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ECE resources

Supporting children’s  
self-management skills

Self-managing learners are able to make choices, persist, solve problems for themselves, access 

resources for their play ideas, and use social skills to get others to help them. The aim of self-

management is for children to be self-regulated rather than teacher-regulated, that is, to be able to 

determine the best course of action for themselves rather than following rules set by a teacher. Self-

management skills require cognitive abilities such as planning, thinking, decision-making, problem-

solving and managing attention. 

Children may struggle with self-management because the areas of the brain responsible for executive 

function skills are not fully developed in early childhood. This means that children may be impulsive, 

distractible, and poor at planning, and require high levels of support. 

Self-management skills are supported by:

•  Clear boundaries and consistent rules and routines so that children can understand behavioural 

expectations. Memory aids or visuals can be helpful, or you might try checklists that children use to 

monitor their own progress.

•  Strong relationships characterised by warmth, so that children feel safe to explore, make choices 

and try out new things.

• �Discussions�with�whānau�to ensure that expectations for self-management are culturally 

appropriate.

•  Expectations for positive outcomes from using self-managing behaviours, visualising and planning 

for success. This can be reinforced by specific feedback about useful self-managing behaviours that 
highlight the relationship between children’s self-managing behaviours and positive outcomes. 

•  Clear teaching of particular routines for self-management, such as routines for washing hands, and 

support for children until they can apply rules or routines without direction.

•  Children taking responsibility for managing their own activities. Encourage children to determine 

and monitor rules for a game or activity for each other. Resist supplying children with ideas, but 

instead present the decision about what to do as a problem they can solve for themselves by 

making interesting choices.

•  Reassurance and support when children’s initiated ideas and attempts at self-management don’t 

work out.
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