
Parent Handout: Understanding and Addressing Dressing Skills in Preschoolers 
 
Getting dressed is an important skill for children.  When preschoolers experience difficulties 
whether physically or emotionally, dressing can become frustration for the children and the 
parent/guardian. Here are some ideas to help create independence and success: 
 
1. Use a Positive Approach 

●​ Show Care: Be aware of your child's needs and limitations. Recognize that anger and 
resistance are often a sign of skill need not defiance. 

●​ Patience: Learning takes time. Small steps and consistent encouragement go a long 
way. Let the child go at their own pace. 

●​ Clear communication: Be clear about what you expect, and explain the task in simple 
steps. For example, instead of “Get dressed,” say “First, put your feet into your pants. 
Then, put your arms in your shirt.” 

●​ Consistency between caregivers: Ensure that caregivers use similar strategies word 
cues.  Talk with each other and offer encouragement and/or a break. 

 
 
2. Create a Supportive, Positive Routine 

●​ Use Visual and Routine charts: Use a visual schedule or chart with pictures showing 
the steps for dressing. This visual cue helps the child anticipate what comes next and 
gives them a sense of control.  They can put a check mark next to the steps. 

●​ Provide Time: Set a time frame for dressing. You can introduce a timer as a fun way to 
encourage independence within the structured time frame (e.g., “Let’s see if you can put 
on your socks before the timer goes off!”). 

●​ Offer choices: Giving the child a sense of control can help avoid power struggles. You 
can ask, “Would you like to wear the blue shirt or the red one?” 

●​ Provide positive praise: Praise effort over outcome. “You’re doing a great job pulling up 
your pants!”  Create a song or rhyme to learn the routine. 

●​ Teach self-regulation skills: Teach and model deep breathing or simple calming 
techniques when your child becomes upset before moving forward with the task. 

 
 
3. Teach Dressing Skills 

●​ Support balance: If balance is an issue, have your child sit down or lean against a 
stable surface to dress. 

●​ Modeling: Show your child how to do something, such as putting on a shirt, and then 
encourage them to try it themselves. 

●​ Practice with easier tasks: Start with tasks like pulling on socks or a soft hat.  Then 
move onto putting on shorts and front open shirt or slip on shoes. Use activities like 
buttoning/zipping boards, which are toys or boards, and play dress up to help develop 
skills. 

●​ Hand-over-hand guidance: Sometimes, gently guiding the child's hands through the 
motions (e.g., helping them pull up pants or put on a shirt) can help them understand 



how to move their body while still giving them some control. 
 
4. If Dressing Is Still Hard, Consider Adaptive Clothing and Tools 

●​ Magnetic closures: Clothes with magnetic fasteners instead of buttons or zippers can 
make dressing easier. 

●​ Elastic waistbands: Opt for pants with elastic waistbands instead of zippers, buttons, or 
snaps. 

●​ Shoes: Velcro shoes, side zippers, or slip-on shoes eliminate the need for tying laces, 
which can be difficult for children with motor delays.  Put a sticker on the inside of the 
shoes to help match left and right shoes. 

●​ Front-opening clothes: Look for clothes with easy-to-open fastenings in the front (like 
Velcro or large buttons) instead of back zippers or buttons. 

●​ Zipper pulls: Attach a keychain to the zipper to help pull up 
●​ Sensory Challenges: Choose clothes that feel comfortable to them. Opt for soft fabrics, 

avoid tight seams, and ensure clothes aren’t itchy. 
 
 
5. Professional Guidance-If you and/or your child is still struggling, 

●​ Occupational therapy: An occupational therapist can help assess the child’s abilities 
and create a customized plan to improve their motor skills and daily living tasks like 
dressing. 

●​ Behavior therapy or parent training: Sometimes working with a professional, such as 
a child psychologist or behavior therapist can provide more specialized guidance in 
managing specific challenges with you and your child. 

 

By fostering a positive and consistent environment that teaches skills and tools to manage 
physical and emotional needs, parents can support their preschoolers in developing the skills 
and confidence to dress with increased independence. 
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