
 

  

Original Research Article  
Independence of 3–4-year-olds: observations 

from some preschools in Vietnam 
 

 
 
.

ABSTRACT  
Independence helps children to always be confident and to control themselves in activities 
and communication. Education for independence is an urgent issue for education systems 
around the world to meet the requirements of society in the current context. By means of 
observation, this study was conducted in suburban and inner-city schools of both public and 
non-public types on the independence of 3–4-yyear-olds. The results show that children's 
independence is quite good, with a five-point scale in all independent expressions. However, 
there is a need for more in-depth additional studies for each type of school or further 
identification of the influencing factors for children's independence at this age. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  
In the formation of a child's personality, there are two stages in which independence 
manifests prominently: the period of 3–4 years of age and the period of 10–14 years of age. 
At the end of infancy (age three), called the "crisis age of three", children appear to have a 
conflict between their growing independence, wanting to do everything by themselves like 
adults without the help of others, and, on the other hand, their immature ability to do those 
things. The demand to be free to act alone without anyone helping him is spontaneous, but if 
this need is not fully satisfied, it leads to a crisis. This period will have a series of very 
significant changes in the psychological development of children. Children do not want to 
depend on adults for activities, and they become more active in activities [Error! Reference 
source not found.]. This is also the optimal period to start educating children on 
independence [Error! Reference source not found.]. 
Children's participation in the preschool period is understood that children have the 
opportunity to express their views, understand about the activities they participate in, 
voluntarily and become active learners, having an impact on the community [Error! 
Reference source not found.]. Research on children's participation in early childhood 
education shows that even very young children are capable of making sense of their 
experiences and are, in fact, very capable of expressing themselves. Children's ability to 
form and express opinions and participate in decision-making is highly context-dependent, 
particularly on the extent to which adults can support and facilitate child participation [Error! 
Reference source not found.].  Smith, 2002; Emilson & Folkesson, 2006; Sheridan & 
Pramling-Samuelsson, 2001). [Error! Reference source not found.]. According to the 
research results of advanced educators and the current trend of constructivist education, in 
order to form skills and develop independent capacity for children, it is necessary to create 
an environment for them to participate in and experience. When in a safe environment, 
children are confident enough to express their desire to operate according to their abilities 
and interests, to make choices, to decide on their own activities, and to actively participate 
[Error! Reference source not found.], [Error! Reference source not found.]. 
Research results from Sa 'diyah (2017) show that independence needs to be formed and 
trained as soon as possible, specifically at the age of 3, when children begin to interact a lot 
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with people other than parents and family members. This is the right time to socialize as well 
as practice independence for children. One of the outstanding characteristics of children is 
their ability to imitate what they see, hear, feel, and experience (Wibowo, 2012; Ariyaanti, 
2016) [Error! Reference source not found.], so all the behaviors of adults around need to 
be an example for children to follow and develop independence. As can be seen, 
independence education in preschool children is a necessary job, helping children gain 
confidence in life, develop communication abilities, adapt to relationships in the environment, 
know how to take care of themselves, be aware of their own responsibilities, develop social 
skills, and greatly contribute to the comprehensive development of children. Children in the 
period of 3–4 years old are at the first stage of personality formation. Right at this stage, if 
they are taught independence, they will help form the foundation for later personality 
development [Error! Reference source not found.],, and independence is also an interest 
of many researchers [Error! Reference source not found.], [Error! Reference source not 
found.], [Error! Reference source not found.], [Error! Reference source not found.].  
 
 

2. MATERIAL AND METHODS 
Observe and record activities in children's daily activities at kindergartens and families to see 
the impact of school and family on children, thereby assessing children's behavior, attitude, 
independence, and self-control in activities. Collecting information through observing 
communication and interaction activities between her and the child. Use the form to observe 
and record the independence education activities for children 3–4 years old according to the 
participatory approach, measured by the 5-point Likert scale, 1 = Not yet implemented; 2 = 
rarely; 3 = occasionally; 4 = Quite often; 5 = Regularly. This survey is conducted in the areas 
which are urban and suburb of Hanoi, Vietnam with the characteristics of the participants 
described in the Table 1.  Based on the concept of independence, the expression of 
independence in children 3–4 years old, the process of forming independence in children 3–
4 years old, and the checklists collected, the thesis determines the criteria for assessing the 
expression level of independence in children 3–4 years old, including 3 criteria and 12 
indicators as follows: 
Criterion 1: Performing simple self-care activities (Physical autonomy) 
Indicator 1: Can carry out eating and drinking activities. 
Indicator 2: Self-care for simple personal hygiene in daily life 
Indicator 3: Caring for the classroom and home environment 
Criteria 2: Self-expression, expression of personal feelings and needs (emotional autonomy) 
Indicator 4: Talking about your needs and seeking help when needed 
Indicator 5: Expressing emotions 
Indicator 6: Adapting to situations in a collective environment 
Criteria 3: Self-selection and self-determination of simple activities (intellectual autonomy) 
Indicator 7. Self-selection of activities, materials, and toys 
Indicator 8: Make your own decisions about simple life activities. 
Indicator 9. Come up with ideas and have your own way of doing games and activities. 

 
Table 1 The characteristics of the participants 

   No Percent 
 

Gender Male  98 48.5 

Female  104 51.5 

Total  202 100.0 

Ages  (months) 
 

   

36  33 16.3 

37  15 7.4 



 

  

38  14 6.9 

39  7 3.5 

40  8 4.0 

41  5 2.5 

 42  22 10.9 

43  19 9.4 

44  7 3.5 

 45  9 4.5 

 46  31 15.3 

 47  5 2.5 

 48  27 13.4 

 Total 202 100.0 

Kinds of school    

Urban public schools  66 32.7 

Suburb public schools  65 32.2 

Urban non-public schools  41 20.3 

Foreign non-public schools  30 14.9 

 Total 202 100.0 

 
 

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 
 
Table 2. Criterion 1: Performing simple self-care activities (Physical autonomy) 

 1 2 3 4 5  SD Order  

N % N % N % N % N % 

1. Can carry out eating and drinking activities. 

1.1. Eat by 
yourself 

8 
4 

12 
5.9 

54 
26.7 

17 
8.4 

111 
55 4.04 

1.190 4 

1.2. Using a 
cup to 
drink water  

3 
1.5 

9 
4.5 

31 
15.3 

17 
8.4 

142 
70.3  

  

1.3. Take their  
own food 
and drink 
from the 
dining 
table and a 
water 
bottle 

 
10 

5 

 
11 

5.4 

 
51 

25.2 

 
22 

10.9 

 
108 

53.5 4.02 1.207 6 

2. Self-care for simple personal hygiene in daily life 

2.1. Going to 
the toilet 
by 
themselv
es 

4 

2 

1 

0.5 

37 

18.3 

14 

6.9 

146 

72.3 4.47 0.942 1 

2.2. Wear the 
shoes. 

4 
2 

8 
4 

31 
15.3 

15 
7.4 

144 71.3 4.42 1.015 2 

2.3. Self-
dress of 

18 
8.9 

14 
6.9 

80 
39.6 

20 
9.9 

70 34.7 3.54 1.274 14 
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simple 
clothes 

3. Caring for the classroom and home environment 

3.1. Arrange 
utensils 
and toys 

13 6.4 5 2.5 54 26.7 18 8.9 
112 

55.4 4.04 1.227 4 

3.2. Clear the 
table, 
wipe the 
table, 
and 
prepare 
the 
spoon 

23 11.4 20 9.9 82 40.6 17 8.4 

60 

29.7 3.35 1.308 18 

3.3. Know 
how to 
water 
plants 
and pick 
up trash  

25 12.4 10 5 79 39.1 11 5.4 

77 38.1 

3.52 1.365 15 

 
Table 2 provides information on children's independence in performing eating activities, 
taking care of simple personal hygiene, and taking care of the classroom environment. The 
data are statistically based on five levels, from 1 (not done) to 5 (frequent). Figures are 
calculated as a percentage of the number of children participating in each activity. 
 
In the performance of eating and taking food activities, the activities "Self-feeding" and 
"Drinking water from a cup" were best performed at level 5, accounting for 55% and 70.3%, 
respectively. Meanwhile, at this same level, the activity "Get your own food and drink from 
the dining table and a water bottle" has the lowest rate, accounting for 53.5%. This indicates 
that some children were able to perform these activities at an average or fairly good level. 
 
Regarding personal hygiene care, the activities "Go to the toilet by yourself" and "put on 
shoes by yourself" reached the highest rate at level 5, about 72.3% and 71.3%, respectively. 
Meanwhile, "Simply dressing yourself" has the highest rate at level 3 with 39.6%, which 
means that only a few children achieve a high level of independence in this. 
 
The number and proportion of children who are independent in taking care of the classroom 
environment tend to decrease compared to the above two aspects. The data shows that 
children have a high sense of "Pick up and put away things and toys", reaching level 5 with 
55.4%. The remaining two activities, respectively, "Cleaning the table, wiping the table, 
sharing spoons" and "Knowing how to water the plants, picking up the trash by yourself," 
only achieved the highest rate at level 3 with 40.6% and 39.1%, respectively. 
In general, children's levels of independence in performing activities such as eating, taking 
care of personal hygiene, and the classroom environment can be found to be markedly 
different between activities and assessment levels. Regular activities performed at level 5 
accounted for a large percentage, indicating that the child's independence was well 
expressed. Figures at level 3 are relative thresholds, which may need to be considered in 
order to provide support and encouragement for children in the development of these 
independent skills. 
 
Table 3. Criteria 2: Self-expression, expression of personal feelings and needs 
(emotional) 



 

  

 
1 2 3 4 5  SD Order  

N % N % N % N % N % 

1. Talking about your needs and seeking help when needed 

1.1. Speak up 
in need. 

20 9.9 9 4.5 55 27.2 16 7.9 
102 50.5 

3.85 1.35 11 

1.2. Know how 
to make 
suggestions 
and choices. 

18 8.9 18 8.9 62 30.7 7 3.5 

 
97 

 
48 

3.73 1.37 12 

1.3. Know how 
to invite friends 
to play, talk 
about 
intentions to 
play, and 
perform tasks. 

23 11.4 14 6.9 80 39.6 7 3.5 

 
78 

 
38.6 

3.51 1.36 16 

2. Expressing emotions 

2.1. Express 
own feelings 

13 6.4 8 4 49 24.3 11 5.4 
121 

59.9 4.08 1.25 3 

2.2. Recognize 
other people's 
feelings and 
show affection 
to others. 

7 3.5 14 6.9 77 38.1 6 3 98 48.5 3.86 1.20 10 

2.3. Express 
apology and 
gratitude. 
 

16 7.9 20 9.9 68 33.7 8 4 90 

44.6 

3.67 1.33 13 

3. Adapting to situations in a collective environment 

3.1. Confident 
and 
comfortable 
when coming 
and going to 
class or when 
loved ones 
leave 

12 5.9 14 6.9 48 23.8 18 8.9 110 54.5 3.99 1.26 7 

3.2. Stay calm 
when are 
disturbed by 
others. 

20 

9.9 20 9.9 78 38.6 14 6.9 70 34.7 3.47 1.32 17 

3.3. Listen and 
follow the rules 
of play and 
classroom 
rules. 

11 5.4 17 8.4 57 28.2 9 4.5 108 53.5 3.92 1.28 8 

 
The above mentioned the criteria for self-expression, expression of feelings, and personal 
needs are considered in three aspects: Speaking of one's own needs and seeking help 
when needed; expressing feelings, adapting to situations in a collective environment. The 
data are statistically based on five levels, from 1 to 5. Figures are calculated as a percentage 
of the number of children participating in each activity. 
Among the children participating in the study, the percentages of "Speaking of need when 
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needed for help" and "Knowing how to make your own suggestions and choices" reached 
level 5 with 50.5% and 48%, respectively, showing children's initiative in being clear about 
their needs and confident when asking for help. However, with "Speaking in need of help", 
the percentages reaching levels 1 (9.9%) and 2 (4.5%) are still significant, indicating that 
some children need support to develop this ability. Similar to the topic "Knowing how to 
make your own suggestions and choices," with the number of children reaching levels 1 
(8.9%) and 2 (8.9%). Meanwhile, the difference between the levels of "Knowing to invite 
friends to play and talking about the intention to play or perform the task" is not too large, 
with the number of children reaching levels 3 (39.6%) and 5 (38.6%) almost equally, 
indicating that many children are likely to invite their friends to play and show their intention 
to play or perform the task. 
In terms of emotional expression, the number of children reaching level 5 is the highest 
through the actions of "Showing your own feelings", "Recognizing others' feelings and 
showing affection to others" and "Expressing guilt and gratitude," respectively 59.9%, 48.5%, 
and 44.6%. However, the group selected for level 3 also reached the relative thresholds of 
24.3%, 38.1%, and 33.7%, showing that there is not too much difference between the two 
levels mentioned above. 
In adapting to situations in a group environment, children who chose "Confident and 
comfortable when coming and going to class or when relatives leave" and "Listening, 
obeying play rules, and classroom rules" accounted for the majority, with 54.5% and 53.5%, 
respectively, at level 5. Similarly, the number of children who chose "Calm when being 
disturbed by others" reached the same level, and the ability to adapt was 38% and 5 
(34.6%). good in collective environments and situations. 
From the data table, the number of children reaching level 5 is relatively high for most of the 
criteria. This shows that the group of children participating in the study is relatively confident 
and expresses their emotions well. However, the expression of individual needs and the 
ability to adapt to situations in a collective environment still have a clear difference between 
levels. 
 
 
Table 4. Criteria 3: Self-selection and self-determination of simple activities 
(intellectual) 

 1 2 3 4 5  SD Orde
r  N % N % N % N % N % 

1. Self-selection of activities, materials, and toys 

1.1. Know 
how to 
choos
e 
activiti
es, 
toys, 
and 
materi
als for 
the 
liking. 

1
6 

7.9 7 3.5 47 
23.
2 

1
7 

8.
4 

 
11
5 

56.
9 

4.0
3 

1.28
9 

5 

1.2. Know 
how to 
choos
e 
games 
and 

1
3 

6.4 
1
3 

6.4 44 
21.
8 

1
6 

7.
9 

 
11
6 57.

4 
4.0
3 

1.27
9 

5 
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activiti
es to 
liking. 

1.3. Find 
materi
als 
withou
t help. 

2
6 

12.
9 

1
8 

8.9 86 
42.
6 

1
1 

5.
4 

 
61 

30.
2 

3.3
1 

1.33
3 

19 

2. Make your own decisions about simple life activities. 

2.1. Do 
own 
learnin
g and 
playin
g 
activiti
es. 

2
3 

11.
4 

1
3 

6.4 75 
37.
1 

1
3 

6.
4 

78 

38.
6 

3.5
4 

1.35
7 

14 

2.2. Choos
e the 
food 
and 
drink 

1
7 

8.4 
1
3 

6.4 47 
23.
3 

1
9 

9.
4 

 
10
6 

52.
5 

3.9
1 

1.33
2 

9 

2.3. Decid
e on 
play 
ideas 
and 
learn 
after 
being 
sugge
sted 
by 
others
. 

3
3 

16.
3 

2
0 

9.9 
39.
1 

79 

 
1
3 

6.
4 

 
57 

28.
2 

3.2
0 

1.38
3 

20 

3. Come up with ideas and have your own way of doing games and activities. 

3.1. Give 
opinio
ns 
about 
games 
and 
activiti
es. 

4
2 

20.
8 

2
5 

12.
4 

81 
40.
1 

 
1
0 

5 

 
44 

21.
8 

2.9
5 

1.37
2 

21 

3.2. Giving 
ideas 
on 
how to 
make 
visual 
produ
cts 
and 

3
5 

13.
7 

3
5 

13.
7 

95 47 

 
1
0 

5 

 
27 

13.
4 

2.8
0 

1.19
0 

22 



 

  

games 

3.3. Find 
or try 
new 
ways 
to play 
or 
make 
creatio
ns or 
toys. 

4
6 

22.
8 

3
5 

17.
3 

84 
41.
6 

1
1 

5.
4 

26 
12.
9 

2.6
8 

1.24
9 

23 

 
The table above provides information on children's independence in performing eating 
activities, taking care of simple personal hygiene, and taking care of the classroom 
environment. The data are statistically based on five levels, from 1 to 5. Figures are 
calculated as a percentage of the number of children participating in each activity. 
With the criterion of self-selecting and self-determining about simple activities, "Knowing how 
to choose activities, toys, and materials according to your liking" and "Knowing how to 
choose games, doing activities at will" accounted for the majority, reaching level 5 with 
56.9% and 57.4%, respectively. However, the number of children tended to decrease slightly 
when choosing "Find materials by themselves without adult assistance," with the highest 
42.6% at level 3, indicating that children still have difficulty finding toys and materials by 
themselves. 
With the ability to self-determine about simple activities in life, 38.6% of the participants 
chose level 5, not too much of a difference from 75% at the corresponding level 3 in 
"Performing their own learning and playing activities". The ability to "Choose suitable food 
and drink by yourself" also reached the highest percentage at level 5, with 52.5%. 
Meanwhile, at this same level, only 28.2% of children have the ability to "Decide on playing 
and learning ideas after being suggested by others". 
When asked to give ideas or have their own way to implement games and activities, the 
tendency to choose level 3 was the highest in all three aspects: "Give the children's opinions 
on games and activities", "Give ideas on how to make visual products and games" and "Find 
or try new ways to play or implement visual products and toys", 47% and 41%, respectively. 
This shows that the ability of children to create ideas and learn to do it independently is still 
at a relative threshold. 
In general, from the data table, it can be seen that the level of self-choice and self-
determination of children about simple activities has a relative difference between levels. 
The activities at levels 3 and 5 did not change much, with the percentages all being 
correlated. 
 
 

4. CONCLUSION 
 
Observational results show that the level of independence of children in the survey group 
has a fairly good level in all criteria, from activities that represent physical behaviors and 
activities in daily activities to expressions of mental activity and behaviors that show high 
levels of physical and mental requirements of children. It can be said that the fine and gross 
activities of the children in the survey group have shown the current level of independence of 
children of preschool age in preschools in Vietnam. This also shows some aspects of 
education in schools: preschool educational activities have an influence on the development 
of independence in particular and the cognitive development of preschool students in 
general. 
In fact, at the age of 3–4 years old, the expression level of children's independence is not 



 

  

high, incomplete, and does not properly reflect the level of psycho-physiological 
development of the age group. Researchers are often more inclined to study the 
psychophysiological characteristics and manifestations of age than to conduct in-depth 
research on educating children about independence, an aspect of personality. Education for 
children's independence has been researched and proposed by many scientists, 
psychologists, and educators for different age groups in different environments. Research on 
the independence of Vietnamese children aged 3–4 years has not received much research 
attention from scientists, so there are still gaps that need to be clarified, contributing to 
creating the best conditions for the development and maturity of children. 
As society develops and advances, ensuring human rights, including children's rights, is also 
concerned and implemented. Education according to the participatory approach is a humane 
approach based on children's rights and autonomy, which is especially important in the 
current period, requiring teachers to understand and respect children's rights in the process 
of caring for and educating children. In fact, preschool teachers do not have a clear 
understanding of children's participatory approach, and there are limited resources to guide 
teachers on independence education in general and participation-based independence 
education for children in particular. Therefore, it is necessary to have in-depth scientific 
studies and specific guidelines on self-reliance education for preschool children, especially 
for children 3–4 years old. 
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