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Good mental health and well-being, which start in the early years, partly depend on children
having a sense of control, 4 voice’ and decision-making posers over their learning, activities and
routines. Such genuine and authentic consultation with young children can enhance children’s
well-being and encourage a caring, protective sense of themselves within the setting (Weare, 2015).
So, participatory, inclusive and creative research can help to promote good mental health, and
well-being can be promoted through creative listening. Such an understanding has recently been
promoted by Public Health England (2014) and the DEE (2016), as issues around mental health and
well-being become increasingly understood as important for children from the earliest age.

(f, at an early age, children are encouraged to participate in decisions that affect thelr daily
lives in their environments, and can see that such an input has real effects, then these same
children are more likely to engage in participation as they get older. Engaging with children in
a participatory research project may be part of a wider institutional cultural change in which
inclusion and participation become embedded in the daily thinking and practice of children’s
environmertts.

What follows is a list ol reasons as to why voung children should be involved in participatory
research projects.

PRACTICAL BENEFITS TO PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH IN
EARLY CHILDHOOD SETTINGS

« Improved levels of care and education « Improved experience of services (e.g.

E lmproved support to ensure individuals’ increased emotional well-being, reduced
best interests (e.g. enhanced learning, stress and feelings of insecurity)
improved health, increased opportunities = Improved access to and use of services
for play) »  Improved service accountability.

CITIZENSHIP AND SOCIAL INCLUSION

s Providing inclusive practice that draws

in those often excluded (e.g. young chil-
dren, carers, asylum seekers and disabled
young children)

Meeting expectations for children’s right to
patticipate in decisions affecting their lives
Empowering children through being
included

Developing the skills and knowledge to
be heard and fostering a decper self-belief
in the ability to create change

Enhancing citizenship and political edu-
cation, including knowledge of children's
rights, structures and services

lacreasing independence and responsibil-
ily for actions

Increasing ownership and care for services
[mproving a sense of community and
belonging.

The starting point in developing such a participatory research culture is to listen ta young chil-
dren creatively and respecttully
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WHAT IS CREATIVE LISTENING?

In the Reggio Emilia early childhood centres of Northern Italy, children are understood as
being creative, intelligent and competent. They are understood to have multiple modes of
expression, including words, movement, drawing, painting, sculpture, shadow play, collage
and music. These diverse modes of creative expression are known as their ‘hundred languages'.
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The 'Hundred Languages’ poem beautifully sums up this approach:

No Way. The Hundred is There (from The Hundred Languages of Children)
The child is made of one hundred.

The child has

a hundred languages

a hundred hands

a hundred thoughts

a hundred ways of thinking
of playing, of speaking.

A hundred, always a hundred
ways of listening

of marvelling, of loving

a hundred joys \
for singing and understanding

a hundred worlds

to discover

a hundred worlds to invent

a hundred worlds to dream.

The child has

a hundred languages

(and a hundred hundred hundred more)
but they steal ninety-nine.

The school and the culture

separate the head from the body.

They tell the child:

(Continued)
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to think without hands

to do without head

to listen and not to speak

to understand without joy

to love and to marvel

only at Easter and Christmas.
They tell the child:

to discover the world already there
and of the hundred

they steal ninety-nine.

They tell the child:

that work and play

reality and fantasy

science and imagination

sky and earth

reason and dream

are things

that do not belong together
and thus they tell the child
that the hundred is not there.
The child says:

No way. The hundred is there.,

(Loris Malaguzzi © 1996 Municipality of Reggio Emilia, Publishers Reggio Children; English
trans. Lella Gandini, 1983, in Edwards, Gandini and Forman, 1995, Ablex/Greenwood
Publishing Group.)

",

This poem is significant for early childhood researchers and practitioners since it reminds
us that listening to young children need not be limited to the spoken word. Through their
emphasis on the creative arts, the Reggio Emilia centres challenge the idea that visual forms of
communication are somehow inferior to linguistic communication. Pressure is often applied
to children to express themselves verbally, when young children might not yet have the expe-
riences or vocabulary to do this. Young children can competently express themselves through
their play and through drawings and paintings and other expressive media. Emphasising
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visual forms of communication potentially e
language delay,

Listening is:

an active process of receiving, interpret-
ing and responding to communication: it
includes all the senses and emotions and
is not limited to the spoken word

a necessary stage in ensuring the partici-
pation of all children

mpowers children who are pre-verbal, have a
or have English as a second language
listening to the ‘voice of the child’
ways whereby children can express their views and experiences.

(Lancaster and Broadbent, 2010). Hence,

needs to be a process which is open to the many creative

an ongoing part of tuning in to all chil-
dren as individuals in their everyday
lives

sometimes part of a specific consultation
about a particular entitlement, choice,
event or opportunity.

Understanding listening in this way is key to providing an environment in which all children
feel confident, safe and powerful, ensuring they have the time and space to express themselves
in a form that suits them.

At the heart of creative listening to children is a constant raising of adult expectations of young
children’s abilities to communicate and express their desires and interests, The ‘one hundred lan-
guages’ of children are present and are waiting to be heard by researchers. However, early childhood
researchers have to be open to these many languages in order to be able to hear them.

As adult researchers learn to work together with children, they may become more aware
of children’s strengths and competencies, and their skills are shown in clear and tangible
ways. These experiences help to create a more favourable environment for dialogue and
understanding. When children’s participation in research takes place in an environment
of mutual respect, it can lead to a change in attitudes and in the roles and capabilities of
those children. This change can then lead to greater creativity, new ideas and a deeper
understanding, not only of the issues under investigation but also of important issues in
their community.

Sensitive and respectful researchers working in an inclusive and participatory way with
young children constantly engage them in creative and innovative ways. Such researchers
are well positioned to hear children’s one hundred languages. The Mosaic approach has
been pioneered as an effective way of listening to children’s creative responses to their
environment.

THE MOSAIC APPROACH

The Mosaic approach (Clark, 201 7) is an integrated approach which combines the visual with
the verbal, A diverse range of traditional and innovative listening techniques is put together to
gain young children’s views and experiences of their early childhood setting. The information
collected through using the Mosaic approach can be used to make changes to the nursery.
The ‘documentation’ or recording process comprises a range of evidence, including: nar-
rative observations; consultations with the child, the key worker and the parents; children’s
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drawings; children’s photographs; and children’s maps. These listening research techniques are
participatory and inclusive, and the wide variety of triangulated evidence can be represented as
a mosaic of evidence (see Figure 6.1).

, There are two stages in the Mosaic approach:

e Stage 1: Children and adults gather the e  Stage 2: The information is pieced together
documentation. for dialogue, reflection and interpretation.

Combining the narratives and images of the individual pieces of the mosaic helps the researcher
develop a good understanding of the children’s priorities.

Throughout the Mosaic approach, it is important that the children are involved in the intez-
pretation of their photographs, drawings and tours: Within this approach, children are viewed
as experts on their own lives, but they are not the only ones with this expertise. There is
space within the Mosaic approach for a range of voices as well as the child’s. Thus, the Mosaic
approach is a way of listening which acknowledges children and adults as co-constructors of
meaning. The multi-method approach brings together children’s own views with those of the
family and staff.

Observation ; Child
conferencing

” i U Gaby Gaby's
i i q;ﬁﬂFM (age 3) photographs
"'T'rg‘aﬁ‘%]l’ﬂ

. -'b«."l'tx‘.'flh ]

Map Key worker
interview

Figure 6.1 A mosaic of evidence
Source: Clark (2017)

CAMERAS AND ETHICS

Taking their own photographs provides children with the possibility of using a powerful visual
language. Children using cameras to take their own pictures of their nursery setting is a rela-
tively recent research technique. They know that photographs are enjoyable and are valued

+ 7 i S

wieras

o4 e

-y

S 11 e




CREATIVE LISTENING WITH YOUNG CHILDREN ¥ 113

by adults, so they will tend to enjoy taking photographs. Photographs are a powerful way for
children to record aspects of their daily lives. Even very young children are quite capable of tak-
ing photographs of the events and situations that affect them. These photographs can then be
printed out and discussed with the children.

Some early childhood institutions increasingly own digital cameras, computers and printing
facilities. The advent of inexpensive digital cameras has meant that children can see their results
instantaneously on the camera itself and the subsequent computer printouts. This rapid process
helps to focus children’s attention on the pictures. If there is a delay of several days between taking
the pictures and seeing the results, children’s interest may have been lost and they may not be able
to explain why they took the pictures. Disposable single-use cameras are also successful with young
children because they are less expensive than digital cameras. They are also small and light enough
for the children to walk around with and put in their pockets or bags to take with them.

If your rescarch project involves you or the children taking any photographs within an carly
years setting, you /must ensure that you have obtained permission from the manager, the prac-
titioners, the parents and the children themselves, Lithically speaking, it is critically important
to inform all the stakeholders thal the project might involve taking photographs. Parents and
practitioners need to know wiy children are bein g given cameras and what will happen to the
photographs. You must therefore let the institution know how long you will keep the photo-
graphs and when you will destroy them. If you are going to take any photographs with you for
your project, do make sure the children have a complete set as well. In this respect, you will need
to make two complete sets of photographs.

Sometimes institutions will be willing to let you and the children take photographs as long
as these do not contain people’s faces. It is ethically important that if children are taking pho-
tographs of one another, they must be told to ask other children if they are happy to have their
picture taken. Some may not wish to have this happen.

CHILDREN'S PHOTOGRAPHS AND WALKING
TOURS

A further inclusive participatory listening technique used in the Mosaic approach is the “walking
tour’ (Clark, 2017). These visual walks offer children the opportunity to share their imaginative
understandings of the environment. In some ways, a walking tour is similar to an interview
on the move. However, unlike some interviews, the child is in charge of the agenda and the
geographical location. These walking tours can be done with individual children or in pairs and
threes. At the end of the tour, children will draw maps of their nursery onto which their photo-
graphs of important places are placed. Making maps together, using the childrer’s drawings and
photographs, is an inclusive participatory activity which can reveal valuable information about
the children’s perspectives on their institution.

A child’s photographs of their day can be used as part of their own and their family’s induc-

tion process. A new child can be given a camera to take pictures of their daily routine in the
nursery. They are asked to take photographs of what they like and dislike, the toys they play
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with, the areas of the room they use, and the outside spaces. These photographs are then placed
in a book with the child’s comments as to why they took the phaotographs, and this book is then
shared with the parents with the child explaining the photographs. Such a process of document-
ing and recording a child’s day at nursery has proved successful with parents who are excited to
see what their child does,

In addition to the children’s perspectives, gathered through the processes above, parents’
and practitioners’ perspectives can also be collected by using interviews, Parents and practition-
ers are extremely knowledgeable about the children and their views should be incorporated.
Questions asked could include:

*  What does your child enjoy doing at ¢ What would be a good dav for vour child

home? at the nursery?
*  What do you think your child feels about  «  What would be a bad day for vour child
being at the nursery? at the nursery?

*  What does your child say at home about
the nursery?

Sometimes the child'’s views will echo the parents’ and practitioners’ and, at other times, there
will be differences of opinion. This range of evidence can be documented to provide an overview
of a child’s experiences in an early childhood setting.

- /Q —  CASE STUDY 6.1

A childminder wanted to find out more about Phoebe's perceptions of being in her house
and then walking to the park. Phoebe was 3 years old, The childminder explained to
Phoche that mummy and daddy wanted to know what she liked and disiiked aboul her
house and the walk Lo the park:

«  What did Phoebe like and dislike about the house?
What did she enjoy aboul going to the park and when she was in the park?

The childminder explained that togelher they would be sharing the pholographs wil

.
Phoebe's parents. Al first, Phoelie was apprehensive about making a imistake with the
camera, bul when the flash worked she knew that the picture had been faken. Her
selt-asteern and confidence visibly rose and she was soon happily taking photographs.,
Phoebe confidently led her childminder around the reoms she used and on the walk to

the park showed her what she liked. Phoehe's comments were noted down as she took
the photographs tsee Figures 6.2, 6.3 and 6.4).

Avisual lour by Phoebe taged 3)

At the childminders house
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‘ like the books.’

‘I like looking out of the window ‘cos it's all out there.

(Continued)
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The childminder felt that Phoebe was in control of the visual tour and that she was posi-
tioned as the listener and learner. Giving Phoebe the camera proved successful because
Phoebe was often a quiet girl with her childminder, With the camera, howaver, Phoebe had
Ieen given a powerful means of visual expression and the camera proved a valuable way into
her thinking and understanding of her environment. As a cansequence of the pictures, some
changes were made around the house to accommodate Phoebe's expressions. The footstool
was moved in the bathroom so that she avoided the shelf: the television was turned around;
and the childminder specifically looked for Ps in books and the environment. Until Phoehe
had taken the photograph of the 'P" in the street, the childminder had not appreciated that
she was so ohservant of such rich environmental print. Such small changes in her daily rou-
tine may at first seern insignificant, but Phoebe’s self-esteerm was raised when she realised
that the childminder was taking seriously what she had to say about her environment. Hence,
her expectations of being listened to were raised and the childminder's expectations of what
Phoebe observed and how she could visually express herself were also raised. Such raised
expectations can lead to an enriched and more participatory relationship.

Figure 6.6 ‘I don't like the shelf because | hit my head on the corner when | brush my
teeth/
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‘I can see a P. That's my name!’

‘I like going on Daddy's bicycle.'

‘I like to hide under here and my favourite colour is yellow.’

(Continued)
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invasive, non-confrontational and participatory research’ (Morrow and Richards, 1996: 100). It
you are going to use children’s drawings in your research, you must gain informed assent from !
the children to do so (see Chapter 4). Drawings can be personal creations in which intimate and
sometimes private experiences and knowledge are shared with familiar people by the children.
The children may feel uncomfortable with you taking their pictures away for a wider audience
than they were originally intended for by the child.
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CHILDREN'S DRAWINGS
Children’s drawings can be seen as a child’s attempts to make sense of their experiences on at ‘
least three levels: cognitive, affective and linguistic. Cognitively, drawing is thought in action 3 ;3’-
and is a rich way of thinking, knowing and exploring the world ‘out there’ via the intellect and -
senses. Affectively, drawing and painting are ways for children to explore and learn about their .,"'1 I
feelings. Linguistically, drawing and painting provide a space for children to develop their visual |
language. Drawing is young children’s early writing and is seen as being as powerful as writing as
a means of representation (Kress, 1997). In addition to the above benefits, drawing and painting o
are clearly vital to play, the imagination and creativity. - il
Many young children Jove to draw and paint, and will spend long periods of time concen- L "
trating on their creations. Consequently, drawings and paintings are an excellent inclusive and 'l
participatory research technique with which to listen to children. Drawings are self-initiated and ' |
spontaneously made by some children, and hence using children’s drawings lends itself to ‘non- ol
4

CHILDREN'S INTERPRETATIONS OF THEIR

A potential limitation of using children’s drawings and paintings in your research study is that you o
can all too easily impute to them your own interpretations: ‘Consulting children by asking them to ;i
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draw can gain illuminating evidence, but many drawings are ambiguous or vague sketches, and it
is better to use them together with spoken or written comments from the child, explaining the pic-
ture’ (Alderson, 2008: 200). Hence, if you are using children’s drawings in your research project, it is
imperative that the children are given the time and space to explain the meanings of their pictures
and paintings. Researchers sometimes ask children to write a short story about their picture or to write
a story and then illustrate it. However, with young children, some of whom do not yet formally write,
discussing with the child what it is they are drawing as they draw it can be invaluable. Sometimes a
young child, when asked what their picture is of, might simply reply, ‘a picture’. This may be because
the meaning of the picture occurs during the actual process of drawing or painting itself.

Hence, once the picture has been completed, the meaning is lost. In case study 6.2, it can be
seen that listening to children whilst they are actively engaged in the process of drawing, paint-
ing or model-making itself may provide a good insight into what the picture represents for the
child. This is because

what the child really wants to do is to talk to himself in pictures, which suggests that the child weaves
stories around the marks being made, each scribble having particular meaning dictating the story's direc-

tion so that the whole turns into a fantastical journey, a parallel for active fantasy play. (Coates, 2002: 26 )

In case study 6.2, Jake re-creates a story in his drawing.

— ,@ — CASE STUDY 6.2

THE INFLUENCE OF THE MEDIA ON CHILDREN'’S LIVES

The researcher used observations of play, the children’s drawings and focused discus-
sion with the children to collect her evidence with six nursery children. She wanted to
know what sorts of games the children played and how these games were influenced hy
children’s television and video stories. Specifically, in her observations the researcher
listened for any television language and songs used, noted whether any television char-
acters were adopted during role play, and how the play narratives were constructed.

In addition to observations, the children were asked to draw pictures at nursery and at
home, particularly after they had been watching television. The researcher asked the chil-
dren if the tape recorder could be kept on whilst they drew their drawings. The following is a
transcript of Jake talking while drawing a picture (Figure 6.10) he made after watching the tel-
evision show Brum and the Naughty Dog, in which a naughty dog gets stuck down a deep hole.

As Jake drew his picture, he made the following rich, detailed comments concerning
his drawing:

Jake, drawing and talking: The dog's dug an either further one ... There’s a tunnel here
and it goes down here and there's another one here, And
down here is a rabbit.

(Continued)




Figure 6.10 Jake's picture
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|

Jake is clearly active in his reinterpretation of the video. The initial media plot has been ‘
creatively reworked and developed by the child in his ‘storying' around the drawing. |
In places, the language is reflective of his book language, 'and last of all’ which is said gl
|

|

several times over. Interestingly, Jake has also used Clifford, another children's televi-
sion dog character, in his intertextual story of his drawing. The rich, detailed, creative
and vivid language used during the dynamic process of the drawing itself can be coun-
terposed with the sometimes stilted, laborious and short descriptions which can occur I
when an adult asks a child what their picture is of. | |5

|

4

In case study 6.3, Sarah, who used observations and focus group conversations, also :j
used drawings to find out more about what children understand by friends.

— O — case sTUDY 6.3 1

Sarah wanted to know more about the relationship between friendship and gender. How
does gender affect friendships in early childhood? One of the technigues she used was
to ask the children to draw pictures of their friends and write down next to their pictures
why they chose these people as their friends. I 1

As Jacob and Harry, Year 1 boys, told Sarah about their friendships, they draw the pic- ' i
ture (Figure 6.11) together. Jacob did the drawings and Harry wrote the children's names.
These drawings helped the boys to focus on the conversation, As they drew the pictures,

L they discussed why they liked having the children as friends:

(€1

i Sarah:  Iwant you to draw pictures of your friends and tell me why you like them. Only
i ' draw the people that are your special friends since it wouldn't be nice to draw
-’;’j people you don't like. Is it OK to tape-record this conversation as you draw? We

can listen to the tape afterwards and you tell me if what you have said is OK to
write down. What do you think?
b Jacob:  VYes, it's OK,
g Harry:  Yes, just the children we like to play with.
Jacob:  Charlie’s got quite long hair hasn't he so it goes like this.
Harry:  We like playing with Charlie because he loves rockets and | like them too.
Jacob:  And they blast off really realtly fast. We go like this ...
Jacob gets up from the table and pretends to be a rocket ‘blasting off' making
rocket noises,
I Jacob:  I'm gonna draw someone else now. This is William because we love racing and
I'm always second and we raced in our teams and my team came second. °

(Continued)




