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Self care skills are the everyday tasks undertaken 

so children are ready to participate in life activities 

(including dressing, eating, cleaning teeth). 

They are often referred to as the activities of daily 

living (ADL’s). 

While these are typically supported by adults in 

young children, it is expected that children develop 

independence in these as they mature.

What are self care skills?
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Why are self care skills important?

Self care skills are one of the first ways that children develop 

the ability to plan and sequence task performance, to 

organise the necessary materials and to develop the refined 

physical control required to carry out daily tasks 

(e.g. opening lunch boxes, drawing or standing to pull up 

pants). 

Self care skills act as precursors for many school related 

tasks as well as life skills. 

The term ‘self care’ would suggest that these skills are 

expected to be done independently and in many cases it 

becomes inappropriate for others to assist for such tasks (age 

dependent of course). 

When self care skills are difficult, this also becomes a limiting 

factor for many other life experiences



Building blocks necessary to develop self care skills

Hand and finger strength: An ability to exert force against 

resistance using the hands and fingers for utensil use.

Hand control: The ability to move and use the hands in a 

controlled manner such as cutlery use for eating.

Sensory processing: Accurate registration, interpretation and 

response to sensory stimulation in the environment and one’s 

own body.

Object manipulation: The ability to skilfully manipulate 

tools, including the ability to hold and move pencils and 

scissors with control, controlled use of everyday tools such as 

a toothbrush, hairbrush, and cutlery.

Expressive language (using language): The use of language 

through speech, sign or alternative forms of communication to 

communicate wants, needs, thoughts and ideas.



Planning and sequencing: The sequential multi-

step task/activity performance to achieve a well-

defined result (e.g. dressing and teeth cleaning).

Receptive language 

(understanding): Comprehension of language.

Compliance: Ability to follow simple adult-

directed routines (i.e. doesn’t demonstrate 

avoidance behaviours where the child simply 

doesn’t want to do it because an adult is telling 

them to do it and interrupting what they were 

doing).



When a child has self care difficulties, they might also have 

difficulties with:

Following instructions: The ability to understand and be 

able to initiate the tasks to be done as per requested by others.

Receptive language (understanding): Comprehension of 

language.

Eating: The physical skill of using cutlery in an age 

appropriate manner as well as eating a good range of food.

Sleeping: Being able to independently settle and resettle to 

get to sleep.

Dressing and undressing or assisting with dressing to an age 

appropriate level and recognising what articles of clothing go 

where and in what order.

SELF CARE DIFFICULTIES



Social skills: Determined by the ability to engage in 

reciprocal interaction with others (either verbally or non-

verbally), to compromise with others, and be able to recognize 

and follow social norms. 

Fine motor skills: Finger and hand skills such as opening 

lunch boxes, tying shoelaces, doing up buttons.

Gross motor skills: Whole body physical skills using the 

‘core’ strength muscles of the trunk, arms, legs such as getting 

on and off the toilet and standing to dress.

Organisation: The ability to know what a task involves, the 

materials required, how to collate them such as packing the 

bag for preschool or even getting dressed.

Learning new tasks and retaining that information for the 

next time the task is done again.

Executive functioning: Higher order reasoning and thinking 

skills.



Ways to improve self care skills?

Visual schedule of the steps involved.

Reward chart for independent completion of tasks (or 

attempt at, in the early stages).

Small steps: Breaking down self-care skills into smaller steps 

and supporting the child through each step so that, in time, 

they can do more for themselves.

Routine: Use the same routine or strategy each time you 

complete the same task to help them learn it faster.

Consistency: Be consistent with the words and signs used to 

assist the child, and keep instructions short and simple.

Allow enough time: Ensure that there is enough time 

available for the child to participate in self care activities 

without feeling rushed (e.g. practice dressing on the weekend 

to start with before then doing it before rushing to preschool 

or school).



SELF HELP SKILLS



Self help skills
• Wash hands before eating, after toileting and playing 

outside 

• Use toilet as development allows, including flushing and 

wiping

• Cover mouth when coughing or sneezing, using a tissue 

• Use grooming supplies, such as a toothbrush and comb, 

help bathe self 

• Eat independently, using utensils and cup as abilities allow 

• Clean up own spills and messes with paper towel, sponge 

or child-sized broom

• Put own garbage into trash container

• Help put items in child care cubby



Self help skills(cont..)
• Help make bed

• Choose clothes from two choices; dress self, at least 

partially

• Put dirty clothes in laundry basket, clean ones in drawers 

or on low hooks

• Get personal toys and books from child-height shelves 

• Play with toys, such as puzzles and blocks and put away 

after play

• Keep track of favorite blanket or stuffed animal

• Help with simple toy repair, like taping torn pages in a 

book 

• Co-operate getting into safety seat or belt

• Cooperate with medical care, like taking temperature



Self care Development Checklist

• Instructions: Answer all questions up to 

your child’s current age bracket by 

answering ‘Yes’ or ‘No’.

• Does the Child have difficulty with 
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Additional Resources

• Learning Disabilities Association of America

4156 Library Road

Pittsburgh, PA 15234

(412) 341-1515

• President's Committee on Employment of People with Disabilities

1331 F Street, N.W.

Washington, DC 20004

(202) 376-6200

• National Center for Law and Learning Disabilities

P.O. Box 368

Cabin John, MD 20818

(301) 469-8308

• http://www.ldonline.org/

• http://www.iser.com/index.shtml

• http://www.childdevelopmentinfo.com/learning/learning_disabilities.shtml

• http://www.starbeacon.com/index.asp?MC=NEXT&NID=4&AID=3767

http://65.54.187.250/cgi-bin/linkrd?_lang=EN&lah=d92765ca45b6675e2e955137f6164993&lat=1084631528&hm___action=http%3a%2f%2fwww%2eldonline%2eorg%2f
http://65.54.187.250/cgi-bin/linkrd?_lang=EN&lah=b89d5028a156ad524e36f5a5d66d1d8d&lat=1084631528&hm___action=http%3a%2f%2fwww%2eiser%2ecom%2findex%2eshtml
http://65.54.187.250/cgi-bin/linkrd?_lang=EN&lah=5940186d1a945daea5bf01a95cfbd61f&lat=1084631528&hm___action=http%3a%2f%2fwww%2echilddevelopmentinfo%2ecom%2flearning%2flearning_disabilities%2eshtml
http://65.54.187.250/cgi-bin/linkrd?_lang=EN&lah=850d67cc995b0732d2c742f96494a0d3&lat=1084631528&hm___action=http%3a%2f%2fwww%2estarbeacon%2ecom%2findex%2easp%3fMC%3dNEXT%26amp%3bNID%3d4%26amp%3bAID%3d3767
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http://www.odc.state.or.us/tadoc/ada40.htm

http://65.54.187.250/cgibin/linkrd?_lang=EN&lah=d0b0b9bbf10d4f4426ce5e44a90e1454&lat=108462

9747&hm___action=http%3a%2f%2fericec%2eorg%2ffact%2ffamous%2ehtml

http://www.addforums.com/forums/showthread/t-4159.html
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Franklin Watts. 

"How Not to Diagnose ADHD" Contemporary Pediatrics Archive, Nov. 1996 by Martin Baren MD, 

James Swanson, PhD 

"The Clinical Characteristics of Behaviors of ADD/ADHD People Vary with Age" ADD Medical 
Treatment Center of Santa Clara valley

The Gardner School online site. www.gardnerschool.org 

"Georgetown researchers to present evidence of biological cause of dyslexia" Press release Feb 
14, 2001. Georgetown University Medical Center 

Learning Disabilities Association of America www.ldanatl.org 

The International Dyslexia Society, www.interdys.org 

file:///C:/Documents and Settings/Cassie Doyle/Desktop/www.odc.state.or.us/tradoc/ada40.htm
http://65.54.187.250/cgibin/linkrd?_lang=EN&lah=d0b0b9bbf10d4f4426ce5e44a90e1454&lat=1084629747&hm___action=http%3a%2f%2fericec%2eorg%2ffact%2ffamous%2ehtml
file:///C:/Documents and Settings/Cassie Doyle/Desktop/www.addforums.com/forums/showthread/t-4159.html








IRONING





use of suitable footwear and accessories






