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There are several reasons that giving children 
choices throughout the day is beneficial, even 
crucial to their development. Providing choices for 
children is a fundamental aspect of high-quality 
early childhood curriculum (Hendrick, 1996).  
 

A Feeling of Control 
 
All human beings need to feel as if they have 
control over themselves and their lives. We 
cannot expect children to be totally independent, 
of course, since they are small and incapable of 
many things adults can do. Erikson (1950) believed 
that at the second level of psychosocial 
development, beginning soon after one year of 
age, young children must resolve the conflict 
between autonomy and shame and doubt.  
 
Children who do not develop autonomy are liable to remain dependent on adults or to be overly influenced by 
peers. Gartrell (1995) called this phenomenon “mistaken behaviors”.  
 
Children who fall into “mistaken behaviors” may feel doubtful of their abilities, and be unable to take the risks 
that lead to real learning or challenge themselves to achieve at ever higher levels. In addition, they may feel 
hostility toward adults who allow them little freedom to choose. Learning to be autonomous and self-reliant 
takes time and practice. When we offer children choices, we are allowing them to practice the skills of 
independence and responsibility, while we guard their health and safety by controlling and monitoring the 
options. 
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Building Self-Esteem 
 
Being autonomous and in control feels good – simply watch the face of a toddler who has just learned to walk. 
Self-esteem grows when we successfully do things for ourselves. Children can handle mistakes or failure with 
equanimity and good humor when they feel good about themselves. A child who has a solid sense of self-worth 
can make a poor decision, evaluate it calmly, rethink the situation, and make a different choice. When asked if 
he wanted to do it himself or have help, three-year-old Tom decided to pour his own juice.  
 
As he lifted and tipped the pitcher he discovered his small hand was not strong enough to hold the pitcher 
steady. A stream of apple juice spilled onto the table and the floor. The teacher said, “Oops, Tom, the juice 
spilled. Let’s get some sponges and we’ll wipe it up together.” Tom learned by trying a task that was too difficult 
for him. The teacher helped him deal with the consequences by not criticizing his attempt but by helping him 
rectify the situation. Next time he may make another choice, or he may try to do it alone again. Either way, he 
has made his own choice. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
When a child misbehaves, a teacher might rebuke him by saying severely, “Jamal! You just made a bad choice!” 
This statement presumes that Jamal consciously considered each behavior in repertoire and selected kicking, for 
example. Children, like adults, do not always consciously choose their behaviors. They may be satisfying a need, 
imitating behaviors of others, or acting out of an instinct such as self-protection. Angrily accusing a child of 
making a poor decision while correcting his behavior sends the message that he is an incompetent decision-
maker and confuses the child’s understanding of the decision-making process. He may believe that he had no 
right to make any decision at all, which in the end will lower his self-confidence and self-esteem as well as teach 
him that making decisions is very risky. 
  

Cognitive Development 
 
Making choices is part of problem solving. When given choices, children stretch their minds and create new and 
unique combinations of ideas and materials. Before they can make wise choices, however, children need to 
learn the skills of convergent thinking, knowing the right answer as well as divergent thinking, seeing many 
possible answers. If we expect teenagers to make healthful choices about important issues such as sexual 
activity or the use of alcohol or illegal drugs, we must allow them many opportunities in their early years to 
make meaningful choices (Morrison, 1997). 
 
  



Moral Development 
 
In a classroom based on Piaget’s constructivist principles, everyone shares responsibility for decision making. By 
allowing children to determine what goes on in a room, the teacher promotes their self-regulation. If they have 
opportunities to make their own choices and feel powerful every day, they will have no need to exert power 
over others or to break rules behind the teacher’s back. When their desires are respected, it is easier for 
children to respect others’ wishes. As children learn to make decisions for themselves and to develop 
autonomy, they learn to behave morally and to take the needs of others into consideration when making 
choices. 
  

Accepting Responsibility 
 
When children do not like the results of their own choices, adults 
often want to pacify them by neutralizing the consequences. Alicia 
was so busy in the housekeeping area that she did not take time 
to visit the art table and make a glittery snow picture. When it was 
time to go home, she saw the beautiful creations other children 
had made, and she was very upset. “I want to make a snow 
picture!” she wailed. Ms. Anderson could have taken her to the 
art table, which was not completely cleaned up yet, and allowed 
her to make a quick picture so she could have one to take home, 
too. Instead, she said, “Alicia, you chose to stay in housekeeping 
area today and not make a picture.  
 
It’s too late now, but tomorrow, we will have other art materials out. I’ll help you remember to visit the art 
table and make something.” Alicia was still upset. It is hard to accept the consequences of our behavior 
sometimes, but the teacher’s response helped Alicia understand that she had made a decision, a decision with 
consequences she must accept. No one had told her what choice to make; she made her choice independently. 
The teacher offered help in the future, so Alicia knows she will have support to make better decisions.  
 
Alicia’s parents might be displeased with this approach when she tells them tearfully that the teacher would not 
allow her to make a picture. But if they have understood from the time Alicia entered the program that the 
teacher’s philosophy includes helping children learn to accept responsibility for their actions, they will 
understand. 
  

Minimizing Conflicts  
 
One of the effects of offering children choices throughout the 
day is the reduction of conflict among children and between 
children and adults. When adults direct a child’s behavior most 
of the day, the child’s natural desire to be independent is 
thwarted and feelings of resentment or rebellion may arise.  
 
Adults can understand this frustration if they think about having 
a job in which they are told every little thing to do, even when to 
use the restroom or get a drink of water.  
 
 



Most of us would either complain or get another job. Children have no choice about going to school or child 
care; they cannot leave an unhappy situation. When they rebel, they are labeled as having “behavior problems.” 
If we treat children with the same respect we adults expect and understand that each child has individual needs 
and interests, we will provide them with the opportunities to choose what is best for themselves at any given 
time. 
  

Maximizing Learning 
 
Children feel more committed to an activity they have chosen themselves. Therefore, their attention span will 
likely be longer if they choose an activity than if they work at a task assigned by the teacher. Making choices 
helps children learn persistence and task completion. 
     
If a teacher, for example, wants all of his children to learn some important concepts about weather, he can offer 
a variety of activities. Some children will learn by observing the water cycle in a terrarium, others will learn from 
fiction and nonfiction books, and others will explore their personal experiences with weather by using paints 
and expressive materials. Each child will learn in his or her own way, but all will learn about weather. 
  

How to Offer Choices 
 
Choices offered to young children must be legitimate 
and meaningful to them and acceptable to adults. 
When Ms. Lee confronted two children fighting over 
the same ride-on truck, she said, “You two can figure 
out how to share that truck, or go to time out.” Since 
neither child relished the thought of sitting in what 
amounts to solitary confinement in the time out chair, 
this was not a legitimate choice. 
 
Each option must have equal weight in the child’s eyes. 
She might have said, “You can use the truck together, 
or I can help one of you find another truck to use.” 
   
Later in the day when Ms. Lee said, “It’s time to clean up, OK?” she unknowingly offered children the option of 
cleaning up or continuing to play by adding “OK?” to the end of her sentence. She actually meant that it was 
nearly time to go home and they must put toys and materials away. She had not intended to give children a 
choice and was unable to allow them to continue to play because it was in fact time to get ready to leave. 
  
Limiting choices for young children helps them select. In a restaurant with many menu options even adults have 
difficulty choosing their meal. It may be easier for a child to choose if we suggest she decide between the art 
table and the block corner than from all the activities available in the classroom. Younger children manage 
better with fewer options. 
  
Making direct suggestions may help the hesitant child to make a choice. Children whose parents make decisions 
for them may be overwhelmed by a situation in which they are now expected to choose for themselves. They 
need time, support, and practice as well as patient teachers to help them learn this skill. 
  
 
 
 



Life is a series of choices.  Good choices bring good consequences.  Bad choices bring bad results.  If a child 
walks away from home or school with one lesson, it should be with the ability to make choices. Most parents 
today know the importance of letting their kids make choices.  
 
It empowers a child when he or she is allowed to pick out their own clothes for school, or choose the book at 
bedtime, or figure out whether to do homework or video games first. A child who consistently makes quality 
choices can more likely do so in his or her adult life.  However, letting a child have too much of the decision-
making power can be detrimental and confusing. 
 
Too many times a child is given the power to make the decision without the information first.  For example, if a 
child wants to wear her flip-flops in the dead of winter, this choice thing could be problematic.  What if your son 
wants to read the Halloween book that always gives him nightmares?  Can your daughter to be trusted to be 
awake enough at 7 PM after an hour of Play Station to get her homework done well? 
 
Children are new to the world.  Whether they acknowledge it or not, they look to adults for guidance in every 
way.  Limiting the quantity of choices is actually helping your child be successful in the decision-making process. 
Imagine going into a grocery store in China and being asked to buy the ingredients for the dinner of your choice.  
Assuming you don’t speak Chinese and don’t have too much familiarity with the culture, this could be 
overwhelming, if not scary.  This is how a child may feel in some situations.  Sure, perhaps you are beginning to 
speak the language and may even have a good hold on it; and yes, you could wing a stir-fry if you had to, but 
consider the pressure, not to mention the success rate of the endeavor! 
 
Children want to please.  Although many will act out and rebel, it 
is not out of spite, but more out of a plea for attention and love.  
It is up to the adult to make the call in some situations and give 
the child guidance in other instances where the child has the tools 
to make a choice. 
 
The best way to encourage a child to make smart choices is by 
giving them a few things to choose from.  Rather than opening up 
the closet door and saying, “What do you want to wear this 
morning?” lay out two or three outfits on the bed and have them 
choose from that.  
 
Rather than “What do you want to do today?” ask, “Would you like to go to the park or to the ice skating rink 
this afternoon?”  In fact, choices could be used as a disciplinary measure as well.  When a child is acting out, tell 
her that she has a choice:  she can choose to cry about not getting the cookie before dinner or she can continue 
playing with the promise that she can have the cookie after dinner.  Remind the child that every action is a 
choice and that they have the power to choose wisely or choose poorly.  Also, be sure to carry out the 
consequences of making a choice (or not making a choice) quickly and firmly.  In this way, they learn the 
repercussions of choices, which is a lesson to all.   
 
For example, if a boy continues to pester his sister at the dinner table after many warnings, it is up to the adult 
to reprimand him.  Give him the choice.  Say:  “You have two choices.  You can keep bothering your sister and 
go to your bedroom right now without watching your favorite television show, or you can eat your dinner 
quietly and respectfully and watch TV with the rest of the family.”  If he violates your terms in any way, take 
action!  Children want discipline.  Remember that he may be acting disagreeably for the sole reason of getting 
your attention.  This is why it’s important to remove him from the situation immediately, and/or congratulate 
him when he makes the smarter of the choices.  In this way, he will learn that negative choices have negative 



consequences and vice versa.  This lesson will carry him throughout his life.  After all, life is merely a series of 
choices.  Wouldn’t you want the tools to make the good ones? 
 
 
 

The challenge of children and choices is not a mystery.  Every parent must learn when to 
make the decision for the child and when to let a child suffer the consequences him or herself.  
Yes, children usually look to a parent for reassurance that they’re making good choices, but 
there is a fine line between parents allowing too many choices and parents who don’t allow 

choices at all.  To learn the fine art of consistently making quality choices is a skill best learned 
from parents who leave room for their children to make their own choices on a regular basis, 

while learning  from experience the difference between the benefits and repercussions. 
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