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1 Introduction and Overview

Historically, young children have been viewed as a vulnerable and dependent

group, always in need of care and protection. Consequently, their ideas in

research have not been captured to the same extent as adults or older children.

Given the increased international legislation emphasising children’s partici-

pation agenda, in recent years, there has been a move towards high-quality

studies in early childhood education recognising children’s ideas in research.

Awider recognition of children’s rights and their role as active social agents in

their own lives has increased researchers’ interest in listening to children’s

perspectives in matters affecting them (Sun et al., 2023). Such recognition has

led to the development of a plethora of collaborative research methods that

acknowledge children’s right to meaningful participation in research areas

that affect them.

This Element aims to support researchers, practitioners, and policymakers in

eliciting the voices of young children (up to age eight) in research. It explores

the approaches that early childhood researchers take at every stage of the

research process – from the beginning, when formulating hypotheses and

research questions, to choosing data collection methods, identifying research

participants, analysing and interpreting data, and finally, to the dissemination of

the findings to the broader public. More importantly, throughout this Element,

the readers will be guided to conduct successful and ethical research with young

children.

Research approaches in early childhood studies that recognise and value

children’s rights to a voice are broadly categorised as quantitative, qualitative,

and mixed methods, with each method having its own merit. The choice of

methodology depends on the research questions asked. Large-scale quantitative

studies test theories and hypotheses using a deductive approach; qualitative

studies provide unique insights into the realities of young children’s lives that go

beyond surveys, experiments, and hypotheses; whereas mixed methods

research combines qualitative and quantitative methodologies in a single

study. With these points in mind, this Element discusses how different method-

ologies can be applied in research with young children in order to afford them

agency and voices in research, the key elements required for meaningful

participation. Each section will discuss how diverse methods reflect children’s

agency and their right to a voice in matters that concern them.

1.1 Overview of Subsequent Sections

This Element has three main objectives. First, it locates early childhood research

from a children’s rights perspective, recognising children as active agents and
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experts in their own lives. A universally accepted definition of listening to children’s

voices does not exist. As a result, children’s voices may be ignored or partially

addressed. Here, voices refer to children’s hopes, fears, intentions, and expectations;

whereas agency implies theway children express their voices.Ultimately, children’s

agency and voices are interconnected. Second, this Element provides an under-

standing ofwhy and how children’s voices can be elicited in research using a variety

of qualitative and quantitative methods, as well as mixedmethods, involving young

children as co-researchers. Third, this Element addresses ethical considerations that

might emerge during the research process.

Consequently, the diverse paradigms and philosophical stances commonly

adopted in early childhood education and research are explored. To that end, the

major methods of conducting early childhood research are presented. Together,

these methods encapsulate the powerful notion of children’s agency that has

direct importance to children’s lives. They respect children’s participation in

research by giving them the right to express their views and opinions on all

matters that affect their lives. The aim is to capture the richness of children’s

ideas and experiences while engaging with them, to enable them to communi-

cate their lived experiences using an approach to data collection, analysis, and

dissemination that gives researchers the opportunity to access knowledge and

experiences as presented by children. All of this can be achieved while still

conducting rigorous research that generates new understanding and allows

researchers to encounter the nuances that are part of the children’s daily lives.

To make this Element more relevant, its contents draw on various examples of

early childhood literature to help the readers understand the logic and mode of

inquiry in early childhood research, thus highlighting interesting work con-

ducted in the field. The promises, challenges, and pitfalls of early childhood

research are explored to support the readers to critically decide for themselves

which methodological paradigm to follow.

In brief, this Element renews the debate around high-quality research (quantita-

tive, qualitative, and mixed methods) with young children andmakes the case that

these researchmethodologies offer special ways of generating new knowledge that

is essential going forward. Not only that, but it also illustrates the challenges

associated with the research methods used so that researchers can make informed

decisions about their choice of methods when conducting research.

Finally, throughout this Element, and particularly in this last section, future

directions are offered, reflecting the central argument of this Element, which

places children’s voices at the centre of policy, curricula, and pedagogy in the

early years. This Element will be of benefit to early childhood researchers,

practitioners, and policymakers, and will be a good resource for courses con-

cerning research in the field.
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2 Early Childhood, Education, and Research

This section discusses early childhood, the period from birth up to age eight, and

how our understanding of children and childhood changed over time. It also

briefly discusses the importance of early childhood education, the education of

children from birth up to age eight (UNESCO, 2023), and its potential for

human development and lifelong learning, and for research.

2.1 What Is Early Childhood Education?

Internationally, early childhood is recognised for its potential to lay the

foundations for human development (UNESCO, 2023; UNICEF, 2019).

Early childhood is thought to be the most significant period of human devel-

opment that sets the foundation for cognitive, social, and emotional develop-

ment that lasts a lifetime (OECD, 2018; UNICEF, 2019). From a pedagogical

standpoint, a child’s ability to learn during the early years is central to their

development, learning, and well-being (OECD, 2018, 2022a). Over the years,

international concerns for early learning helped pave the way for the United

Nations to recognise for the first time the transformative potential of early

childhood education, especially for the most vulnerable and disadvantaged

children (United Nations, 2015). The unequivocal message here is that edu-

cation, as a fundamental human right, is of utmost importance for human

development (UNESCO, 2017, 2020). Influenced by the policies of supra-

national organisations, such as those proposed by the OECD, United Nations,

UNESCO, and the World Bank, early childhood education has thus become

a global phenomenon and a site where social expectations of child develop-

ment that meet the social and political needs of a country, are established. The

international focus on early childhood education aligns with its role in sup-

porting early learning and for laying the foundations for children’s success and

achievements throughout a lifetime.

Practices in early childhood education have been largely influenced by the

historical, social, and cultural norms that helped shape the dominant political,

philosophical, and ideological stances and paradigms of thought. Consequently,

our beliefs about what early childhood education and early childhood research

are have changed over time and will continue to evolve. Over the past two

decades, young children’s participation in early childhood education pro-

grammes has significantly increased worldwide (OECD, 2022b). Yet access to

early childhood education is largely influenced by the socio-economic orienta-

tions of countries. In the global North (rich and high-income), early childhood

education is recognised as a ‘public good’, aimed at promoting social change

and social mobility (Flewitt & Ang, 2020, p. 12). Therefore, children living in
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use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009285407
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 3.141.25.201, on 30 Sep 2024 at 01:20:09, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009285407
https://www.cambridge.org/core


economically wealthy countries in the global North have wider access to, and

are more likely to participate in, early childhood education than children living

in economically poorer countries in the global South (low-to middle-income).

Starting in early childhood, good-quality education is important for children’s

development and future employment prospects (European Commission, 2021;

OECD, 2018). Even though quality in early childhood education is a contested

term, the aim of good-quality education is to improve children’s well-being and

development (Edwards, 2021; Fleer & van Oers, 2018; Slot, 2018). The benefits

of good-quality early childhood education depend on two observational instru-

ments that allow for international comparison between early childhood provisions

worldwide – the measurable structural characteristics (staff-to-child ratio, group

size, staff training, minimum space requirements and resources) and the process

quality (social, emotional, physical interactions, and instructional quality)

(Edwards, 2021; OECD, 2018, 2022a; Slot, 2018).

The international focus on early childhood education led to the emergence

of a wide range of national and international research with and about children,

learning, and education, significantly increasing our understanding of the

multifaceted nature of contemporary early childhood experiences, highlight-

ing the long-term benefits of good-quality early childhood education for

children’s cognitive development and well-being, especially for those from

disadvantaged background (Flewitt & Ang, 2020). Yet existing empirical

research indicates an ongoing need for robust empirical early childhood

research that challenges us to rethink our understanding of children and

childhood, and the paradigm shifts that occurred over time in early childhood

research. This compels us to take a historical look at the contextualisation of

‘the child’, ‘children’, and ‘childhood’.

2.2 The Child, Children, and Childhood

Childhood is a social construct that focuses on positioning children within

a social context, often in relation to adults (James & Prout, 2015). The dominant

narratives that concern childhood focus on the biological, physiological, and

chronological factors that constrain and shape children’s lives. Consequently,

conceptualisations of the child, children, and childhood draw from different

scientific disciplines, including sociology, developmental psychology, behav-

ioural biology, neuroscience, and early childhood education to create theoretical

and empirical research approaches. Our understanding of the child, children,

and childhood is the result of a process defined by social and cultural beliefs,

practices, and experiences, making notions of the child and childhood socially

and culturally constructed within a particular context.

4 Research Methods for Developmental Science
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2.2.1 The Child

Internationally and legally, it is widely accepted that a child is a person under the

age of eighteen years, unless otherwise stated by national legislation (United

Nations, 1989). There is a legal presumption that anyone under age eighteen

lacks competence and the cognitive abilities and mental processes required for

knowing, judging, and evaluating (Daly, 2022). The concept, originating from

Piaget’s (1952) developmental psychology, posits a division between child

development based on age and biologically predisposed capabilities, suggesting

that children progress through hierarchical stages at roughly the same pace as

they age. This universal maturational framework, even though it is a rather

passive perspective of child development, has provided the first child-centred

approach to early childhood research that included children as active

participants in their own learning.

In contrast, a socio-constructivist perspective takes into consideration the

quality and nature of children’s context, biological development, and cultural

and life experiences, and positions children as active agents in their development.

Adopting a sociocultural perspective and a child-centred approach, Vygotsky

(1978) proposed that children’s development is informed by their active partici-

pation in the cultural values and beliefs of their community, and via interactions

with more knowledgeable peers. Vygotsky regarded children as active agents in

their development, and he viewed learning as a collective and cultural activity that

happened within a community, via cultural tools (the child’s internal thinking

processes). Vygotsky connected the social and mental processes in order to

describe child development. Like Piaget, Vygotsky too implied that children

progress towards adulthood in a universal manner, thus ignoring the fact that

diverse factors can affect child development and their lived experiences.

Children’s competencies, interests, and abilities may vary widely, irrespective of

age. According to Article 5 of the UNCRC, parents and other responsible adults are

entrusted with the responsibility of guiding children to exercise their rights ‘in

a manner consistent with the evolving capabilities of the child’. This means that

children under age eighteen can still exercise their rights as they age, and gain

experience, but theymay need to be supported to do so (Daly, 2020). Set against the

backdrop of children’s rights, this Element adopts the term ‘child’ as a unifying term

that refers to individuals under eight years of age, who have the ability, capacity, and

right to a voice, thus recognising their right to meaningful participation in research.

2.2.2 Children

Traditional psychological research was shaped by the understanding of children

as a product of development. In developmental psychology, children are
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presented as en route to become adults (McDonald, 2009), whereby children

progress towards adulthood in ages and stages. Despite the rapid advancements

in society, inequality continues to deepen, particularly for children experiencing

deprivation and experiences of childhood differ widely, and some may stand in

stark contrast with each other. A group of children may grow up in secure

environments; others may grow up in distressing environments. Hence, chil-

dren’s early experiences can be profoundly different and ‘childhood cannot be

described as a universal experience, but one that is constructed within specific

times, places and contexts’ (Danby & Farrell, 2004, p. 38). To understand

children’s experiences, it is therefore important that we understand the diversity

and complexity experienced by children by examining the factors that influence

children’s lives, and how these evolve over time. The challenge for early

childhood researchers is how to capture the diversity, complexity, and unpre-

dictability in young children’s experiences in ways that acknowledge children’s

voices and agency. For a start, by listening to children’s voices, researchers

acknowledge children’s capacity to describe their opinions about issues that are

relevant to them.

2.2.3 Childhood

The concept of childhood is as a social construct (James & Prout, 2015). Our

understanding of the child is often perceived by our views on the social

constructions of childhood (Prout, 2011). Sociocultural theory presents the

concept of childhood as a socially constructed phenomenon, indicating that

children are able to actively learn via interactions with others within their

sociocultural context (Rogoff, 2003). In fact, cross-cultural, anthropological,

and ethnographic research shows that children are not passive recipients of

knowledge (Prout & James, 1997). Rather, child development is a socially

mediated process that is influenced by the sociocultural influences present in

the child’s context, drawing attention to the wider environment the child is

situated in, and its social, cultural, historical, and political conditions, bringing

about a new conceptual shift towards a sociology of childhood (Vygotsky,

1978). In recent years, the New Sociology of Childhood (see Section 3.1)

emerged as an attempt to address the gaps in early childhood research concern-

ing children’s learning by looking at child development from a historical and

cultural lens. Contemporary theories of childhood that have emerged in the New

Sociology of Childhood paradigm have opened space for researchers to reflect

on the historical, social, and cultural variations in the construction of children

and childhood. As a new way of understanding children and childhood, this

paradigm shift has opened new avenues in early childhood education research
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taking into account children’s multiple experiences, views, and voices. As

a result, in recent years there has been a proliferation of research that directly

involves young children and their views. New and creative methods to involve

and consult with children have been established, aimed at involving children as

participants and experts in their own lives, and as co-researchers. Yet in early

childhood studies, the use of diverse methods to listen to children’s voices still

raises questions related to the relationship between the chosen research meth-

odology, methods, and the theoretical framework underpinning the study. Such

questions call for a consideration of the ethical dilemmas that may be present in

research involving children, which will be discussed in the next section.

2.3 Concluding Comments

Taking the aforementioned into consideration, this Element recognises that as

a social construct, a child, and childhood can be viewed differently across

contexts and cultures, and that the chronological age is not a universal marker

of the transition into adulthood. Additionally, this Element draws on approaches

in psychology, sociology, and anthropology to understand the dominant narra-

tives concerning children and childhood, and education. Consequently, it rec-

ognises that children have a right to a voice, a recognition that has given rise to

a new discourse around children and childhood and an increase in participatory

research with children.

3 Theoretical Perspectives

Section 2 has shown how in recent decades, the theoretical tenets of postmodern-

ism, poststructuralism, and post-foundationalism have helped to create a critical

reflection on our understanding of the child, children, and childhood. In this

section, we examine the different theoretical perspectives that emerged over time

and that aim to encourage young children’s meaningful participation in research.

The work of Foucault (1975), for example, has profoundly impacted the way we

look at knowledge, truth, and power as a form of social control, and the impact of

these on the research participants. As such, Foucault’s poststructuralist frame-

work provides a lens to explore how children participate in research in ways that

acknowledge their voices and agency by taking into consideration the different

truths and meanings present in their lives. The aim here is not to debate the

different theoretical framework at great lengths – the space in this Element does

not allow for that. Rather, what is essential is the understanding that different

theoretical frameworks commonly used in early childhood research challenge us

to think about research from the different perspectives that underpin children’s

worldviews. Different theoretical frameworks call for different methodologies,
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and researchers working with children, seeking to observe the children’s world

and understand the factors that are present in children’s lives, need to be aware of

children’s voices, capacity, and agency.

3.1 The UNCRC and the New Sociology of Childhood

There have been a number of declarations recognising the rights that all human

beings are entitled to. One of the declarations recognising children’s rights for

protection, freedom, voices, and participation is the United Nations Convention

on the Rights of the Child [UNCRC] (United Nations, 1989). The UNCRC is

the world’s most widely ratified treaty related to children’s rights, regardless of

their age, abilities, gender, religion, language, or ethnicity. The UNCRC is

ratified by all countries worldwide, except the United States of America.

Since 1989, the UNCRC has promoted global action upon which local and

international legislations are based, and has strongly influenced the ways in

which children are consulted and listened to. The UNCRC provides the context

in which this Element is based. Respecting children’s voices and agency is at the

heart of what this Element seeks to achieve with and for children. Such an

approach requires the adoption of a vision that places children’s voices and

agency at the core of its endeavour.

With the advent of the UNCRC, children’s participatory rights have become

central, affording children opportunities to communicate their views in a variety

of ways in accordance with their age and maturity (Templeton et al., 2023),

recognising their agency and capabilities (Coyne et al., 2021; UNCommittee on

the Rights of the Child, 2009). Current sociological perspectives focus on the

concept of children’s agency and socialisation as a theoretical perspective

introduced by the New Sociology of Childhood studies (Prout, 2011; Tisdall

& Punch, 2012). As an alternative paradigm, the New Sociology of Childhood

positions children as capable individuals within the research process (Koller &

Murphy, 2022). The New Sociology of Childhood focuses on the understanding

of children and childhood in diverse cultures and contexts, encouraging the

emergence of new research methods in early childhood research. Together, the

emergence of the New Sociology of Childhood (Tisdall, 2010; Tisdall & Punch,

2012) and the UNCRC (United Nations, 1989) set the stage for new opportun-

ities to research involving young children that require the use of diverse

methods. In turn, the New Sociology of Childhood led to a re-evaluation of

children’s role in research, with researchers viewing children as active (rather

than passive) participants and co-constructors of the research process.

In the last three decades, there has been growing interest by early childhood

researchers to recognise children’s knowledge, experience, and values, thus
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recognising children as experts in their own lives, and supporting their partici-

pation right in research (Flewitt, 2022; Tisdall & Cuevas-Parra, 2022; United

Nations, 1989). Furthermore, the international children’s rights movement

asserts children’s rights in voicing their opinions in matters that concern them

(Koller &Murphy, 2022; United Nations, 1989). As a result, researchers moved

from conducting research on children toward conducting researchwith children,

positioning children as interpreters of their own experiences rather than as

informants in research (Barratt Hacking et al., 2013; Dockett et al., 2017).

The philosophical shift towards viewing children as social agents in their own

lives and their active participation in early childhood education and care

programmes has increased the importance of listening to children’s voices in

research, particularly about issues that matter to them. In this context, children

are viewed as contributing members of society and as experts on their own lives.

Their competence as capable of holding and sharing their own views and

opinions is also recognised, and children’s views are given serious consider-

ation in research.

As a framework, the UNCRC (United Nations, 1989) is not without its

limitations. The UNCRC is considered to be radical and innovative in that it

recognises children as social actors and has brought about changes in legisla-

tion, policy, and research, yet challenges to children’s participation in research

remain (Tisdall & Cuevas-Parra, 2022). The UNCRC has been criticised for its

lack of consideration of cultural diversity and for allowing governments to

cherry-pick specific articles to include in policies, while ignoring others

(Urbina-Garcia et al., 2021).

Nowadays, children are more involved in the decision-making of the research

process, including deciding upon the objectives, research questions, methods,

and analysis of the data, and the evaluation of the dissemination process.

Consequently, child-centred research methods that are sensitive to children’s

needs and contexts, and that recognise the diversity of childhoods in different

countries and sociocultural contexts, help children’s voices to emerge in mean-

ingful ways.

3.2 Voice

In order to understand what voice means in the context of early childhood, it is

important to be cognisant of the notions of children’s voices. The UNCRC is

often discussed in terms of its focus on the protection, provision, and participation

of children (United Nations, 1989). The elements of protection and provision are

related to adults’ responsibilities towards children; whereas children’s participa-

tion is related to their voice. Voice is a political act that implies engagement and
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participation. As clearly stated in Article 12, the UNCRC gives children a right to

a voice in matters that affect them (United Nations, 1989). This right is both

provocative and problematic because participation is wide in scope and political

in nature, and many issues concern children. As such, it is important that children

are introduced to the practices of participation early on in order that they may

participate in a society as human beings, now and in the future.

The UNCRC does not specifically mention the terms ‘voice’ or ‘voices’, but

speaks about children’s right to be able to express their opinions freely. ‘Voice’

may be narrowly interpreted as referring only to the spoken voice, but children

unable to speak through words can still express their views and, therefore, their

voices. Here, ‘voices’ deliberately refer to the different perspectives of children,

an idea derived from the Reggio Emilia Approach with its proposal of the

‘hundred languages of children’ (Edwards et al., 2011). Therefore, the under-

standing of children’s voices in this Element goes beyond the articulation of

words, phrases, or sentences. This is not to suggest that young children have

opinions about complex issues that may be beyond them. Rather, it suggests that

children have opinions about issues that are of concern to them and that matter

to them the most, such as the early childhood contexts they attend and friend-

ship, and adults need to listen to children’s voices and act on these appropriately.

Given their tender age, children have had fewer experiences of participation

than adults, but they are still capable and competent to think for themselves,

particularly in matters affecting them. Article 12 recognises that not all children

may have similar experiences and capabilities to participate; therefore, it pro-

poses that children’s voices be ‘given due weight according to the age and

maturity of the child’ (United Nations, 1989, p. 5). Yet, without proper testing,

identifying children’s maturity of thought can also be problematic. Perhaps, this

is why very young children and non-verbal children are sometimes denied

opportunities to express their voices.

3.3 Capacity

In contrast to early childhood education and care, the field of early childhood

research has a relatively shorter history that started to emerge slightly over

a century ago, but it has changed considerably over time. In this Element,

I explain early childhood research as storytelling (File et al., 2017). My inten-

tion here is not to draw analogies between research and stories, but to encourage

the readers to think about the value of comprehensible stories in an attempt to

make the research more meaningful and comprehensible to the audience.

Stories offer this potential. Hence, early childhood research tells a story about

children’s voices about an issue that matters to them.
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Traditional sociological perspectives examined childhood as children intern-

alising the world of adulthood. Consequently, research was conducted on

children, who were considered as passive participants in adult-led research.

As a result of the political, theoretical, and methodological diversity that

emerged following the publication of the UNCRC (United Nations, 1989),

children’s participation in research flourished. Internationally, the UNCRC is

regarded as the foundation for children’s relationships with adults, granting

them rights across a range of areas that matter to them, including a right to

education, healthy environment, healthcare, play, protection from harm, and

privacy. Within this international framework of children’s rights, Article 12

states that (a) 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 children being given due weight in accord-

ance with the age and maturity of the child; and (b), for this purpose, the child

shall in particular be provided the opportunity to be heard in any judicial and

administrative proceedings affecting the child, either directly, or through

a representative or an appropriate body, in a manner consistent with the proced-

ural rules of national law.

The recommendations of Article 12 apply to both the individual and the

collective, that is, the individual child and groups of children. In sum, Article 12

has given children a right to express their views, have a voice in research and in

matters that concern them, and have these taken seriously (United Nations,

1989). This historical moment has uprooted children’s dependence on adults for

protection and guidance and created a re-conceptualisation of children as social

agents, capable of making informed decisions about political, social, and

economic issues that affect them (Prout, 2005).

Since the publication of the UNCRC, there has been a large volume of

published studies describing children as active agents or actors in their own

lives (James et al., 1998; Qvortrup, 2006). Viewing children as having agency

acknowledges that they are capable of voicing their opinions. Yet, children’s

agency is not synonymous to parents or caregivers. The imbalance of power

between children and adults should not diminish children’s visibility and

participation (Daly, 2020). Rather, the recognition of children as actors in

society acknowledges their agency. Such recognition requires adults to relin-

quish some of their power to children, an act some adults may find challenging

particularly in a context where adults are also gatekeepers, such as parents and

teachers. Caution needs to be exercised when considering the binary view of

adult–child power imbalances as it may imply that children’s agency is only

afforded in relation to adult agency, therefore failing to recognise the complex-

ities involved in power relationships. Rather than focusing on a binary view, this
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Elements highlights the idea of children as interacting with others (e.g.,

researchers). Therefore, this Element provides insights into the diverse research

methods currently used in early childhood research to listen to young children’s

voices and acknowledge their agency.

3.4 Participation

Young children are active agents and contributors of their world. The steady

growth of research into young children’s lives reveals that when children are

given the opportunity to voice their opinions and perspectives, they are capable

of doing so as long as researchers use the appropriate research methods. For

a number of years, the implementation of the agency theory in research involv-

ing children’s experiences and perspectives has been questioned, particularly in

relation to how children can participate in research as competent actors. In

recent years, studies have demonstrated that young children are capable of

voicing valuable opinions and they are increasingly listened to (Sun et al.,

2023). Yet, they are still not represented in many arenas of life (Lundy, 2007),

and further effort to promote their participation is required (Sun et al., 2023).

The term ‘participation’ is used in conjunction with Article 12 of the UNCRC to

indicate children’s rights and the mutual dialogue and respect between children

and adults (Tisdall & Cuevas-Parra, 2022). Even though the term ‘participation’

is not included in the UNCRC, the overarching premise of the framework is

children’s participation rights in research, policy, legislations, and practices that

include and matter to them (Blaisdell et al., 2022).

Listening to children’s voices is an iterative and continuous process that

goes beyond individual utterances. Rather, children’s meaningful participa-

tion in research is a way of listening to their voices. Participation in research is

far from perfect and issues with children’s participation in research remain

nonetheless. Despite the advancements in early childhood research towards

conceptualising children as competent social actors and experts in their own

lives, there is still the tendency for researchers to view childhood from an adult

perspective, ‘from a “looking down” standpoint’ (Flewitt, 2022, p. 209).

Sometimes young children’s voices continue to have limited influence on

decision-making and policy, especially since adults are the guardians of this

right, ultimately judging children based on their age and maturity levels

(Templeton et al., 2023).

In an attempt to overcome issues with children’s participation in research,

Lundy (2007) proposes a model for children’s participation. Lundy’s participa-

tion model asserts that voice is not enough for meaningful participation. She

adds that for meaningful engagement with Article 12 of the UNCRC, children
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also need ‘space’, ‘influence’, and ‘audience’. Children require suitable infor-

mation to support the uninhibited expression of their voices, opinions, and

perspectives; space where they are safely given the opportunity to express

their opinions and views; an audience that actively listens to their ideas and

acts upon them; and influence to ensure that adults take children’s views

seriously and act upon them, where appropriate. These four elements of the

Lundy model of children’s participation ensure that children’s voices are heard

within diverse sociocultural contexts. Lundy’s model also implies commitment

from adults to children’s empowerment, a view that entails a political stance

from adults who acknowledge their desire to share power with children and

make room for children to communicate their ideas. Lundy’s model is flexible

and fluid, and can be applied to any form of participation for all children in

research and other areas of decision-making. Thus far, this model has contrib-

uted to ensuring that children are involved in meaningful ways in research and

decision-making that affect their lives.

Acknowledgement of children’s participation in research requires that adults

pay attention to where power lies in relation to children’s voices, how that

power is enacted, by whom that power is enacted, and what happens to

children’s voices once expressed. The issue draws on discussion about the

power dynamics between children and adults, and entails serious considerations

as to how power in adult–child relationships is mediated, and whose voices may

be dominant at different times. Listening to children’s voices requires adults to

be open to new ideas and suggestions from children. In the democratic spirit of

children’s rights, listening to children’s voices also requires that adults are

transparent, open, and honest in that they acknowledge the power imbalances

that exist at different times during a research process. Power dynamics may

change as children grow and their ideas change. To allow children to grow and

flourish requires that their voices are nurtured and acted upon.

Set against the backdrop of children’s rights, research approaches to listening

to children’s voices as opposed to regarding them as mini adults have become

mainstream, leading to the development of a new discourse influenced by

a broad range of research methods (Bradbury-Jones et al., 2018). The concept

of giving children a voice in research is described as a social and cultural

construct, with arguments by Urbina-Garcia et al. (2021) suggesting that the

term ‘voices’ can occasionally imply ‘tokenistic attempts’ (p. 2). The difficul-

ties associated with tokenistic participation, such as children having minimal

influence on decision-making, the inclusion of select groups while excluding

others, and the absence of sustainability, continuity, and accountability, are

elucidated by some scholars as well (Lundy, 2007; Tisdall & Cuevas-Parra,

2022). Yet children’s participation in research is not a gift from adults to
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children; rather, it is the right of children (Lundy, 2007). Tokenism can be

avoided by ensuring children’s meaningful engagement in research, even when

adults feel uncomfortable to seek children’s views (Lundy, 2007). Tokenism can

also be avoided by not treating children as a homogenous group, an action

which could potentially further undermine and oppress children, but rather

seeking children’s voices in ways that empower them. These are significant

issues that call for a better understanding of children’s agency in research,

ethics, relationships, consent, and assent.

3.5 Ethics

Ethics is a central dimension to all research involving children. Ethical research

is guided by ethical goals and values that ‘are integrated with the efforts

undertaken out of respect, interest and appreciation of the diverse others who

are our research participants and audiences’ (Gilliat-Ray et al., 2022, p. 90). In

early childhood research in particular, researchers are expected to uphold high

ethical standards. Formal ethical guidelines such as the British Research

Association Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research [BERA] (2018), the

European Early Childhood Educational Research Association [EECERA]

(Bertam et al., 2015), and the WMA Declaration of Helsinki (2022) are often

referred to as the gold standard of guiding ethical behaviour and decision-

making for researchers. Further legal ethical requirements may be in place to

protect participants and researchers during the research process in specific

contexts. One such example is the General Data Protection Regulation

[GDPR] (European Union, 2016), which is a legal requirement designed to

ensure data privacy across Europe and to protect citizens’ rights to know who,

why and when their personal data are being stored, accessed, and used.

Regardless of how rigorous ethical guidelines may be, researchers will almost

inevitably face ethical challenges throughout the research process. Universal

ethical guidelines are helpful, however, when researchers need to manage certain

ethical dilemmas in practice; such guidelines may turn out to be challenging

because of the multiple influences that shape both participants and researchers.

Dealing with ethical dilemmas requires researchers to weigh the pros and cons of

each outcome before applying ethical principles in practice. Nevertheless, it is

paramount that researchers develop a clear understanding of the ethical principles

that guide early childhood research and then engage in critical reflection to

respond appropriately to any ethical challenges that may arise at all stages during

the research process. The aim is to listen to children’s voices in inclusive and

positive ways, where children feel respected, safe, and confident to participate in

the research. Researchers need to strike a balance between ethical design of the
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research and their values and the safety andwell-being of the children theywill be

working with. The key is to develop an ethical framework that enables the

researchers to address the research questions while eliminating the risk of harm

to the participants. A robust andwell-grounded ethical framework is likely to help

guide the researchers in the decision-making process.

Yet research ethics is complex, and multiple factors shape ethically planned

research and decision-making. One of the complexities lies in the fact that

research is largely influenced by local culture, politics, and traditions, and

therefore, there are variations between ethical guidelines and the way these

are enacted in different contexts, and the way children are conceptualised as

knowledgeable individuals. Irrespective of these differences, the UNCRC

remains the most recognised set of established international guiding principles

for children’s rights to a voice.

Critiques of universal codes of ethics remain. Ethical guidelines are open to

interpretation, and therefore, they can be misinterpreted or misused at inter-

national, national, or local levels. Regardless, ethical guidelines remain neces-

sary and their review processes ensure that such ethics create space for fair

decision-making for all (children and researchers) during the research process.

3.6 Relationships

Given the fast growth of the research base with children as co-researchers in the

past three decades, children’s perspectives have been foregrounded. Early

childhood research is underpinned by the belief that adult–child relationships

are reciprocal and equally important. Relationships, respect, and reciprocity are

key to gaining access to children’s insights. Trusting and respectful relation-

ships develop over time via listening with all the senses (Rinaldi, 2021).

Establishing trusting relationships when conducting research with young chil-

dren takes time so that children understand what the research is about and what

it entails (Fleet & Harcourt, 2018). Strong and healthy relationships based on

trust and mutual respect can profoundly impact the outcomes of the research

process. This is the case in all kinds of research but is particularly so in early

childhood research where researchers often build close associations with child

participants and their communities, often for an extended period of time.

Establishing trust is a time-consuming effort, yet it is important that the research

process is built on trust between children and researchers. As adults, researchers

are responsible to safeguard children by learning about, and developing respect

for, the children’s community, culture, interests, and needs, and protect their

privacy. The time invested in building trusting relationships will reap benefits

for the well-being of all involved.
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In early childhood research, the asymmetry in the power relations between

adult researchers and children cannot be completely eliminated (Fleet &

Harcourt, 2018). The relationship between the researchers and the children,

and respect for children’s voices, may present ethical challenges. Protecting

privacy can be particularly challenging when research is conducted in small

and tight-knit communities. In such circumstances, when researchers feel that

there is a conflict of interest in place, researchers must adhere to ethical

standards and take ethical decisions that respect the participants’ rights and

interests before their own. Several ethical challenges are involved when

addressing power imbalances between adults and children in research. For

a start, recognising that power differences could exist when conducting

research with children already signifies an understanding of children’s agency.

Issues of assent and/or consent from children, children’s age, collaboration,

cooperation, and co-research may present several challenges to researchers.

Over time, a number of these challenges have generated an ongoing debate

around their perplexity.

Another challenge faced by researchers when conducting research with

young children is due to the fact that some children may find it difficult to

convey their ideas in words. Therefore, in such situations, researchers use

methodologies that empower children’s authentic and active participation,

where the imbalance of power between adult researchers and child participants

can be minimised.

3.7 Consent and Assent

When conducting research, children, parents, and caregivers need to be

informed about the intent of the research before they agree to participate.

Ensuring that participants are given appropriate information about the research

at every stage of the research process is a crucial part of the research design

(Bishop, 2014; Bradbury-Jones et al., 2018; Fleet & Harcourt, 2018; Sun et al.,

2023). Since adults hold the legal right to make decisions about children’s

participation in research, parental or caregiver consent should always be sought

to ensure the participants’ willingness to be involved in the research continues.

It is common practice for researchers to seek permissions from several

education authorities before being allowed to conduct research with children.

Seeking formal institutional consent is the first step. Gaining signed consent

from parents or caregivers, followed by the children’s assent is the next step in

the research process. As gatekeepers, parents, teachers, and administrators are

likely to seek reassurance about the research to make sure that young children

are not exposed to harm. Researchers hold a moral responsibility to effectively
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communicate the research procedures as participants frequently base their

understanding of consent on the information provided about the research

process.

Consent falls within the jurisdiction of adults, and there is no legal foundation

for ensuring that children are adequately informed (O’Farrelly & Tatlow-Golden,

2022). Establishing children’s informed consent is generally framed as assent

(Lahman, 2018; Lundy, 2007). Assent refers to the agreement of individuals

lacking legal capacity to provide consent for engagement in an activity

(O’Farrelly & Tatlow-Golden, 2022). Assent is a form of verbal consent and is

not as legally binding as adult consent, but it demonstrates respect for the child as

a person. In contexts involving children or adults lacking decision-making

capacity, consent from a parent or legal guardian alongside assent from the

individual is necessary for participation. Assent cannot be solely relied upon to

safeguard the child; parental consent or permission serves as the primary protect-

ive measure. Therefore, it is crucial to interpret assent only in conjunction with

parental/caregiver consent (Miller & Nelson, 2006). In this Element, assent is

positioned as a process of involving children in decision-making about their

participation in research, therefore recognising their competencies and agency.

Gaining informed consent from very young children can be problematic

as they may not have a clear understanding of what research is and how their

assent may impact them. When granting assent, children should not be

subjected to identical informal and decision-making criteria as adults pro-

viding informed consent (Roth-Cline & Nelson, 2013). Researchers may

benefit from tools to support children’s assent in research about their lives

(O’Farrelly & Tatlow-Golden, 2022). Employing a process of documenta-

tion to secure children’s informed consent not only respects their autonomy

but also serves to enhance their communicative abilities (Fleet & Harcourt,

2018). When conducting research with young children, researchers may start

by exploring the concept of ‘research’ with children – asking children what

research means to them, showing them recording equipment and how it is

used in research, and how the research is presented in the form of an

illustrated book (Spiteri, 2016). Young children are encouraged to handle

the illustrated book and other research materials presented to them.

Researchers may even plan activities with the children in which children

try out research methods together before they are asked for their assent.

Once researchers are sure that the children have understood what the

research process entails, they can seek initial assent. Assent is often sought

in the presence of a witness (an adult) and the participant verbally agrees to

participate in the study. The witness is often chosen by the children rather

than the researchers (Lahman, 2018).
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Children’s right to assent in research allows them the right to withhold

assent, that is, the right to withdraw from the study without declaring why

(Lahman, 2018; O’Farrelly & Tatlow-Golden, 2022; Spiteri, 2016). Seeking

children’s assent is an ongoing process in that children’s participation in

research is constantly negotiated and re-negotiated. Children’s understand-

ing of assent is frequently revisited during the research process, not only to

support children’s memories but also to help them understand what hap-

pened before and what will happen next, and to remind them that they can

opt in or out of the research at any time without any consequences. It is

suggested that when conducting research with young children, researchers

are mindful of children’s non-verbal cues, indicating their (un)willingness to

continue as participants throughout the study. This means that children have

a right refuse to participate in research even if their parents/caregivers have

consented to their participation, particularly in instances when they show

discomfort during the research process.

An emphasis on children’s right to agency is addressed via assent and an

understanding of the role and responsibilities of the researchers (O’Farrelly &

Tatlow-Golden, 2022), which requires a reflexive stance. Researchers have the

moral responsibility to ensure that children have a clear understanding of what

the research process entails, what will happen to the information that

researchers gather about them, and reassure children that it is fine to withdraw

from the research altogether. Researchers bring their past experiences to the

research process and learning during the research process happens based on

their past experiences. Reflexivity, or what is sometimes referred to as intersub-

jectivity, requires a process of self-reflection of the ways in which the

researchers and their role, intentions, and methods can influence the participants

and the researchers’ own assumptions (Flewitt & Ang, 2020; Lahman, 2018). In

early childhood research, reflexivity entails an examination of the intersubject-

ive relationships between the researchers and the children, and how meaning is

co-constructed through dialogue as a result of these relationships (Flewitt &

Ang, 2020).

3.8 Anonymity and Confidentiality

Issues around anonymity and confidentiality pervade all stages of the research

process. Researchers are to negotiate with the children the degree of anonymity

required, which may vary depending on the population, research aims and

questions and the intended avenues of the findings. Some participants may

prefer complete anonymity; others may prefer to be identified. Each of these

scenarios presents researchers with different ethical dilemmas. Solutions to
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issues of anonymity and confidentiality will depend on the ethical requirements

of the legal and institutional requirements involved in the research process, the

kind of data collected and the population involved.

Ensuring anonymity in audio-recorded data, for example, is relatively easy

because the identity of the participants can be concealed, especially since audio-

recorded data are often presented as transcribed extracts. The transcripts are sent to

participants for verification before the data are analysed. At this stage, participants

are free to make changes to their data. Visual data such as photographs can be more

challenging to anonymise because while certain images can be blurred/smudged,

the technical equivalent of anonymising written text, others cannot. The process of

anonymising visual data can be time-consuming and costly. For this reason, visual

data such as drawings are often used in research with young children to protect

children’s privacy and identity. Drawings carry the advantage of participant ano-

nymity, yet they may be difficult for researchers to ‘read’. Therefore, children’s

drawings are often accompanied by an interview, during which the children explain

the significance of their drawing to the researchers (Spiteri, 2020).

Participant anonymity and confidentiality are important to uphold in any

research. Yet, occasionally, researchers are legally obliged to pass on information

acquired during the research process, for example, for child protection purposes.

It is, therefore, advisable to include a clause in the consent sheet given to adults

and older children to let them know that reporting of child safety may be required.

3.9 Concluding Comments

Children’s rights to meaningful participation in research raise important questions

about how adults who conduct research with children prioritise children’s well-

being in the research process. Research ethics are paramount in research that listens

to children’s voices and acknowledges their agency. Ethics are influenced by

multiple factors such as international, national, and local ethical guidelines, and

these may differ between countries. Regardless of how different the ethical require-

ments may be, it is almost certain the researchers will need to negotiate and re-

negotiate the ethical dilemmas that may arise throughout the research process. The

key here is to develop a robust and well-grounded ethical framework that enables

researchers to engage in ethical research practices and guide their decision-making,

and one in which the risk of harm to children is eliminated.

4 Quantitative Research in Early Childhood

This section introduces quantitative and child-centred research methods that afford

children voice and agency in research, and a description of the characteristics

associated with these. To this end, this section explores the relation between
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positivist research, quantitative methodology, and the use of experimental methods

in early childhood research. It delves into the debate surrounding the use of

experimental research and randomised controlled trials (RCTs) in early childhood

education research, and explores the differing perspectives on what constitutes

scientific research and the debates in the field. The aim here is to explain the

basic principles of conducting early childhood research in the quantitative paradigm

and to cover several key methods used in quantitative research, while addressing

ethical considerations regarding the use of experimental and randomised trial

approaches in early childhood research. This section also explores the implications

of quantitative methodological approaches for early childhood education research,

practice, and policy development, and gaps in the field.

4.1 Quantitative Research with Young Children

Rooted in the positivist paradigm, quantitative research follows the scientific

method, and uses a deductive approach to testing theories and hypotheses

(Bryman & Bell, 2019). A quantitative approach to research is used to seek an

explanation of the natural world through observation and/or experimentation,

and a collection of empirical/measurable data. Traditionally, early childhood

research has been characterised as being objective in nature and it primarily

focused on quantitative methods to collect data, including experimental

designs, observations, and questionnaires. Current quantitative research tends

to align with the post-positivist paradigm (Harrison & Wang, 2018). Post-

positivism acknowledges the idea of objective truth. Post-positivism also

acknowledges that the discovery of reality is limited to certain probability,

and accepts the fact that the positionality of the researchers can influence

what is being observed and measured (Bryman & Bell, 2019).

There is growing recognition that young children express their views in a variety

of ways, not limited to drawings or verbal communication only. In fact, high-

quality, large-scale quantitative research using deductive approaches to test theories

and hypotheses is increasing in early childhood research. Indeed, in recent years,

there has been a demand for high-quality, large-scale quantitative studies in research

in relation to the effects of early childhood education, the impact of intervention

programmes, and children’s learning and development (Harrison & Wang, 2018).

Such studies have been used to design and justify policy, curricula and provision in

the early years (Flewitt & Ang, 2020). Nevertheless, how children express their

voices in quantitative research is limited. The questions remain as towhetherwe can

use scientific methods to conduct research with children, and if so, how we can

listen to children in such a way that their voices and agency are asserted in research,

and are taken seriously by adults.
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4.2 Experimental Research

Experimental research, rooted in the positivist paradigm and the natural sci-

ences, emerged during the European Renaissance and Enlightenment. It empha-

sises empirical evidence, rigorous experimentation, and control of variables to

establish causality, and aims to establish causality by deliberately controlling

and manipulating conditions to observe the effects on variables. It typically

begins with a hypothesis, followed by designing and conducting experiments,

evaluating results, and accepting or rejecting the hypothesis. Experimental

research focuses on distinguishing between facts, describing ‘what is’, and

values, which involve moral judgements about ‘what ought to be’.

Researchers manipulate the independent variable and observe changes in the

dependent variable. In laboratory settings, variables can be tightly controlled, but in

naturalistic environments, quasi-experimental methods are often used due to limi-

tations in control. Experimental research emphasises systematic processes and

statisticalmethods to ensure precision andminimise bias. Researchers aim to isolate

the effects of the independent variable by controlling other variables and randomly

assigning participants to groups. Through systematic observation and measurement

in scientific experiments, the truth or validity of phenomena can be tested, leading to

the development of theories based on observable facts. This approach enhances

internal validity by attributing any differences between groups to the independent

variable, rather than external factors or biases. Experimental research asserts that

truth can be reliably known through experimentation and measurement, with

objectivity characterising the research process to avoid subjective bias (Flewitt &

Ang, 2020).

Experimental research in early childhood education has a rich history dating

back to the late nineteenth century, marked by the development of child psych-

ology. Early researchers advocated for meticulous experimental methods to study

child behaviour and development (Thorpe, 1946). These methods, including

controlled experiments and objective tests, were seen as pioneering despite

their challenges. Throughout history, experimental techniques have been used

to predict, monitor, and assess various aspects of child development, emotional

development, and behaviours. Experimental research has also played a significant

role in evaluating early childhood education programmes and interventions, such

as the ‘Lasting Effects of Early Education’ (Lazar et al., 1982), in the United

States, and the ‘Sure Start’, in the UK (Melhuish et al., 2008). Overall, experi-

mental research in early childhood education continues to provide valuable

insights into the effectiveness of interventions and programmes, helping to

improve the educational experiences and outcomes of young children worldwide

(Flewitt & Ang, 2020).
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Even though experimental methods have yielded significant advances in the

natural sciences, most policymakers and empirical scientists acknowledge

limitations to the conclusions that can be drawn from the approach but do not

agree with efforts to curtail its use.

4.3 Variable-Oriented and Person-Oriented Approaches

Quantitative research tests hypotheses by controlling and modifying variables.

Quantitative research is described as the study of the relation between variables

represented in numeric forms (Harrison & Wang, 2018), where the relation

between variables is tested through statistical analysis (File et al., 2017). There

are two types of variable-centred analysis: parametric (used to examine the

relation among variables) and non-parametric tests (used for the examination of

nominal or ordinal data). In quantitative research, variables that, when meas-

ured, indicate an equivalent or increased measurable value, thus being more

precise, are called continuous or interval variables (e.g., age, income, educa-

tion). Continuous variables are created from questionnaires and surveys.

A variable-centred approach to early childhood research can explain the differ-

ences between groups of children. Here, the focus is on an ‘average’ population

for which findings are generalised. The focus on an average population is

a limitation of variable-oriented approach in quantitative research.

In the literature, a person-oriented analysis is presented as an alternative

approach to a variable-oriented approach. In a person-oriented approach, the

focus is on the relationship between participants rather than on the relation

between variables. A person-oriented methodological approach to quantitative

research takes into account the complexity of human behaviour (Harrison &

Wang, 2018). Person-oriented approaches include cluster analysis, latent class

analysis, and growth mixture modelling. A person-oriented approach has been

criticised for its lack of appeal and endorsement by developmental scholars, and

for the confusion it creates (Laursen, 2015). There are two types of confusions that

characterise a person-oriented approach (Laursen, 2015). The first confusion is

a semantic one, and lies in the overlap and incorrect use of the term. Some use the

terms ‘person-centred’ to mean ‘person-oriented’ concurrently and interchange-

ably. Both terms (person-centred and person-oriented) focus on the individual, but

a person-oriented approach emphasises the holistic understanding of the individ-

ual. A person-centred approach is interactional. The second confusion stems from

the false assertion that qualitative research is person-oriented research, which is

not the case. Other challenges included lack of software to analyse person-oriented

research. As a developmental scholar, Laursen (2015) suggests that rather than

viewing the person-oriented and variable-oriented approaches as opposites, it is
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more beneficial for empirical research to join the two techniques. In early child-

hood research, person-oriented approaches to research are used more often and

they help to acknowledge children’s voices and agency in research by listening to

children’s ideas aboutmatters that are significant to them, such as friendships. Still,

more research is required in the field particularly with very young children such as

infants and toddlers.

4.4 Randomised Control Trials

Randomised controlled trials are a form of experimental research where parti-

cipants are randomly assigned to different groups to test interventions.

Randomised controlled trials and experimental and quasi-experimental studies

are often considered the ‘gold-standard’ methodologies by policymakers for

enhancing policy development, especially in education and the broader social

sciences (Flewitt & Ang, 2020). Random assignment of participants is crucial

but can be challenging in naturalistic settings (see Section 4.5). Following the

random assignment of participants, pre-tests and post-tests are used to assess the

effects of interventions on experimental groups compared to control groups.

There is debate over the hierarchy of evidence, with RCTs being strong in

internal validity but weaker in external validity compared to quasi-experimental

methods. Critics argue against conceptualising methodologies in a hierarchy,

advocating for matching research questions to specific types of research instead

(Flewitt & Ang, 2020). Yet policymakers are likely to favour experimental

designs because they provide evidence-based research and practice, and are

driven by a contemporary neoliberal quest for accountability (Flewitt & Ang,

2020). Despite debates in the field, most scholars advocate the use of RCT and

quasi-experimental designs jointly, as a way of developing converging evidence

and taking advantages of the strengths of each approach (Gerholm Kallioinen

et al., 2019; White & Sabarwal, 2014). These methodologies are preferred for

their robustness and trustworthiness in establishing causal findings (Gopalan

et al., 2020; White & Sabarwal, 2014).

4.5 Identification and Enrolment of Participants

Quantitative research is used to generalise the results to a larger population of

participants, leading to a large sample size. Statistical analyses usually require

a large number of participants in order to ensure strong statistical analysis of the

data. Quantitative studies recruit more participants than qualitative studies. In

theory, the large sample size is representative of a larger population of partici-

pants. For the results to stand, a carefully chosen and accurate representative

sample of the population is studied. A large-enough representative sample can

23Children’s Voices and Agency

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009285407
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 3.141.25.201, on 30 Sep 2024 at 01:20:09, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009285407
https://www.cambridge.org/core


be challenging to achieve because participation in research is based on the

participants’ willingness to voluntarily participate in a study. As such, locating

a large number of participants for a study for sample sizes to be formed as

desired by researchers can be difficult. In such instances, researchers rely on

convenience sampling that is reflective of the most suitable arrangements

possible for any given population, at any given time (File et al., 2017).

An important aspect of early childhood research is the identification and

description of naturalistic groups and subgroups of children in terms of specific

characteristics. The identification of these characteristics is important as it helps

researchers in designing more targeted interventions (Harrison &Wang, 2018).

Groups and subgroups of children can be identified in a variety of ways. For

example, they could be identified by gender and language(s) spoken.

Identification methods may include direct testing of children’s abilities, such

as language skills. Based on these outcomes, children are then grouped into

categories, for example, gifted or typical development.

4.6 Ways of Listening to Young Children’s Voices
in Experimental Research

In the past, proxy reporting of children’s subjective viewpoints was employed in

quantitative research with children, who were rarely included in surveys and

questionnaires because young children were often considered incapable of

providing reliable and valid data. Nowadays, early childhood research has

moved towards a more agentic view of children. In fact, children are now

considered to be the best respondents for their own subjective opinions.

Accordingly, attention in quantitative research has shifted towards acknowledg-

ing children’s rights to a voice.

In experimental research, researchers measure an interesting phenomenon

they study via numerical data, highlighting the importance of the instruments

and measures chosen to collect data – a complex and important part of the

research study. In the following section, we will delve into various quantitative

methods that researchers can employ to listen to the voices of young children

and recognise their agency within quantitative research methodologies.

4.6.1 Surveys and Questionnaires

Researchers are increasingly positioning young children as experts in their

own lives and more quantitative research is being conducted with young

children, predominantly surveys. The challenge for understanding the best-

practices in surveying young children remains, with literacy being one of the

major issues encountered when administering surveys to children before age

24 Research Methods for Developmental Science

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009285407
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 3.141.25.201, on 30 Sep 2024 at 01:20:09, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009285407
https://www.cambridge.org/core


eight (Roni et al., 2020). To support young children’s voices and agency in

quantitative research, surveys for young children use simple, succinct lan-

guage and do not contain complex or double and leaning questions (Roni et al.,

2020). Of course, this does not mean that children under age eight cannot

participate in quantitative research. What this implies is that researchers need

to employ creative ways of surveying children in the early years that are

suitable for the children’s cognitive development and their ability to respond

to the questions, keeping in mind that developmental differences among

children may influence their understanding and perception of survey ques-

tions. Despite their utility, surveys are subject to various limitations. These

encompass factors such as a potentially low response rate, which hinges on

participants’ willingness to engage and their honesty. Additionally, the level

of structure in surveys might constrain the validity of responses, while ques-

tions may overlook crucial variables. Furthermore, the methodology

employed can introduce bias into the samples, and respondents may not

adequately represent the surveyed population (Greig et al. (2013).

Questionnaires are another popular research tool used with young children.

Questionnaires designed specifically for young children include the use of

pictures and short, simple sentences (Siagian et al., 2021). Particular attention

is required for choosing the appropriate question format, and the organisation of

questions in that they need to be easy and relevant to children, contain few

simple and concrete words the children are familiar with, and the sentences are

simple in structure and do not contain double negatives (Dillman et al., 2014). In

order to listen to young children’s voices and assert their agency in question-

naires, early childhood researchers use a combination of true or false questions

to depict their questions using pictures. In their study with children in grades

one through three, Kähler et al. (2020) used questionnaires that included

a choice of simple and complex multiple-choice questions in the form of true

or false answers, using pictures. Pictures are enjoyed by most children and

provide a concrete way for them to understand the questions posed by

researchers, thus empowering children to provide meaningful responses.

One way of listening to children as active agents in the research process is for

researchers to design surveys and questionnaires with children, acknowledging

children’s agency. Once questionnaire items have been chosen, researchers can

work with children to translate questions into comprehensible language that

children in a specific age group and culture can understand. Research shows that

including children in the process of creating the questionnaire results in themost

optimal and dependable outcomes, thus highlighting the effectiveness of this

collaborative approach (Hirosawa & Oga-Baldwin, 2023). More importantly,

when working with young children, using a limited number of easy-to-answer
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questions can lead to the best results. In this way, surveys and questionnaires

empower children’s voices and acknowledge their agency in quantitative

research.

4.6.2 Observations

Another classic example of experimental research is based on the observation of

young children (Piaget, 1952). In a manner reminiscent of Piaget’s experiments,

structured observations are conducted in ‘naturalistic’ settings, allowing for the

observation of children in their everyday environments. Observations present

a form of methodological experimentation that reclaims children’s agency and

voices in quantitative research. In the literature, there are several examples of

structured observational techniques used in early childhood research.

Examples of structured observations included researchers situated behind

a two-way mirror watching the interactions and behaviours of a parent and

a child during free play. Other examples include the target child method,

commonly used to observe preschool children, either individually or in groups;

and the time sampling approach, which is a method of observing children at

fixed intervals, over a long period of time, to study behaviour that is directly

observable and unambiguous (Greig et al., 2013). Structured video observa-

tions, consisting of two-minute sequences, were employed to observe children’s

types of play and well-being, as well as to measure how they spent their time in

different play environments (Stroli & Hansen Sandseter, 2019). Time sampling

observations were also utilised to explore how children (aged three to six years)

engaged in different types of play using features in the outdoor environment

(Hansen Sandseter et al., 2022). Children were observed in two-minute intervals

throughout the day, and observations were video-recorded and conducted

according to a strict protocol to ensure the uniformity of observation sequences

and data collection methods across different institutions (Hansen Sandseter

et al., 2022). Another method of observations used in experimental research is

event sampling. In a study with Finnish children with autism (aged 59–85

months), the researchers used systematic event sampling observations. Each

child was observed individually by different researchers to explore their every-

day learning processes (Syrjämäkia et al., 2023). In another study, with young

Australians, the children were offered open-ended play resources to play with

for half an hour, with a partner of their choice to explore how children develop

language and relationships through play (Hoyte et al., 2015). Next, the children

were video-recorded in dyads during play and the researchers stopped recording

after half an hour or when the children showed a desire to conclude the play

session (Hoyte et al., 2015). A similar study using play dyads was conducted in
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the United States to explore young children’s problem-solving skills during play

using video-recorded sessions and play sets (Gold et al., 2022) Even though

researchers need to be skilled at recognising triggers of an event or a behaviour,

this method provides a better understanding of the dynamics of an event or

a behaviour, therefore allowing for better behaviour or event management

(Gold et al., 2022; Greig et al., 2013). The checklist method is another struc-

tured observation method that is based on a rating scale used to measure the

similarities and differences in individual developmental norms. This method is

used as a guide to observe children’s developmental milestones (Greig et al.,

2013; Sheridan, 2008).

In order to generate a large amount of quantifiable data over a short period of

time, researchers can use a combination of methods (Greig et al., 2013). One

such example is the use of an observational behaviour mapping framework to

examine the environmental features of a large natural playscape for young

children’s outdoor play activities (Loebach & Cox, 2022). Data recording

included time sampling and event sampling to collect information about out-

door play type, activity intensity, risk behaviours, and environmental engage-

ment (Loebach & Cox, 2022).

Observations allow children to voice their ideas through play and other modes

of communication during social interactions. Yet human observations are limited

in their ability to fully grasp the entirety of social interactions in a context

(Messinger et al., 2019). Young children may shy away from expressing their

thoughts and feelings, or they may not possess the language skills to express their

thoughts in words, making it difficult for researchers to understand the spatial

organisation of children’s interactions. Social interaction between young children

can be studied by employing simultaneous continuous measurement, which is

another observational approach to data collection (Messinger et al., 2019).

Continuous location data between five-year-olds have observed for an hour on

three different occasions during free play observations to track young children’s

location and movements through a commercially available system utilising radio

frequency identification (RFID) tracking system (Messinger et al., 2019). The

researchers were able to track social interactions to create visual mapping of the

classroom network (Messinger et al., 2019). Similarly, RFID tracking systems

were used in a longitudinal study to observe reciprocal patterns of peer speech in

preschool children with and without hearing loss, showing that children influ-

enced each other’s dyadic speech in a reciprocal manner (Perry et al., 2022). In

such observations, children can assert their agency through their behaviour and

interactions. When children are observed during play for example, they are more

in control of their interactions with peers or adults; therefore, the observed

behaviour is true to children’s voices.
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Observations align with the pedagogy proposed by the Reggio Emilia Approach,

which focuses on the hundred languages of children, proposing that there are

various ways of listening to children (Edwards et al., 2011). Via observations,

researchers can listen to children’s voices without actually requiring the children to

use verbal language skills. Therefore, as research tools in experimental research,

observations afford young children a voice and agency in research.

4.6.3 Interviews

Well-designed interviews are a data collection method used in research to listen

to young children’s voices in order to explore their worldviews. The interactive

nature of interviews allows researchers access to information that may not

always be retrieved by other means. During interviews, researchers can pick

on certain cues when listening to children’s voices. Such cues provide

researchers with information about what matters the most to young children.

By their very nature, interviews require time and attention to detail. Structured

interviews are commonly used in experimental research with young children.

Structured interviews are like interactive questionnaires, and are commonly used

to collect quantitative data. Structured interviews with young children often take

place as conversations. Structured conversations were conducted with children, and

an online questionnaire was utilised with the staff members by Sivertsen and Moe

(2022) to measure Norwegian children’s well-being. During the interview, the

children were asked seven questions related to their participation in their institution

and all had four possible answers: often, sometimes, almost never and never. As

anotherwayof listening to young children’s voices in research, interviews can create

a trusting and conversational partnership between children and researchers. Even

though in structured interviews, probing and prompting is not used, such interviews

still afford children agency in the research process and offer anotherway of listening

to children’s voices and acknowledge their agency in the research process.

4.6.4 Peer Nomination

Peers provide the context for social learning, such as collaboration and conflict

management, early on in life. With a long history in psychological and socio-

logical disciplines, peer nomination is used to understand behaviour in social

settings from the children’s perspectives (Cillessen & Marks, 2017; Marks,

2017). Specifically, peer nomination is a sociometric assessment tool used in

developmental research for assessing relationships and friendships (Guimond

et al., 2022; Laursen et al., 2023), social networks (DeLay et al., 2021), and

interpersonal behaviour (Mehari et al., 2019; Wu et al., 2022) among children

by collecting data from peer informants.
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Peer nomination is a form of peer informant measure that is used to study peer

relations involving three levels – individual, dyadic, and group level. For

example, in a standard sociometric assessment, children are asked to nominate

peers they like or like least. The number of nominations received for each

question is counted and corrected for differences. Continuous scores for both

social preferences and impacts are created. Finally, using a set of decision rules,

children’s scores are classified in a group.

The majority of peer nomination research in the literature involves children

between ages two and eighteen years, and has been conducted mostly in school

contexts, for example, to identify children at risk and classroom improvement

strategies. Wu et al. (2022) report that as a research method, peer nomination

has been effective for understanding young children (aged two to six years)

prosocial behaviour too.

Peer nomination has received its fair share of criticism, mostly due to

concerns about the ethics surrounding children’s choices of social behaviour.

Other methods, such as peer ratings, could be less harmful than peer nomination

(Mehari et al., 2019). Although peer nomination is not a completely objective

measure, it has some of the advantages when compared to other methods such as

observations because peer nomination is less costly. Peer nomination also

allows for the assessment of relationships and behaviour that are difficult to

assess during structured or naturalistic observations (Cillessen &Marks, 2017).

For peer nomination to be an effective method, the number of meaningful

nominations collected from participants needs to be maximised and it needs

to include information about the reliability and validity of this sociometric

method (Cillessen & Marks, 2017). Indeed, peer nominations have been used

for a long time to collect valid and reliable data. Some consider data from

nominations to be more accurate than that derived from self-reports. Still, peer

nomination is a form of child report, with children acting as active agents

capable of voicing their opinions in the research process.

4.7 Critiques of Experimental Research

New approaches to data collection and improvements in analytical tools and

techniques are moving the field forward. Quantitative research, with its

emphasis on numerical data and statistical analyses, inherently benefits from

the rigorous scrutiny facilitated by replication. Indeed, replication is the gold

standard for evaluating empirical evidence (Plucker & Makel, 2021). The

ability to replicate findings allows for the verification of results across multiple

studies, thereby enhancing the robustness and validity of quantitative research

outcomes. Together with a strong theoretical foundation, replication not only
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underscores the reliability of empirical data but also serves as a cornerstone for

establishing the credibility and generalisability of research findings across

various contexts and populations (Plucker & Makel, 2021).

Yet experimental research in early childhood education has its own limita-

tions and faces critiques regarding validity, politicisation, and ethical consider-

ations (Flewitt & Ang, 2020). Some limitations of experimental research in

early childhood include the availability of a large enough sample to meet the

requirements of the study and the appropriateness of quantitative methods for

collecting data with young children in diverse sociocultural settings (File et al.,

2017; Harrison &Wang, 2018). Validity concerns arise due to the complexity of

social behaviours and the inability to fully control variables in natural settings,

like classrooms (Scott &Usher, 2011), making the measurement of outcomes or

cause-and-effect relationships problematic (Flewitt & Ang, 2020).

Children are not a homogenous group, and they behave in ways that may be

difficult to isolate by variables alone. As a result, critics argue that experimental

designs produce inconsistent and unreliable results, undermining their suitabil-

ity for social sciences (Scott & Usher, 2011). Some researchers advocate for the

objectivity of experimental research, whereas others warn against overlooking

the perspectives of education professionals (Flewitt & Ang, 2020). Issues of

internal and external validity further complicate the interpretation of research

findings. Nevertheless, critics caution against overgeneralising results and

emphasise the importance of robust research design and implementation

(Flewitt & Ang, 2020; Scott & Usher, 2011).

With its focus on deductive methods to test theories, experimental research has

been aligned with cost-benefit models in policy making; however, its funding

priorities are also criticised for perpetuating social inequalities (Fleer & van Oers,

2018; Flewitt & Ang, 2020). Critics argue that experimental methods may

overlook the unequal opportunities for learning experienced by disadvantaged

populations (Flewitt & Ang, 2020). Such criticism calls for ethical responsibility

in research. Researchers need to consider the broader social implications of their

work and advocate for a combination of experimental and qualitative approaches

to provide comprehensive insights into educational phenomena. Ultimately,

experimental research should be viewed as one component of a broader research

landscape, contributing to a collective understanding of educational issues.

4.8 Concluding Comments

This section detailed quantitative research in early childhood research. Debates

persist regarding the nature and methods of experimental research in early

childhood education and social sciences. It is crucial for researchers to recognise
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and appreciate the diversity of methodologies and research practices in early

childhood research. Each approach has its strengths and limitations, and the

success of research hinges on its application. The reliability of research findings

should be based on their relevance to the specific context and their ability to

address the intended problem. Ultimately, the suitability of experimental

research, RCTs, or any other method depends on the research objectives, the

research questions being addressed, the robustness of the research design, and the

context in which the findings are applied.

5 Qualitative Research in Early Childhood

This section introduces qualitative research methods and the characteristics

associated with these. It explores the question of when children can participate

meaningfully in research, challenging the perception of children as too immature

to express their views reliably. It also discusses how sociological perspectives

have reshaped our understanding of child competence, leading to research con-

sidering children as experts in their own lives by tracing the roots of participatory

research methods with children to a movement for democratic research, inspired

by critical theory. Finally, this section analyses young children’s roles in research,

and how research methods have been influenced by perceptions of children’s

competencies and voices. Several international examples are used to illustrate

how young children have been actively involved in qualitative research, and how

their participation has created impactful research outcomes.

5.1 Qualitative Research with Young Children

Qualitative research is often related to language and text, and is characterised by

inductive approaches to data collection. Here, the use of word-based and visual

data is highlighted, reminding us of the importance of the different modes of

communication as socio-constructivist tools. Qualitative research methods in

early childhood research can be varied, and they align well with sociocultural

theories, making them very relevant to early childhood research. Within the

qualitative paradigm, data are embedded in naturalistic research and are gener-

ated rather than collected, requiring constant and detailed attention to ethical

decision-making during the research process.

Historically, children have not been credited by adults as competent individ-

uals. Rather, children have been considered as being ‘too innocent and/or

immature to participate meaningfully’ in research (MacNaughton et al., 2008,

p. 164). Since the early 1990s, there has been an increased interest in securing

children’s rights. As a result, initiatives to engage children as active contributors

to their own development and their community in research have gained
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momentum, notably in Western countries (Yamaguchi et al., 2022).

Consequently, our awareness of children’s participation rights in research has

increased, creating a paradigm shift in the use of qualitative methodologies that

listen to children’s voices and acknowledge their agency.

5.2 Participatory Research

In recent years, there has been a great deal of interest in the field of qualitative

research regarding the use of participatory research approaches. Qualitative

research is defined as participatory because ‘researchers bring data into being:

we make them. Making data involves inventing, imagining, encountering, and

embracing lived experience and material documentation as methodological

praxis. Making requires resourcefulness and participation’ (Ellingson &

Sotirin, 2020, p. 5). Of interest to this Element is qualitative research conducted

with young children, with a special focus on participatory research, where

children play a significant and equivalent role to adult researchers, and have

a right to be involved in some or all stages of the research process – from

conception to dissemination (Bishop, 2014; Blaisdell et al., 2022; Bradbury-

Jones et al., 2018).

Participation is an ongoing process, which includes ‘information-sharing and

dialogue between children and adults based on mutual respect, in which chil-

dren can learn how their views and those of adults are taken into account and

shape the outcome of such processes’ (UN Committee on the Rights of the

Child, 2009, p. 3). Participatory research stems from critical theorists like Freire

and Giroux, who collaborated with marginalised communities to research their

own lives and instigate collective change. Participatory research, akin to action

research, aims for transformative change through active participant engage-

ment. However, it often carries a political agenda, seeking to empower under-

represented groups such as young children, the elderly, individuals with

disabilities, and those facing social or economic challenges.

Participatory research shifts the focus from researching children to conduct-

ing researchwith and by children. It emphasises the use of practical and dialogic

approaches that generate knowledge collaboratively with children rather than

extracting knowledge from them. This process fosters self-awareness and serves

as a catalyst for positive change. Participatory research, typically qualitative,

prioritises involving participants as equal partners in knowledge production,

valuing their unique perspectives. Its defining feature lies in the depth and

nature of participant engagement rather than specific research methods. In

participatory research, each study design is flexible and tailored through dia-

logue with research partners.
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However, participatory research with young children is a recent develop-

ment, influenced by evolving theories of childhood and the recognition of

children’s rights, as articulated in the UNCRC (United Nations, 1989). This

shift emphasises children’s right to express their own worldviews directly in

research, rather than through adult proxies. In recent years, perspectives related

to young children’s rights have been increasingly integrated into early child-

hood research, an idea influenced by the New Sociology of Childhood paradigm

that emphasises valuing children for who they are and acknowledging their

future potential, highlighting the importance of respecting children’s perspec-

tives in research.

The concept of children as both ‘beings’ and ‘becomings’ emphasises chil-

dren’s right to shape both their present and future lives (Flewitt & Ang, 2020).

This perspective expands on the idea of agency presented by the ‘being’

discourse, portraying children as active social actors who construct their every-

day lives and surroundings, both presently and in the future. It encourages

researchers, practitioners, and policymakers to consider children’s voices in

relation to their roles as agents in society. The UNCRC not only emphasises the

importance of respecting children’s views across various aspects of their lives

but also imposes a legal obligation to do so (United Nations, 1989). Recently,

children’s rights to equality and empowerment have been further acknowledged

in the UN 2030 agenda for sustainable development, positioning children as

agents of change in societal transformation towards sustainability (United

Nations, 2015). The recognition of children as active, agentic, and knowledge-

able individuals has reshaped their role in research and society.

5.3 Participatory Approaches to Listening to Children’s Voices

In the field of early childhood, there are several examples of approaches to

pedagogy and research that are aimed at listening to young children’s voices by

relying on different modes of communication – verbal, non-verbal, and sensory.

Indeed, the importance of listening to, and recognising young children’s multiple

voices, in research on matters that are relevant to them is recognised in the

educational practice of the Reggio Emilia Approach to early childhood education

(Rinaldi, 2021) and in the Mosaic Approach (Clark & Moss, 2011).

As an innovative approach to involving young children in research, the

Reggio Emilia Approach is an example of how researchers can listen and

speak to children in research by employing a variety of methods that enable

children to express their views freely in multiple ways – verbally and non-

verbally. Specifically, the idea of theHundred Languages of Children (Edwards

et al., 2011), as proposed by the Reggio Emilia Approach, points out the

33Children’s Voices and Agency

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009285407
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 3.141.25.201, on 30 Sep 2024 at 01:20:09, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009285407
https://www.cambridge.org/core


numerous ways children can communicate their perspectives to others, some-

times without engaging in verbal communication. In Reggio Emilia settings,

documentation plays a crucial role in the educational approach. It involves

observing, interpreting, and reflecting on children’s learning experiences to

better understand their development and interests (Dahlberg et al., 2013). This

process is integral to the Reggio Emilia philosophy as it helps educators tailor

learning experiences to meet the unique needs of each child. Documentation in

Reggio Emilia settings encompasses various forms, including written narra-

tives, visual documentation such as photographs, videos, and children’s art-

work, oral storytelling, collaborative dialogue, and other artefacts that capture

children’s interactions, expressions, and learning journeys (Dahlberg et al.,

2013).

Another innovative approach designed within the philosophical perspective of

listening to children’s voices is the Mosaic Approach, which is designed as a set

of methods to gather and reflect upon the perspectives and experiences of young

children (aged three to five years) in early childhood settings (Clark, 2005; Clark

& Moss, 2011). The Mosaic Approach is a qualitative and multi-method partici-

patory approach to data collection that enables participants (adults and children)

to share their perspectives and experiences through multiple languages (Clark &

Moss, 2011). The Mosaic Approach is particularly prominent in early childhood

education research. It advocates for the integration of various qualitative research

methods, including observations, child interviewing/conferencing, photography,

book making, map making, interviews with different participants (e.g., parents

and teachers), magic carpet guided tours by children, artefact sharing, and

dialogical encounters, to create a comprehensive ‘mosaic’ of understanding

(Clark & Moss, 2011).

Like the Reggio Emilia Approach to early childhood education, the Mosaic

Approach acknowledges adults and children as co-constructors of meaning.

Such meaning is created via verbal as well as visual means, thus offering

a deeper understanding of the participants’ lived experiences in one or more

settings. The Reggio Emilia Approach and the Mosaic Approach are participa-

tory approaches in that they view all participants as experts and active agents in

their own lives; therefore, participants are involved in the decision-making

process of the type of data that would be most important to share their experi-

ences. Both approaches are also reflexive as they provide children with oppor-

tunities to engage in multiple ways of communicating their ideas to researchers

while they also contribute to the methods being employed, particularly through

group dialogic encounters. Both approaches are adaptable to the participant

sites and practices and do not require researchers to set up special contexts for

data collection. Rather, the timing of data collection is unique to each research
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site. Essentially, the focus is on the participants’ lived experiences, and

researchers try to understand the individual experiences within a context.

The Reggio Emilia Approach and the Mosaic Approach are also embedded

into early childhood practice, where the research methods used are connected to

the everyday practices of the research site. Throughout the research process,

researchers strive to develop a credible and collaborative relationship with

participants to inform the design and development of methods to be used.

More importantly, both the Reggio Emilia Approach and the Mosaic

Approach respect children’s agency in making decisions about their participa-

tion in research and their right to voice their opinions (Clark & Moss, 2011).

5.4 Ways of Listening to Young Children’s Voices
in Qualitative Research

In qualitative research, children are seen as social actors, capable of offering

unique and valuable insights into their experiences and perspectives on the

diverse worlds they inhabit (Flewitt & Ang, 2020). Participatory research

approaches with young children are characterised by multiplicity of terms,

such as ‘co-production’, ‘co-design’, and ‘co-construction’ (Bradbury-Jones

et al., 2018, p. 81). A listening-to-children approach is tied to children’s

participation rights, which afford children a voice and agency in research.

Consequently, the development of research that involves listening to and

engaging children directly in the research process often uses creative and

often child-centred research methods.

Participatory research acknowledges children’s right to perspectives and

ideas. In research, children can bring a fresh perspective, asking questions

and contributing to knowledge in ways that adults may not consider.

Therefore, participatory research methods have the potential to provide us

with a snapshot into the world through the children’s eyes, and make children

feel heard and valued. In return, participatory research methods enhance chil-

dren’s sense of belonging and well-being and empower them to feel that they are

listened to, and their ideas and experiences matter to the research process.

Researchers combine a range of participatory research tools to listen to

children, in which levels of participation can vary (Vaughn & Jacquez, 2020).

There exists a distinction drawn by some scholars between methodologies

guided by adults and those led by children for the purpose of listening to

children’s perspectives (Urbina-Garcia et al., 2021). Adult-guided research

methods include observations, structured and semi-structured interviews,

group interviews, and focus groups, during which children have some degree

of control but nonetheless reflect the adult interpretation of children’s
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perspectives. Child-directed research methods include young children taking

photos, drawings, draw-and-tell methods, informal discussions about children’s

drawings, art as a means of expressing their views, child-led tours, storytelling

using props (images, cards, videos, books, or dolls), and film-based discussions.

Child-directed research methods are designed to mirror the perspectives and

worldviews of the children involved.

In the rest of this section, we will we will delve into various adult-guided

participatory research methods available for researchers to engage with the

perspectives of young children and recognise their active role in qualitative

research. Following this exploration, Section 5.5 will undertake an examination

of child-directed research methods.

5.4.1 Observations

Observations, a common practice in early childhood education settings, serve as

valuable tools for gathering observational data in research. Observations are

generally descriptive narratives of what the researchers have observed, as it

happened, during any given time. In qualitative research, researchers can

determine their degree of participation, ranging from complete participation,

participant as observer, observer as participant, and the complete observer. In

participant observations researchers try to understand what, when, where, how,

and (possibly) why children act in certain ways.

During participant observations, children have a right to read field notes that

concern them, and they may even ask to make amendments or add comments to

the field notes (Spiteri, 2020). Comments can be written by the children, the

researchers, or both. In the case of very young children, their comments and

observations may be audio-recorded. Observations have the potential to bring

out children’s expressive competences and agency, by engaging them in the

research process and by giving them a voice in research. However, researchers

must determine what to observe spontaneously. Observation field notes have

been criticised for being unstructured, therefore, requiring more attention at the

analysis phase; are hard to compare; different interpretations are possible; and

may be biased (Mukerji & Albon, 2018).

5.4.2 Journal/Diary

A novel data collection tool that is gaining interest in early childhood research is

the use of a reflective journal/diary. As subjective data-gathering tools, journals

or diary entries co-created by children and researchers together can increase

children’s participation in the research process and offer new interpretations to

the data (Mukherji & Albon, 2018). Diaries and journals produced by children
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can be written, drawn, audio-recorded, or created using craft materials and are

useful to allow children’s voices to emerge and assist researchers to gain a better

understanding of children’s recorded thoughts and feelings in creative ways.

5.4.3 Interviews

Conversational interviews are among the most commonly usedmethods in early

childhood research. As highly versatile research tools, interviews capture chil-

dren’s ideas verbally (Mukherji & Albon, 2018; Sun et al., 2023). In semi-

structured or unstructured interviews, the researchers and the children engage in

a conversation about an issue under study. Since young children may lack the

linguistic competence to engage in conversations, researchers include a variety

of creative and child-friendly data collection methods to capture children’s

ideas (Spiteri, 2020; Sun et al., 2023). Creative and child-friendly prompts are

also used to help minimise the power imbalance between children and adult

researchers, and to help children feel more comfortable expressing themselves.

Even though interviews can be conducted in a variety of places, ideally, these

are conducted in a place the children are familiar with, and are conducted in

ways that are meaningful to children.

A number of interview techniques, such as individual or group, or

a combination of both, are used when interviewing children, with conversa-

tional techniques to capture children’s voices being the most commonly used.

Interviews can be held in-person or online. The use of technology is not new,

and digital technologies in research have been used for a long time (Fanghorban

et al., 2014; Thunberg&Arnell, 2022). During the COVID-19 pandemic, online

interviews using computer software that allows both audio and visual commu-

nication became useful alternatives to in-person interviews (Thunberg &

Arnell, 2022). Online interviews may overcome some of the limitations pre-

sented by in-person interviews, such as financial and time constraints, as well as

limitations posed by geographical and physical boundaries presented by in-

person interviews (Fanghorban et al., 2014; Thunberg & Arnell, 2022). Online

interviews can help increase access to participants too. In fact, online interviews

proved to be beneficial for discussing several sensitive topics, such as victim-

isation, health issues, and sexuality, producing richer data in view of the fact that

participants felt more comfortable discussing the issues, thus providing more

authentic responses (Fanghorban et al., 2014; Thunberg & Arnell, 2022).

Online interviews using a web camera are comparable to in-person interviews

in terms of interactions between researchers and participants (Fanghorban et al.,

2014). However, digital cameras can only capture a portion of the upper body of

participants, thus restricting visual cues, turn-taking and participant validation,
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making it difficult for researchers to read visual cues and body language

(Fanghorban et al., 2014; Thunberg & Arnell, 2022). Environmental factors,

such as background noise, can also impact the quality of the interviews.

Participant recruitment for online and in-person interviews shares a number

of similarities, including the ways participants are recruited. Informed consent

and assent can be obtained online via email or posted forms, in which partici-

pants are made fully aware of the audio and/or video recordings. Obtaining

online consent and maintaining anonymity were also problematic during digital

interviews. Digital interviews pose ethical dilemmas nonetheless. For example,

even though participants might choose to keep their cameras off, their IP

address might still be tracked. Moreover, verbal and non-verbal cues can

provide similar authenticity levels in both online and in-person interviews

(Fanghorban et al., 2014). Additionally, when participating in online interviews,

participants require high-speed internet access, familiarity with online commu-

nication, and digital literacy, all of which could affect their interactions with

researchers and the way the interview is conducted (Fanghorban et al., 2014;

Thunberg & Arnell, 2022).

5.4.4 Focus Groups

Focus group interview is another interview technique used in early childhood

research, where children are interviewed in groups rather than individually by

one or more researchers. Usually, focus groups consist of between six and

twelve participants. However, in research with young children, it is reasonable

to have between four and six participants in each focus group. Having a smaller

number of child participants provides children with enough time and opportun-

ities to voice their opinions. Since focus groups require interpersonal skills and

can be challenging to manage, having a smaller number of children in focus

groups makes it easier for the interviewer to moderate the group (Mukherji &

Albon, 2018).

5.5 Visual and Arts-based Techniques

Lately, many educational researchers have directed their attention to topics

within early childhood education, employing a child-centred methodology in

their research endeavours. A notable emphasis has been placed on utilising

visual arts as potent research instruments to actively engage young children

in the research process, frequently integrating play as a mode of involve-

ment. Such tools often intersect with creative, arts-based, game-based, and

audio-visual research methodologies to facilitate dialogic co-enquiry with

child participants (Ellingson & Sotirin, 2020). Arts-based techniques enable
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children to express ideas, thoughts, and feelings in a playful setting, there-

fore, eliminating the need for the use of language. This is particularly

important for young children who have not mastered the necessary language

skills yet to enable them to voice their perspectives and experiences in ways

that are meaningful to them and that do not necessarily rely on verbal

competencies (Koller & Murphy, 2022). Additionally, arts-based techniques

are useful to acknowledge children’s voices when the language used is

uncomfortable to express, and such data can be open to multiple interpret-

ations (Ellingson & Sotirin, 2020). Such techniques also help shift the power

imbalance between children and researchers, encourage dialogues between

researchers and children in a way that are fun, and promote children’s

participation, agency, and competencies (Coyne et al., 2021). Using

a range of arts-based techniques can help researchers understand the diver-

sity in communication adopted by children, particularly children under age

eight who may have limited language abilities (Clark, 2010). A variety of the

arts-based tools commonly used in early childhood education research are

discussed next.

5.5.1 Play and Toys

Usually, children embrace play and toys as these enhance their imagination.

Children can engage in a variety of play as part of the research process,

including role-play and imaginary play, which are often employed while they

are being observed by the researchers. Researchers can also participate in

children’s play as part of an interview. When children and researchers play

together, the adult–child power relations could dissipate, especially if they

engage in non-hierarchical play, thus empowering children and enabling them

to have a voice in research (Mukherji & Albon, 2018).

Early anthropological studies suggest that dolls are a common characteristic

of children’s play worldwide (Schwartzman, 1976). Dolls are familiar with

young children and have been popular as play items for a very long time, and

have been used as play items in early childhood research to elicit children’s

voices in a range of topics and settings (Clarke et al., 2019; Dockett et al., 2011;

Johnson et al., 2014). Perhaps, their human-like appearance makes dolls a play

item that children can easily engage with even during the research process,

making dolls culturally relevant (Ebrahim & Francis, 2008). In fact, strong

evidence suggests that dolls have been identified as effective research tools in

early childhood research when they are relevant to the children’s preferences,

maturity level and the children’s prior knowledge (Koller & Murphy, 2022).

Dolls thereby allow children to openly communicate with researchers in a safe
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manner by overcoming difficulties associated with verbal skills (Johnson et al.,

2014; Koller & Murphy, 2022). Acting as concrete, play-based, visual, and

participatory tools, dolls are used by researchers as an effective method for

exercising children’s rights to a voice while exploring their perspectives in

a variety of studies and across a range of topics, giving a voice to children,

particularly those whose perspectives are overlooked (Koller &Murphy, 2022).

In research, dolls have been used as part of a story completion for data collection

purposes (Clarke et al., 2019; Ebrahim & Francis, 2008).

5.5.2 Stories

Stories as research techniques were first used in developmental psychology and

psychotherapy as projective tools in clinical assessments and also in quantita-

tive research (Moller et al., 2021). Nowadays, stories created by children are

used to help researchers explore the meanings children ascribe to a particular

topic of interest (Lenette et al., 2022; Moller et al., 2021). Children’s stories are

useful because they provide children with multiple opportunities to talk about

their experiences (Clarke et al., 2019; Ebrabim & Francis, 2008; Lenette et al.,

2022).

Story compilation is another storytelling technique used in both qualitative

and quantitative early childhood research. As a qualitative data collection

technique, story completion was originally developed within the field of psy-

choanalysis as a projective technique or to be used as a clinical assessment tool

in developmental psychology research to assess attachment, as well as in

consumer and feminist research (see Clarke et al., 2019). Story completion

requires children to write a story by first being given a cue (a hypothetical

scenario created by the researchers) and a set of instructions to follow in order to

complete the story (Clarke et al., 2019). The uptake of story completion as

a research method in early childhood has been minimal until recently; however,

the emancipatory potential of stories as research methods across diverse

research areas is growing (Nur &Arnas, 2022). Nevertheless, ‘story completion

cannot capture the complexity of the social world – no method can completely’

(Clarke et al., 2019, p. 16), but it can serve as a comprehensive and develop-

mentally appropriate way of asserting children’s agency while exploring their

ideas through their narratives.

5.5.3 Photographs and Videos

Many children like to play with dolls or take part in role-plays in research. Yet

children may prefer other research tools, such as cameras, over dolls (Dockett

et al., 2011). In fact, photo-elicitation is another technique used by researchers

40 Research Methods for Developmental Science

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009285407
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 3.141.25.201, on 30 Sep 2024 at 01:20:09, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009285407
https://www.cambridge.org/core


to gain young children’s visual representation of an issue. Photographs provided

by the children have been used as child-friendly visual methods by several early

childhood researchers to elicit young children’s ideas about the issue under

study during interviews. Children’s photographs provide different information

that may be missed during verbal interviews alone. Children’s photographs can

also be used to act as an icebreaker or as a focus for further discussion during an

interview. Photographs are also useful tools to disseminate information and talk

about issues that would be otherwise difficult to tackle with young children. In

this way, children’s photographs are viewed as a means for children to assert

their voices and agency in the research process because children can choose

what is to be photographed and what is not to be photographed, and they can

choose how and when to talk about their photographs during research. Due to

their artistic andmetaphorical potential, and their potential to generate reflective

thoughts, photographs can introduce new aesthetic dimensions in the way

children process knowledge in aesthetically and communicatively efficient

ways. As visual data, photographs may present different perspectives other

than those of the researchers. Therefore, it is recommended that children are

interviewed about their photographs. During interviews, researchers can follow

up on, or revisit, ideas that are captured on a photograph at a later date, making

photographs an ideal tool for generating data in case studies with young

children.

Like photographs, videos can be produced by children to voice their perspec-

tives in research. Videos have the potential to involve young children directly in

the documentation process of a research project while bypassing the written

word (Blaisdell et al., 2022). To date, little research has focused on the use of

digital video technologies in early childhood research to explore young chil-

dren’s experiences and thought processes (Elwick, 2015; Flewitt, 2022).

Whenever videos have been used in early childhood research, these were used

to record observations (Elwick, 2015). More research exploring the use of

children’s videos as qualitative research tools is warranted.

5.5.4 Drawings

Art is closely related to children’s thinking because children’s drawings are

believed to closely represent their worldviews (Vygotsky, 1971). Children’s

drawings in research acknowledge their agency, and allow children the freedom

to express their ideas in an unguided manner. Children’s drawings can act as ice-

breakers and provide researchers with opportunities to build a rapport with

children as research participants. Since children’s drawings provide visual data,

children’s interpretations of their own drawings during an interview are also

41Children’s Voices and Agency

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009285407
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 3.141.25.201, on 30 Sep 2024 at 01:20:09, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009285407
https://www.cambridge.org/core


used as data collection tools in childhood research (Clark &Moss, 2011; Spiteri,

2020). Children’s interpretations of their own drawings generated via inter-

views serve a dual role. First, they minimise the chances of imposing an adult-

centric interpretation to children’s drawings; and second, they allow children to

express their ideas about what matters to them; hence, they assert their voices in

research. Therefore, in order to obtain an adequate interpretation of children’s

drawings in ways that are true to children’s voices, it is crucial to involve

children in clarifying meanings embedded in their creative outputs (Dockett

et al., 2009).

5.6 The Challenges of Research Participation by Young Children

Even though creative and participatory research methods are used to encourage

young children to participate in the research process, it is essential to recognise

the challenges associated with these approaches. For a start, participatory

techniques with young children are not a quick way of collecting data with

young children. Rather such techniques require careful planning and prepar-

ation, and are time-consuming. Researchers are advised to engage in a critical

evaluation and reflection process concerning the utilisation of participatory

research methods with children, with the objective of comprehensively exam-

ining both the benefits and drawbacks associated with such approaches (Punch,

2002).

Children’s participation challenges the dominant discourse around children’s

vulnerability, dependence, and development, and eliminates many of the power

structures present between children and adults (Tisdall, 2015). Yet conducting

research with children presents notable practical and methodological hurdles,

which advocates of participatory research may sometimes overlook (Flewitt &

Ang, 2020). The process has been described by some as ‘Pollyanna-ish’,

suggesting that participatory approaches still fail to challenge the very power

relations they aim to disrupt (Blaisdell et al., 2022). The question remains as to

which participatory, age-appropriate, and child-friendly research methods can

be used when conducting research with young children. The widespread misin-

terpretation regarding children’s involvement in research arises from

researchers frequently claiming to conduct participatory research, yet resorting

to tokenistic practices instead (Morrow, 2008). Tokenism results in children’s

involvement being passive rather than active. Over time, efforts have beenmade

to distinguish between tokenistic participation and genuinely empowering roles

for children in research.

Participatory research calls for children to be involved in the research process

right from the beginning, as enshrined in the UNCRC (United Nations, 1989).
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Yet, in reality, this decision-making process remains a challenge to implement.

In research with young children, careful attention to the design of the research

methods is required, ensuring that potential threats to children are eliminated.

More than this, the complexity involved in the child-researcher relationship has

increased the focus on adopting participatory methods in research involving

children. Hence, young children’s ability to participate in, and contribute

towards, the research process is not to be underestimated.

Researchers bear the responsibility of devising research methodologies con-

ducive to meaningful engagement by children. The ‘ladder of children’s par-

ticipation’ (Hart, 1992) delineates eight levels of involvement, with each level

describing different levels of children’s involvement and empowerment in the

research process. The initial three levels are characterised as non-participation

(manipulation, decoration and tokenism), while subsequent levels denote

increasing degrees of engagement, spanning from assigned but informed roles

to shared decision-making initiated by the child alongside adults. Many

researchers employ Hart’s framework to evaluate the authenticity of children’s

involvement in participatory research, acknowledging the limitations associ-

ated with lower levels of engagement. Nevertheless, criticism has been levied

against Hart’s ladder for its hierarchical structure, which may imply that full

participation holds superiority over other forms of engagement, despite the

potential challenges in achieving or appropriateness of full participation in all

contexts.

An alternative model consisting of five stages is presented by Shier (2001),

emphasising the dedication of adults to empowering children, with each stage

including specific objectives aimed at assessing the level of child participation.

Shier’s participation model includes stages where children are involved in

decision-making processes, and share power and responsibility for decision-

making. Similar to Hart’s (1992) model, Shier’s (2001) framework has been

both praised and criticised. Some appreciate its utility in guiding participatory

research design, while others critique its failure to acknowledge the dynamic

nature of power negotiation in research decision-making (Flewitt &Ang, 2020).

Additionally, Shier’s model has been criticised for focusing on what happens to

children in research rather than emphasising their active role and status, and for

lacking adequate theorisation of children’s participation (Flewitt & Ang, 2020).

To support the design of participatory research, Stephenson (2009) developed

a set of ‘checking questions’ aimed at prioritising children’s perspectives. These

questions encompass considerations such as initiating with children’s thoughts,

integrating their ideas throughout each stage, refraining from suggestive ques-

tioning, and remaining receptive to following the children’s direction. Despite

their shortcomings, together, these models can help researchers consider the
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varying degrees of children’s participation in the research process based on the

research aims and context, preventing participation from becoming overly

prescriptive or restrictive.

The defining feature of participatory research is recognising children as

experts in their own lives, empowering them to express their views in their

preferred manner, and prioritising their perspectives. This shift in approach

requires a fundamental re-evaluation of relationships within the research pro-

cess, and challenges the traditional roles of academic researchers and child

participants in participatory research. Researchers dedicated to promoting chil-

dren’s full participation in research have the responsibility not only to involve

children in disseminating research findings but also to engage them in deciding

the impact of their work (Flewitt & Ang, 2020). However, it is observed that

children are not consistently included in research write-ups and impact events.

During the early planning and research design phases, researchers can use

research questions and models to consider the varying degrees of children’s

participation (Flewitt & Ang, 2020). This spectrum ranges from children taking

the leading role in all research stages, to children informing the research

designed that is conducted by adults. Even though most participatory research

falls between these two extremes, the choice of participation depends on the

research objectives. Therefore, it is important that researchers ensure that

whenever young children are involved as researchers in participatory research,

they understand the realistic potential impact of their work to prevent feelings of

neglect or dismissal.

Even if researchers follow ethical guidelines carefully, their research

methods can still be problematic. In relation to knowing what to research and

with whom, the researchers’ effects are possible. Conducting research with

young children requires training, skill, and practice. Typically, participatory

research involves mentorship, where experienced researchers train new

researchers in data collection techniques and ethics, enabling new participants

to experiment with and discuss various approaches. At every stage of the

research process, researchers also need to keep in mind how their presence

may be influencing children’s responses and the type of communication that

happens when children and researchers engage in dialogues. During this pro-

cess, researchers can learn about participants’ interests and communication

styles.

Conducting research with children involves communication. Participatory

research requires researchers to build a rapport with the children. As a result,

a relationship between the adult researchers and the child participant is often

developed. In early childhood research, attention is given to how children

convey thoughts, views, and intentions through language, actions, and social
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interactions. In this relationship, dialogue plays a key role in helping researchers

understand the child’s point of view. By understanding children’s communica-

tion styles, researchers can engage in meaningful dialogue, fostering trust and

developing innovative research methods that align with children’s perspectives.

However, language competence and cognitive overload can make dialogues

challenging and may create a power imbalance between the adult researchers

and child participants, and these can impact the authenticity of any communi-

cation between the two (Spiteri, 2020). Consequently, researchers need to be

mindful of their critical role when conducting qualitative research with young

children. For research with young children to be ethical, researchers need to

have a good understanding of what a researcher is and what its role is.

Therefore, it is worth considering the role of the researcher and the relationships

of power that emerge during the research process. The first imbalance in the

relationship is created by the fact that the researcher is an adult. Since children

are in the least powerful position in the research (Barratt Hacking et al., 2013),

the presence of an adult researcher, or possibly more than one researcher, puts

children in a subordinate position and could potentially also make them vulner-

able to abuse (Gallagher, 2009). Issues of power could easily subordinate

children (MacNaughton, 2005) in the sense that some children may believe

that they are expected to fully participate in the research process because

subordination has always been demanded from the adults around them

(Aubrey & Dahl, 2005). Although power relations cannot be totally eliminated,

children’s welfare should always be prioritised by researchers during the entire

research process. Lastly, if academic research is to be published, such intentions

are to be communicated and explained honestly and responsibly to the partici-

pants before the research process begins (Gilliat-Ray et al., 2022).

5.7 Critiques of Qualitative Research

Despite its goals towards children’s full and meaningful participation in

research, qualitative research has faced its fair share of criticism. Critiques of

qualitative research in early childhood encompass a broad spectrum of perspec-

tives and considerations that are continuously evolving (Scott & Usher, 2011).

Indeed, scholars are actively engaged in ongoing critical dialogue aimed at

refining methodological approaches and addressing inherent limitations (Cohen

et al., 2018).

Qualitative research has been criticised for being anecdotal or illustrative,

and that it is practised in casual and unsystematic ways (Mason, 2018). Such

critique is based on a misunderstanding of the logic of qualitative enquiry, and

fails to see the strategic significance of context and the development of our
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understandings and explanations of the social world (Mason, 2018). Given its

focus on the in-depth exploration within specific contexts, qualitative research

has also been criticised for its lack of generalisability and transferability of

findings to broader populations or settings, limiting the applicability of the

findings (Stake, 2006). Qualitative research conceptualises generalisability in

a distinct manner compared to quantitative research. Quantitative research employs

a large random sample that mirrors the broader population to minimise individual

differences and facilitate statistical inference applicable to the entire population. In

contrast, qualitative research prioritises obtaining individual insights rather than

striving for a representative sample.Top of FormQualitative research seldom relies

on random sampling, making it unsuitable for making references to broader

populations as done in surveys conducted for quantitative analysis.

Since qualitative research prioritises depth and richness of data, traditional

criteria for validity and reliability may be perceived as less applicable. As

a result, critics argue that ensuring the trustworthiness of qualitative findings

can be challenging, particularly regarding issues of credibility, transferability,

dependability, and confirmability (Guba & Lincoln, 2018). To overcome these

challenges, researchers need to employ rigorous methods to enhance the trust-

worthiness of their work (Guba & Lincoln, 2018; Stake, 2006).

Another key concern regarding qualitative research is its vulnerability to

researcher bias and subjectivity. Reflexivity serves as a response to this critique

(Cohen et al., 2018; Mason, 2018). Through a critical reflexive approach,

qualitative researchers actively acknowledge and address their own subjectivity

and potential biases throughout the research process, enhancing the credibility

and trustworthiness of qualitative findings by minimising the impact of

researcher bias (Mason, 2018; Stake, 2006).

Qualitative research frequently involves close and prolonged interaction with

participants that may uncover sensitive or personal information about young

children. In early childhood research, it is crucial to uphold ethical standards,

including ensuring informed consent from adults, assent from children, the

protection of privacy and confidentiality, and the management of power dynam-

ics between researchers and participants (Lundy, 2007). This highlights the

necessity for researchers to engage in ethical reflexivity and adhere closely to

established guidelines to uphold the rights and well-being of all participants,

particularly young children (Ellingson & Sotirin, 2020; Gallagher, 2009).

Employing participatory research methods that empower young children as

active participants in the research process may offer a pathway to addressing

entrenched power imbalances in early childhood research. However, participa-

tory research methods have been criticised for falling short of achieving the

objectives of qualitative research to effect change, underestimating power
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imbalances between researchers and child participants, lacking clear methods of

data collection and analysis, and being under-theorised. Concerns also exist

regarding the impact of participatory research methods on children’s lives and

the underrepresentation of certain groups, such as children with disabilities.

Critics point out the paradox that initiating participatory research often requires

researchers from privileged, educated backgrounds, raising questions about its

democratic nature (Bergold & Thomas, 2012). Another common criticism of

participatory research methods is that not all children may enjoy or find it easy

to engage with the research process (Spiteri, 2020). Participatory research

methods are still marked by uncertainty and the recognition that the effective-

ness of research methods depends on how such methods are applied and the

effectiveness of the attitudes guiding their use. Therefore, a key aspect of

participatory research involves understanding children’s communication styles,

fostering dialogue, and building trust with them, which can also positively

impact relationships between children and caregivers in their communities.

Remaining open, flexible, and responsive to children’s perspectives throughout

the research process is essential for its success.

The intricate nature of qualitative data analysis can pose challenges concern-

ing transparency, reliability, and validity in analysis, especially in large-scale

studies. To mitigate these concerns, researchers need to adopt transparent and

systematic methodologies for coding, categorising, and interpreting qualitative

data, to ensure reliability, transparency, rigour, and trustworthiness (Cresswell

& Poth, 2018).

While these critiques raise important considerations for qualitative

researchers, they also underscore the ongoing efforts within the field to address

methodological challenges, enhance rigour, and advance ethical practice. By

engaging in reflexive inquiry, methodological innovation, and interdisciplinary

collaboration, qualitative researchers can continue to strengthen the credibility

and impact of their work.

5.8 Concluding Comments

Participatory research with children is still evolving. This section has shown the

wide range of methods, from dialogic approaches to full involvement of children

in all research stages that encompass participatory research. Despite this diversity,

participatory methods share the common goal of amplifying children’s voices and

empowering children to voice their opinion and assert their agency in research.

Participatory research is a democratic, empowering, and ethical way of conducting

early childhood research. Here, children are often considered as co-researchers

during part of, or the entire, research process. As thefield progresses, there’s a need
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for deeper reflection and alignment between theory, methodology, and research

methods, with ongoing scrutiny of the concept of ‘children’s voices and agency’.

Despite the challenge of fully understanding children’s perspectives, participatory

research enables researchers to demonstrate their competences and address the

prevailing power imbalances between adults and children in both research and

broader society.

6 Mixed Methods Research in Early Childhood

Section 6 delves intomixedmethods design, which incorporates both quantitative

and qualitative researchmethods. Atfirst glance, this section looks like it provides

a combination of the research methods discussed in the previous sections. Even

though at times thismay be the case, there are several methodological distinctions

that will be noted here.

This section explores the distinct methodologies associated with each

approach, highlighting the diverse insights they offer into early childhood

research and their varying impacts on educational change. It provides examples

of mixed methods studies, ranging from small- to large-scale, demonstrating how

mixed methods approaches contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of

a variety of themes and contexts in early childhood research.

6.1 The Qualitative and Quantitative Divide

Historically, qualitative and quantitative methods were perceived as conflicting

paradigms. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, debates between proponents of

experimental and interpretive methodologies led to a paradigmatic divide, with

qualitative methods gaining legitimacy for studying complex social phenom-

ena. However, in recent decades there has been a shift towards bridging the gap

between the two paradigms, collaboration between experimental and interpret-

ive research, recognising the complementary insights each approach offers,

leading to the emergence of mixed methods research as a distinct methodology

(Flewitt & Ang, 2020).

Over time, mixed methods research design has gained popularity, particularly in

the social sciences like education and sociology (Pearce, 2012). The term ‘mixed

methods’ encompasses the integration of both quantitative and qualitativemethods,

or data within a single study or design. Quantitative research addresses questions of

‘what’, ‘where’, ‘when’, and ‘howmuch’, whereas qualitative research delves into

‘why’ and ‘how’ questions. By combining both quantitative and qualitative

approaches, researchers can design studies that provide comprehensive insights

into educational experiences and opportunities for young children, leveraging the

strengths of each methodology.
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Various definitions highlight this integration, emphasising the collection,

analysis, and integration of data from both approaches. In mixed methods

research, researchers collect and analyse data, integrate findings, and draw

inferences using both quantitative and qualitative approaches in a single study

(Cohen et al., 2018; Corr et al., 2020; Mertens, 2015; Tashakkori & Creswell,

2007). Mixed methods research is described as ‘better suited to developing

theoretical and practical models of information behaviour . . . [they] are vital to

allow deeper insights to emerge by placing methods in conversation with each

other’ (Gooding, 2021, p. 146). Broadly speaking, mixed methods research can

capture a diverse range of perspectives not possible in traditional quantitative or

qualitative methods alone (Cohen et al., 2018; Flewitt & Ang, 2020; Mertens,

2015). By combining quantitative and qualitative methods, researchers can

obtain a richer perspective, ultimately enhancing our knowledge of early child-

hood education and informing educational practices on a broader scale.

Mixed methods research has evolved into a distinct methodology with its

own worldview and techniques, providing researchers with a comprehensive

approach to investigating complex phenomena and yielding new discoveries

and understandings. In recent years, mixed methods research has expanded into

various fields, including health and medical sciences, nursing, family medicine,

mental health, pharmacy, and other related life sciences disciplines (Flewitt &

Ang, 2020). Over the past thirty years, numerous authors have highlighted the

versatility, applicability, and utility of using a mixed methods approach to early

childhood research too (Corr et al., 2020; Flewitt & Ang, 2020; Gooding, 2021;

Liebenberg & Ungar, 2015). Mixed methods research offers opportunities for

generating new research questions, designs, and insights, ultimately contribut-

ing to enhanced research rigour and validity.

Mixed methods research has been called the ‘third methodological move-

ment’ (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). Some critics argue that mixed methods

research can become overly focused on methodology at the expense of theory;

however, proponents emphasise its capacity to capture complexity and diversity

within a subject area (Flewitt & Ang, 2020). As a paradigm, mixed methods

research asserts that the research does not necessarily need to be conducted

exclusively via quantitative or qualitative research, but rather a mixture of both

(Cohen et al., 2018). With theoretical roots in pragmatism, claims made from

mixed methods research go beyond the data types to include its own paradigm,

ontology, epistemology, axiology, and methodologies which inform the design

and conduct of research studies (Cohen et al., 2018). However, some argue that

pragmatists consider the research questions to be the most important factor for

determining the choice of methodology, rejecting the postpositivist and the

constructive paradigms (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). Despite such debates,
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the central premise of mixed methods research is that the collection, analyses,

and mixing of both quantitative and qualitative data in one study or in a series of

studies provide a better understanding of the research problem than single

methods approach, and answer complex research questions with generality,

thus providing richer and more robust studies compared to single method

approaches (Cohen et al., 2018).

6.2 Mixed Methods in Early Childhood Research

In early childhood research, mixed methods can be particularly valuable in

trying to solve complex social questions that could not be answered in any

other way (Mertens, 2015); however, doing so necessitates meticulous

research design (Flewitt & Ang, 2020). Like in other sectors of educational

research, in early childhood research, a mixed methods approach bridges the

divide between qualitative and quantitative research, in which diverse

approaches, designs, and interpretations are integrated (Flewitt & Ang,

2020). Such integration involves creatively sequencing and implementing

qualitative and quantitative methods across different phases or strands of the

research. However, this bridge metaphor is not a true representation of the

full range of possibilities that mixed methods approach can offer to early

childhood research (Corr et al., 2020). In a mixed methods approach,

researchers mix methods, methodologies, theories, standpoints, and para-

digm assumptions from qualitative and quantitative approaches (Corr et al.,

2020). From this perspective, as a methodological approach, mixed methods

offer new ways of cultivating new and creative ways of thinking and new

ways of researching an issue, possibly leading to unexpected findings

(Flewitt & Ang, 2020).

As a methodological approach, mixed methods are increasingly used in early

childhood research, including early childhood special education research (Corr

et al., 2020). In the literature, mixed methods research has been effectively

utilised for exploring programme outcomes, investigating research questions,

and evaluating large-scale research projects (Doyle et al., 2022). The suitability

of a mixed methods approach to capturing young children’s voices and agency

in early childhood research depends on several factors, including the phenom-

enon under investigation, the research questions, the sociocultural context in

which the study is conducted, and the funding agency’s requirements. Since

mixed methods research can refer to the use of both quantitative and qualitative

methods to answer the research questions in one study, the researchers need to

either be experts in both, or to employ a group of experts to assist with the study

design and analysis of the data (Cohen et al., 2018; Mertens, 2015).
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6.3 Mixed Methods Research as a Way of Listening to Young
Children’s Voices

Mixed methods design can fit within a transformative framework, making the

design suitable for advocacy purposes (Mertens, 2009, 2015). As a framework,

a mixed methods design aligns well with the advocacy for children’s rights as

promoted by the UNCRC (United Nations, 1989). More broadly, in early

childhood education research, mixed methods approaches have been popular

and useful in providing opportunities for listening to children.

The Reggio Emilia Approach (Rinaldi, 2021) and the Mosaic Approach

(Clark & Moss, 2011) (see Section 5.3) adopt mixed methods approach to

generating data with children, making these approaches transformative in

nature by empowering children to express their ideas about their experiences,

using verbal and non-verbal communication. Multiple ways of listening offer an

opportunity for adults and children to listen to each other and to reflect on each

other’s worldviews (Rinaldi, 2021). Similarly, mixed methods research adopts

multiple data collection methods to listen to children’s voices, which requires

adults to relearn other ways that would enable them to communicate with young

children (Clark, 2005; Edwards et al., 2011). In this regard, multiple ways of

listening place emphasis on listening as an ethical issue (Clark, 2005). Taken

together, the Reggio Emilia Approach and the Mosaic Approach provide

support for the benefits of using mixed methods designs in early childhood

research in order to listen to young children and acknowledge their agency.

Furthermore, the different methods adopted in these two approaches enable

researchers to gain different understandings of the different dimensions of

listening to children. From this perspective, mixed methods research offers

a powerful case for listening to young children’s voices.

Developed in the context of early childhood research, multi-method

approaches to listening to children recognise the different voices of young

children and adults (parents and educators), acknowledging the contributions

each could make to the research process (Clark & Moss, 2011). Using diverse

methods to make children’s voices visible, such as observations, interviews,

photography, and book making, a mixed methods approach brings together

a range of qualitative and quantitative methods to listen to children’s ideas

about their lives (Clark, 2005). By adopting a mixed methods design, data are

collected via a combination of techniques to create a multifaceted framework

that facilitates the process of listening to young children’s voices.

Even though strong evidence suggests the utility of a mixed methods

approach in effectively exploring young children’s voices about their lives in

the early years, there remains little evidence of methodological innovation

51Children’s Voices and Agency

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009285407
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 3.141.25.201, on 30 Sep 2024 at 01:20:09, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009285407
https://www.cambridge.org/core


within the field to make mixed methods research more mainstream (Corr et al.,

2020; Flewitt &Ang, 2020; Liebenberg &Ungar, 2015). Perhaps this is because

a mixed methods design requires careful planning of how the diverse methods

can work together in synergy (Cohen et al., 2018).

6.4 Designing Mixed Methods Research

The design of mixed methods research uses techniques from qualitative and

quantitative research traditions, simultaneously or sequentially (Mertens,

2015). Four approaches to mixed methods research design are commonly

adopted in early childhood research (Cohen et al., 2018; Flewitt & Ang,

2020). The first three designs follow a sequential pattern of investigation; the

fourth design occurs concurrently and is integrated in both qualitative and

quantitative methods.

Qualitative-Quantitative Sequential Exploration: Involves a sequential

approach, where qualitative exploration precedes a larger quantitative survey,

using identified themes from the qualitative phase as a foundation for quantita-

tive analysis. In a mixed methods study about food safety knowledge in

Hispanic families with young children, Stenger et al. (2014) began their study

with a qualitative inquiry using focus groups, followed by a quantitative survey.

Similarly, qualitative methods can be utilised by researchers to gain access to

young children’s specific knowledge about patterning skills in order to develop

theoretical concepts; these findings can then be used to inform the quantitative

sub-study (Luken & Sauzet, 2021). Here, the quantitative methods can be used

to provide the researchers with an overview of the domain under study and

describe its heterogeneity.

Questionnaire-Driven Qualitative Exploration: Also sequential, begin-

ning with a questionnaire to uncover issues, followed by qualitative exploration

of identified topics with a purposively chosen sample. A mixed methods

approach can be employed to explore young children’s participation in diverse

educational settings, utilising a demographic questionnaire followed by

a narrative data collection strategy (Benjamin et al., 2017). Similarly, in

a mixed methods investigation, the researchers can begin with a questionnaire

to explore the effects of education provision on preschool children’s attainment,

social, and behavioural development upon school entry and even later, followed

by observational data and interviews with in-depth case studies (Sammons

et al., 2005).

Multi-Phase Sequential Mixed Methods Analysis: Utilises a sequential

pattern with multiple phases, alternating between questionnaire, qualitative

exploration, and experimental testing, aimed at building a conceptual
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understanding and conducting statistical analysis. In a large cohort mixed

methods study, the researchers initiated their study with a large questionnaire,

followed by an in-depth qualitative investigation and finishing their study with

a statistical analysis about novel situations such as the COVID-19 pandemic

(Nguyen et al., 2023).

Concurrent MixedMethods Inquiry: Employs concurrent quantitative and

qualitative methods within a single study, allowing for demographic analysis,

statistical assessment of ratings responses, and qualitative coding of open-ended

questions, facilitating comprehensive data interpretation. In their study about

risky play in early childhood, LeMasters and Vandermaas-Peeler (2023) initi-

ated their study by conducting a survey that concluded with five open-ended

questions, followed by observations, focus groups and semi-structured inter-

views. In an iterative mixed methods study, Liebenberg and Ungar (2015)

worked with marginalised populations initiating the study with a quantitative

approach and simultaneously integrated a qualitative design to collect relevant

data simultaneously. Here, children were involved as co-researchers, where

a photo-elicitation approach to data collection was used, thus demonstrating

that young children are capable of participating in various stages of a mixed

methods study design and data analysis. The researchers conclude that they

were able to ensure internal validity and generalisability of the resilience

construct, and improve the research design.

Together, these studies showcase the versatility of mixed methods research

and highlight the importance of tailoring designs to research questions and

aims. Careful consideration of mixed methods dimensions allows for new

theoretical and paradigmatic reflections, offering researchers opportunities for

comprehensive investigation and insight generation (Flewitt & Ang, 2020).

6.5 Triangulation, Reliability, and Validity

Mixed methods research can help address concerns related to the internal

validity and generalisability currently present in early childhood research,

across cultures. Combining quantitative and qualitative data collection methods

offers greater opportunities for triangulation and may strengthen the validity,

reliability, dependability, credibility, and accuracy of the findings (Cohen et al.,

2018). Different data sources are validated via different methods, which in turn

provide multiple perspectives, improving the validity and reliability of the

findings and conclusions (Liebenberg & Ungar, 2015).

Triangulation of the data, or the validation of research findings by comparing

different data sources, is at the core of a mixed methods research design (Flewitt

& Ang, 2020; Gooding, 2021; Luken & Suazet, 2021). Triangulation involves
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corroborating findings from qualitative and quantitative data to assess the

credibility of inferences. Beyond methods, respondent validation, engaging

with participants’ perspectives, is crucial for ensuring validity across research

approaches. Since mixed methods research integrates multiple research

methods, triangulation promises greater rigour of the study design and the

research process (Liebenberg & Ungar, 2015). Through triangulation of the

data from multiple methods or lenses simultaneously, alternative perspectives

could be obtained because findings from quantitative data can be compared with

findings from quantitative data (Mertens, 2015).

In mixed methods research, quantitative and qualitative techniques are seen

as complementary perspectives, seeking to answer the research questions in

intuitive and expansive ways, while meeting the needs of multiple audiences for

results. However, Cohen et al. (2018) argue that the claim of mixed methods

research being complementary is not justifiable in that it is up to the researchers

to decide whether a method is complementary or whether it supplements the

study. When deciding whether to choose a mixed methods approach,

researchers should assess whether the method itself can adequately address

the research questions independently, rather than emphasising how the methods

might mutually enhance each other (complementary) or provide additional

support or insights (supplementary). Ultimately, a strong mixed methods

study asks what could be gained and/or lost by using mixed methods research;

how the method deals with the objectivity and the subjectivity of the study; and

how would the study turn out by not using mixed methods research.

6.6 Critiques of Mixed Methods

Mixed methods research has gained traction in early childhood educational

research due to its ability to provide a comprehensive understanding of complex

social phenomena (Flewitt &Ang, 2020). Indeed, many researchers acknowledge

the benefits of mixed methods research in effectively managing the interplay

between qualitative and quantitative methods (Flewitt & Ang, 2020). Yet mixed

methods research is not the answer for every research project (Cohen et al., 2018;

Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). The process and degree of integration, known as

mixing and assimilation of data, present major challenges. In fact, the recent

developments in mixed methods research have generated an array of insightful

critiques regarding the theoretical development and methodological practices of

this research approach (Corr et al., 2020; Fàbregues et al., 2021).

Most criticism in the field is related to the definition of mixed methods, as

well as its philosophy, procedures, and politics (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018;

Fàbregues et al., 2021). Combining quantitative and qualitative data collection
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and analysis in one study may be difficult as both methodologies follow differ-

ent ontologies, epistemologies, methodologies, axiologies, data types, and so on

(Cohen et al., 2018). Specifically, the different epistemological and philosoph-

ical frameworks guiding mixed methods research make it difficult for many

researchers to ensure its suitability for the research design, as well as its

robustness and reliability of the research findings (Dawadi et al., 2021). As

a result, some critics question whether a mixed methods approach is even

a paradigm, and numerous questions remain unanswered (Cohen et al., 2018).

Mixed methods research aims to produce an outcome that surpasses the mere

combination of qualitative and quantitative components. Yet the feasibility of

integrating qualitative and quantitative methods is questioned due to the con-

flicting nature of data generated from incompatible methods (Flewitt & Ang,

2020). Consequently, mixed methods research requires researchers to acquire

the skills of both quantitative and qualitative research approaches, in addition to

a solid grounding in mixed methods methodology before designing mixed

methods research (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). Achieving this outcome

requires striking a balance between the two datasets without marginalising

either method.

Mixed methods research poses increasing demands on researchers because it

is time-consuming and requires a variety of resources to meet the needs of both

qualitative and quantitative data collection, integration, and analysis (Creswell

& Plano Clark, 2018; Dawadi et al., 2021). Other challenges of mixed methods

research include verifying inferences from convergent data, interpreting dis-

crepancies, and explicitly reporting insights gained from both approaches (Corr

et al., 2020; Plano Clark & Ivankova, 2016). As a result, data collection can be

lengthy, and considering the amount of data generated, data analysis can be

difficult to integrate (Barata & Yosikawa, 2014). In fact, there is ongoing debate

about the status of qualitative research within mixed methods, with concerns

that it may be relegated to a supporting role. Therefore, it’s crucial for both

qualitative and quantitative data to be treated with equal rigour to ensure

credible inferences (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018; Cohen et al., 2018).

The researchers’ alignment with diverse communities of practice seems to

influence the way the divergent methodological approaches are applied in

mixed methods research (Fàbregues et al., 2021). Some scholars argue for

a more extensive qualitative approach driven by a social justice agenda within

mixed methods designs, emphasising the importance of diversity and trans-

formative social justice projects (Flewitt & Ang, 2020). In mixed methods

research, researchers are to recognise and explain the underlying frameworks

guiding their design, data collection, analysis, and interpretation processes, thus

enhancing the rigour and quality of mixed methods research (Corr et al., 2020).
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6.7 Concluding Comments

This section examined mixed methods research as a way of looking at the social

world of young children from different perspectives. Employing a mixed methods

design demands thoughtful consideration and sophistication beyond simply com-

bining methods. Rather, researchers need to carefully assess the appropriateness of

a mixed methods approach and establish a clear purpose for their study. Important

decisions regarding research questions, paradigms, and data collection methods

need to be made to effectively address the research objectives.

This section also raised some challenges of the use of mixed methods in early

childhood research. Understanding the variations in mixed methods research

helps researchers weigh the strengths and limitations to determine if it aligns

with their study’s goals.Whenwell planned and executed, mixedmethods studies

can contribute to generating innovative research agendas in early childhood

education, and provide insights into complex social phenomena, enhancing the

validity and reliability of findings, and reconciling contradictions between quan-

titative and qualitative results (Flewitt & Ang, 2020). Finally, a well-designed

mixed methods study can uncover new knowledge in early childhood education

by allowing methodologies to inform each other effectively.

7 Conclusion and Future Directions

This Element highlighted the different research methods that can be used to elicit

young children’s voices and agency. It has provided a discussion around a range

of researchmethods that can support researchers in dialoguewith children. Rather

than simply presenting a set of simple data collection methods, this Element has

demonstrated how quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods methodologies

have the capacity to impact children’s meaningful participation in research, by

facilitating their voices and agency. Children gain so much more from research

when they are treated as meaningful participants, and even co-researchers, in the

research process, rather than just sources of information. Meaningful participa-

tion allows young children to feel empowered to express their ideas and explore

new and complex topics through the use of their imagination.

Throughout this Element, the importance of grounding early childhood

education research in a robust theoretical framework and adapting methodolo-

gies to suit specific research goals has been emphasised. In doing so, this

Element highlighted the complexity involved in conducting research with

young children in ways that acknowledge their voices and agency. However,

the methods discussed in here are not definitive. Rather, researchers are encour-

aged to use the diverse research methods discussed here in a critical manner. It is

hoped that the insights and ideas presented in the Element inspire researchers to
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use diverse research methods that listen to children’s voices and acknowledge

their agency in a space that is adapted to diverse cultural contexts.

This Element has positioned young children as having a right to participate in

meaningful research that concerns them. Empirical research involves actively

seeking new information through observation, testimony collection, or re-

examination of existing data. Overall, when approaching research from

a children’s rights perspective, it is clear that those with expertise in early

childhood development and research, whether researchers, educators or policy-

makers, face some obligation. Ethical considerations are paramount, requiring

respect for the rights of all participants, including obtaining appropriate per-

missions and avoiding judgement of children’s lives. In early childhood

research, fundamental principles of systematic, critically reflective, empirical,

and ethical research must be upheld. Studies need to be meticulously designed

and explained to ensure replicability, with clear articulation of aims, theoretical

frameworks, research context, sample, and methods. Finally, researchers need

to uphold a critical and reflective mindset, questioning their own beliefs and

societal discourses.

7.1 What Next?

This Element provides the theoretical and practical tools to undertake research

in early childhood. Yet there is important work ahead for early childhood

researchers. Further research into understanding young children’s worlds

through diverse methods is still required. The diverse research methods dis-

cussed in this Element could be used to explore complex issues that young

children might find difficult to talk about in diverse sociocultural settings.

Further implementation of diverse research methods that are culturally sen-

sitive to the children’s needs offers potential opportunities to increase the

impact of early childhood research and enhance young children’s voices and

agency in research about issues that matter to them. This is an important

endeavour because unless children’s voices are listened to and understood, it

is unlikely that their voices will be taken seriously. When children’s voices are

taken seriously in policy and practice, the resultant outcome will be more

socially and culturally relevant to children’s lives and experiences, therefore

enhancing their rights and agency more broadly.

7.2 Ethical Dissemination

The temporal aspect of children’s participation in research is worth taking into

consideration, especially since such a process is built on trust, and the level of

influence and interdependence in the child–adult relationship. Children’s
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participation in research presents researchers with ethical, methodological, and

practical dilemmas (Bishop, 2014; Bradbury-Jones et al., 2018). In research that

is still overwhelmingly interpreted and disseminated by adults, how can chil-

dren’s voices be equally and ethically disseminated?

The main aim of dissemination is to create change, for example, by influen-

cing policy or teacher training programmes. Multiple modes of dissemination

exist. Some modes of dissemination are more accessible to children than others.

These can include online sources such as blogs, policy papers, and public

presentations. It is increasingly common in educational research to include

a number of stakeholders and/or participants, ranging from children, teachers,

parents, professionals, researchers, and policymakers, as part of the dissemin-

ation process.

With the rise of digital media, the dissemination of research findings via

video material shared online is becoming more mainstream. However, tracing

the material can become almost impossible to control especially when there is

a breach of participant confidentiality. Ethical dissemination of early childhood

research includes (a) seeking the consent of children and their families prior to

making the material public; (b) conducting a final feedback interview to help

children select which data they want to share; and (c) seeking the approval of

transcription and analysis of audio and visual data prior to dissemination

(Johnson et al., 2014). Therefore, early childhood researchers have ethical

responsibilities to share research findings in ways that protect children’s ano-

nymity while simultaneously honouring their voices. In conclusion, it is my

greatest hope that these approaches will help create new research stories that

will improve the field of early childhood research and put children’s voices at

the forefront of cutting-edge research.
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