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 As parents, most of us realize that our infants and toddlers can learn a 
great deal, and we would like to help them learn, however, we can easily interact 
with them in ways that stifle their independence. Without much thinking about it, 
we may give them numerous instructions, guide their movements, or correct their 
mistakes. Although such methods may teach children a certain amount, they also 
force children to follow our directions, robbing them of the chance to learn on 
their own. 
 How, then, might we help our children learn more independently? Initially it 
might seem that if we really wish to respect our children’s independence, we 
cannot help them at all. For would not any help we might offer – any assistance 
or guidance – only infringe on their autonomy? All we can do, it might seem, is 
leave our children completely alone – an option that sounds discouragingly 
similar to neglect. 
 Fortunately, the situation is not this hopeless. We can contribute to 
independent learning. We can, for example, obtain educational toys and 
materials designed for independent play.1 We can then help our children by 
presenting them with materials that arouse their curiosity, but let them work on 
them by themselves. This is an approach that is integral to Montessori and some 
Piagetian nursery schools.2,3 Still, for children under the age of two and a half or 
so, such materials are fairly scarce; the available materials do not compare to the 
countless resources – physical and social – that children find fascinating in their 
everyday worlds. 
 What I would like to recommend is not specific materials, or even a 
specific technique, but rather an attitude, a way of being with the child. 
 
A Way of Being 
 The philosopher Kierkegaard, in a brief comment on the baby’s first 
attempts to walk, said that for the parent “the art is to be constantly present and 
yet not to be present.”4 That is, we must be present for the child’s safety, yet not 
be present in the sense of imposing our anxieties, instructions, or assistance on 
the child. We need to stay sufficiently in the background to give the child the 
freedom to learn by themselves. 
 This attitude – this unobtrusive presence – is helpful in a wide range of 
situations. A young child can only explore many new settings or try out new 
activities, such as climbing stairs, running downhill, or wading in water, because 



we provide the opportunities and stay nearby for protection. But the child can 
only learn freely and independently if our presence is unobtrusive. 
 Montessori also tried to describe this attitude and offered some examples 
of it. She described, for instance, ways in which sensitive parents accompany 
their toddlers on walks.5 Such parents do not force the child to keep up with them, 
but follow the child’s pace, stopping whenever the child stops to examine things, 
giving the child opportunities to explore. As the parents stand patiently by, they 
quietly enjoy the fascination that the child shows for the most common things – a 
leaf, an insect, a puddle of water. These parents are clearing not neglecting the 
child, nor are they controlling the child’s learning. Rather, their patient, 
unobtrusive presence gives the child the chance to investigate the world for his 
or her own. 
 Although the caretaker’s unobtrusive presence is helpful in a variety of 
circumstances, it seems to emerge most naturally in one particular context. This 
is when children, soon after they can crawl, begin to use the parent as a base 
from which to explore.6 If, for example, a mother takes her one-year-old son to a 
new park, he will usually stay close to her for a while, but them become 
increasingly interested in the new environment and take little excursions away 
from her to investigate it. From time to time he will look back at her, or actually 
return to her before venturing forth once again – as though needing to reassure 
himself that she is still there for him. The mother senses that it is only her stable 
presence that the child desires, he would not want her moving about or 
shadowing him or trying to control him through verbal commands. It is simply her 
stationary presence – her “quiet availability”7 – that gives the child the courage to 
explore the world on his own. 
  

 Here the adult’s actions are limited. 
The parent’s behavior is like that of 
parents in many species of animals, 
whose method has been characterized as 
“watching all the time, but acting only 
when the baby demands it.”8 Sometimes, 
however, we may wish to be more active, 
as when we bring infants into contact with 
objects that are beyond their reach. If, for 
example, an infant girl shows interest in a 
light cord, we can lift her up so that she 
can grab it. At this point, however, it is 
often best to become still, to do nothing 
more than hold her. Having set the stage 
for learning, we turn the action over to the 
child. 
Learning About People 
 
 Young children not only want to 

explore the physical world, but also want to learn about other people and our 



unobtrusive presence can help them do this as well. For example, during the 
second half of the first year, infants take on a very studious attitude towards 
unfamiliar people. If, for instance, a newcomer visits a mother and her nine-
month-old daughter and sits down a short distance from them, the little girl will 
probably look very carefully at the guest, wondering what kind of person this is.9 
After a while, the girl may tentatively approach the stranger. Since young children 
are frequently both curious about and wary of strangers, the mother can often be 
helpful by serving as a base from which to explore. By simply remaining 
stationary, calm, and attentive, the mother helps give her daughter the feeling of 
security she needs to reach out and investigate the world of people.10,11 
 
 But how should we behave in situations when we are the stranger? It is 
most important to avoid actions that are intrusive, such as immediately 
approaching and touching the child.12 Even our direct gaze can be intimidating to 
a young child after the age of six months or so, according to Niko and E.A. 
Tinbergen, who have turned their attention to such matters after years of 
research with animals.13 Thus, a good deal of tact is called for. 
 
 The Tinbergens recommend that when we meet a child, we initially focus 
most of our attention on the child’s parents, eliciting friendly reactions from them. 
This will help reassure the child and give the child a chance to look us over in an 
uninhibited way. Usually it will not be long before the child approaches us, 
perhaps with a touch, and if we gently reciprocate, a warm interaction will have 
begun. Thus, our unobtrusive presence enables the child to look us over freely 
and to make the first moves, setting the stage for a friendly encounter.14 
 Many of us would like to help our infants and toddlers learn freely and 
independently. This is one recommended method – a particular way of being with 
the child. There are also other approaches. As indicated earlier, we can consider 
the kinds of environments (toys and objects) that stimulate independent mastery. 
And we might attend to the ways in which children learn through more active 
interactions with us (verbal dialogues and social games). Nevertheless, it is 
frequently just our patient and unobtrusive presence that gives the child the 
security and the freedom to explore the world on his or her own. 
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