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Abstract  

Let Grow is a school-family project that encourages parents to nurture children’s autonomy in the face of its 
decline. In this Italian preliminary study, we employed a quasi-experimental pretest-posttest design with a con-
trol group (71 grade 3/4 students; 64 caregivers) and end-of-year qualitative questionnaires following eight pro-
ject sessions to evaluate the project’s application. Children in the experimental classes reported greater self-suf-
ficiency in preparing food and purchasing items and a higher sense of parental trust; caregivers likewise noted 
gains in food preparation, shopping, brief autonomous play outings, and clothing choice. Qualitatively, 58% of 
children and 81% of parents wished to repeat the project; 46% of children and 58% of caregivers perceived im-
proved problem-handling, and 82% of children reported learning something new about themselves. Nearly half 
of children (48%) and parents (47%) perceived shifts toward greater autonomy and trust. Findings indicate ac-
ceptable, behavior-level benefits in routine, low-risk activities; effective teacher mediation appears consequen-
tial. Stronger causal designs and validated autonomy measures are needed in future studies. 
 
Let Grow ha lo scopo di promuovere l’autonomia dei bambini nei contesti di vita quotidiana, contrastandone 
il progressivo declino. Questo studio preliminare italiano ha valutato il progetto tramite un disegno quasi speri-
mentale pre-post test con gruppo di controllo (71 alunni di terza e quarta primaria; 64 caregiver), integrato con 
questionari qualitativi finali somministrati dopo otto sessioni. I bambini delle classi sperimentali hanno ripor-
tato maggiore autonomia nella preparazione dei pasti e nei piccoli acquisti, oltre a una maggiore fiducia perce-
pita da parte dei genitori; analogamente, i caregiver hanno osservato miglioramenti nelle attività quotidiane e 
nelle uscite autonome. Sul piano qualitativo, il 58% dei bambini e l’81% dei genitori vorrebbero ripetere il pro-
getto; inoltre, il 46% dei bambini e il 58% dei caregiver hanno percepito migliori capacità di gestione dei pro-
blemi. I risultati suggeriscono benefici per l’autonomia infantile e la relazione genitori-figli, evidenziando il ruolo 
rilevante degli insegnanti come mediatori del progetto. 
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1. Introduction 

The concept of child autonomy has been foundational in shaping educational philosophies and pedagogical 
practices across the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The term originates from the Greek word autonomía, 
derived from autós (“self”) and nómos (“law, rule, norm”), meaning “self-legislation,” or the capacity to govern 
oneself according to one’s own principles (Wermke & Salokangas, 2015). In their review of the literature, Spear 
and Kulbok (2004) noted that autonomy is commonly described in terms of behavioral, emotional, and cogni-
tive domains. Analyzing its application across individual, family, institutional, and community settings, they 
identified five defining attributes of autonomy (active, individualized, holistic, contextual, and developmental), 
which jointly delineate its constitutional characteristics. In modern philosophical and educational contexts, au-
tonomy emphasizes an individual’s ability for self-determination and self-regulation, grounded in responsible 
living and in the acknowledgment of the importance of interpersonal relationships (Deci & Ryan, 1985). 
Within this framework, autonomy differs from independence, which denotes the absence of external con-
straints in an individual who neither relies on nor is subordinate to others (Christman, 2020).  
Historically, in the education of children and young people, autonomy has been a central but unevenly devel-
oped ideal. Maria Montessori placed autonomy at the core of early childhood education, arguing that intrinsic 
motivation and natural interests should guide learning, thereby fostering individuality and self-regulation 
(Montessori, 1948). Similarly, Scouting founder Robert Baden-Powell promoted small-group, experiential, and 
self-guided activities in natural settings as means to develop self-reliance, responsibility, and leadership (Baden-
Powell, 1909). John Dewey likewise regarded autonomy as crucial for cultivating critical thinking and demo-
cratic citizenship through child-centered, experiential learning (Dewey, 1938). By contrast, autonomy in psy-
choeducation has been relatively neglected, arguably because it conflicts with behaviorist models emphasizing 
external control and extrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2020). Early work by Piaget (1932) already framed the 
child’s active engagement with the environment as foundational for autonomy, and Self-Determination Theory 
later formalized autonomy as a basic psychological need underpinning intrinsic motivation, psychological 
growth, and well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2000). 
In the present study, we embrace an educational and pragmatic definition of child autonomy that builds upon 
and connects with these traditional educational, psychological and social characterizations. In educational 
terms, autonomy is conceptualized as the child’s own, ever-developing capacity and opportunity to assume re-
sponsibility of carrying on age‑appropriate simple decisions and tasks. These assignments need to be experienced 
as self‑endorsed and self-regulated (Deci & Ryan, 2000), in ways that make children feel as trusted and legiti-
mized by significant adults (i.e., parents and teachers). This description is consistent with Spear & Kulbok’s 
(2004) tripartite model of autonomy, but contains an educational shift. Rather than focusing on intrapersonal 
constructs or external behaviors, children’s autonomy is operationalized as a set of ordinary daily practices, with 
the accompanying parental willingness to grant trust and responsibility and the school predisposition to recog-
nize them as a central part of the child development, worthy of being planned, shared, and told. In this sense, a 
child’s autonomy is educationally associated with guided, socially empowered opportunities to act, think, and 
feel as an increasingly responsible and ever-growing individual.  
Building on Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), we can consider individual 
autonomy as an emergent property of a set of dynamic and reciprocal relations between an individual and the 
context in which their education takes place. Children’s opportunities to act autonomously are educationally 
shaped by reciprocal transactions between the developing person and multiple, nested environmental systems, 
which in our case are represented by the family, the school, peer groups, the neighborhood, and other broader 
frameworks (Tong & An, 2024). In the Italian educational context, this mesosystemic linkage is often framed 
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in terms of an Educational Co-Responsibility Pact (Patto educativo di corresponsabilità; Presidenza della Re-
pubblica Italiana, 2007), a partnership in which teachers and caregivers assume shared responsibility for chil-
dren’s education and well-being. The effectiveness of such a pact depends on the ability of schools and families 
to communicate and pursue shared educational goals, thereby fostering a relationship of trust over time (Buo-
nanno & Dusi, 2023). This shared educational commitment is gradually transferred to children as increasing 
autonomy and becomes a practical support for personal, civic, and social development (Capperucci et al., 2018). 
From this standpoint, initiatives that explicitly invite coordinated actions by teachers and parents around chil-
dren’s everyday autonomy can be seen as concrete enactments of such an educational alliance. In fact, autonomy 
can be seen as the result of ongoing co-regulation between children and the adults who care for and educate 
them, as well as of the specific opportunities and constraints that emerge from the everyday environments in 
which they live (Bronfenbrenner, 2010a).  
Moving beyond the single classroom to exosystemic and macrosystemic influences on family and school-wide 
practices, we can trace significant implications for children’s opportunities to develop autonomy in recent shifts 
in parenting cultures and social media–based risk discourse. In fact, recent research and societal changes have 
raised concerns about the decline in opportunities for children to exercise autonomy (Haidt & Lukianoff, 
2018). This trend reflects several interrelated factors, notably the widespread use of social media by parents and 
relatives, where information about accidents or threats to child safety is rapidly shared and amplified within 
parenting communities (Livingstone & Blum-Ross, 2020). By contrast, everyday instances of children’s safe, 
independent functioning rarely attract attention, creating a skewed informational environment that fosters 
what Tversky and Kahneman (1973) termed the availability heuristic. When judgments rely on “the ease with 
which relevant instances come to mind” (Tversky & Kahneman 1973, p. 207), frequent exposure to salient nar-
ratives of danger brings parents to overestimate the likelihood of adverse events (Lassa et al., 2025). Conse-
quently, inflated risk perceptions may intensify parental fears and lead to unnecessary restrictions on children’s 
independent exploration, with the educational countereffect of constraining self-regulation and autonomous 
problem-solving development (Perry et al., 2018). 
Beyond risk amplification, social media also functions as a space of continual surveillance and evaluation of 
parenting practices, reinforcing an “intensive parenting culture” (Hays, 1996) and pressures toward heightened 
attentiveness and involvement (Venard et al., 2024). Recent research by Tate (2023) suggests that idealized por-
trayals of motherhood intensify social comparison processes and maternal distress, which may prompt compen-
satory overcontrol or excessive involvement. In family education dynamics, these pressures align with helicopter 
parenting (LeMoyne & Buchanan, 2011), characterized by frequent caregiver intervention to prevent perceived 
harm, failure, or discomfort, once again paradoxically associated with reduced autonomy, independence, and 
self-regulation in children (Wang et al., 2025). These broader dynamics also restrict children’s play, contributing 
to diminished opportunities for free and unsupervised, especially outdoor, play (Ginsburg et al., 2007), a reduc-
tion that appears to correlate with increased childhood anxiety and emotional distress (Gray, 2011). 
These trends toward overprotection, reduction of autonomous play, and heightened parental surveillance rep-
resent not only individual parental choices but broader systemic cultures that restrict children’s opportunities 
for autonomous action in daily life. Taken together, these trends highlight a critical tension in contemporary 
education and parenting practices, emphasizing the need to reassess and reinforce the value of autonomy within 
modern pedagogical approaches starting from early childhood years (Cavana, 2011). 
 



Ricerche di Pedagogia e Didattica – Journal of Theories and Research in Education 21, 1 (2026). ISSN 1970-2221. 
 

 
Michele Capurso, Nicolò Ravasini, Andrea Baroncelli – A preliminary multimethod evaluation of the Let Grow project in Italy 
DOI: https://doi.org/10.60923/issn.1970-2221/22815 

 

 

209 

2. The Let Grow Experience 

The Let Grow Experience is an American educational initiative designed to counteract the trend of overprotec-
tive parenting and to address the rise in childhood anxiety and reduced self-efficacy. Its main aim is to encourage 
and support families and children to undertake new, age-appropriate autonomous tasks without adult interven-
tion (Let Grow, 2020). The movement is rooted in the broader Free-Range parenting philosophy promoted by 
Let Grow’s co-founder Lenore Skenazy, who advocates giving children greater freedom to explore, fail, and 
grow in real-world contexts, and the initiative has evolved significantly over time (Skenazy, 2021). The concept 
of rediscovering children’s autonomy gained widespread attention within the American general public in 2008, 
when Skenazy published a widely discussed column about allowing her 9-year-old son to ride the New York 
subway alone (Skenazy, 2008). The Let Grow organization itself was founded later, in 2017, by Lenore Skenazy, 
Jonathan Haidt, Peter Gray, and Daniel Shuchman (Let Grow, 2025a), with the aim of restoring children’s 
independence and resilience by counteracting societal tendencies toward overprotection. In 2023, the original 
school program formerly known as the Let Grow Project (Let Grow, 2020) was updated and expanded as the 
Let Grow Experience (Let Grow, 2025b), a free complete curriculum which offers schools a structured frame-
work to foster autonomy and resilience through real-life experiences. For clarity and historical consistency, the 
term “Let Grow Project” is retained in the present study as the base of the program described here was the orig-
inal 2020 project (Let Grow, 2020). Table 1 summarizes the essential features of this original project. The pro-
gram closely aligns with the social-emotional learning competencies outlined by the Collaborative for Aca-
demic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL, 2020) and includes work on self-awareness, self-management, 
social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making. 
 
Table 1 
Core elements of the original Let Grow Project (2020) used in this study 

Let Grow element Description 
Student Activity Students are assigned to do something new on their own (such as 

walking the dog, baking, or running an errand) without adult su-
pervision but with parental consent. The emphasis is on student 
initiative and autonomy. 

Parent Involvement Parents are encouraged to support and approve independent activ-
ities while resisting the urge to supervise or intervene, fostering 
trust and mutual confidence. 

School Integration The project is designed to be non-prescriptive and flexible, easily 
incorporated as a homework alternative or school-wide initiative. 
It includes adaptable resources like handouts, parent letters, and 
project lists, and encourages curricular integration (e.g., through 
storytelling, personal narratives, or cross-curricular connections in 
STEM and social studies). 

Assessment Philosophy Growth, not perfection, is the goal. Teachers are advised not to 
formally grade the projects but rather to encourage participation, 
collect feedback (via surveys), and celebrate milestones. 
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2.1 Roles and relationships within the Let Grow project 
From an ecological-developmental perspective, the Let Grow Experience can be conceptualized as a school‑ini-
tiated, family‑mediated intervention (Bronfenbrenner, 2010b), where the family and the primary school consti-
tute the central microsystems in which autonomy is scaffolded or constrained on a daily basis. In fact, improving 
and facilitating relationships between different systems of a child’s life is a key component of the project. Each 
Let Grow assignment provides children with mastery experiences and opportunities for self‑reflection, while 
also offering parents disconfirming evidence that counters exaggerated danger perceptions.  
Let Grow places teachers as core educational facilitators of autonomy‑supportive initiatives. They organize 
classroom climates, learning activities, expectations for responsibility, and assign and recognize social roles. In 
class, teachers provide meaningful rationales for tasks by reframing manageable risks as learning opportunities, 
acknowledge children’s perspectives and emotions, offer different choices via specific handouts, and avoid con-
trolling language and direct comparisons between children, all conditions known to foster internalization and 
engagement (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). After children have carried out their autonomy assignments, teachers 
facilitate collective reflection on the individual experiences, providing scaffolding for class discussions so that 
children can elaborate fears, successes, and setbacks. Additionally, teachers are also free to embed the project 
into the school primary curriculum (e.g., as part of civic and social education, life skills, math and science, or 
narrative writing). 
The role of the family is to translate children’s intentions into concrete opportunities at home and in the neigh-
borhood. Parents stay in charge of finally approving children’s autonomous tasks, resisting excessive supervision 
and observing their growing competence. They structure routines, assign responsibilities, calibrate risk, and sig-
nal trust in their children by granting or withholding permissions (Bronfenbrenner, 2010c). In this way, the 
project operationalizes the core principles of the Educational Co-Responsibility Pact (Presidenza della Repub-
blica Italiana, 2007) by aligning school and family practices around the shared educational goal of expanding 
children’s everyday autonomy in safe and developmentally consistent ways. The quality of the mesosystemic 
connections between family and school determines how messages, values, and practices around autonomy are 
coordinated and plays a crucial role in shaping children’s educational trajectories. 
Children are the key protagonists of the project. They are positioned as active agents who autonomously think 
about, propose and negotiate new autonomous tasks, plan and carry them out without adult intervention, and 
subsequently document, reflect on, and share their experiences with schoolmates and teachers, as part of the Let 
Grow structured process of developing responsibility and self-regulation. 
 
3. The present study 

In summary, we approach child autonomy as a relational, ecologically embedded educational trait that is en-
acted at the microsystemic level, negotiated within the school-family mesosystem, and is vulnerable to contem-
porary macrosystemic pressures toward overprotection. The Let Grow project represents a low-cost interven-
tion that seeks to re-open everyday spaces for autonomy by aligning teacher practices, parental permissions, and 
children’s self-perceptions around age-appropriate independent activities (Let Grow, 2025a). On this basis, we 
expected that participation in the project would primarily affect routine behaviors and parental trust that are 
most easily renegotiated within families, and that these changes would be reflected in both child and caregiver 
reports. To assess the effects and perceptions of the Let Grow project among a group of Italian schoolchildren 
and their families, we set out to explore the following specific research questions from the perspectives of chil-
dren and parents:  
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RQ1: Does participation in the Let Grow project lead to changes in parental willingness to support their child’s 
autonomy, and in both parents’ and children’s perceptions of the child’s autonomy and trust?  
RQ2: What perceived changes, levels of appreciation, and reasons for appreciation of the Let Grow project can 
be identified among parents and children who experienced it over a school year? 
 
4. Method 
4.1 Participants 

The study involved 71 primary school students from the Italian third grade (n = 36; 50.70%) and fourth grade 
(n = 35; 49.30%). Participants were divided into two groups: 44 students (61.70%) in the Let Grow experience 
group (one grade 3 and two grade 4) and 27 students (38.30%) in a control group (one grade 3 and one grade 4) 
from a nearby school, who engaged in the standard Italian social and civic curriculum. In addition, 64 caregivers 
participated in the study, of whom 41 (64.06%) were associated with students in the experimental group and 23 
(35.94%) with those in the control group. Complete demographic details are provided in Table 2. 
 
Table 2 
Sociodemographic characteristics of participants at baseline 

 Children Parents 
Baseline characte-
ristic 

Total  Control Experimental Total Control Experimental 
N n % n % N n % n % 

Total 71 27 38.30 44  64 23 35.94 41 64.06 
Gender           
  Female 37 13 48.15 24 54.55 49 17 73.91 32 78.05 
  Male 33 13 48.15 20 45.45 14 5 21.74 9 21.95 
  NS / NB 1 1 3.70 0 0 1 1 4.35 0 0 
Mean age (SD) 8.4  

(.67) 
8.26 
(.59) 

— 8.52  
(.70) 

— 41.95  
(5.87) 

41.96  
(6.0) 

— 41.95 
(5.83) 

— 

Education level           
  Middle school — — — — — 11 3 13.04 8 19.51 
  Secondary school — — — — — 28 14 60.87 14 34.15 
  University — — — — — 23 6 26.09 17 41.46 
  NS — — — — — 2 0 0 2 4.88 
Place of Birth           
  Italy — — — — — 52 20 86.96 32 78.05 
  Abroad — — — — — 12 3 13.04 9 21.95 
Caregiver role           
  Mothers — — — — — 49 17 73.91 32 78.05 
  Fathers — — — — — 13 5 21.74 8 19.51 
 Other — — — — — 2 1 4.35 1 2.44 

Note. — = not applicable. NS / NB = Not Stated or Not Binary. Percentages are calculated within each group. 
 
4.2 Procedure 

The study employed a quasi-experimental pretest–posttest control group design, with unpaired item-level com-
parisons between T0 and T1 because participants could not be matched across waves. The research was con-
ducted in three classes located in the suburbs of a small town in the Umbria region of Italy. Two additional 
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classes from a nearby village served as the control group, which did a set of common-good activities as part of 
the standard Civic Education curriculum (Ministero dell’Istruzione e del Merito, 2024). For Grade 3, these ac-
tivities focused on recognizing shared spaces within the school (e.g., classrooms, playgrounds, and the library), 
discussing why they belong to everyone, and establishing rotating responsibilities for their care. For Grade 4, the 
activities extended to common goods in the local community (e.g., the school garden, parks, or other public 
spaces), where students observed how these spaces were used, identified respectful and non-respectful behav-
iors, and proposed realistic actions to promote responsible and shared use. The school was selected because it 
had expressed interest in participating in the Let Grow project and was part of a pre-existing network affiliated 
with the author’s university. Initially, the school principal was contacted via email and telephone to present an 
overview of the Let Grow project and propose conducting a connected research study. Following this, the prin-
cipal obtained formal approval from the school board, as per Italian law. After receiving approval, the principal 
contacted the main teachers of the target classes, inviting them to express their willingness to take part in the 
project. In November 2024, researchers held a videoconference with the school principal and participating 
teachers to present Let Grow objectives, review study materials, standardize administration procedures, and ex-
plain how to obtain written parental consent. Teachers in the Let Grow group then received a project manual 
(teacher guide and children’s forms). In December, a videoconference was held with parents/caregivers of par-
ticipating classes. Teachers distributed and collected consent forms, after which the research team administered 
T0 questionnaires during regular class time in both experimental and control groups. Students were informed 
that participation was voluntary and anonymous and would not affect grades; completed questionnaires were 
scanned for analysis. 
 
4.3 Design and classroom implementation of Let Grow 

Let Grow has been intentionally designed to be simple and scalable. Every two to three weeks, during a class-
room activity, students of the experimental classes selected an individual autonomy task from a list of suggested 
examples or created their own based on their wish. They discussed their choice with their parents and agreed 
upon it. On a designated weekday, teachers did not assign homework and instead encouraged students to work 
on their chosen task. After completing the activity, students reflected on their experience using a specific project 
reflective form, noting what they did, how they felt, and any challenges they encountered. Back in class, teachers 
facilitated an open discussion in which students could share what they learned and explain whether they would 
change anything about how they carried out the task. This was also an important opportunity to listen to peers 
and feel included in the class community. This process aims at cultivating a classroom climate that values re-
sponsibility, trust, and personal growth, all conditions known to support student engagement and emotional 
well-being (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). Examples of chosen tasks included going to a store to buy something, pre-
paring a snack or cook a spaghetti dish for the family, or organizing school materials for the next day. The ex-
perimental classes did a total of 8 project sessions, from December 2024 to May 2025. 
 
4.4 Instruments 

This was the first ever application of the Let Grow project in Italy. To perform a preliminary evaluation of its 
results, we employed a set of ad hoc quantitative and qualitative tools to measure children’s and caregivers’ atti-
tudes toward, and perceived changes in, children’s autonomy and trust. The questionnaires were administered 
at two time points: T0, in December 2024, before the project commenced; and T1, in June 2025, at the end of 
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the school year. In addition, to gain a deeper understanding of the children’s and parents’ perceptions, we sup-
plemented the quantitative data with an ad hoc retrospective self-report questionnaire administered at T1 to 
both the children and their parents of the experimental group.  
Children measures. A set of 19 self-report questions was drafted to explore children’s appreciation of the 
project, their perceptions of their own autonomy in everyday life and their relationship with parents, particu-
larly in terms of mutual trust and agreement (see Table A1). It combined a set of items aimed at capturing the 
interpersonal climate within the family, recognizing that autonomy development is embedded in the quality of 
parent-child interactions. These questions addressed children’s perceived agreement with their parents on eve-
ryday matters and on the degree of trust they felt their parents were placing in them. A second set of questions 
focused on the child’s perception of autonomy in daily contexts. These included the ability to make independ-
ent choices at home, manage personal care tasks without assistance, move independently in familiar or extended 
environments, and have autonomy in leisure contexts. All of these questionnaires employed a 5-point Likert 
scale. In the brief T1 retrospective questionnaire, children indicated approximately how many assignments they 
had completed during the school year and rated how much they enjoyed participating on a 0-10 visual “ther-
mometer” scale. Using yes/no and open-ended questions, they were then asked what they liked and disliked 
about the project, whether they would like to repeat Let Grow with their class the following year, if and how 
the activities helped them learn about themselves or handle situations differently, how they felt while doing the 
autonomy tasks, whether they perceived any changes in their teachers and parents, and what suggestions they 
had for improving the project. 
Caregiver measures. Another parental self-report set of 21 questions was designed to assess caregivers’ percep-
tions of their child’s autonomy in everyday life, the quality of the parent-child relationship, and the extent to 
which they trusted the child’s autonomous functioning (Table A2). This parental questionnaire paralleled the 
child questionnaire in both structure and thematic content, allowing the collection of comparable perspectives 
from both members of the dyad for relational and comparative analyses. For example, while parents were asked 
how often “My son/daughter prepares breakfast or a snack by himself/herself,” children were asked how often 
“I prepare breakfast or something to eat by myself”. In the parent-only questionnaire, there were a set of 5 ques-
tions aimed at assessing the caregiver’s role as a facilitator or gatekeeper of autonomy and their comfort levels in 
granting children’s autonomy in decision-making, social relationships, mobility, and problem-solving. The 
qualitative questionnaire used at T1 with parents employed a mix of frequency estimates, yes/no items, and 
open-ended questions and asked caregivers how often their child engaged in project activities, the child’s im-
pressions and spontaneous comments, perceived changes in the child’s autonomy and ways of dealing with 
problems, any perceived changes in their own parental practices and attitudes, and whether they would like the 
class to continue the project the following year. 
 
5. Data analysis 
Since all questionnaires are still in the initial stages of domain identification, item generation, and pre-testing, 
and our sample size was modest, we adopted a conservative approach in the quantitative analysis and we ana-
lyzed the data at the item level (Boateng et al., 2018). First, the distribution of the items was investigated using 
the skewness and kurtosis indices. Then, we examined whether the mean scores for each item in the experimental 
group of students and in the experimental group of parents changed across the two waves of data collection (T0 
and T1), by applying a series of t-tests for independent samples, given that participants were not paired across 
the two administrations for privacy and practical reasons. For those items that showed a significant difference, 
we also tested whether such an increase was also observed in the control group, and whether there were any 
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baseline differences in mean scores between the experimental group and the control group. For items with skew-
ness or kurtosis values falling outside the range of [-2.00; +2.00], the analyses were repeated using the non-par-
ametric Mann-Whitney U test instead of the t-test; since the results did not differ from those obtained using the 
t-test, they are not reported here. 
Children’s open-ended responses were analyzed using inductive content analysis (Krippendorff, 2004), a 
method widely applied in education to systematically identify, categorize, and quantify key elements. Following 
Huxley (2020), after defining the research questions and sample, we developed a codebook specifying units of 
analysis, code labels, definitions, inclusion/exclusion criteria, and participant quotes. Two authors inde-
pendently open-coded transcripts from 20 randomly selected participants, grouping keywords, phrases, or sen-
tences with similar meanings under shared codes. Rare responses (<5%) were grouped under broader codes or 
labeled “other.” Interrater reliability was calculated using PABAK (Byrt et al., 1993) and ranged from 0.86 to 
1.00. Using the finalized codebook, two researchers independently coded all responses in a FileMaker database, 
marking each code as present or absent (non-mutually exclusive, with duplicates counted once). Codes were 
tabulated by prevalence, with yes and no answers reported as percentages. Occurrences and percentages were 
presented, and data from the Thermometer Likert scale were summarized with means and standard deviations. 
 
6. Results 
Our RQ1 examined whether participation in the Let Grow project influenced parental autonomy support and 
children’s autonomy perceptions. While detailed information is provided in additional tables A1 and A2, we 
are only highlighting significant changes here. Among the 44 students in the experimental group, scores in-
creased on the item “My parents trust me” (t(84) = -2.215, p = .029; M(T0) = 4.18, SD(T0) = 1.17, M(T1) = 
4.64, SD(T1) = 0.69; Cohen’s d = 0.48); this change did not emerge in the control group (t(51) = -.476, p = .636), 
and there were no significant differences between groups at T0 (t(69) = -1.619, p = .110). For the item “I pre-
pared something to eat by myself,” students in the experimental group also showed higher scores at T1 (t(86) = 
-3.039, p = .003; M(T0) = 2.02, SD(T0) = 1.02, M(T1) = 2.73, SD(T1) = 1.15; Cohen’s d = 0.66); no compa-
rable increase was found in the control group (t(51) = -1.243, p = .220), and the groups did not differ signifi-
cantly at T0 (t(69) = -.370, p = .712). Similarly, for the item “I went to a store to buy something without being 
accompanied by an adult,” students in the experimental group reported higher scores at T1 (t(86) = -3.436, p 
< .001; M(T0) = 1.59, SD(T0) = 1.04, M(T1) = 2.45, SD(T1) = 1.30; Cohen’s d = 0.74); the control group did 
not show a similar pattern (t(51) = -1.249, p = .217), and the groups were comparable at T0 (t(69) = -.138, p 
= .890). 
Considering the 41 parents of the experimental group, ratings increased on the item “My child prepares break-
fast or a snack by himself” (t(76) = -2.501, p = .015; M(T0) = 2.49, SD(T0) = 0.94, M(T1) = 3.03, SD(T1) = 
0.96; Cohen’s d = 0.58); this effect was not observed in the control group (t(47) = -.792, p = .432), and there 
were no significant group differences at T0 (t(59) = -1.073, p = .288). Parents in the experimental group also 
reported higher scores at T1 on the item “My son/daughter buys something in a store by himself/herself.” (t(78) 
= -3.528, p < .001; M(T0) = 1.85, SD(T0) = 0.98, M(T1) = 2.65, SD(T1) = 1.05; Cohen’s d = 0.80); again, the 
control group did not show a similar increment (t(48) = -.327, p = .745), and no significant differences between 
groups were found at T0 (t(61) = 1.265, p = .211). Further, for the item “My son/daughter goes out alone to 
play with friends.” parents in the experimental group reported higher scores at T1 (t(78) = -2.296, p = .024; 
M(T0) = 2.13, SD(T0) = 1.24, M(T1) = 2.80, SD(T1) = 1.38; Cohen’s d = 0.52); no comparable change was 
detected in the control group (t(47) = -1.093, p = .280), and baseline differences between groups were not sig-
nificant (t(61) = -.681, p = .498). Finally, for the item “I let my son/daughter free to decide what to wear.” 
parents in the experimental group reported higher autonomy at T1 (t(77) = -2.356, p = .021; M(T0) = 3.28, 
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SD(T0) = 1.04, M(T1) = 3.77, SD(T1) = 0.81; Cohen’s d = 0.53); this pattern did not emerge in the control 
group (t(48) = .506, p = .615), and no significant T0 differences between groups were found (t(61) = .436, p 
= .665). 
RQ2 examined participants’ appreciation of the Let Grow project, perceived changes, and the reasons underly-
ing their appreciation. These outcomes were assessed at T1 (end of the school year) using a retrospective quali-
quantitative questionnaire. Given the timing, this period was characterized by relatively high student absentee-
ism. Moreover, most items were open-ended, and some students did not answer all questions, resulting in miss-
ing responses across several items. 
Thirty-five children reported their level of satisfaction on the thermometer scale. The overall mean value was 
7.3 (SD = 2.65). A t-test showed no gender differences. Concerning the wish to repeat Let Grow next school 
year, a majority of children (58%) and an even larger proportion of parents (81%) expressed interest in repeating 
the experience. A class-level analysis showed that agreement among children ranged widely, from 33% in Class 
1 to full consensus in Class 2. Parents’ responses were consistently high across all classes, with a peak of 91% in 
Class 2 (see Table 3). 
 
Table 3 
Quantitative analysis of responses to the question: “Thinking about the next school year, would you like to do Let 
Grow again with your class?” 
 

 n (valid) Yes %  No % NA 
Children 33 19 58  14 42 2 
  Class 1  15 5 33  10 67  
  Class 2  7 7 100  0 0.0  
  Class 3  11 7 64  4 36  
Parents 39 30 81  7 19 2 
  Class 1  16 12 75  4 25  
  Class 2  11 10 91  1 9  
  Class 3  11 8 80  2 20  

Note: NA=Not available. 
 
In terms of the project’s appreciation (Table 4), the majority of children highlighted aspects related to auton-
omy. Specifically, the most frequently reported code was doing autonomous activities, mentioned by 22 chil-
dren. Additional codes included developing personal autonomy (6 occurrences) and trying new things (5 oc-
currences). 
 
Table 4 
Quantitative content analysis of responses to the question: “What did you like most about Let Grow?” 
 

Code n (valid) Occurrences NA 
Children’s 35  0 
Doing Autonomous Activities - 22 - 
Developing Personal Autonomy - 6 - 
Trying New Things - 5 - 
Choosing Autonomy Tasks - 2 - 
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Exercising Autonomy in Mobility - 2 - 
Other - 1 - 

Note: NA=Not available. A dash (-) indicates “not applicable.” “Other” comprises idiosyncratic responses that did not 
fit the predefined codes.  
 
Responses to the question about changes in children’s methods of dealing with situations suggested a moderate 
level of perceived transformation. Half of the children (46%) reported learning to handle situations differently, 
while 58% of caregivers noticed a positive change in their child’s problem-solving approach. As shown in Table 
5, among children who reported a change, the most frequently mentioned area was becoming better at facing 
and solving problems (8 children), followed by increased autonomy (4 children). Among caregivers who noticed 
changes in their children, the most frequently reported areas included increased child autonomy (8 parents), 
greater calmness and a sense of security in the child (7 parents), and increased reflectivity (5 parents). 
 
Table 5 
Quantitative content analysis of responses to the children question: “When you did the Let Grow activities, did 
you learn to handle things in a different way?”, and caregivers question: Do you think that in the past few weeks 
your child has learned to deal with problems in a different way? with reported areas of change.  
 

Code n (valid) Yes %  No % NA 
Children 33 15 46  18 54 2 
Better at facing and solving problems  8 nc  - - - 
Increased autonomy  4 nc  - - - 
Other  1 nc  - - - 
Parents 38 22 58  16 42 1 
Increased autonomy  8 nc  - - - 
Greater Calmness and Sense of Security  7 nc  - - - 
Increased Reflectivity  5 nc  - - - 
Increased initiative  4 nc  - - - 
Increased communication  3 nc  - - - 

Note: NA=Not available. A dash (-) indicates “not applicable.” 
 

In addition, a large majority of children (82%) indicated that they had learned something new about themselves 
thanks to the project. Table 6 summarizes the perceived areas of personal growth, with two main areas of im-
provement: practical abilities (10 children) and aspects related to the development of the self-concept (10 chil-
dren). Conversely, only a minority of children (24%) perceived changes in their teachers. 
 
Table 6 
Quantitative content analysis of responses to the question “When you did the Let Grow activities, did you learn 
something new about yourself?” with reported areas of improvement. 

 
Code n (valid) Yes %  No % NA 

Children 34 28 82  6 18 1 
 Perceived areas of improvement 

Practical abilities 10 - - - - - - 
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Self-Concept related 10 - - - - - - 
Improved autonomy 5 - - - - - - 
Other 3 - - - - - - 

Note: NA=Not available. A dash (-) indicates “not applicable.” “Other” comprises idiosyncratic responses that did not 
fit the predefined codes.  
 
Table 7 shows that these changes were perceived as the teachers giving more trust to the children and allowing 
for more autonomy. 
 
Table 7 
Quantitative content analysis of responses to the question: “Do you think your teachers have changed with the Let 
Grow project?”, with reported areas of change. 
 

Code n (valid) Yes %  No % NA 
Children 33 7 24  26 76 2 
Give more trust  3 nc  - - - 
Allow more autonomy  2 nc  - - - 
Other  2 nc  - - - 

Note: NA=Not available. A dash (-) indicates “not applicable.” “Other” comprises idiosyncratic responses that did not 
fit the predefined codes.  
 
Table 8 presents the results of the children’s question, “After Let Grow, did the people who look after you treat 
you in a different way?”, and the caregivers’ question, “As a parent, do you think the Let Grow project has 
changed anything in the way you relate to your son/daughter?” A total of 48% of the children reported perceiv-
ing changes in how their caregivers treated them. They most often mentioned being granted more autonomy (8 
children), receiving greater trust (6 children), and noticing that their parents could rest more (4 children). Sim-
ilarly, 47% of caregivers reported changes in the way they managed their relationship with their child. The most 
frequently cited shifts included granting greater autonomy and responsibility (11 parents) and expressing in-
creased trust in the child (6 parents). 
 
Table 8 
Quantitative content analysis of responses to the children’s question: “After Let Grow, did the people who look af-
ter you treat you in a different way?”, and parent’s question: “As a parent, do you think the Let Grow project has 
changed anything in the way you relate to your son/daughter?" with reported areas of change.  
 

Code n (valid) Yes %  No % NA 
Children 31 15 48  16 52 4 
Allowed more autonomy  8 nc  - - - 
Conceded more trust  6 nc  - - - 
Parents can get more rest  4 nc  - - - 
Assigned More Chores  2 nc  - - - 
Other  2 nc  - - - 
Parents 38 18 47  20 53 1 
Allow for Greater Autonomy and Responsibility  11 nc  - - - 
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Increased Trust In the child  6 nc  - - - 
Lower Fear and Worry  2 nc  - - - 
Other  3 nc  - - - 

Note: Multiple responses were allowed. NA=Not available. A dash (-) indicates “not applicable.” “Other” comprises 
idiosyncratic responses that did not fit the predefined codes. Percentages may not sum to 100 due to rounding. 
 
Finally, children were asked to complete the sentence, “When I was doing the Let Grow autonomy assignments, 
I felt…” As shown in Table 9, the most frequently observed responses were associated with positive emotions, 
such as pride, joy, and contentment (15 children), followed by feelings of being grown up (13 children) and 
indications of increased self-reliance (8 children). A smaller number of children reported negative emotions such 
as boredom and tiredness (4 children). 
 
Table 9 
Quantitative content analysis of responses to the task: “Complete this sentence: When I was doing the Let Grow 
autonomy assignments, I felt...” 
 

Code n (valid) Occurrences 
Children 33 - 

Positive Emotions - 15 
Grown up - 13 
Self-Reliant - 8 
Negative emotions - 4 
Other - 1 

Note. A dash (-) indicates “not applicable.” “Other” comprises idiosyncratic responses that did not fit the predefined 
codes.  
 
7. Discussion 

The present multimethod evaluation examined whether recurring, low-risk opportunities for age-appropriate 
autonomy were associated with changes in children’s everyday behaviors and caregivers’ willingness to grant 
autonomy (RQ1), and how children and families appraised the experience (RQ2). To enhance clarity, we first 
summarize the main quantitative and qualitative findings, then discuss plausible mechanisms and contextual 
factors (including teacher mediation), and finally address areas that did not change together with implications 
for practice and future research. 
 
7.1 Summary of detected changes and perceived trust 
Overall, results provide converging, albeit circumscribed evidence of specific positive effects mainly at a behav-
ioral level. At the item level, children in the experimental classes reported greater independence in food prepa-
ration and purchasing, together with an increased sense of parental trust. Similarly, caregivers in the experi-
mental group noted improvements in children’s food preparation and shopping, along with permitting short 
autonomous outings for play and allowing children to choose their clothing. 
Qualitative findings complement these patterns by indicating that Let Grow was generally well received by fam-
ilies and students. Many children described the autonomy tasks as affectively rewarding, often associating them 
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with pride, feeling “grown up,” positive emotions, and self-reliance. In Self-Determination Theory terms, these 
experiences are consistent with internalization processes that are supported when activities are experienced as 
self-endorsed and competence-building (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). 
Given the exploratory nature of this first Italian application, effects should be interpreted cautiously. Neverthe-
less, baseline scores were comparable, and no significant changes emerged in the control classes, which is con-
sistent with a program-specific pattern concentrated in routine, low-risk activities that families can readily facil-
itate and children can enact with minimal logistical barriers. 
 
7.2 Mastery experiences, risk recalibration, and internalization as possible mechanisms of 
change 
A plausible explanation for the observed shifts in behavior and trust is that repeated, low-stakes successes (such 
as shopping, cooking, or self-organizing) provided children with the opportunity to live mastery experiences 
(Deci & Ryan, 2000). These experiences may also provide adults with disconfirming evidence against exagger-
ated danger expectations, thereby recalibrating risk perceptions that are often driven by availability-based judg-
ments (Lassa et al., 2025). In addition, children’s documentation of the experience and subsequent class debriefs 
may have contributed to the construction of shared narratives of competence and self-reliance. In classrooms, 
teacher practices that frame activities as self-endorsed and competence-building tend to enhance engagement 
and well-being (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). These narratives are later shared and referenced by peers and parents, 
thereby contributing to a shift in perceived norms around autonomy (Venard et al., 2024).  
 
7.3 The role of teacher mediation 
Beyond overall effects, the data point to meaningful between-class variability in children’s interest in repeating 
the experience. Children’s endorsement ranged from one-third to unanimous agreement across classes, whereas 
parent endorsement was consistently higher. Within a bioecological framework (Bronfenbrenner, 2010b), such 
variability can be understood as reflecting differences in how the school microsystem operationalized and sup-
ported opportunities for autonomy across classrooms. This includes variations in teaching approaches, the ex-
tent and quality of scaffolding, the framing of manageable risks, the integration of social-emotional learning 
elements, and the facilitation of reflective discussion. 
From a mesosystemic perspective, teachers functioned as key mediators linking school practices with family-
based autonomy experiences. The school-based cycle of joint planning, graduated challenge, and collective re-
flection can therefore be interpreted as a form of educational mediation that structures proximal processes 
across contexts. From a sociocultural standpoint, this cycle resembles mediation within the Zone of Proximal 
Development (Vygotsky, 1978), where the scaffolding provided by teachers helps novel, externally-regulated 
actions become self-regulated over time. 
In this sense, effective teacher mediation may strengthen the quality and continuity of proximal processes 
through which autonomy is enacted and internalized (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). Strengthening teacher profes-
sional learning around autonomy-supportive communication and structured cognitive and emotional debrief 
practices may therefore represent an important lever for increasing both engagement and impact. 
 
7.4 Task selection, contextual constraints, and measurement sensitivity 
Several examined domains did not show significant quantitative changes. For caregivers, these included percep-
tions of parent’s disposition to grant autonomy in social relationships, their comfort with providing autonomy 
across contexts, and their willingness to allow the child greater opportunities to address problems inde-
pendently. For children, no changes were observed in their perceptions of responsibilities such as keeping their 
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room tidy, using a mobile phone without assistance, playing outdoors without adult supervision, or going to 
school alone.  
Three considerations may account for this pattern. First, Let Grow is intentionally nonprescriptive: tasks are 
self-selected by children and families, so not everyone chose activities (e.g., tidying, independent play) that 
would plausibly influence every measured item. Second, some behaviors are embedded in household routines, 
community norms, and mobility expectation, limiting detectable across-the-board change. Third, measurement 
and timeframe constraints may have limited sensitivity to subtle attitudinal changes; early-stage items may also 
be subject to ceiling or floor effects.  
If we adopt Spear and Kulbok’s (2004) tripartite view of autonomy (behavioral, emotional, cognitive), our trial 
and related measurements chiefly engaged the behavioral domain. Nevertheless, qualitative reports suggest pos-
sible changes in emotional and cognitive aspects (e.g., feeling calmer or more secure; increased reflectivity). Fu-
ture work would benefit from more sensitive instrumentation and task designs that explicitly elicit cognitive 
and emotional processing, better supporting children not only in doing autonomous acts periodically, but also 
in reflecting on expectations, emotions, coping, and meaning making. 
 
8. Implications for practice and for future research 
Although based on three classes, these preliminary results underscore the importance of teacher facilitation in 
shaping how the project is enacted and experienced. Teachers play a key role in supporting autonomy, managing 
risk, and aligning activities with children and community norms. In the end, the quality of their facilitations 
and mediations likely contribute to the differences in children’s appreciation or boredom for the activities.  
Further project improvements could extend to activities that encourage children and their families to better 
reflect on the significance and worth of independent actions. For example, brief pre/post-task reflections that 
surface anticipatory feelings and appraisals (“What do I expect? What did I fear? What did I learn? What would 
I do if…”), teacher-facilitated micro-lessons on planning, coping, and cognitive reappraisal, graduated “challenge 
ladders” co-designed with parents to titrate risk and build tolerance for uncertainty, class sharing circles that 
normalize setbacks and perspective-taking, and parent workshops on autonomy-supportive language and risk 
calibration. 
In terms of evaluation, future research should develop and validate multi-domain instruments capturing behav-
ioral, emotional, and cognitive autonomy, combining quantitative and qualitative approaches (e.g., structured 
reflections, scenario-based assessments, diaries). Designs that are longitudinal and paired, and that include the 
perspectives of children, parents, and teachers, would strengthen causal inference, ecological validity, and un-
derstanding of underlying mechanisms and boundary conditions. 
 
8.1 Limitations of the study  
This investigation was preliminary, and the implementation of Let Grow in Italy is still at an early stage. The 
quantitative and qualitative instruments were likewise in their first iteration and require further tuning and 
validation to ensure reliability, sensitivity to change, and coverage of the relevant autonomy domains (e.g., be-
havioral, cognitive, emotional). Effects were observed in a small town in Umbria, within schools already moti-
vated and connected to a local research network. Caution is therefore warranted in replication across diverse 
ecological niches presenting different contextual and boundary conditions (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). 
With respect to measurement resolution, this preliminary research relied on group‑level comparisons, which 
may have masked meaningful individual changes among a subset of children and their parents (Grammer et al., 
2013). To more accurately capture the magnitude and unique individual developmental trajectories associated 
with Let Grow, future research should employ paired longitudinal designs. Longitudinal approaches can reveal 
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dynamic, potentially nonlinear change over time that unpaired pre/post comparisons often miss (Whitbourne, 
2019). Given the preliminary nature of this study, our sample size and available resources did not allow us to 
systematically investigate why a minority of parents and children expressed negative views of the project in the 
open-ended appreciation items. For the same reasons, we did not conduct additional quantitative analyses aimed 
at explaining items that showed no significant change or decline over time; these non-significant trends are 
nonetheless reported in Tables A1 and A2 to provide a more balanced report of our results. These aspects could 
yield crucial insights for the future development of Let Grow and should be better investigated in future studies. 
Finally, the study did not systematically assess implementation fidelity or dose (e.g., number/difficulty of tasks, 
quality of debriefs), which limits interpretability of mechanisms and reproducibility. Incorporating fidelity 
checklists, teacher logs, and adherence measures can strengthen future trials (Durlak & DuPre, 2008). 
 
9. Conclusion 
These preliminary findings suggest the feasibility and promise of Let Grow in Italian primary schools, while 
highlighting the need for effective teacher mediation to help children choose appropriate and developmentally 
coherent activities. In terms of project evaluation, our findings underscore the need for stronger causal designs 
and further psychometric development. 
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Table A1  
Independent Samples t-Test Results from the Children’s Questionnaire on Perceived Student Behaviours and Par-
ent Relations Within the Experimental Group. N=44. 

  Wave Mean SD t-test df p-value 

I get along with my parents. 
t0 4.00 1.14 

-1.080 85 .283 t1a 4.23 0.84        

My parents trust me. 
t0 4.18 1.17 

-2.215 84 .029 
t1b 4.64 0.69        

My parents let me handle things on my own. 
t0 3.80 1.09 

-0.745 84 .458 t1b 3.98 1.16        
I help at home by doing small activities (e.g., setting the table, 
cleaning …). 

t0 3.32 1.33 
-0.592 86 .555 t1 3.48 1.19        

I tidy up my things (e.g., toys, books, clothes…). t0 3.52 1.27 -0.350 86 .727 
t1 3.61 1.17        

I prepare something to eat by myself. 
t0 2.02 1.02 

-3.039 86 .003 t1 2.73 1.15        
I use a mobile phone by myself to make a call or send a mes-
sage. 

t0 2.43 1.58 -0.705 86 .483 t1 2.66 1.45        

I use kitchen utensils by myself. t0 2.20 1.36 -1.648 86 .103 
t1 2.68 1.36        

I use public transportation by myself (e.g., bus, train, subway). 
t0 1.27 0.82 

-1.112 86 .269 t1 1.52 1.25        

I pack my school bag by myself. t0 4.41 1.09 -0.749 86 .456 
t1 4.57 0.90        

I do my homework by myself. 
t0 4.27 1.09 

0.606 86 .546 t1 4.14 1.03        

I play indoors without an adult present. t0 2.73 1.40 0.155 86 .877 t1 2.68 1.34        
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I play outdoors without an adult present. 
t0 2.89 1.59 

-0.566 86 .573 
t1 3.07 1.42        

I get dressed by myself. t0a 4.67 0.71 -1.322 85 .190 
t1 4.84 0.43        

I take care of my personal hygiene by myself. t0b 4.38 1.06 -1.293 80 .200 
t1c 4.65 0.80        

I stay at home alone for at least 30 minutes. 
t0 2.75 1.64 

-0.036 84 .971 
t1b 2.76 1.41        

I go to school without being accompanied by an adult. t0 1.36 0.94 0.122 86 .903 t1 1.34 0.81        
I go to visit someone, do sports, or attend a course without be-
ing accompanied by an adult. 

t0 1.59 1.15 -0.946 86 .347 
t1 1.82 1.11        

I go to a store to buy something without being accompanied by 
an adult. 

t0 1.59 1.04 
-3.436 86 .001 

t1 2.45 1.30 
Note. athere is a missing value; b there are 2 missing values; c there are 4 missing values. Negative t values indicate higher 
mean scores at t1 than at t0 (i.e., an increase over time in children’s autonomy-related skills). 
 
Table A2 
Independent Samples t-test Results from the Parents’ Questionnaire on Perceived Son/Daughter Behaviours and 
their Parent Relationships Within the Experimental Group. N=41. 

                    Wave Mean SD t-test df p-value 
My son/daughter helps at home and tidies up his/her 
own things. 

t0 3.33 0.89 -0.656 78 .514 t1 3.45 0.81        
My son/daughter prepares breakfast or a snack by him-
self/herself. 

t0a 2.49 0.94 
-2.501 76 .015 

t1a 3.03 0.96        
My son/daughter manages homework and school bag in-
dependently. 

t0 3.60 1.32 
-1.689 77 .095 t1a 4.03 0.87        

My son/daughter washes and dresses by himself/herself. t0a 4.33 1.03 
-0.566 77 .573 

t1 4.45 0.78        
My son/daughter goes to school alone (by school bus or 
on foot). 

t0 1.23 0.80 -0.142 78 .888 t1 1.25 0.78        
My son/daughter buys something in a store by him-
self/herself. 

t0 1.85 0.98 -3.528 78 .001 t1 2.65 1.05        

My son/daughter goes out alone to play with friends. t0 2.13 1.24 -2.296 78 .024 t1 2.80 1.38        
My son/daughter organizes his/her afternoons inde-
pendently. 

t0a 2.59 1.16 
-1.573 77 .120 

t1 3.00 1.15        
Considering his/her age, my son/daughter is autono-
mous. 

t0a 3.74 1.12 
-0.762 77 .448 

t1 3.93 1.00        
t0 3.28 1.04 -2.356 77 .021 
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I let my son/daughter decide what to wear on their 
own. t1a 

3.77 0.81 
       

I let my son/daughter choose how to spend their free 
time at home. 

t0 3.85 0.80 
-0.539 77 .591 t1a 3.95 0.83        

When we go on vacation or visit a friend or relative, I let 
my son/daughter choose which books or toys to bring. 

t0 4.45 0.75 
0.080 77 .937 t1a 4.44 0.82        

When we go grocery shopping, I allow my son or 
daughter to freely select some of the products we need 
to buy. 

t0 3.58 0.93 
-0.245 78 .807 t1 3.63 0.90 

       
I allow my son or daughter to decide how to meet up 
with friends. 

t0 2.85 1.14 -0.938 78 .351 
t1 3.10 1.24        

I encourage my son/daughter to resolve conflicts with 
peers without my intervention. 

t0 4.15 0.98 -0.893 78 .374 t1 4.33 0.76        
I encourage my son/daughter to apologize or think of 
ways to make amends when they do something wrong. 

t0 4.38 0.74 -1.051 78 .297 t1 4.55 0.75        
I feel comfortable allowing my son/daughter to engage 
in activities outside the home alone or with friends. 

t0a 3.38 1.23 
0.212 77 .833 

t1 3.33 1.27        
I feel at ease when my son/daughter plays out of my 
sight in safe spaces, such as the park or courtyard. 

t0 3.05 1.15 -0.645 78 .521 t1 3.23 1.27 
       
Note. athere is a missing value. Negative t values indicate higher mean scores at t1 than at t0 (i.e., an increase over time 
in children’s autonomy-related skills).  

 
References 

Baden-Powell, R. (1909). Scouting for boys (1st ed.). C. Arthur Pearson.  

Boateng, G. O., Neilands, T. B., Frongillo, E. A., Melgar-Quiñonez, H. R., & Young, S. L. (2018). Best practices for 
developing and validating scales for health, social, and behavioral research: A primer. Frontiers in Public 
Health, 6, 149. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2018.00149 

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979). The ecology of human development: Experiments by nature and design. Harvard Univer-
sity Press.  

Bronfenbrenner, U. (2010a). Il caos avanza nella vita dei bambini, dei giovani e delle loro famiglie [Growing chaos in 
the lives of children and families: How can we turn it around?]. In U. Bronfenbrenner (Ed.), Rendere umani 
gli esseri umani: Bioecologia dello sviluppo (pp. 245–259). Erickson.  

Bronfenbrenner, U. (2010b). La teoria bioecologica dello sviluppo umano [The Bioecological Theory of Human 
Development] (M. Capurso, Trans.). In U. Bronfenbrenner (Ed.), Rendere umani gli esseri umani: Bioecolo-
gia dello sviluppo (pp. 41–54). Erickson.  

Bronfenbrenner, U. (2010c). Rinforzare i sistemi familiari [Strengthening family systems]. In U. Bronfenbrenner 
(Ed.), Rendere umani gli esseri umani: Bioecologia dello sviluppo (pp. 333–348). Erickson.  



Ricerche di Pedagogia e Didattica – Journal of Theories and Research in Education 21, 1 (2026). ISSN 1970-2221. 
 

 
Michele Capurso, Nicolò Ravasini, Andrea Baroncelli – A preliminary multimethod evaluation of the Let Grow project in Italy 
DOI: https://doi.org/10.60923/issn.1970-2221/22815 

 

 

225 

Buonanno, A., & Dusi, P. (2023). Le relazioni tra scuola e famiglia: Buone prassi di corresponsabilità educativa. In-
dagine in un istituto paritario trentino e prime azioni di intervento. Rivista Italiana di Educazione Familiare, 
23(2), 91–104. https://doi.org/10.36253/rief-12562  

Byrt, T., Bishop, J., & Carlin, J. B. (1993). Bias, prevalence and kappa. Journal of Clinical Epidemiology, 46(5), 423–
429. https://doi.org/10.1016/0895-4356(93)90018-V  

Capperucci, D., Ciucci, E., & Baroncelli, A. (2018). Relazione scuola-famiglia: Alleanza e corresponsabilità educa-
tiva. Rivista Italiana di Educazione Familiare, 13(2), 231–253. https://doi.org/10.13128/RIEF-24495  

CASEL. (2020). CASEL’s SEL framework: What are the core competence areas and where are they promoted? 
https://casel.org/what-is-sel 

Cavana, L. (2011). The development of autonomy in children's education. Ricerche di Pedagogia e Didattica. Jour-
nal of Theories and Research in Education, 6(2), 1-23. https://doi.org/10.6092/issn.1970-2221/2587  

Christman, J. (2020). Autonomy in moral and political philosophy. In The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2020/entries/autonomy-moral/ 

Deci, E. L., & Ryan, R. M. (1985). Intrinsic motivation and self-determination in human behavior. Springer Science 
& Business Media.  

Deci, E. L., & Ryan, R. M. (2000). The "what" and "why" of goal pursuits: Human needs and the self-determination 
of behavior. Psychological Inquiry, 11(4), 227–268. https://doi.org/10.1207/S15327965PLI1104_01  

Dewey, J. (1938). Experience and nature. Courier Corporation.  

Durlak, J. A., & DuPre, E. P. (2008). Implementation matters: A review of research on the influence of implemen-
tation on program outcomes and the factors affecting implementation. American Journal of Community Psy-
chology, 41(3-4), 327. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10464-008-9165-0  

Ginsburg, K. R., Committee on Communications, Committee on Psychosocial Aspects of Child and Family Health 
(2007). The importance of play in promoting healthy child development and maintaining strong parent-child 
bonds. Pediatrics, 119(1), 182–191. https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2006-2697  

Grammer, J. K., Coffman, J. L., Ornstein, P. A., & Morrison, F. J. (2013). Change over time: Conducting longitu-
dinal studies of children's cognitive development. Journal of Cognition and Development, 14(4), 515–528. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/15248372.2013.833925  

Gray, P. (2011). The decline of play and the rise of psychopathology in children and adolescents. American Journal 
of Play, 3(4), 443–463.  

Haidt, J., & Lukianoff, G. (2018). The coddling of the American mind: How good intentions and bad ideas are setting 
up a generation for failure. Penguin UK.  

Hays, S. (1996). The cultural contradictions of motherhood. Yale University Press.  

Huxley, K. (2020). Content analysis, quantitative. In P. Atkinson, S. Delamont, A. Cernat, J. W. Sakshaug, & R. A. 
Williams (Eds.), SAGE Research Methods Foundations. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781526421036880564  

Krippendorff, K. (2004). Content analysis: An introduction to its methodology. Sage.  

Lassa, J. A., Amri, A., Haynes, K., Towers, B., Abunyewah, M., Zander, K., & Erdiaw-Kwasie, M. O. (2025). Chil-
dren and adults’ perception of risk and risk management: Insights from long-term participatory data and im-
plication for child-centric climate and disaster risk reduction. Social Sciences & Humanities Open, 11, 101459. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssaho.2025.101459  



Ricerche di Pedagogia e Didattica – Journal of Theories and Research in Education 21, 1 (2026). ISSN 1970-2221. 
 

 
Michele Capurso, Nicolò Ravasini, Andrea Baroncelli – A preliminary multimethod evaluation of the Let Grow project in Italy 
DOI: https://doi.org/10.60923/issn.1970-2221/22815 

 

 

226 

LeMoyne, T., & Buchanan, T. (2011). Does “hovering” matter? Helicopter parenting and its effect on well-being. 
Sociological Spectrum, 31(4), 399–418. https://doi.org/10.1080/02732173.2011.574038  

Let Grow. (2020). Implementation Guide for School Programs (L. Grow, Ed.). Let Grow.  

Let Grow. (2025a). About Let Grow. Let Grow. https://letgrow.org/about-us/ 

Let Grow. (2025b). The Let Grow Experience. Let Grow. https://letgrow.org/program/experience/ 

Livingstone, S., & Blum-Ross, A. (2020). Parenting for a digital future: How hopes and fears about technology shape 
children's lives. Oxford University Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780190874698.001.0001  

Ministero dell’Istruzione e del Merito. (2024). Adozione delle Linee guida per l’insegnamento dell’educazione civica. 
Ministero dell’Istruzione e del Merito. https://www.mim.gov.it/documents/20182/0/Linee+guida+Educa-
zione+civica.pdf/ 

Montessori, M. (1948). The discovery of the child. Aakar Books.  

Niemiec, C. P., & Ryan, R. M. (2009). Autonomy, competence, and relatedness in the classroom: Applying self-
determination theory to educational practice. Theory and Research in Education, 7(2), 133–144. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1477878509104318  

Perry, N. B., Dollar, J. M., Calkins, S. D., Keane, S. P., & Shanahan, L. (2018). Childhood self-regulation as a mech-
anism through which early overcontrolling parenting is associated with adjustment in preadolescence. Devel-
opmental Psychology, 54(8), 1542–1554. https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0000536  

Piaget, J. (1932). The moral judgment of the child. Harcourt, Brace.  

Presidenza della Repubblica Italiana. (2007). Decreto del Presidente della Repubblica 21 novembre 2007, n. 235: 
Regolamento recante modifiche ed integrazioni al decreto del Presidente della Repubblica 24 giugno 1998, n. 
249, concernente lo statuto delle studentesse e degli studenti della scuola secondaria. Gazzetta Ufficiale della 
Repubblica Italiana, 293, 18 dicembre 2007. 

Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2020). Intrinsic and extrinsic motivation from a self-determination theory perspective: 
Definitions, theory, practices, and future directions. Contemporary Educational Psychology, 61, 101860. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cedpsych.2020.101860  

Skenazy, L. (2008). Why I let my 9-year-old ride the subway alone. Free-Range Kids. https://freerangekids.word-
press.com/2008/04/06/why-i-let-my-9-year-old-ride-the-subway-alone 

Skenazy, L. (2021). Free-range kids: How parents and teachers can let go and let grow (2nd ed.). John Wiley & Sons.  

Spear, H. J., & Kulbok, P. (2004). Autonomy and adolescence: A concept analysis. Public Health Nursing, 21(2), 
144–152. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0737-1209.2004.021208.x  

Tate, M. K. (2023). The impact of social comparison via social media on maternal mental health, within the context 
of the intensive mothering ideology: A scoping review of the literature. Issues in Mental Health Nursing, 
44(9), 854–870. https://doi.org/10.1080/01612840.2023.2238813  

Tong, P., & An, I. S. (2024). Review of studies applying Bronfenbrenner's bioecological theory in international and 
intercultural education research. Frontiers in Psychology, 14. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1233925  

Tversky, A., & Kahneman, D. (1973). Availability: A heuristic for judging frequency and probability. Cognitive Psy-
chology, 5(2), 207–232. https://doi.org/10.1016/0010-0285(73)90033-9  



Ricerche di Pedagogia e Didattica – Journal of Theories and Research in Education 21, 1 (2026). ISSN 1970-2221. 
 

 
Michele Capurso, Nicolò Ravasini, Andrea Baroncelli – A preliminary multimethod evaluation of the Let Grow project in Italy 
DOI: https://doi.org/10.60923/issn.1970-2221/22815 

 

 

227 

Venard, G., Zimmermann, G., Antonietti, J.-P., Nunes, C. E., & Van Petegem, S. (2024). Parenting under pressure: 
Associations between perceived social pressure and parental involvement among mothers and fathers. Journal 
of Child and Family Studies, 33(12), 3813–3825. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-024-02945-5  

Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Interaction between learning and development (M. Lopez-Morillas, Trans.). In M. Cole, V. 
John-Steiner, S. Scribner, & E. Souberman (Eds.), Mind in society: The development of higher psychological 
processes (pp. 79–91). Harvard University Press.  

Wang, Y., Boele, S., Bülow, A., Keijsers, L., & Hawk, S. T. (2025). Helicopter parenting and youth affective well-
being: Need satisfaction as a within-family mediator. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 54(8), 1917–1933. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-025-02164-1  

Wermke, W., & Salokangas, M. (2015). Autonomy in education: Theoretical and empirical approaches to a con-
tested concept. Nordic Journal of Studies in Educational Policy, 2015(2), 28841. 
https://doi.org/10.3402/nstep.v1.28841  

Whitbourne, S. K. (2019). Longitudinal, cross-sectional, and sequential designs in lifespan developmental psychol-
ogy. In F. C. Worrell (Ed.), Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Psychology. Oxford University Press. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190236557.013.344  

 
Michele Capurso is Associate Professor of Developmental and Educational Psychology at the University 
of Perugia. He previously gained professional experience in primary education and in hospital-based 
schooling. He was a member of the board of HOPE (Hospital Organisation of Pedagogues in Europe), 
where he also served as president. His scholarly work focuses on the educational relationship, communica-
tion processes, and children’s understanding of illness. He has authored numerous publications on these 
topics. In 2019, he founded Continuity in Education, an international journal devoted to education and 
the biopsychosocial development of children and adolescents with illness, which he continues to direct. 
Contact: michele.capurso@unipg.it 
 
Nicolò Ravasini holds a degree in Clinical Psychology from the University of Perugia. He is currently 
completing his professional internship at a public service, where he contributes to psychodiagnostic assess-
ment activities in clinical settings. 
Contact: n.ravasini7@gmail.com 
 
Andrea Baroncelli is Associate Professor of Developmental and Educational Psychology at the University 
of Perugia. His main research interests concern emotional and relational development across the life span, 
with particular attention to peer dynamics in educational and school contexts, as well as to the personal and 
professional well-being of educators and teachers. Among his major achievements, he served as Principal 
Investigator of the PRIN PNRR 2022 research project “Mapping Social Emotional Learning and School 
Climate in Italian Lower Secondary Schools” and is co-author of the in-service teacher training course 
“MExTE: Taking Care of Myself to Take Care of You. Teacher Well-Being for the Promotion of Well-
Being at School.” 
Contact: andrea.baroncelli@unipg.it 

 

 


