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Abstract. The perspective of childhood studies has existed in science since the 1990s. 
Currently, it is considered as a paradigm. The article concerns one of the assumptions of this 
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Introduction

In this article I would like to focus on one of the foundations of the childhood 
studies paradigm, namely children’s participation in research. However, even 
with this limitation of scope the issue is still very broad, therefore the text serves 
merely as an introduction to the problem, highlighting key issues.1 The author is 
committed to the critical approach to the issue, reflecting upon whether, how and 
when the participation of a child in social research should be taken into consid-
eration. The analysis will begin by indicating the assumptions on which the theo-
retical orientation of childhood studies is built. The author will consider how they 
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1 Due to the introductory character of this text, numerous references to research websites can 
be found herein, together with research reports, as well as examples of employing various tech-
niques which researches may find interesting. The structure of this article does not enable the author 
to discuss them in detail, therefore, multiple information is implied in the notes. 
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relate to the postulate of participatory research, which is considered to be “the 
gold standard” (Hammersley 2017). Thereafter, the reasons justifying children’s 
participation in research will be analyzed. Moreover, the conditions enabling and in-
hibiting conducting participatory research with children, as well as the potentials and 
limitations resulting from this form of methodological approach, will be investigated.

The cornerstone of participatory research with children

The answer to the question: “who is a child, and how to define childhood?” 
has changed over the course of centuries (Ariès 2010). A significant turning point 
from the perspective of social research occurred in the 1980s and 1990s (Ham-
mersley 2017; Thomas 2017; Brzozowska-Brywczyńska 2014; Mayall 
2013; Radkowska-Walkowicz, Reimann 2018b) and was connected with 
legislative changes on the one hand, and the emergence of a new paradigm of 
childhood studies, on the other (Prout, James 1990).

Creating the Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), and its subse-
quent ratification, played a major role in the process of enabling child participa-
tion in social research (Broström 2012). This document became an inspiration 
for creating other significant legislative documents, e.g. the African Charter on the 
Rights and Welfare of the Child in Africa (1990) and the European Convention 
on the Exercise of the Children’s Rights (2000) (Brzozowska-Brywczyńska 
2014). For research focused on taking into account child participation, Article 12 
of the UNCRC, known also as the participatory article, is of special importance 
(Horgan et al.  2017), as it underlines that a child has the right to “forming his 
or her own views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting 
the child, the views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the 
age and maturity of the child” (Brzozowska-Brywczyńska 2014: 12). Giv-
ing a child the right to express their views equipped the researchers who employ 
participatory methods with a vital argument and tool (Horgan 2017). From that 
moment on, more importance has been attached to what children say, to their per-
spective, and to their knowledge regarding the world. The need to express oneself 
and to be listened to was also pointed out. In addition, the individual perspective 
has been highlighted (Mason, Bolzan 2010).

Another breakthrough was achieved with the emergence of the assumptions 
on which the paradigm of childhood studies was created. Previously, the prevail-
ing view had been that children and childhood were marginalised in research 
(Hammersley 2017; Coyne, Carter 2018). This primarily resulted from the 
conviction that chilren are to some extent incomplete, not fully developed in cog-
nitive, mental and emotional terms (Hammersley 2017). An adult person was 
considered to be a fully developed human. Children were stranded in the process 
of becoming an adult. This assumption influenced the way a child was perceived 
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– as unable to comprehend and describe the surrounding world (Hood, Kelley,
Mayall 1996). There was a common belief that children were not capable of 
providing a precise description of their experiences, thus, they failed to provide 
accurate information regarding their own lives (Coyne 1998). This attitude le-
gitimized validating research with the children’s parents or guardians who, ac-
cording to the prevalent beliefs at the time, possessed the ultimate knowledge 
regarding their children’s experiences (Morrow, Richards 1996). As a result, it 
turned out that there was no research that could portray the social reality as seen 
by children. These voices of children are often recognized as muted voices (Rad-
kowska-Walkowicz, Reimann 2018a: 38). There were certain cases where 
the results of research conducted on the adult population constituted the basis on 
which the children’s world was modified (Coyne, Carter 2018). Jens Qvortrup 
highlighted “the conceptual homelessness of childhood” (Qvortrup 2007, cited 
in: Warzywoda-Kruszyńska 2014: 127). He pointed out that lack of data con-
cerning this social group is disquieting. In research, structural forms, such as class, 
gender or race, refer only to the reality of adults (Warzywoda-Kruszyńska 
2014: 127), which according to the author, is a manifestation of marginalising 
children (Qvortrup 1997). Therefore, together with his fellow associates, he car-
ried out a project Childhood as Social Phenomenon (Qvortrup 1993), whose 
aim was to underline the importance of children’s presence in society. The au-
thor asserts that childhood is a category equal to any other category, and thus 
it should be studied and analysed by researchers from various fields of interest. 
Qvortrup mentions that this approach is an expression of taking children seriously  
(Qvortrup 1997).

Undoubtedly, the first shifts in the subjective perception of children were pos-
sible due to the legal solutions which enabled scientists to take part in discussions 
with ethics committees regarding the participation of children in research. Never-
theless, the foundation of what such research should look like was “the ground-
breaking” (Coyne, Carter 2018) text by Allison James and Alan Prout (Prout, 
James 1990), which characterised a child as an expert on the knowledge regard-
ing their own life. One of the theoretical bases which gave birth to social studies 
was social constructivism. Childhood is a socially constructed project (James, 
Prout 1997), which means that it is changeable. It is influenced by the socio-
cultural context, actively co-created by individuals. What is more, in line with 
the objectives of constructivism, reality cannot be investigated in an objective 
way, as we only have access to our own interpretation of reality (Clark 2004). 
This is why children’s individual experiences are of vital importance. Therefore, 
research should focus on childhood, children’s relations and culture, for their own 
sake, not understood as a consequence of external influences (Broström 2012: 
257). James and Prout considered children to be social actors whose knowledge  
(Mayall 2008) is significant from the scientific point of view. The word “science” 
is crucial, due to its the implicit associations. This is because knowledge, contrary 
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to the statements including opinions or observations, emphasizes the subjective 
role of a child, draws attention to the fact that a child has in his or her memory 
experiences regarding the past, and though these experiences are probably not as 
vast as in the case of an adult, because of the number of years they have lived, they 
still amount to what is called knowledge. This approach is distinct from consider-
ing statements uttered by children as only temporary, and therefore perceived as 
momentary and changeable, and for this reason disdained (Mayall 2008, cited in: 
Radkowska-Walkowicz, Reimann 2018a).

Childhood studies outlines the image of a child who is an actor and a social 
subject at the same time (Hammersley 2017). The former role refers to the caus-
ative agency in the context of a child’s everyday life, it highlights the fact of his 
or her decision-making and the impact these decisions make. The latter role refers 
to social reality, draws attention to the active role of a child in shaping the social 
world. In the social sciences one can encounter the term “Great Divide” (Fuchs 
2001: 25), which describes the division between an approach focused on the mi-
cro and macro subject and object and the social structure opposed to subjective 
activity. In childhood studies this division is also visible, however, to a lesser ex-
tent. For example, the Scandinavian tradition is more focused on structure, and the 
Anglo-Saxon tradition is more ethnographical, and thus oriented towards the so-
cial actor (Esser et al.  2016: 54). However, neither tradition excludes the impact 
of both macro and micro perspective and the structure and subject on expanding 
knowledge regarding social reality. The author who attempted to capture the dual 
nature of this structure was Anthony Giddens (2003). In the theory of structura-
tion, he propounds the duality of structure, which is confirmed by the constitution 
of agents and structures (Giddens 2003: 65). The structural properties of the 
social system do not exsist independently from action, they constantly interweave 
with its productions and reproductions (Giddens 2003: 425). The correlation be-
tween an agent and structure was also an object of interest of Prout and James 
(Prout, James 1990) in the text considered to be one of the founding texts of 
childhood studies. The authors refer therein to both Qvortrup and Giddens. 

A certainly noticable term reffering to numerous theoretical approaches on 
whose theses the childhood studies paradigm has been created is that of “agency”. 
As pointed out by Florian Esser, there is no single definition of this term (E s s e r 
et al. 2016: 54). It has become taken-for-granted and omnipresent. Nevertheless, 
along with the advance of various approaches within the framework of childhood 
studies (the paradigm that from the outset was based on interdisciplinarity), agency 
may take various forms, moreover, it is a multidimensional concept. Participatory 
research is a gold standard of childhood studies, grounded on the assumption that 
children are causative agents. The understanding of agency therefore has a direct 
influence on research practice, this is why a critical approach towards this concept 
constitutes a vital challenge for researchers (see Esser et al.  2016; Holland 
et al.  2010; Morrison et al.  2019).
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What is participatory research about?

In the Polish language, “participation” refers primarily to economy, it places 
emphasis on cooperation, which involves both costs and profit.2 In the context of 
social research, the key element is the issue of cooperation, and costs and benefits 
are derivative elements. To participate is to take part (Gallacher, Gallagher 
2008: 507). Active participation is crucial. However, two questions emerge here: 
“what does it mean and how does it translate into the social research?”. 

Children’s participation in research is based on the childhood studies assump-
tions. It concentrates on the child’s individual knowledge regarding the world, 
treating this knowledge as legitimate data regarding social reality. It enables chil-
dren to talk about the issues concerning them, and it highlights the active role 
children play in the whole research process. The most common methods in this 
paradigm are qualitative. Participatory research does not only aim at eliciting the 
vital data, from the researcher’s point of view; its task is to describe selected ele-
ments of the social reality, the children’s way of perceiving the world. 

The gradual departure from objectifying a child in favour of granting them 
a subjective role, enabled a child to be considered as a rightful agent of the re-
search process. Two separate terms were distinguished:3 research on children 
and research with children, with the latter taking account of their participation 
and enabling them to express their views. Participatory research assures agency, 
respecting their subjectivity, therefore, the source literature is dominated by the 
confidence that in the epistemological context this approach is superior to a more 
traditional attitude (Gallacher, Gallagher 2008: 499, 501). In the post-modern 
world, children are perceived as active entities and participants whose right to 
research is legally determined (Broström 2012: 257). Nowadays, there are some 
voices that encourage one more step to be taken, and introduce a new term – re-
search by children (Thomas 2017: 160). The level of children’s participation 
in research is still a widely discussed issue. Numerous publications mention the 
pitfalls connected with a naive and unreflective approach towards research con-
ducted by children (see e.g. Christensen, Prout 2002; Gallacher, Gallagher 
2008; Sargeant, Harcourt 2012; Thomas 2017; Hammersley 2017; Chris-
tensen, James 2017).

Korrie De Koning and Marion Martin (1996) assert that there is no single 
definition of participatory research. However, they can be divided into three cat-
egories: researchers and the researched community take part in the whole research 

2 In Słownik Języka Polskiego we can find the following definition: “to jointly bear the costs 
of a certain endeavour or to share the profits”, https://sjp.pwn.pl/szukaj/partycypacja.html (accessed 
20.07.2019).

3 More about this shift can be found in the subchapter of a book Being Participatory: Re-
searching with children and young people (Coyne, Carter  2018: 3–4) entitled Past views of chil-
dren and childhood.

http://sjp.pwn.pl/szukaj/partycypacja.html
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process, the subjects become de facto researchers; researchers design tools and 
the subject community assist in collecting data; society cooperates with an NGO 
organization (De Koning, Martin 1996). All the definitions mentioned above 
may be referred to specific examples of participatory research with children.4

From the participatory research with children one can distinguish research 
models which function under a specific name: Community-Based Participa-
tory Research (CBPR) and Participatory Action Research (PAR)5 (Wilkinson, 
Wilkinson 2018). The starting point for the former is an issue that is significant 
for a community. The approach aims at combining knowledge with undertaking 
activities. More and more opportunities for funding this research model arise, as it 
is believed that the conclusions drawn from CBPR can be utilised by the policies 
e.g. regarding education or health. The PAR model, on the other hand, derives 
from combining participatory research and action research: it aims at implement-
ing a social change (Cahill 2007). 

There are a number of methods that are applicable when distinguishing types 
of participatory research. What they all have in common is the fact that they refer 
primarily to the level of children’s agency. Although the term passive participa-
tion might seem like an oxymoron, in the source literature the terms active and 
passive participation can be encountered (Grover 2004; Sinclair 2004). Saman-
tha Punch (2002) explains that “active” participation methods are those where 
children are actively engaged, not passively responsive. In this sense “active par-
ticipation” implies both intentionality (conscious will) and performativity (doing 
something) (Punch 2002: 337). 

The most popular tool for determining the level of children’s engagement in 
the research process is Hart’s Ladder: 
Rung 8: Children and adults share decision-making
Rung 7: Children lead and initiate action
Rung 6: Adults initiate but share decision-making with children
Rung 5: Children are consulted and informed about decisions
Rung 4: Children are assigned and informed
Rung 3: Children are tokenized
Rung 2: Children are decoration
Rung 1: Children are manipulated

Figure 1. Hart’s Ladder
Source: Hart  1997, cited in: Coyne, Carter 2018: 11. Image from canva.com

4 An example referring to all these definitions may be the project “The City of Children”, within 
which since the 1990s. participatory projects including children have been conducted, enabling their 
participation on different levels. More on this subject can be found at: https://www.lacittadeibambini.
org/en/ (accessed: 20.07.2019).
5 More information regarding utilizing these methods can be found in the chapter Principles of 
Participatory Research of the book Being Participatory: Researching with Children and Young 
People (Coyne, Carter 2018: 21–31).
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The ladder does not depict a hierarchical division of the types of participatory 
research from the most effective model to the least effective one. It is more about 
presenting successive levels regarding children’s participation in a research. The 
successive rungs of the ladder symbolize the levels of participation granted to 
children. The first three rungs relate to truly passive participation. The next ones 
present different stages of active participation. The top of the ladder presents full 
cooperation between children and adults. The tools can be also utilized when de-
signing participatory research in order to determine the level of children’s agency 
at a certain stage of the research process. It is also advantageous in the course of 
selecting concrete research tools. 

Reflecting upon children’s participation in research, the definitional issue 
is worth mentioning. Children constitute a vast, heterogeneous group (varied in 
terms of age and gender, and social, economic and cultural capital). Therefore, 
employing this term involves making a serious generalization that one has to be 
aware of. For example, the age of children who participate in research has an in-
fluence on the specific nature of the process. In treaty provisions (i.e. the United 
Nations’ Convention of Human Rights) a child is defined as every person under 
the age of eighteen. In the source literature and numerous reports6 one can encoun-
ter a distinction between children and young people.7 However, it may be noted 
that the number of reports concerning the latter group is significantly larger. The 
people defined by this term are frequently divided into two subgroups: eleven to 
sixteen years of age and seventeen to twenty/thirty years of age (Thomas 2017: 
161). Consequently, children are understood to be ten years old and under. In Po-
land, people aged eleven and above are considered to be teenagers (Fatyga 2004). 
This distinction plays a significant role, as it enables the nature of the research to 
be comprehended. The majority of the research conducted on the assumptions of 
childhood studies refer to the former age group. Nevertheless, I am of the opinion 
that due to the definitional doubts it is worth mentioning who exactly took part in 
the research, as it is contributes to the transparency of the researcher’s skills and 
tools. An objection against this assumption might be the argument that this type 
of approach can reinforce imagining a child as a person in the process of growing 
up, in other words as incomplete, striving for maturity. It seems to me, however, 
that lack of this information is detrimental from the practical point of view, espe-
cially in the context of the adopted methodological approach and the employed 
techniques. 

6 E.g. the report “Children and clinical research: ethical issues”. The link to the chapter related 
to this subject: http://nuffieldbioethics.org/report/children-and-clinical-research-ethical-issues/
whats-different-about-research-with-children-and-young (accessed 16.07.2019). 

7 https://www.gov.pl/web/edukacja/praca-mlodziez-raport (accessed 1.09.2020). 

http://nuffieldbioethics.org/report/children-and-clinical-research-ethical-issues/whats-different-about-research-with-children-and-young
http://nuffieldbioethics.org/report/children-and-clinical-research-ethical-issues/whats-different-about-research-with-children-and-young
http://www.gov.pl/web/edukacja/praca-mlodziez-raport
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The aims of children’s participation in social research

The decision regarding whether children should participate in research en-
tails numerous problems, encompassing both legislative issues and practical ob-
stacles. Including children in research involves obtaining various types of written 
permission,8 moreover, a researcher needs to be knowledgeable about the appli-
cable law, as not every procedure can be applied in every country. For instance, in 
Poland there are one hundred and sixty-two documents that refer to the rights of 
children: fifty-three from the United Nations and the League of Nations, one hun-
dred and nine from the Council of Europe (Arczewska 2017). With regard to the 
practical obstacles, they appear at every stage of a study and are most frequently 
connected with how to keep the balance between children’s agency and their wel-
fare (Brzozowska-Brywczyńska 2014; Water 2018; Sargeant, Harcourt 
2012; Zalewska-Królak 2019). Why, despite numerous obstales, is it worth 
conducting participatory research with children? 

The paradigm of childhood studies indicates many arguments in favour of 
advantages of listening to children, attempting to understand them and treating 
children as rightful creators of social space: children as “beings” rather than 
“becomings” (Gallacher, Gallagher 2008: 502). The participatory approach is 
emancipatory and democratic (Gallacher, Gallagher 2008: 499). Taking into 
consideration a child’s perspective implies treating them as active agents, pos-
sessing certain competences (Coyne, Carter 2018: 5). Participatory research 
is based on a theoretical vision of a child from the perspective of their power, 
not deficiency (Coyne, Hallström, Söderbäck 2016). It is assumed that the 
proper selection of methods will enable a child, even a two-year-old, to express 
themselves (Coyne, Carter 2018: 5). 

On numerous occasions Qvortrup emphasized the necessity of legally oblig-
ing nations to collect data concerning children, as he believed that allowing chil-
dren to voice their opinion, which involves obtaining access to their knowledge 
regarding the surrounding reality, might improve the quality of their life, by ap-
propriate adjustments of public policies. The European Union’s measures can 
serve as an interesting example. In 2015, an evaluation regarding children’s par-
ticipation in the EU was conducted.9 Particular attention was given to legislative 
issues, public policies, and real practices. The studies show that reliable, compa-
rable and official data concerning the situation of children in the Member States is 
still lacking. However, issues pertaining to legislation have improved. The report 
reveals that children in the EU take part in projects related to sport, leisure and 
culture on a more and more frequent basis. Nevertheless, the number of examples 

8 E.g. a guardian’s written permission, GDPR permission.
9 https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/3f3c50b2-6a24-465e-b8d1-

74dcac7f8c42/language-en/format-PDF/source-search (accessed 15.09.2020). 

http://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/3f3c50b2-6a24-465e-b8d1-74dcac7f8c42/language-en/format-PDF/source-search
http://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/3f3c50b2-6a24-465e-b8d1-74dcac7f8c42/language-en/format-PDF/source-search
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of activities engaging children in the decision-making process is still not satisfac-
tory. Tonucci also highlights this problem.10 Another example of delving into this 
subject is the study involving children and teenagers from the European Union 
(Warzywoda-Kruszyńska 2014), revealing the still prevailing theses of Qvor-
trup, asserting that: “in modern societies children and youth as a collective ele-
ment of a social structure are discriminated against in terms of access to resources 
and opportunities to satisfy their needs in comparison to the generation of adults” 
(Warzywoda-Kruszyńska 2014: 138) despite numerous measures, including 
the European concept of investing in children.11 This is why, regardless of the 
number of years that have passed, the main aim of the participatory approach to 
research with children is to strengthen their position in the social reality, in other 
words to foster children’s empowerment. As pointed out by Jill Clark (2004), due 
to the marginalisation of children as a social group, participatory methods may 
often be the only ones that enable them to express their opinions.

A significant aim of participatory research is acknowledging children’s com-
petences and their right to agency. The employment of participatory techniques 
enables them to actively structure their knowledge about themselves (Gallacher, 
Gallagher 2008: 503). Mary Kellett (2005) enumerates the positive outcomes 
of this approach. She also indicates that it also increases their self-esteem, which 
affects their self-confidence. What is more, children get accustomed to the fact 
that they have the right to speak out and that, moreover, their opinion is consid-
ered valuable. By taking part in the project, especially preceded by methodologi-
cal workshops, children learn universal skills, such as critical thinking, ethical 
awareness, teamwork, and successful communication. These are the compe-
tences that have an impact on their position in the world. Active participation 
aims at battling against children’s marginalisation and at the democratisation of 
research concerning their reality. Caitlin Cahill (2004) also points out that chil-
dren, reflecting upon problems that concern them, gain tools necessary to build 
knowledge about themselves, as well as altering the surrounding world. The re-
flections of Maja Brzozowska-Brywczyńska regarding children’s citizenship are 
of particular interest in this context. This author points out that: “children have 
a right to be listened to only when they speak the safe language of participa-
tory projects” (Brzozowska-Brywczyńska 2014: 24). Their rights as citizens 
should concern everyday life and take into consideration their social presence in 
the world. One has to bear in mind, however, the pitfall of being tempted to cre-
ate perfect future citizens in the process of participatory research (Rose 1999). 
This because it is based on “the »futurology« conception of the child’s agency” 
(Brzozowska-Brywczyńska 2014: 24).

10 More information regarding this subject can be found in the film “The goal is to transform chil-
dren’s words into politics”, created by the author, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vFxt5nLen1w 
(accessed 16.07.2019).

11 https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1060&langId=en (accessed 15.09.2020).

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vFxt5nLen1w
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1060&langId=en
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Sonja Grover (2004) asserts that participatory methods are recognized as 
the ones that create more authentic knowledge about children’s subjective recep-
tion of reality. Cahill (2004) underlines that they generate greater knowledge 
than other techniques. Therefore, participation is both an aim and a tool in the 
ethical challenge of empowering children (Gallacher, Gallagher 2008: 501). 
Participatory research can become a tool that counteracts marginalisation, allow-
ing the hitherto “muted” voices to be heard. However, when considering such 
research, the issue of who conducts it, how, and in what context, is not without 
significance.12

How to conduct participatory research with children?

The key points that constitute participatory research with children are: co-
creation, relation, choice, reflexiveness, flexibility, time, space and the cultural 
and geopolitical context (Clark 2008; Holland et al.  2010; Raffety 2015). 
Only an approach that takes into consideration all the crucial elements enables 
participatory research to be conducted effectively.

Co-creation, that is, creating something together, refers to cooperation be-
tween adults and children. The key aspect of this context is power. Participatory 
methods are to prevent the master-student relation. Children can perform the same 
functions as adults; there is no hierarchical division. However, in society, power 
– as understood by Foucault – is unavoidable, i.e. power that is not necessarily associ-
ated with an economic model, but is rather present on a micro scale, in everyday small 
instances of persuasion (Gallacher, Gallagher 2008). Therefore, constant re-
flection upon children’s subjectivity, a reflective approach regarding boundaries 
of this subjectivity, and methods of respecting these boundaries are still necessary 
elements of the whole research process. It is also worth taking into consideration 
certain inequalities that may become apparent in a group of collaborating children 
(the age gap, gender, economic, social and cultural capital) and trying to mitigate 
these differences by consciously changing certain activities.

The knowledge of both adults and children is considered fully legitimate. In 
the context of the research process, it has to be emphasized that adult researchers 
are also people who need to be properly prepared. This applies in the case of chil-
dren as well (Kellett 2005). This approach, on the one hand, acknowledges their 
competences as future researchers, and on the other leaves a great deal of room for 
active operation. Children are equipped with tools that can be utilized in the fu-

12 The organisations that support researchers’ development or share vital data concerning par-
ticipatory research are for instance: Children’s Research Center, http://wels.open.ac.uk/research/
childrens-research-centre (accessed 16.07.2019); The Centre for Children and Young People’s Par-
ticipation in University of Central of Lancashire, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wx4CbfpzFG
A&feature=youtu.be (accessed 16.07.2019). 

http://wels.open.ac.uk/research/childrens-research-centre
http://wels.open.ac.uk/research/childrens-research-centre
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wx4CbfpzFGA&feature=youtu.be
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wx4CbfpzFGA&feature=youtu.be
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ture, in accordance with their own assumptions. This solution serves as a response 
to various ethical objections connected with the research conducted by children. 
The pioneering place that strove for enabling children to acquire competences in 
order to become researchers was The Children’s Research Center,13 which oper-
ated under the aegis of the Open University in England. A film prepared by the 
organization explaining the idea of participatory research is recommended view-
ing.14 Another institution fulfilling a similar role is The Centre for Children and 
Young People’s Participation at the University of Central Lancashire.15 

A significant element of the collaboration is creating relations between re-
searchers, irrespective of their age. Cooperation based on respect enables the 
whole research team to benefit from the competences of particular persons. 
Researchers complement each other, and thanks to that they are able to create 
a broader description of the studied aspect of social reality. A noteworthy example 
is the perennial project “The City of Children”.16 It constitutes another example 
of changes that were initiated at the beginning of the 1990s. In 1991, Francesco 
Tonucci included children in the project, as he was aiming at changing the image 
of the city. He believed that the observations made by children are essential and 
would significantly broaden the perspective of what a city should look like. The 
researchers’ cooperation with the children resulted in the creation of over one hun-
dred “cities of children” in the following countries: Italy, Spain, Argentina, Uru-
guay, Colombia, Mexico, Peru, Chile, Lebanon, Turkey.17 The project is ongoing. 

An essential condition of ethically conducted participatory research with 
children is the choice given to children. One aspect of this is informed consent. In 
case of the participatory element, ensuring that the consent is intentionally granted 
is particularly challenging. Children should understand what role they will play in 
research (see Radkowska-Walkowicz, Reimann 2018b; Zalewska-Królak 
2019). Nevertheless, involving children’s agency at every single stage of the re-
search makes its accurate identification impossible. The nature of this type of 
a research is unpredictable (Gallacher, Gallagher 2008: 513). Determining in 
advance specifically what the reaserch will deal with, what it will look like, and 
what use will be made of it in the future, is simply not feasible. This is because chil-
dren will answer these questions in the course of the research process, together with 

13 The institution’s website is a mine of knowledge regarding both the assumptions of chil-
dren’s participatory research, as well as the applied techniques. Of vital importance are also reports 
of the research conducted available under the tab: Recent Research by Children & Young People, 
http://wels.open.ac.uk/research/childrens-research-centre (accessed 16.07.2019).

14 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wx4CbfpzFGA&feature=youtu.be (accessed 16.07.2019).
15 https://www.uclan.ac.uk/research/explore/groups/centre_young_people_participation.php 

(accessed 16.07.2019).
16 The project’s website: https://www.lacittadeibambini.org/en/ (accessed 16.07.2019). 
17 The map presenting the location of “cities of children” is available: https://www.lacittadeibambini.

org/en/international-network/ (accessed 16.07.2019).

http://wels.open.ac.uk/research/childrens-research-centre
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wx4CbfpzFGA&feature=youtu.be
http://www.uclan.ac.uk/research/explore/groups/centre_young_people_participation.php
http://www.lacittadeibambini.org/en/
http://www.lacittadeibambini.org/en/international-network/
http://www.lacittadeibambini.org/en/international-network/
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adults. As emphasised by the researchers of Interdisciplinary Childhood Studies 
Team,18 good practice regarding children’s participation involves creating visual 
information regarding the essence of the research, the people who conduct the 
research, the purpose of the research, and the role of children in the research19 
(Radkowska-Walkowicz, Reimann 2018b). The langauge and the form of 
the presented information have to be adjusted to the needs and ablities of children, 
as well as their guardians or other people who take part in the research. In partici-
patory research it is not possible to take all the necessary data into consideration. 
Obviously, it depends on the adopted level of participation. In its broadest scope, 
there could be hardly any option to give answers to any of the abovementioned 
issues, since there are children who actively decide in the course of the research 
process what they would like to deal with, how to do this, and what purpose their 
research will serve. In this case, however, it is possible to indicate who will be 
co-creating the research, as far as the adults are concerned. It is also crucial to 
determine whether children will have an opportunity to take part in methodologi-
cal workshops, and if so, who will conduct them. An interesting idea for solving 
this situation and giving the broadest description of the proceedings is to explain 
what participatory research is. A significant element of this information seems to 
be creating a code of rights20 that are granted to the participants of the research. In 
my opinion, the most troublesome element is specifiyng what choice is in terms of 
participatory research, and emphasizing that on each level of the research a child 
is able to decide to what extent they want to be involved in this project. It also 
needs to be underlined that a child can resign from the research at any point. These 
guidelines are unquestionably connected with numerous problems associated 
with conducting participatory research with children, as children cannot be held 
responsible for it. Here a question emerges: “who should be held responsible?” 
(Hammersley 2017). This constitutes a broad issue for further consideration. 

An interesting example of presenting information in a visual form to chil-
dren is a film21 created by The Nuffield Council on Bioethics in cooperation with 
Mosaic Films. This animation results from a project22 regarding health research 
with children and young people. Apart from the value of its form, which can be an 
inspiration for creating a film regarding the participatory research with children, 
the assumptions of this project are of vital importance. In order to actually answer 

18 http://childhoods.uw.edu.pl/ (accessed 5.07.2019).
19 An example of a leaflet informing both children and their guardians about the research is 

presented in Radkowska-Walkowicz ,  Reimann 2018b: 59–60.
20 An inspiration for creating such a code may be The Code of Good Practices proposed by the 

Interdisciplinary Childhood Studies Team: http://childhoods.uw.edu.pl/664-2/ (accessed 5.07.2019). 
21 The film is available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6yaKwLG_vlE (accessed 

10.07.2019). 
22 The report on the project “Children and clinical research: ethical issues” is available at: 

http://nuffieldbioethics.org/project/children-research (accessed 10.07.2019). 

http://childhoods.uw.edu.pl/
http://childhoods.uw.edu.pl/664-2/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6yaKwLG_vlE
http://nuffieldbioethics.org/project/children-research
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the questions of potential participants of research with children, the researchers 
decided to take the participatory methods into account.23 The visual form has one 
more advantage – it engages a larger group of recipients, as it does not require 
reading skills, and through employing two senses – sight and hearing – it is more 
accessible for people with disabilities. 

I am of the view that the most vital assumption of the participatory research 
is its reflectiveness. This is directly connected with all the remaining guidelines. 
When it comes to the aspect of cooperation and relation, an adult researcher 
needs to reflect constantly upon the issue of power. Considering this issue can-
not take place in isolation from ethics or the cultural and geopolitical situation 
of the place where the research is being conducted, as it has a certain impact 
on it. For instance, nowadays, due to the fact that a great deal of participa-
tory research takes place in schools, it has an influence on the research topics  
(Kellett 2005). A significant feature for a researcher who works with children 
is their flexibility. A researcher should be prepared for numerous changes and be 
ready to confront them. There are significant costs associated with this, however  
– the unpredictable period of time a researcher could spend conducting the re-
search. Therefore, this aspect is worth considering beforehand and certain borders 
should be set.

Utilizing participatory methods requires a great deal of creativity, in order to 
facilitate children’s active engagement in the research process, and for them to de-
scribe how they perceive the world and what meaning they assign to it. Participato-
ry research is, after all, a process based on co-creating meanings (Tisdall,  Punch 
2012). As Loris Malaguzzi (1993) points out, there are hundreds of children’s 
langauges. The researcher’s role is to decipher them. O’Kane (2000) notices that 
participatory methods require children to be truly engaged in doing something; 
they should actually “handle things” not “just talk” (O’Kane 2000: 140). The 
techniques that may serve as an example of this postulate include: creating maps 
or giving tours around a certain neighbourhood (see: “The City of Children” proj-
ect24), children taking photographs (Barker, Weller 2003; Greenfield 2004; 
Burke 2005), creating collages, and writing diaries (Radkowska-Walkowicz, 
Reimann 2018a). In view of the cultural context, making use of modern tech-
nologies seems to be an interesting idea. They constitute a part of the children’s 
world. On the other hand, one should take into consideration the limitations con-
nected with a lack of certain tools, in order to avoid marginalisation. The fol-
lowing are examples of interesting practices: creating radio broadcasts (Weller 

23 More on this issue can be found at: http://nuffieldbioethics.org/report/children-and-clinical-
research-ethical-issues/inviting-children-and-young-people-to-take-part (accessed 16.07.2019). 

24 https://www.lacittadeibambini.org/en/project/ (accessed 15.09.2019).

http://nuffieldbioethics.org/report/children-and-clinical-research-ethical-issues/inviting-children-and-young-people-to-take-part
http://nuffieldbioethics.org/report/children-and-clinical-research-ethical-issues/inviting-children-and-young-people-to-take-part
http://www.lacittadeibambini.org/en/project/
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2006), films,25 telephone applications,26 and digital storytelling.27 Cheryl Green-
field (2004) points out, however, that utilizing specific prompts, photographs 
in this case, can serve as a starting point for conversations that could provide 
significant research data. Similar observations were made by Favretto, Fucci and 
Zaltron, who give examples of how to use vignettes,28 or Reimann, who employs 
the method of drawing.29 Well-designed tools should be customized to fit children 
who participate in research (Coyne, Carter 2018: 2), should be based on their 
strengths, and should take into consideration the cultural and geopolitical context. 

When to consider children’s participation in research?

Kellett (2005) points out that research conducted by children introduces 
new value to science. According to this researcher, children see the world through 
a different lens and ask questions that adults would never come up with. Chil-
dren’s ideas are characterized by freshness and ingenuity (Matthews 1996). Be-
cause of their age, children have immediate access to the world of their peers, 
moreover, they are perceived by them in a different way than extraneous adult 
researchers, who are often seen as intruders. Children’s input at each stage of the 
research process, including posing research questions, preparing tools, research 
execution, data analysis and drawing conclusions, is original and valuable. Kellett 
pays particular attention to the formulation of research questions. The fact that 
children get interested in certain issues results from their interests and concerns, 
and can be easily neglected by adults. An interesting example is the project Hey, 
I’m nine, not six30, which describes a playground for girls who seem to be much 
younger than they really are (Thomas 2017: 169). Nevertheless, the decision as 
to whether children should be involved in research needs to be followed by meet-
ing the requirements entailed by this methodological approach. 

At this point the issue of finding a balance between safety and children’s 
agency needs to be considered once again. On the one hand, children’s coopera-

25 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6yaKwLG_vlE (accessed 16.07.2019).
26 Map My Community is an interesting project that uses a smartphone application to research 

new trends concerning city development in India. More about the project can be found on the website: 
http://www.new-urbanism-india.com/map-my-community.php (accessed 16.07.2019), taking a look 
at the application is also worthwhile.

27 http://participatesdgs.org/?s=digital+storytelling (accessed 16.07.2019).
28 Exemplary vignettes together with the method’s description can be found in Radkowska-

-Walkowicz ,  Reimann 2018b: 89–91.
29 Exemplary drawings, together with a description of the method can be found in Radkowska-

-Walkowicz ,  Reimann 2018b: 138–148.
30 Thomas provides the example of this project, referring to a conference presentation of  

A. Carlini, E. Barry (2005) “Hey I’m nine not six!”. Paper presented at Spotlight on Young  
Researchers Conference, The Open University, 18th April.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6yaKwLG_vlE
http://www.new-urbanism-india.com/map-my-community.php
http://participatesdgs.org/?s=digital+storytelling
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tion throughout the whole research process is recommended (depending on the 
level of participation involved). However, on the other hand, one cannot forget 
that the researcher bears the responsibility for any undesirable effects of the re-
search and is obliged to ensure the child’s wellbeing (which can be interpreted in 
various ways (see Arczewska 2017)). The research conditions need to guarantee 
the safety of the participants yet enable their active operation. In this text I mainly 
refer to the opportunity of expressing oneself, the implementation of activities; 
however, one needs to bear in mind that silence is also information and lack of 
activity, refraining from it, can constitute a form of action (see Spyrou 2016). 
The recommendations regarding safety and agency are both contextual, to a great 
extent. They depend, among other things, on the legislative arrangements that 
are applicable in a given country. The responsibility for taking into account these 
guidelines lies with the researcher. A common pitfall is placing too much empha-
sis on safety, which could convert participation into tokenism. 

It has to be borne in mind that participatory research often takes the form of 
major projects that last for months. During the preparatory stage the geopolitical 
and cultural context need to be taken into account. Children’s participation in re-
search can be influenced by, for instance, the weather and, depending on cultural 
conditions, a permanent place indoors may need to be found. The character of 
this place may have an influence on the research process. For instance, the school 
context has a major potential for reproducing the power relationships that existing 
in the education system of a given country. Cooperation with NGO organisations 
is a common practice, as they not only provide gathering places, but they also play 
the role of doorkeepers, who make it easier to enter the research area.

An interesting issue regarding research that anticipates the active participa-
tion of children is its future accessibility (Thomas 2017). This is not understood 
merely as its publication, but also enabling perusal of the publication’s content. 
An example of such efforts are two children’s versions of book publications by 
the Interdisciplinary Childhood Studies Team (Radkowska-Walkowicz, Rei-
mann 2018a; Radkowska-Walkowicz, Reimann 2019). 

Conclusion

The issue of children’s participation in research constitutes undoubtedly 
one of the foundation stones of childhood studies. However, its analysis requires 
referring to the remaining assumptions and theoretical principles on which this 
paradigm has been created. It is a particularly broad and complex problem; there-
fore, multiple publications address this issue. Lesley-Anne Gallacher and Michael 
Gallagher call participatory research with children an immature methodology  
(Gallacher, Gallagher 2008: 513). This approach certainly requires further 
discussion, however, its positive sides should not be underestimated. The increase 
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in the amonut of literature regarding this issue bespeaks the desire to continue the 
debate. The aims of children’s participation in research are strongly highlighted, 
taking into consideration the reflection on their form and conditions that I hope-
fully managed to point out in this text. The ever increasing number of projects 
conducted, together with the critical deliberations on advantages and disadvan-
tages of children’s participation, demonstrate the reflectiveness of researchers and 
enables development of this methodological approach. 
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PARTYCYPACJA DZIECI W BADANIACH SPOŁECZNYCH 
WPROWADZENIE DO ZAGADNIENIA

Abstrakt. Perspektywa childhood studies istnieje w nauce od lat 90. Obecnie uznawana jest 
za paradygmat. Artykuł dotyczy jednego z założeń tej orientacji teoretycznej – partycypacji dzieci 
w badaniach. Analiza pojęcia uwzględnia zarówno pozytywne, jak i krytyczne głosy pojawiające 
się w literaturze przedmiotu. Tekst zawiera analizę głównych założeń childhood studies oraz ich 
powiązania z partycypacyjnym podejściem do badań. Ponadto prezentuje rodzaje partycypacyjnych 
badań z dziećmi z uwzględnieniem stopnia uczestnictwa. Artykuł zawiera liczne przykłady zarówno 
przeprowadzonych badań, jak i konkretnych technik. 

Słowa kluczowe: partycypacja dzieci w badaniach, sprawstwo, dziecko jako aktywny aktor 
społeczny, badania dzieci, badania z dziećmi, formy partycypacji, narzędzia partycypacyjne, child-
hood studies, nowa socjologia dzieciństwa.
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