
Autonomy Summary Sheet 

What it is… 

Definition: “A child’s sense that they are able to use their own skills in thinking and behaving” 

Helps children to: 

- Explore and learn from the environment 
- Gain confidence to take appropriate risks 
- Grow ability to discover on their own 

 
Children who have the opportunity to make choices and act on them exercise autonomy. By contrast, 
children who are not allowed to make choices and/or do not feel a sense of ownership over their actions 
experience a lack of autonomy.  

Ø Autonomy is important for child development because:  
- It fulfills a basic human need to feel choice over ones behaviors and actions (self-determination 

theory) 
- Is necessary to maintain intrinsic motivation 
- Children who experience parenting that supports their autonomy are likely to have better 

academic achievement, social-emotional-cognitive development and executive function skills 
 

Ø Autonomy supportive parenting:  
- Is important in helping a child feel that their interests CAN be met and are WORTH being met 
- Helps child be more likely to explore their environment and learn new things; take on challenges; 

maintain their motivation and effort; and express their wants and needs to adults and peers. 
 

Ø Supporting a parents Autonomy: 
- Makes it more likely that parents will adopt these supportive practices with their child 

Examples of how to promote Autonomy in the well child visit… 

❖ Discuss: 
➢ Tummy time 
➢ Creating a “yes” environment  
➢ Using the word “explore,”  
➢ Allowing child directed play 
➢ Encouraging the child to help with routines (put on coat) 

❖ Model: 
➢ Asking patient questions 
➢ Giving choices 
➢ Asking patients for their thoughts on how to do things (i.e. how do you think you could be 

healthier in your eating?) 
➢ Asking parents questions about what they think works best for their child 

❖ Praise what you observe... 
➢ “It is so great how you allow her to explore the room” 
➢ “Thank you for letting her answer my questions”  


