
Independence is a topic that tends to be given “top billing” in any discussion of Montessori
education. But despite the prevalence of lectures and articles on this subject, I can’t help but
think that even as Montessorians we get a bit off course in these discussions.

Topics that begin with how to support a child in becoming independent can quickly segue into
conversations about how to demand, tempt or coerce a child into behaving with more
independence. When looking at independence through this lens, it becomes behaviour that
renders the adult less necessary to the child’s success. And in my experience when people
describe the ways they support children in being more independent from this perspective, it is
often a process rife with power struggles and frustration for both children and adults.

Here is the reality when it comes to independence: Maria Montessori emphasized the
importance of independence because in her years of observing humans, as an anthropologist,
physician, and therapeutic educator of children, with a wide range of support needs—all human
beings grow toward independence, naturally. Furthermore, when humans experience daily life
in an environment that is prepared specifically for them, they can do so with what Maria
Montessori referred to as, “effortless effort.”

So, what does this mean for us? It means we don’t have to force children to be more
independent. We don’t have to enter power struggles and insist, “You do know how to put your
shoes on! You did it yesterday.” We don’t have to shame them by saying, “Be a big girl and do it
yourself” or praise them, “I was SO proud of you when you put your work away without asking
for my help this morning.”

When we interject in this way we distort the natural evolution of the child’s budding
independence, with its intrinsic focus, especially in the first years of life. When we shift the
child’s focus away from their self-construction and on us instead, their everyday actions get
reflected back to them as a kind of performance, of which we are the judge. I often think that it
is these early experiences that are at the root of both people-pleasing and oppositional or
defiant behaviours, later in life.

If the child doesn’t need our feedback or doesn’t benefit from our feedback, what do they need
from us? The young child needs our presence and our connection. They need to know that
they are not alone in this great, big world when they are so small and new. They need to be 
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surrounded by adults who understand that humans are not born with the ability to regulate
their own behaviour or their own nervous system. Instead, human infants and toddlers rely
largely on the nervous system of their caregiver, to give them important information about their
world and about themselves. 

The young child is often asking (through a variety of behaviours): “Am I safe?” and “Am I seen?”
If the perceived answer is no, they try to create a sense of safety by “calling in” their caregivers.
And what is the best way to do that? It depends on the responses of the adult. If their
caregivers are people who respond to the child’s bid for connection with openness, empathy,
and love–the child’s communication might be playful and affectionate. This might look like a
child wrapping their arms around their caregiver with a spontaneous hug.

If the child is feeling disconnected from the adult, their bid for connection might look like
defiance, “naughty” behaviour or a temper tantrum. The reality is that no adult is connected to
a child all the time. But responsive caregivers working closely with children will inevitably help
them to move further along the path toward greater self-regulation and independence. 

The key to successfully supporting this important aspect of development is Trust. We must
trust the laws of development that Maria Montessori so keenly observed and so generously
shared with the world. We must trust that the child is doing the best they can, in every
moment. We must trust the child’s effort to communicate with us–in whatever form it takes.
And we must trust in the power we have to inform the child’s understanding of the world, of
human beings, of relationships and we must wield that power responsibly.
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