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Presentation overview
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cultures with young children
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• Young children’s involvement in • Case study • Young children’s involvement in 

decision-making
• Facilitating young children’s voice
• Implications for policy and 

practice

• Case study 
examples woven 

throughout



Background



The Why
• subjects rather than objects of research
• human beings not human becomings
• rise of listening and consultation agendas• rise of listening and consultation agendas
• valuing of children’s perspectives and peer 

knowledge
• politicisation of participation agendas
• outlawing of tokenism: meaningful 

participation has to include the sharing of 
decision-makingdecision-making

• better understanding of childhood – better 
provision of needs

• growth in children’s rights globally



Children’s perspectives
• expertise on what it is like to be a 

childchild
• see with different eyes
• have different concerns and 

priorities
• ask different questions 
• immediate access to a peer culture 

where adults are outsiderswhere adults are outsiders
• empirical research that hinges 

around listening to young children 
underlines their status as experts on 
their own lives and signals that their 
views are taken seriously.



Watershed of UNCRC
• Article 12 State Parties shall assure to the child who is 

capable of forming his or her own views the right to 
express those views freely in all matters affecting the 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…The 
child has the right to express his or her opinion freely 
and to have that opinion taken into account in any matter 
or procedure affecting the child. 

Article 13 The child shall have the right to freedom of Article 13 The child shall have the right to freedom of 
expression; this right shall include freedom to seek, 
receive and impart information and ideas of all kinds, 
regardless of frontiers, either orally, in writing or in print, 
in the form of art, or through any other media of the 
child's choice. 



The obstacles
• Competency

• Early developmental • Early developmental 
psychologists confined 
children to lower 
developmental stages

• Property of parents
• �  parents’ views sought

• Paternalistic creed• Paternalistic creed
• adults know better than 
children what’s in their best 
interest



?Watershed for young children?

• Article 12 States Parties shall assure to the child who is 
capable of 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…
The child has the right to express his or her opinion The child has the right to express his or her opinion 
freely and to have that opinion taken into account in any 
matter or procedure affecting the child. 



Competency closet
• Young children were marginalized when the participation 

bandwagon took off, casualties of the qualification in Article 12
• UK Government were locked in the ‘competency closet’ long after 

UNCRC � reduced a child’s right to be heard to subjective 
judgements about their competency

• Even babies are capable of forming a view

• about being hungry (crying)
• about how much milk they want (use of mouth and tongue to 

draw in or push out a teat, or move head away from teat)
• use of hands and facial expression to express enjoyment, 

displeasure or pain
• mothers are tuned in to be expert ‘listeners’ to babies’ wants 

and needs.



Effective listening
• Facilitating voice begins 

with establishing effective with establishing effective 
listening cultures.

• Listening is an active 
process of receiving, 
interpreting and 
responding to 
communication. It communication. It 
involves all the senses 
and emotions and is not 
confined to speech.



Uncovering anxieties (1)

• From 2004, 3 and 4 year-olds in England have been entitled to 12 • From 2004, 3 and 4 year-olds in England have been entitled to 12 
and a half hours free early education. From 2010 this was increased 
to 15 hours of ‘flexible’ provision, accommodating family needs 
where possible. 

• Hertfordshire county council was one of the first to offer 5 hour 
provision and carried out an evaluation project on how 58 young 
children in 10 early years’ settings were experiencing the new, 
flexible entitlement.flexible entitlement.

• Play-based methodology used to elicit children’s views about how 
their experiences of their EY settings (observations at beginning and 
end of sessions, discussions with children, puppetry, walking tours 
and camera activity). 



Uncovering anxieties (2)
• Findings highlighted many positives about the children’s 

experiences but also uncovered some anxieties. Children were 
confused about whether they were there for a whole or a half day confused about whether they were there for a whole or a half day 
and were particularly upset about not knowing if they were staying 
for lunch or not (a favourite time) and whether their friends would 
be coming that day or not.  
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• Recommendations were able to be made about minimising • Recommendations were able to be made about minimising 
disruptions, ensuring children are able to spend regular time with 
friends and staff they know well and better management of 
beginnings and ends of differently timed sessions. A strong 
example of 3 and 4 year-olds exercising voice and directly 
influencing policy.



Listening cycle

• listen 
• �  record
• �  reflect
• �  act 
• �  feedback • �  feedback 



ACTIVE PARTICIPATION



Don’t come too close to my 
octopus tree! (Waller, 2006)

• The Outdoor Learning project: based at a state nursery 
school located in a mixed housing estate on the outskirts 
of a large town in the English midlands. Children (aged 3 
and 4) attend on a part time basis, 40 in the morning and 
40 in the afternoon. 

• Children’s views about the outdoor play area were • Children’s views about the outdoor play area were 
sought using an active participation method that involved 
children’s use of video cameras.

• The data they collected were turned into learning stories.



Zachary’s Story (Waller, 2006: 90-91)

• One morning red group visited the park shortly after a light 
snowfall. Zoe noticed some tracks in the snow made by birds. 

• Look, look a goblin’s foot print, she said. 
• Zachary then collected some sticks and cleared some space on 

the ground. 
• This is for the flowers to grow, he said. 
• He then placed the sticks around the flowers, as if to protect them. 

Zachary then said, 
• There might be butterflies. I’m making a butterfly garden. 
• After a few seconds, he turned and pointed to the steps behind, 
• You have to go right up there to see the ducks.  
• Zachary drew a picture to represent the goblin’s footprints. It is 

interesting to note that he also drew the Butterfly Garden, which is 
near to the “Goblin’s House” and is an area of the park to which 
he has consistently given attention



Zachary’ s drawing Zachary’ s drawing 



• A small group of children (Charleigh, Jessica, and Zachary) came 
over to see the footprints. They followed the tracks and Zoe took a 
photograph on a digital camera.



The Goblin’s House 

• The children followed the track to a pump house where they 
stopped. 

• I think he lives in there, Zoe said—pointing to the pump house. 
• The children tiptoed over towards a blue door and then stopped. 
• You go Julie—we’re scared. 
• Julie (a practitioner) knocked on the door. The children ran away. • Julie (a practitioner) knocked on the door. The children ran away. 
• Don’t worry—there is no one at home today. 
• Following this the children named the pump house the “Goblin’s 

House



Ben’s story
• Ben asked to use the video camera; he picked it up and turned it 

on. He then walked up the path past a large open meadow.
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• He then walked up the path towards the woods.
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• He put the camera down and picked up a stick.
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• Ben ran off into the woods waving his stick in the air.
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Ben’s story



The Mosaic Approach (Moss and Clark, 2001)

observations child conferencing

photo books child-guided walking tours map makingphoto books child-guided walking tours map making

parents’ views practitioners’ views



INVOLVEMENT IN DECISION-
MAKINGMAKING



Making it happen (source: Listening as a way of Life, Young 

Children’s Voice Network, www.ncb.org.uk/ycvn)

• Staff at a nursery in Leeds wanted to find out what their young charges felt 
about nursery staff wearing uniforms. At the time staff wore a ‘uniform’ that 
included a T-shirt with the nursery name on it. In order to include the views of 
all the children, including babies aged 3-16 months they created a non-verbal 
‘listening’ activity. Staff put different items of clothing and fabric in an attractive 
basket along with some nursery T-shirts. Familiar carers supported the children 
to explore the textures and colours, and to express their views.

• Babies of 3-16 months loved the different textures, bracelets and beads but 
they did not explore the staff T-shirts.

• Toddlers of 16-24 months selected and discussed favourite items but showed 
zero preference for the staff T-shirts.zero preference for the staff T-shirts.

• Children aged 2-3 yrs selected and discussed favourite items but showed zero 
preference for the staff T-shirts.

• Children of 3-5 yrs dressed a member of staff to make her beautiful and 
eschewed the T-shirts. 

• Staff learned that the children did not find their ‘uniforms’ interesting and 
abandoned the policy in favour of the diversity of individual clothing.



• Listening and taking 
account of young 
children’s views informs 
policies that will improve 
their wellbeing

• Provides additional • Provides additional 
safeguards to protect 
against abuse and neglect



Listening champions and voice 
facilitators needed…



All enthusiastic applicants welcome...


