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Four Score and Seven Tries: A Toddler's Quest for
Independence

By Pam Morris, Early Learning Center director

Education as a career path and life goal began for me in 1992 with my graduation with a BS in
Psychology from Binghamton University. That fall, | entered my master’s program in Early Childhood
Education at the same university, different school and | never looked back! With many relevant
degrees, over 3 decades of hands-on experience, Early Childhood Education is my passion, my
raison d’etre, my tachlit, my reason for being.

As we prepare for the fireworks, parades, and barbecues of the Fourth of July, it's the perfect time to
talk about declarations of independence. | am not talking about the one signed in 1776, but the one
happening right now in your hallway. If you are raising a toddler, you live with a tiny, sticky
revolutionary whose battle cry is fierce, unwavering, and usually happens when you are already ten
minutes late: “No, ME do it!”

At this magical, maddening age, developmental milestones are all about autonomy. Your preschooler
is learning to put on their own shoes (often on the wrong feet), pour their own water (mostly onto the
floor), and choose their own outfits (which usually results in a tutu, rainboots, and a superhero cape).
These daily skirmishes are their personal Revolutionary War. They are fiercely fighting for atzma'ut
(independence).

As parents, our instinct is to play the benevolent monarch—to swoop in, fix the shoes, wipe up the
water, and restore order. It’s faster. It's significantly less messy. But just as a new nation needs to
grapple and stumble to find its footing, so do our children.

Judaism holds a profound respect for this struggle. In the Book of Proverbs, it is written: “Sheva yipol
tzadik v’kam”™—a righteous person falls seven times and rises.

Notice the wisdom here: the text doesn't say a righteous person never falls. It doesn't say a righteous
person is miraculously caught by a hovering parent before their knees hit the pavement. The
holiness, the resilience, and the character-building all happen in the getting back up. If we constantly
intervene to catch them at fall number one or two, we inadvertently rob them of the chance to be the
tzadik who learns how to rise.

Fostering this resilience takes immense gevurah (strength and restraint) on our part. We have to
transition from doing for them to scaffolding around them. When they insist on trying to buckle their
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own car seat, we take a deep breath. We let them grapple with the frustration. We become the allies
offering a steadying word, rather than the colonizers taking over their territory.

Wisdom for the Holiday Weekend:

e Embrace the Revolutionary Wardrobe: If they want to wear their swimsuit and goggles to the
grocery store, let it go. It's a harmless, low-stakes exercise in autonomy.

e Count to Ten: Before you jump in to fix the backward shirt or the jammed zipper, pause. Give
them a window to surprise you, or at least the space to ask for help on their own terms.

e Celebrate the Sparks: Just like the 4th of July fireworks, a preschooler's big emotions can be
explosive. Validate the frustration of learning a new skill: "l see you're working so hard on that
zipper. It's tricky! Let me know if you want a hand."

This Independence Day, as you watch the sky light up, celebrate the little sparks of atzma'ut
happening in your own home. Let the shoes be a little wonky. Let them stumble, so they can learn the
magnificent power of their own rise.

#ShabbatShalom #HappybirthdayAmerica
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