant, if he does the talking.” Find a way to help your 
child at his pace. Remember, just because he did it once with you doesn’t guarantee that he is ready to do it by himself the next time, 
advises Jo. Children often need to have a sense of mastery before they increase their independence skills. Just as a shy child may 
need to be rescued sometimes, a wild child may need to be reined in sometimes. “Be respectful and sensible in your limit-setting,” 
says Jo. “Don’t shout out embarrassing or belittling comments as you see your child fumble in this attempt at independence. Don’t 
highlight their poor judgement. Rather gently turn the situation into a learning experience. Help your child pick himself up and have 
the courage to try another time.” To teach children how to be assertive read Jo Hamilton’s book The Ultimate Assertiveness Toolbox 

for Kids (Clockwork Books) available from February 2017. Go to ClockworkBooks.co.za/assertiveness for more.
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H
e l i c o p t e r 
p a r e n t i n g 
– the 
t e n d e n c y 
for parents 

to hover over their children, 
ready to swoop in and rescue 
them out of the first sign of 
difficulty – is a much laughed-
about modern phenomenon. 
So much so that in protest, 
Ann McCready launched 
the concept of a “No-Rescue 
Policy” in her book, If I Have 
To Tell You One More Time. 
Here, she advocates no 
longer remembering your 
children’s school lunches for 
them, among 35 more steps 
to fostering a healthy sense of 
responsibility in children. 

“A child who always 
forgets has a parent who 
always remembers,” jokes 
Ann, before making the 
serious point that a child who 
is always rescued from facing 
any consequences of his 
forgetfulness is robbed of the 
chance to develop personal 
responsibility and learn from 
the mistakes he’s made. 

Some cultures foreground 
communality; others value 

individual achievements. 
But regardless of whether 
you lean towards ubuntu 
or cutthroat capitalism, self 
care and emotional maturity 
are basic skills children need 
to attain so that they can 
function well as individuals 
in even the most communal 
of societies. 

Self-sufficiency is not the 
opposite of healthy inter-
dependence. The coexistence 
of dependency with 
independence is something 
to remain aware of in your 
parenting, agrees educational 
psychologist, Jo Hamilton.  
“I find that some parents 
hover too much over their 
child, and when they then 
decide that their child needs to 
learn independence, they can 
be too extreme and too quick 
in their expectation. What 
I suggest to parents when 
they are trying to promote 
independence in their child 
is to bridge it. Through their 
parenting, find thoughtful 
and creative ways to help 
a child to progress from 
dependence to independence. 
It is a process.” 

BY MARGOT BERTELSMANN

SELF-SUFFICIENT

CHILD
RAISING A

It may break your heart to let him 
go, but watching your child soar into 
happy independence is ultimately 
rewarding. It’s also, ironically, a lot 
of hard work
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FIVE YEARS AND OLDER
Soon enough, your child is straining at his leash and wants 
you to give him extra independence, whether it’s permission 
to walk to the shops by himself or have a sleepover. Where 
you draw the line is your decision, but whatever you allow, 
be sure to make your expectations crystal clear, so your 
child knows what he is allowed to do and what he isn’t, 
and also how to get out of a situation he no longer feels 
comfortable in. Ensure he knows the rules of the road and 
where to stop and look for cars crossing; or that he has a 
cellphone, knows how to use it, and that he must use it if 
he needs to call you in the middle of the night to fetch him.

TIME IT RIGHT
“Much of this skill is in the 
timing,” says Jo. “Be aware of 
your child’s needs first of all. 
Watch and wait to see when 
your child is ready for some 
measure of independence. 
Kids tend to show us – 
although we don’t always 
pick up on their cues.”

Sometimes, life intervenes 
and it’s not as simple as 
letting your child set the 
pace, Jo concedes. “Many 
cultures expect some or other 

independent behaviours 
to occur early, or at set 
times, regardless of a child’s 
temperament or readiness. 
Economic need dictates that 
a small child has to walk 
to school on his own. Or 
divorce might result in a 
toddler sleeping away from 
his mother occasionally. 
Given these constraints, we 
must ask ourselves how you 
can put safeguards in place 
to try to render your child’s 
experience of independence 

as positive as possible,” says 
Jo. In short, when fostering 
independence:

 Listen to your child. 
 Be thoughtful about when 

to allow which steps towards 
independence – you know 
a lot, says Jo. “But gauging 
when is the hardest part.”

 “Help, don’t rescue,” is Jo’s 
mantra for parents.

 Have measures in place 
to monitor your child’s 
independent action. Says Jo, 
“Be responsible and vigilant 

while you are practising 
being hands-off.”

 Make a huge fuss with lots 
of praise and encouragement 
when your child has achieved 
an independent task.

It’s a tough call, so forgive 
yourself for some failures. 
Remember, you want to aid 
your child on the road to 
greater independence, but 
you don’t want to carry him 
the whole way – or you risk 
getting there and he doesn’t 
know how to walk! YB

AN AGE-BY-AGE GUIDE TO APPROPRIATE INDEPENDENCE

UNDER EIGHT MONTHS
(BEFORE OBJECT PERMANENCE)
“Babies are dependent and they must be taken care of,” 
says educational psychologist Jo Hamilton. When you 
disappear, they are too immature to understand you will be 
back, but your repeated, constant reassuring presence will 
one day enable short periods of happy separation between 
you. “In fact, by scooping up and calmly loving a baby in 
distress you are saying, ‘It’s okay, you survived the distress.’” 
This teaches emotional resilience. You are building the 
springboard from which your youngster will one day jump. 

UNDER ONE YEAR
THIS AGE GROUP MAY SHOW SIGNS OF WANTING TO 
BE INVOLVED IN THE FEEDING PROCESS – THEY MAY 
WANT TO HOLD THEIR OWN SPOON OR REACH OUT 
FOR FINGER FOOD. LET THEM! “IT’S A CASE OF NOT 
WORRYING ABOUT THE MESS, OR HOW MUCH THEY 
ACTUALLY EAT, AS THAT IS LESS IMPORTANT AT THIS 
STAGE,” SAYS JO.

UNDER TWO YEARS
If you’re potty training, it’s really best to wait for signs your little one 
is emotionally ready – “it’s not the same for each child,” says Jo. “It’s 
a process. If you allow slow-growing independence and demonstrate 
an ability to accept and bounce back from mistakes, that’s building 
resilience.” Don’t shame a child for accidents or regressions, such as 
wetting the bed at night or having a poo accident in his pants. “When 
I see children struggling with tasks that require self-confidence and 
independence, like asking the teacher a question, sharing an opinion 
in group tasks or working out how to solve a complex problem,  
I sometimes find that their difficulty asserting themselves and functioning 
independently stems from overtly critical or punitive parenting in their 
early years,” says Jo. Shaming does NOT build happy independence. 

UNDER THREE YEARS
YOUR TODDLER WANTS TO CLIMB UP 
THE JUNGLE GYM BY HIMSELF. “LEARN 
TO HOVER DISCREETLY, BUT DON’T SAY 
‘NO’ AND DON’T SAY ‘YOU CAN’T’,” 
ADVISES JO. “RATHER THINK OF SAFE, 
CREATIVE WAYS TO HELP YOUR CHILD 
ATTAIN WHAT HE WANTS. SAY, ‘LET’S 
MAKE SURE YOUR LEGS ARE WRAPPED 
AROUND THE FIREMAN’S POLE TIGHTLY 
– AND OFF YOU GO!’”

UNDER FOUR YEARS
Let’s say you became separated from your child and he 
was distressed. “I lost you!” he wails. You feel terrible. 
But remember to tell him, “Well done for managing! 
How did you find me? What were you going to do 
next?” advises Jo. This shows that you see his capability 
and ingenuity amid his distress.  Your words highlight 
his capability and strength, which in turn fosters positive 
independence and good self-belief.


