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Preface 

The ability to live independently, maintain personal hygiene, navigate social 

environments, and contribute meaningfully to daily life are milestones every child is 

meant to achieve. These developmental benchmarks are supported by the essential life 

skills that form the foundation of a child's future autonomy and well-being. This book, 

Empowering Independence: Self-Care and Life Skills for Children and Youth, is a 

comprehensive guide designed for parents, caregivers, therapists, and educators who 

are committed to supporting children in their journey toward greater self-sufficiency. 

In these pages, we explore both Activities of Daily Living (ADLs) and Instrumental 

Activities of Daily Living (IADLs), covering the practical, social, and emotional skills 

children require for full participation in their home, school, and community 

environments. From dressing and grooming to managing money and preparing meals, 

each chapter delves into core competencies, offering evidence-based strategies, 

exercises, case studies, and solutions. 

This book was inspired by the everyday challenges faced by children with 

developmental delays, sensory integration difficulties, and diverse learning needs. It 

serves as a resource to empower those who work with such children to foster skill 

acquisition in meaningful, individualized ways. Each skill is presented with a blend of 

theory and practice, promoting not only learning but also confidence and self-advocacy. 

We believe that fostering independence is one of the greatest gifts we can offer a child. 

We hope this book becomes your go-to resource for guiding children toward living with 

dignity, resilience, and joy. 

John B. Walugembe 

Occupational Therapy Advocate & Educator 
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Chapter 1: Understanding Self-Care and Life Skills 

 

1.1 Introduction to Activities of Daily Living (ADLs) 

Self-care begins with Activities of Daily Living (ADLs), which are the foundational tasks 

that every child must learn to achieve personal independence. These activities include: 

• Dressing (upper and lower body) 

• Bathing and personal hygiene 

• Toilet hygiene and continence management 

• Feeding and eating 

• Sleep and rest 

• Functional mobility (moving safely between locations) 

ADLs are taught progressively based on age, cognitive development, and physical 

ability. Occupational therapists play a vital role in facilitating these skills through 

structured routines, adaptive tools, and environmental modifications. 

 

1.2 Key ADL Development Milestones 

Age Group Typical ADL Milestones 

1–2 yrs Begins undressing, uses spoon with help 

2–3 yrs Toilets with assistance, puts on shirt 

3–5 yrs Brushes teeth, dresses independently 

6–8 yrs Bathes with supervision, manages fasteners 

9–12 yrs Fully independent with most ADLs 

 

1.3 Factors Affecting ADL Development 

• Cognitive Function: Understanding sequences and instructions 

• Fine Motor Skills: Using zippers, buttons, cutlery 
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• Sensory Processing: Comfort with touch, sound, and routines 

• Environment: Availability of assistive devices or supportive caregivers 

• Motivation and Confidence: Encouragement leads to increased participation 

 

1.4 Role of Occupational Therapy 

Occupational therapists assess barriers, design interventions, and track progress using: 

• Visual schedules 

• Sensory integration techniques 

• Play-based routines 

• Assistive technology (e.g., adaptive toothbrushes, dressing aids) 

They also educate caregivers to maintain consistency at home, school, and therapy. 

 

1.5 Practical Strategies 

1. Break tasks into small steps: e.g., instead of "brush your teeth," start with “open 

toothpaste,” “wet toothbrush,” etc. 

2. Use visuals and checklists: Children understand better with picture cards or 

routine charts. 

3. Practice during natural routines: Use real-life moments like dressing after bath 

as teaching opportunities. 

4. Praise and reinforce: Celebrate every small step toward independence. 

 

✅ Exercise 1: Identify ADL Barriers 

Instructions: For each of the following scenarios, identify one likely ADL barrier and 

suggest a potential solution. 

Scenario Barrier Solution 
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A 5-year-old refuses to 

brush teeth every night. 

Sensory sensitivity to 

toothpaste or brush 

texture 

Try different flavors and a soft-

bristle brush. Use a mirror and 

timer. 

A child is unable to 

button their shirt 

independently. 

Fine motor difficulty Practice buttoning on a doll. Use 

shirts with Velcro or large 

buttons. 

A child wets the bed 

regularly at age 7. 

Incomplete toilet 

training or sleep 

issues 

Implement bedtime toilet routine 

and use reward charts. Consult 

OT or pediatrician. 

 

✅ Exercise 2: Create a Daily ADL Routine 

Design a basic ADL routine for a 6-year-old child with mild sensory processing disorder. 

Use at least 5 ADLs and include a tip for each. 

ADL Task Time Tip 

Brush Teeth 7:30 AM Use a visual step chart above the sink 

Dress for School 7:45 AM Lay out clothes in advance; use tagless clothing 

Eat Breakfast 8:00 AM Offer food with preferred textures 

Use Toilet 8:20 AM Use verbal prompts and a reward sticker 

Pack Backpack 8:30 AM Use a visual checklist taped to the bag 

 

1.6 Solutions Review 

Exercise 1: See sample answers in table. Encourage parents to assess one ADL per week. 

Exercise 2: Answers vary based on child's preferences. Main goal: ensure structure, 

predictability, and flexibility for sensory needs. 
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Chapter 2: Instrumental Activities of Daily Living 

(IADLs) 

 

2.1 What Are IADLs? 

Instrumental Activities of Daily Living (IADLs) are more complex life skills that enable 

older children and adolescents to live more independently and participate actively in 

family and community life. While ADLs focus on personal care, IADLs involve managing 

daily routines and responsibilities beyond self-care. 

Examples of IADLs: 

• Meal preparation and cleanup 

• Community mobility (e.g., crossing the street, using public transport) 

• Health and medication management 

• Housekeeping and laundry 

• Shopping for personal or family needs 

• Communication using technology (e.g., phone, messaging apps) 

• Caring for pets or siblings 

 

2.2 Developmental Progression of IADLs 

Age Group Common IADL Milestones 

5–6 yrs Assists with simple chores (setting the table, feeding pets) 

7–9 yrs Begins packing school bag, helps prepare simple meals 

10–12 yrs Shops with supervision, can manage a simple recipe 

13–15 yrs Uses technology for tasks, helps care for others 

16+ yrs Plans, organizes, and performs household chores independently 
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2.3 Skills Required for IADLs 

To perform IADLs successfully, children need: 

• Cognitive Skills: Planning, organizing, remembering steps 

• Motor Coordination: Pouring, chopping, lifting, folding 

• Time Management: Managing after-school and weekend routines 

• Social Skills: Asking for help, communicating clearly 

• Problem Solving: Handling unexpected situations (e.g., missing bus) 

 

2.4 The Role of Occupational Therapy in IADLs 

Occupational therapists help children develop IADL skills by: 

• Teaching task sequencing (e.g., meal prep) 

• Practicing real-world activities in therapy sessions 

• Using adaptive equipment (e.g., picture recipes, talking timers) 

• Coaching families on how to support skill development at home 

 

2.5 Practical IADL Strategies by Category 

A. Meal Preparation 

• Start with no-cook recipes (e.g., sandwich, cereal) 

• Use color-coded measuring cups and child-safe knives 

• Visual recipes with step-by-step photos are helpful 

B. Community Mobility 

• Practice walking routes and crossing streets safely 

• Use public transportation under adult supervision 

• Teach how to use maps or navigation apps 

C. Medication and Health 
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• Use pill organizers or charts for reminders 

• Explain the purpose and timing of each medicine 

• Reinforce hygiene routines (handwashing, dental care) 

D. Housekeeping and Laundry 

• Sort clothes by color 

• Fold towels or match socks as beginner tasks 

• Use checklists for room cleaning 

 

✅ Exercise 1: Match the Skill 

Match the IADL task with the appropriate skill area. 

IADL Task Skill Area 

Washing dishes Motor coordination 

Calling for help Communication 

Crossing a busy street Safety awareness 

Using a recipe Planning and sequencing 

Caring for a pet Responsibility 

✔ Solution: 

• Washing dishes → Motor coordination 

• Calling for help → Communication 

• Crossing a busy street → Safety awareness 

• Using a recipe → Planning and sequencing 

• Caring for a pet → Responsibility 

 

✅ Exercise 2: Plan a Simple Meal 

Plan a safe, three-step breakfast that a child (aged 10) could prepare with minimal 

supervision. Include: 
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• Ingredients 

• Required tools 

• Step-by-step instructions 

• Safety tip 

Example Solution: 

Meal: Peanut Butter Toast with Banana 

• Ingredients: Bread, peanut butter, banana 

• Tools: Toaster, butter knife, plate 

• Steps: 

1. Toast the bread 

2. Spread peanut butter 

3. Slice and place banana on top 

• Safety Tip: Use a butter knife only and have an adult assist with toaster if needed 

 

2.6 Encouraging IADL Mastery 

1. Give Responsibility Gradually: Assign one IADL at a time, based on maturity. 

2. Celebrate Contributions: Praise the child’s efforts and involvement. 

3. Use Charts and Visuals: Make routines fun and track progress. 

4. Involve in Real-Life Tasks: Encourage children to shop, cook, or clean alongside 

adults. 
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Chapter 3: Meal Preparation and Nutrition 

 

3.1 Importance of Meal Preparation in Childhood Development 

Meal preparation is not just about feeding oneself—it teaches planning, following 

instructions, fine motor skills, safety awareness, and even math (measuring, timing, 

portioning). Children who participate in food preparation often develop: 

• Independence 

• Better understanding of nutrition 

• Improved coordination 

• Confidence in daily living tasks 

 

3.2 Developmental Stages of Meal Preparation 

Age Group Skills Introduced 

3–5 yrs Stirring, washing produce, using plastic utensils 

6–8 yrs Assembling sandwiches, peeling, pouring safely 

9–12 yrs Using microwave, reading recipes, measuring ingredients 

13+ yrs Using stove/oven with supervision, managing full meal prep 

 

3.3 Nutritional Awareness for Kids 

Understanding healthy eating is essential. Occupational therapists may include: 

• Food group identification (e.g., fruits, proteins, grains) 

• Balanced plate visuals (½ vegetables/fruits, ¼ proteins, ¼ grains) 

• Encouraging tasting new foods without pressure 

 

3.4 Tools and Strategies for Teaching Meal Preparation 
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• Visual Recipes: Step-by-step instructions with images 

• Task Charts: Break down steps (e.g., wash hands → get ingredients → prepare → 

clean up) 

• Color-coded tools: Cups, knives, and spoons in child-friendly sizes 

• Sensory Exploration: Allow touching, smelling, and describing food before 

tasting 

 

✅ Exercise 1: Sequence the Steps 

Arrange these steps in the correct order for making a fruit salad. 

1. Cut fruit into bite-sized pieces 

2. Peel bananas and oranges 

3. Wash fruits thoroughly 

4. Mix everything in a bowl 

5. Serve in cups or bowls 

✔ Solution: 

3 → 2 → 1 → 4 → 5 

 

3.5 Addressing Challenges in Food Preparation 

Common Barriers: 

• Sensory sensitivities: Avoidance of textures or smells 

• Limited attention span: Hard to follow multi-step tasks 

• Fine motor issues: Difficulty with utensils or cutting 

Occupational Therapy Approaches: 

• Desensitization games (e.g., playing with dough or beans) 

• Short, simple tasks to build tolerance 

• Adaptive tools (e.g., rocker knives, grip handles) 
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✅ Exercise 2: Fill in the Meal Plan 

Complete the meal plan below using a balanced plate idea. 

Meal Vegetables/Fruits Proteins Grains 

Breakfast 
   

Lunch 
   

Dinner 
   

✔ Sample Solution: 

Meal Vegetables/Fruits Proteins Grains 

Breakfast Banana, Apple Slices Egg Toast 

Lunch Carrots, Orange Chicken strips Rice 

Dinner Spinach, Tomato Fish Pasta 

 

3.6 Kitchen Safety Skills 

Area Safety Rules 

Stove/Oven Never use without adult supervision 

Knives Use child-safe knives, cut away from body 

Electrical Keep cords away from water, unplug when done 

Hygiene Wash hands before cooking, tie hair, clean surfaces 

 

✅ Exercise 3: Safety Quiz 

True or False: 

1. It's okay to leave the stove unattended for a minute. 

2. You should always wash your hands before handling food. 

3. Using a wet towel near electrical cords is safe. 

4. Peeling fruits is a good job for a young child. 
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✔ Solutions: 

1. ❌ False 

2. ✅ True 

3. ❌ False 

4. ✅ True 

 

3.7 Encouraging Independent Cooking 

• Start with “no-cook” or “low-cook” recipes (e.g., cereal, smoothies) 

• Let the child choose ingredients to build ownership 

• Praise effort, not just results 

• Create a “Recipe Book” with printed or drawn steps for the child 
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CHAPTER 4: PERSONAL HYGIENE AND GROOMING 

SKILLS 

 

4.1 Overview and Significance 

Personal hygiene is a cornerstone of self-care that enhances social acceptance, health, 

and emotional well-being. Teaching children to groom themselves fosters: 

• Independence 

• Body awareness 

• Confidence in social settings 

• Prevention of infections and illness 

 

4.2 Core Hygiene Activities 

Activity Description 

Hand Washing Before meals, after toilet, outdoor play 

Face Washing After meals, morning, and bedtime 

Brushing Teeth At least twice a day 

Hair Grooming Combing, detangling, tying or styling 

Bathing Full-body cleaning with soap and water 

Nail Trimming With adult supervision or assistance 

Deodorant Use For older children/adolescents 

 

4.3 Teaching Hygiene Through Routines 

Using routines makes hygiene predictable and easier to learn. 

Example Routine – Morning: 

1. Use toilet 
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2. Wash hands 

3. Brush teeth 

4. Wash face 

5. Comb hair 

Use: 

• Visual Schedules 

• Songs or rhymes 

• Step-by-step mirrors 

 

✅ Exercise 1: Picture Sorting 

Task: Match each item to the correct hygiene task. 

Item Task 

Toothbrush _________________ 

Comb _________________ 

Soap _________________ 

Towel _________________ 

Nail clipper _________________ 

✔ Solutions: 

• Toothbrush → Brushing Teeth 

• Comb → Hair Grooming 

• Soap → Bathing 

• Towel → Drying after Bath 

• Nail clipper → Nail Trimming 
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4.4 Hygiene Tools and Modifications 

Some children require adaptive tools: 

Skill Adaptive Tool 

Tooth brushing Electric toothbrush, angled brush 

Hair brushing Detangling brush, wide-tooth comb 

Bathing Long-handle sponge, bath chair 

Hand washing Soap dispenser with visuals 

 

✅ Exercise 2: Fill in the Routine 

Complete the nighttime hygiene routine. 

Step Number Activity 

1 ____________________ 

2 ____________________ 

3 ____________________ 

4 ____________________ 

✔ Sample Answer: 

1. Use toilet 

2. Brush teeth 

3. Wash face 

4. Change into pajamas 

 

4.5 Addressing Sensory Sensitivities 

Some children may resist hygiene due to: 

• Water temperature 

• Texture of soap 
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• Sound of clippers or brush 

OT Strategies: 

• Desensitization (touching soap or dry brush first) 

• Sensory-friendly products (scent-free, soft towels) 

• Allowing child to choose soap scent or brush color 

• Practicing dry-runs without water 

 

✅ Exercise 3: My Hygiene Preferences 

Fill out the chart below: 

Hygiene Task What I Like What I Don’t Like 

Brushing Teeth _________________________ ____________________________ 

Bathing _________________________ ____________________________ 

Hair Brushing _________________________ ____________________________ 

✔ Sample Entry: 

 

Brushing 

Teeth  

 Strawberry-

flavored paste  

 Cold water 

on brush 

 Bathing   Warm water   Soap in eyes 

 Hair 

Brushing  

 Using my blue 

comb  

 Pulling on 

tangles 

 

 

4.6 Grooming for Social Interaction 

Children may not see the importance of grooming unless it's made relevant. 
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Therapist Tips: 

• Use social stories: “Why We Wash Our Hands” 

• Practice with dolls or toys 

• Pair hygiene tasks with rewards (e.g., stickers) 

• Discuss real-life consequences gently (e.g., bad breath, lice) 

 

✅ Exercise 4: Hygiene Role-Play 

Scenario: “It’s time for a playdate. What do you do first?” 

1.  

2.  

3.  

✔ Sample Solution: 

1. Wash hands 

2. Comb hair 

3. Put on clean clothes 

 

4.7 Monitoring Progress 

Goal Progress (✓/✗) Notes 

Brushed teeth independently 
  

Washed hands with soap 
  

Combed hair without reminder 
  

 

4.8 Reflection Questions (For Caregivers & Therapists) 

1. Which hygiene skills does the child enjoy? 

2. Which do they resist most—and why? 
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3. Can steps be modified to reduce stress? 

4. How can we build success into the routine? 
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CHAPTER 5: TOILET TRAINING AND BOWEL/BLADDER 

MANAGEMENT 

 

5.1 Why Toilet Training Matters 

Toileting is a critical self-care skill that: 

• Supports dignity and independence 

• Reduces caregiver burden 

• Increases school readiness 

• Enables fuller community participation 

Toilet training success depends on physical readiness, communication skills, 

emotional maturity, and environmental supports. 

 

5.2 Developmental Milestones 

Age Range Typical Skills 

12–18 mos Shows discomfort in wet diapers 

18–24 mos Interest in the toilet, begins imitation 

24–30 mos Can indicate need, may remain dry for hours 

30–36 mos Regular use of toilet with assistance 

36+ mos Begins independent toileting, cleanup, hygiene 

Note: Every child progresses at their own pace. Neurodivergent children may require 

adapted timelines and approaches. 

 

5.3 Key Skills for Success 

• Body Awareness: Recognize bodily signals 
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• Motor Planning: Pull down/pull up pants 

• Communication: Signal need to go 

• Sequencing: Sit → wipe → flush → wash hands 

 

✅ Exercise 1: Toileting Sequence Chart 

Place the steps in the correct order: 

1.  

2.  

3.  

4.  

5.  

✔ Solution Example: 

1. Walk to toilet 

2. Pull down pants 

3. Sit on toilet 

4. Use toilet 

5. Wipe, flush, wash hands 

 

5.4 Environmental Modifications 

Challenge OT-Friendly Adaptation 

Fear of falling in toilet Use child-sized potty or toilet insert seat 

Trouble climbing up Provide stable step stool 

Discomfort wiping Use moist wipes or wiping aids 

Difficulty flushing Use touchless or colored handle flushers 

 

5.5 Motivational Strategies 
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• Visual Schedules with icons (toilet, soap, towel) 

• Reward Charts for each step completed 

• Storybooks featuring characters learning to potty 

• Timers for scheduled toilet visits 

• Doll Modeling: Use dolls to act out the sequence 

 

✅ Exercise 2: Build a Reward Chart 

Task Mon Tue Wed Thu Fri Sat Sun 

Told adult they needed 

toilet 

       

Used toilet without accident 
       

Washed hands afterwards 
       

✔ Instructions: Use stickers or checkmarks for each success. 

 

5.6 Sensory Considerations 

Sensory Challenge Strategy 

Loud toilet flushing Let child flush after stepping back 

Cold toilet seat Use padded cover 

Harsh lighting Use dimmer or soft lamp 

Unpleasant smell sensitivity Add natural air fresheners or sprays 

 

5.7 Common Setbacks and Solutions 

Setback Solution 

Child avoids bathroom Offer visual timer countdowns before transitions 

Wets pants frequently Increase scheduled toilet breaks 

Refuses to wipe Provide visuals + practice with doll or toy 

Holds in bowel movement Offer calm, unhurried environment; increase fiber 
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✅ Exercise 3: Personal Toileting Plan 

Child’s Name: _________________________ 

Area Notes 

Communication method ________________________________________________ 

Toilet preference ________________________________________________ 

Visual tools used ________________________________________________ 

Reward motivation ________________________________________________ 

Sensory supports ________________________________________________ 

 

5.8 Role of the Occupational Therapist 

Occupational Therapists can: 

• Break down steps using task analysis 

• Introduce social stories and prompt hierarchies 

• Offer visual charts and environmental adaptations 

• Support parents through training and review 

 

✅ Reflection Questions (Caregiver/Therapist) 

1. What times of day does the child typically need to go? 

2. What signs (verbal or non-verbal) indicate they’re ready? 

3. Are there barriers to independence—physical, emotional, or sensory? 

4. What rewards or motivators work best for this child? 
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CHAPTER 6: EATING AND FEEDING SKILLS 

 

6.1 The Importance of Feeding Skills in Child Development 

Eating and feeding skills are vital not just for nutrition, but for: 

• Motor development 

• Sensory integration 

• Oral-motor coordination 

• Social participation 

• Cultural learning and independence 

Feeding builds self-esteem and prepares the child for routines like school meals, 

restaurant dining, and family gatherings. 

 

6.2 Key Feeding Milestones 

Age Range Typical Feeding Skills 

0–6 months Bottle or breast-feeding, developing suck-swallow-breathe 

coordination 

6–12 months Introduced to solids, finger feeding begins 

12–24 

months 

Uses spoon with assistance, drinks from open cup 

2–3 years Uses utensils independently, self-feeds with minimal mess 

3+ years Chews with rotary motion, drinks from straws, eats with family 

 

✅ Exercise 1: Feeding Skills Milestone Checklist 

Milestone Achieved? Notes 

Drinks from open cup ☐ 
 

Chews soft solids ☐ 
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Uses spoon ☐ 
 

Tolerates mixed textures ☐ 
 

Sits at table for whole meal ☐ 
 

 

6.3 Common Feeding Difficulties 

Difficulty Example 

Oral-motor weakness Difficulty chewing or moving food in the mouth 

Sensory defensiveness Gagging at food smells, textures, or temperatures 

Behavioral refusals Pushing plate away, tantrums at mealtime 

Poor postural control Slouching or falling out of seat during meals 

Limited food variety (picky eating) Refuses most fruits, vegetables, or proteins 

 

6.4 OT-Based Feeding Strategies 

• Oral-Motor Exercises: Use chewy tubes, blowing bubbles, or whistles 

• Desensitization: Gradual exposure to new textures via play 

• Adaptive Utensils: Weighted or curved spoons, divided plates 

• Seating Support: Booster seats, footrests for stability 

• Mealtime Structure: Predictable routines, visual meal schedules 

• Positive Reinforcement: Sticker charts or small rewards 

 

✅ Exercise 2: Build a Food Exposure Ladder 

Step New Food Action Outcome 

1 Mashed peas Touch with finger ☐ Refused ☐ Accepted 

2 Mashed peas Bring to lips ☐ Refused ☐ Accepted 

3 Mashed peas Lick ☐ Refused ☐ Accepted 

4 Mashed peas Take a bite ☐ Refused ☐ Accepted 

 

6.5 Adaptive Feeding Equipment Examples 
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Tool Purpose 

Non-slip bowl Prevents food from sliding during self-feeding 

Built-up handle spoon Easier to grip for children with low fine-motor strength 

Nosey cup Cut-out edge allows drinking without tilting head back 

Sectional plate Separates textures and portions visually 

 

✅ Exercise 3: Feeding Log for One Week 

Day Food Offered Child’s Response Notes 

Mon Soft banana Licked only Gagged slightly 

Tue Oatmeal Ate 3 spoonfuls Preferred sweetened taste 

Wed Boiled carrots Refused Needs exposure in play 

Thu Chicken pieces Ate with ketchup Needed encouragement 

Fri Pasta with sauce Ate fully Best meal this week 

 

6.6 Encouraging Independence During Meals 

• Let child serve themselves small portions 

• Use visual cues for mealtime routines 

• Encourage family-style dining 

• Reduce distractions—turn off TV, remove toys 

• Model mealtime behavior: chewing, wiping, saying “all done” 

 

6.7 When to Refer for Feeding Therapy 

Signs Suggesting OT Referral 

Persistent gagging or vomiting 

Refusal of entire food groups 

Weight loss or poor growth 

Reliance on purees past 2 years 

Excessive time to finish meals (>30 min) 
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✅ Reflection Questions (Caregiver/Therapist) 

1. What are the child’s preferred and avoided food textures? 

2. How long does a typical mealtime last? 

3. Does the child need physical, sensory, or behavioral support? 

4. How can independence be encouraged gently? 
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CHAPTER 7: DRESSING AND CLOTHING CARE 

 

7.1 The Importance of Dressing Skills in Daily Life 

Dressing is a fundamental self-care skill that contributes to: 

• Independence and autonomy 

• Confidence and self-expression 

• Social appropriateness and inclusion 

• Fine and gross motor development 

• Sequencing and problem-solving abilities 

Mastering dressing allows children to participate fully in school, community, and home 

routines. 

 

7.2 Dressing Developmental Milestones 

Age Skills Typically Mastered 

1 year Removes socks, pushes arms through sleeves with assistance 

2 years Removes unfastened coat, helps pull down pants 

3 years Puts on socks and shoes (with help), unbuttons large buttons 

4 years Zips, snaps, puts on t-shirts, may match front/back 

5 years Dresses independently, ties simple knots 

6+ years Ties shoes, manages all fasteners, folds clothes 

 

✅ Exercise 1: Dressing Skills Checklist 

Task Independent? 

(Y/N) 

Needs 

Practice? 

Notes 
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Pulls shirt over 

head 

   

Puts on pants 
   

Zips coat 
  

Needs help starting zip 

Matches socks 
   

Ties shoes 
  

Still learning "bunny 

ears" 

 

7.3 Barriers to Dressing Independence 

Barrier Type Examples 

Physical Weak grip, limited range of motion 

Sensory Sensitivity to tags, textures, seams 

Cognitive Difficulty with sequence (e.g., socks before shoes) 

Visual-motor Poor hand-eye coordination 

Behavioral Avoidance, frustration, reliance on adults 

 

7.4 OT Dressing Strategies 

• Backward Chaining: Start the task and let the child finish the last step (e.g., 

thread zipper, child pulls up). 

• Visual Sequencing Charts: Use step-by-step images (e.g., put on underwear → 

pants → shirt). 

• Labeling: Use tags, Velcro arrows, or color-coded cuffs to show front/back or 

left/right. 

• Adapted Clothing: Use elastic waistbands, Velcro shoes, or magnetic buttons 

when needed. 

• Routine Building: Create a consistent dressing routine tied to time of day and 

location. 

 

 

 

 



 
36 

✅ Exercise 2: Dressing Routine Chart 

Step Time of Day Clothing Item Action Completed? 

1 Morning Underwear Step into and pull up ☐ 

2 Morning T-shirt Put over head, arms in ☐ 

3 Morning Pants Pull up, adjust waistband ☐ 

4 Morning Socks Sit, pull over toes and heel ☐ 

5 Morning Shoes Slip on or lace ☐ 

 

7.5 Teaching Clothing Care 

Clothing Task OT Strategies 

Sorting dirty/clean Use labeled baskets, visual schedule 

Folding clothes Practice on small items like towels or socks 

Hanging clothes Use low hangers, visual models 

Organizing wardrobe Use color coding or bin systems 

Laundry participation Turn it into a game (matching socks, folding races) 

 

✅ Exercise 3: Clothing Care Skills Log 

Date Task Performed Support Needed Notes 

June 10 Folded pajamas Verbal cue only Took 5 mins, very focused 

June 11 Sorted laundry by color Full physical help Learning warm vs cold wash 

June 12 Hung shirts on hangers Independent Used color-coded hanger cues 

 

7.6 Encouraging Dressing Confidence 

• Use a mirror to help the child self-correct 

• Play dress-up to explore textures and fasteners 

• Offer choices: “Do you want your blue or green socks?” 

• Celebrate success, even if imperfect (shirt inside out is OK!) 

• Incorporate into play, e.g., dressing dolls or action figures 
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7.7 When to Seek OT Support 

Signs That May Warrant Referral 

Child resists all dressing tasks 

Cannot tolerate fabrics or seams 

Takes excessive time (>30 minutes) to get dressed 

Falls or loses balance while dressing 

Cannot coordinate fasteners past expected age 

 

✅ Reflection Questions 

1. What part of dressing is most frustrating for your child? 

2. Do they avoid certain textures or items of clothing? 

3. How can you break the task down into smaller steps? 

4. Which routines (e.g., bedtime) can be optimized for practice? 
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CHAPTER 8: TOILETING AND HYGIENE SKILLS 

 

8.1 Why Toileting and Hygiene Matter 

Toileting and hygiene are essential for: 

• Promoting independence and dignity 

• Supporting health and infection prevention 

• Encouraging participation in school and community life 

• Reducing reliance on caregivers 

These tasks require a blend of physical control, sequencing, sensory awareness, and 

social understanding. 

 

8.2 Developmental Milestones in Toileting 

Age Skills Typically Mastered 

1–2 years Shows interest in toilet routines; begins to stay dry longer 

2–3 years Sits on toilet, may urinate when placed 

3–4 years Indicates need, toilets with help, manages some clothing 

4–5 years Toilets independently, including wiping and flushing 

5–6 years Consistently dry, initiates and completes independently 

 

✅ Exercise 1: Toileting Skills Inventory 

Skill Can Do Alone Needs Help Not Yet Started 

Pulls down pants 
   

Sits and stays on toilet 
   

Wipes after urination 
   

Wipes after bowel movement 
   

Flushes toilet 
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Washes and dries hands properly 
   

 

8.3 Common Toileting Challenges 

Challenge Examples 

Physical Poor balance or hand coordination 

Sensory Fear of flushing sound, sensitivity to wipes 

Communication Trouble indicating need to go 

Emotional/Behavioral Resistance, fear of using unfamiliar toilets 

Cognitive Struggles remembering steps or following routines 

 

8.4 OT Strategies for Toileting 

• Visual Sequencing Charts: Show step-by-step routines (e.g., pull down pants → 

sit → wipe → flush → wash hands) 

• Use of Timers: Set regular intervals for bathroom visits 

• Social Stories: Help normalize toilet use and routines 

• Adaptive Equipment: Toilet seats, grab bars, foot stools for posture 

• Reward Charts: Track and praise attempts and successes 

 

✅ Exercise 2: Toileting Routine Tracker 

Date Tried Toilet? Accident? Completed Steps? Notes 

June 10 Yes No 4/5 Skipped flushing 

June 11 Yes Yes 3/5 Forgot to wipe 

June 12 Yes No 5/5 Success! 

 

8.5 Teaching Handwashing & Hygiene 

Handwashing Steps 
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1. Turn on water 

2. Wet hands 

3. Apply soap 

4. Rub for 20 seconds (sing a song) 

5. Rinse 

6. Dry hands 

Other Hygiene Skills: 

• Brushing teeth 

• Washing face 

• Cleaning nails 

• Using tissue and discarding it properly 

 

✅ Exercise 3: Hygiene Skills Checklist 

Task Independently? Needs Prompt Notes 

Brushing teeth 
  

Likes electric toothbrush 

Washing hands 
  

Skips soap sometimes 

Washing face 
  

Prefers warm water 

Using tissue 
  

Needs help discarding 

 

8.6 Encouraging Positive Hygiene Habits 

• Use Fun Tools: Colored soap, scented wipes, animated timers 

• Sing Songs: Use music to mark time or reinforce steps 

• Use Visuals: Charts above the sink or toilet 

• Involve the Child: Let them pick their toothbrush or towel 

• Praise Consistently: Even partial attempts matter 

 

✅ Reflection Questions 
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1. What part of the toileting process is most difficult? 

2. Are there sensory triggers to be addressed (e.g., noise, smells)? 

3. How often are bathroom routines practiced at home and school? 

4. What motivates your child (stickers, games, praise)? 
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CHAPTER 9: FEEDING AND MEALTIME SKILLS 

 

9.1 The Importance of Mealtime Skills 

Feeding is one of the most complex and developmentally sensitive self-care skills. It 

involves physical coordination, sensory tolerance, emotional regulation, and social 

engagement. Mealtime is also a powerful opportunity for family bonding and 

independence building. 

 

9.2 Developmental Feeding Milestones 

Age Feeding Skills Acquired 

6–9 mos Holds bottle, begins eating soft mashed food 

9–12 mos Feeds self with fingers, drinks from sippy cup 

12–18 mos Scoops food with spoon (messy), drinks from open cup 

2–3 yrs Uses spoon and fork with increasing skill 

3–5 yrs Cuts soft foods, manages napkin, drinks neatly 

5+ yrs Eats with minimal supervision 

 

✅ Exercise 1: Feeding Readiness Checklist 

Skill Doing Well Needs Practice Not Started 

Sits upright independently 
   

Holds cup or bottle with both hands 
   

Uses spoon with coordination 
   

Tolerates different textures and temps 
   

Swallows safely 
   

 

 

9.3 Common Feeding Challenges 
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Area Examples 

Sensory Gagging, food aversion, strong preferences 

Motor Dropping utensils, poor lip closure, weak jaw coordination 

Cognitive Forgets steps (e.g., chewing before swallowing) 

Behavioral Refuses to sit, throws food, distracted easily 

Social Anxiety in group meals, doesn’t follow mealtime norms 

 

9.4 OT Interventions for Feeding 

• Desensitization Techniques: Gradual exposure to textures, temperatures, and 

smells 

• Adaptive Utensils: Weighted spoons, curved forks, non-slip mats 

• Oral Motor Exercises: Blowing bubbles, chewing tubes, using straws 

• Visual Schedules: Step-by-step images of mealtime routines 

• Seating Adjustments: Footrests, trunk support for better posture 

 

✅ Exercise 2: Food Journal 

Date  Meal Foods Tried Reaction Notes 

June 

10 

 Lunch Mashed banana, 

toast 

Accepted banana, spat 

toast 

Tried new cup 

June 

11 

 Snack Apple slice, 

yogurt 

Gagged on apple, loved 

yogurt 

Sat for 5 minutes 

June 

12 

 Dinner Rice, chicken, 

carrots 

Refused chicken, ate 

carrots 

Needed spoon 

support 

 

9.5 Tips for Creating a Mealtime Routine 

1. Same Time, Same Place – Predictable meals reduce anxiety 

2. Keep It Short – Limit meals to 20–30 minutes 

3. Start with Favorites – Gradually introduce new items 

4. Praise Effort – Acknowledge even small bites 
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5. Limit Distractions – Turn off TV, keep toys away 

 

✅ Exercise 3: Mealtime Environment Audit 

Factor Current Practice Change Needed? 

Seating posture 
  

Table setup 
  

Utensil type 
  

Sensory overload 
  

Duration of meals 
  

 

9.6 Social and Emotional Aspects of Eating 

• Modeling Behavior: Siblings and adults should eat together 

• Mealtime Games: Make eating fun (e.g., color foods, count bites) 

• Story Time: Use books or stories about trying new foods 

• Positive Reinforcement: Celebrate trying, not just finishing 

 

✅ Reflection Questions 

1. What foods are most resisted? Why? 

2. How does your child act when presented with a new food? 

3. Are utensils easy to hold? 

4. Does your child enjoy eating with others? 
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CHAPTER 10: DRESSING AND CLOTHING 

MANAGEMENT 

 

10.1 Dressing as a Life Skill 

Dressing is a critical activity of daily living (ADL) that supports self-confidence, body 

awareness, fine motor skills, and sequencing. Children who learn to dress themselves 

gain independence and a sense of mastery, which positively influences their self-esteem 

and routines at home and school. 

 

10.2 Dressing Milestones by Age 

Age Milestones 

1 year Pulls off socks, pushes arms/legs through sleeves 

2 years Removes unfastened coat, helps pull down pants 

3 years Puts on pullover shirt, puts on socks, unzips large zippers 

4 years Removes pullover garments, buckles, zips independently 

5 years Dresses independently except for small fasteners 

6+ years Ties shoelaces, selects weather-appropriate clothing 

 

✅ Exercise 1: Dressing Skills Checklist 

Skill Can Do Practicing Needs Help 

Pulls pants up/down 
   

Puts on/takes off socks 
   

Manages buttons and zippers 
   

Identifies front/back of clothing 
   

Selects appropriate clothing for weather 
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10.3 Common Challenges in Dressing 

Challenge Type Examples 

Fine Motor Difficulty with buttons, zippers, tying shoelaces 

Sensory Clothing texture aversions (e.g., tags, seams, tight waistbands) 

Cognitive Difficulty sequencing steps or remembering order of clothing 

items 

Postural/Mobility Trouble with balance or bending during dressing 

Emotional Avoidance due to frustration or previous failure 

 

10.4 Occupational Therapy Approaches 

• Backward Chaining: Start task for the child and let them complete the last step 

• Visual Schedules: Step-by-step photos or icons to guide the process 

• Practice Dolls: Use dolls with Velcro, buttons, and zippers for fun practice 

• Dressing Songs or Rhymes: Add rhythm and repetition to ease memory 

• Environmental Setup: Use a designated dressing area with seating and mirrors 

 

✅ Exercise 2: Dress-A-Doll Activity 

Garment Fastener Type Skill Needed Completed? 

Shirt Pullover Head/arm coordination 
 

Pants Elastic waist Pulling up/down 
 

Jacket Zipper Finger dexterity 
 

Shoes Velcro/laces Fine motor sequence 
 

 

10.5 Adaptive Tools for Dressing 

• Zipper Pulls: Make zippers easier to grip 

• Button Hooks: Assist with small buttonholes 

• Shoe Horns: Simplify heel navigation 

• Elastic Shoelaces: Turn lace shoes into slip-ons 
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• Sock Aids: Help guide socks onto feet 

 

✅ Exercise 3: Visual Dressing Sequence 

Try filling out the steps your child follows (or should follow): 

1.  

2.  

3.  

4.  

5.  

(Use pictures or drawings alongside for children who are visual learners.) 

 

10.6 Tips for Dressing Independence 

1. Practice at Playtime: Let children “play dress up” to build confidence 

2. Lay Clothes Out: Use labeled drawers or outfit organizers 

3. Use Mirrors: Provide visual feedback to encourage correction 

4. Praise Effort, Not Perfection: Celebrate progress in small steps 

5. Clothing Choices: Offer two options to encourage autonomy 

 

✅ Reflection Questions 

1. What dressing skills does your child already enjoy? 

2. Which types of fasteners cause the most frustration? 

3. Are sensory needs impacting clothing tolerance? 

4. How do you respond to dressing delays? 
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CHAPTER 11: HOME AND COMMUNITY 

PARTICIPATION 

 

11.1 Importance of Participation 

Home and community participation skills fall under the umbrella of Instrumental 

Activities of Daily Living (IADLs). These skills enable children and young adults to take 

part in family life, contribute to home routines, and navigate public spaces safely and 

independently. 

Developing these skills builds confidence, a sense of responsibility, and social 

integration — all of which are essential for long-term independence. 

 

11.2 Key Areas of Participation 

        At Home: 

• Setting and clearing the table 

• Making the bed 

• Helping with laundry (sorting, folding) 

• Cleaning and organizing personal items 

• Caring for pets or plants 

        In the Community: 

• Walking safely on sidewalks 

• Crossing roads using traffic rules 

• Shopping for basic items 

• Ordering food at a restaurant 

• Participating in religious, cultural, or recreational activities 
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✅ Exercise 1: My Home & Community Roles 

Activity I Do It Alone I Need Help I’m Learning 

Feed the dog 
   

Water plants 
   

Buy a snack from the shop 
   

Say hello to a neighbor 
   

Use a public toilet independently 
   

 

11.3 Transportation and Community Safety 

Transportation is one of the most empowering skills for youth. Even basic public 

transport or ride-sharing awareness builds autonomy. 

• Learning Bus Routes & Landmarks 

• Understanding Crosswalks & Traffic Lights 

• Following Emergency Protocols 

• Using Visual Cues and Verbal Requests 

 

✅ Exercise 2: Transport Readiness Checklist 

Skill Yes No Practicing 

Can identify my bus stop    

Knows emergency contact numbers    

Can ask a stranger for help (with supervision)    

Knows not to speak to or go with strangers alone    

 

11.4 Using Visual Supports in the Community 

Visual tools help reduce anxiety and enhance independence in public: 

• Visual Schedules: for visits to the market, clinic, or salon 
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• Social Stories: for first-time visits or events 

• Photo Maps: with images of stores, streets, or landmarks 

• Money Charts: showing what different coins and bills buy 

 

✅ Exercise 3: My Community Map 

Draw or paste photos of the places your child knows: 

•         Clinic 

•       Shop 

•              School 

•            Home 

•         Playground 

 

11.5 Promoting Inclusion and Advocacy 

Parents, therapists, and caregivers must advocate for accessible, inclusive opportunities: 

• Talk to teachers and program leaders about needs 

• Encourage businesses to post visual supports 

• Prepare your child for social situations with role play 

• Support participation in community-based programs 

 

✅ Reflection Questions 

1. Which home activities does your child enjoy most? 

2. What challenges arise in community participation? 

3. Are there opportunities in your community that could be more inclusive? 

4. How can your child’s voice be included in community decisions? 
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11.6 Final Thoughts: Growing into Independence 

Mastery of self-care and participation skills is a journey — unique for every child. With 

encouragement, visual supports, structure, and love, all children can learn to: 

• Care for themselves 

• Help care for others 

• Be active participants in family and community life 

Celebrate small victories and always keep an eye toward the next step. 

 

      END OF BOOK 
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            APPENDICES 

Appendix A: Sample Visual Schedule Template 

Time Activity Visual/Icon 

7:00 AM Wake Up      

7:30 AM Brush Teeth 🪥 

8:00 AM Breakfast        

9:00 AM School Work             

12:00 PM Lunch             

2:00 PM Play Time         

5:00 PM Dinner               

7:00 PM Bath/Shower       

8:00 PM Bedtime         
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Appendix B: Self-Care Skills Checklist (ADLs) 

Skill Independent Needs Help Not Yet 

Dressing upper body 
   

Brushing teeth 
   

Washing face 
   

Using the toilet 
   

Feeding self 
   

Bathing or showering 
   

Choosing weather-appropriate clothes 
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      GLOSSARY 

• ADL – Activities of Daily Living 

• IADL – Instrumental Activities of Daily Living 

• Visual Schedule – A picture-based timeline of daily tasks 

• Occupational Therapy (OT) – Therapy to support participation in meaningful 

activities 

• Self-regulation – The ability to manage one’s emotions and behavior 
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