
Nurturing Independence 

 “The child can only develop fully by means of experience in his environment. We call such experience 

work.” Maria Montessori, The Absorbent Mind p88 

The Montessori classroom seeks to nurture independence in our children, and the means through which 

we do so is work. Through working, we develop not only the skills and competencies that are vital for 

independence, we also attain an awareness of our competency that helps us realize our independence. 

Work creates the sense of accomplishment and mastery that gives us the confidence to be independent 

and to realize we can learn further skills and abilities. 

If we want to nurture our children’s independence at home, we must give them further opportunities to 

work. The work we give them should be meaningful – it should contribute to the family, even to the wider 

community. It should start with the child taking care of themselves – keeping their own room tidy, putting 

away their things, cleaning their dishes, washing their clothes – because if we cannot contribute 

meaningfully to our community we are creating burdens for others.  

Helping children master the skills required for these tasks should follow a transition. First demonstrate 

the task, then have the child do it alongside us. Next let the child do the work while you are performing 

another task close by. But beware! If you intervene as soon as your child struggles, they will keep looking 

to you to carry out the work. “Every unnecessary help is a hindrance to development,” Montessori pointed 

out. We should confine our interventions to demonstrating skills and ensuring safety. This can be 

frustrating, especially when time is short (I know I have been guilty countless times of giving in to 

expediency and taking over when I should let my children keep trying), but in the long run it is well worth 

the time. 

Montessori’s quotation points out that work adapts us to our environment. This is an essential idea. 

Independence, when we really think about it, is created by abilities valuable in the environment that we 

live in now. The qualities that provide independence in a preindustrial nomadic pastoral society (think of 

the Mongols, for example) could be at best obsolete and at worst harmful in our society.  By nurturing 

useful work skills we are therefore helping our children adapt to the world we actually live in. 

I want to contrast this to the experience children have from playing games on computers and game 

systems. Children can learn skills from playing such games, but the skills they are learning are effectively 

adapting them to dynamics of these games rather than the patterns of the actual world. Playing these 

games over time adapt children to the systems of rewards and stimulus of games themselves, and make 

it harder for them to act independently in the actual world. The games actually diminish the independence 

of our children.  


