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Introduction
The aim of this paper is, through an empirical research study, to focus on how to involve children in
research and developing processes. The paper will present and discuss a case study involving four groups of
children at the ages of three to five years. The case is part of a larger participatory research study
investigating learning environments in Danish preschools.
Due to a European focus on effective preschool practice, many preschools have been enrolled in
educational programs and projects aiming to develop more effective and high quality practice. In most of
these projects the focus for development is the pedagogical staff, though both The Conventions on
Children’s Rights and The Danish Act on Daycare highlight children’s involvement in daily life as a right and
as a vital part of a democratic learning environment.
(4). Day-care facilities shall give children co-determination, co-responsibility and an understanding of
democracy. (Danish Act on Daycare. ACT no. 501 of June 6, 2007)
From the outset this research project has sought to question the fact that, in spite of the obligation of
preschools to give children the right of co-determination, children are rarely involved and given a voice in
the development processes of care and education in preschools. Therefore this paper is centered on the
following questions;




How can researchers, the pedagogical staff and children collaborate in participatory research?
What happens when we involve children and ask them to participate in daily life decision-making and
development processes of preschool learning environments?
’What considerations must be taken into account by researchers in connection with involving children
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The aim of the overall research project is to investigate how preschools can develop and offer high qualitylearning environments for all children. The purpose is to develop knowledge and methods that will qualify
preschool teachers’ competence in offering high quality care and learning environments with a focus on
children’s learning potentials. In the research project, we investigate different types of learning
environments, but in this paper we present a specific empirical case where researchers, pedagogical staff
and children collaborated on how to develop lunch as a high quality learning environment. Our theoretical
approach to learning is interactionist and sociocultural theory (Mead, Blumer, Bruner, Lave and Wenger,
Vygotsky), and therefore in this paper ‘high quality learning environment’ refers to a learning environment
that is capable of providing access to participation for each individual child, challenging the present zone of
knowledge and offering a community of learning and social interactions.
In the empirical case, the research object was a study of lunchtime. The aim was to understand and
develop lunchtime as more than just eating a meal. To study the daycare lunchtime the children were
enrolled as co-researchers. As well as having little knowledge on how children experience their learning
environments, we also were in need of methods to involve children in these processes. Therefore, the
methodological perspective on how to carry out the involvement process and the ethical considerations in
these processes became a vital part of the research study. In this paper, we analyze and discuss the
openings, opportunities, obligations and considerations of the involvement process. The point of departure
will be the specific case study, but throughout the paper we open our questions toward a more general
focus on the involvement process of children in research and development processes as a window of
knowledge on children’s perspectives on daily life, including the learning environments. We will also discuss
how it affected the pedagogical staff to listen to the children, and how the staff reacted and changed their
procedures and preschool practice due to another optic and view of the children’s intentions and actions.

Methods/methodology
Our overall methodological approach is participatory research in the sense of collaboration between
researchers, pedagogical staff and children.
In the theoretical and methodological approach we use micro sociological and interactionist theories
(Goffmann, Mead, Blumer, Bruner), but we are also inspired by and use methods from theories and
methods on empowerment research (Hart, Clarck, Hartcourt, Moss, Veale and others). Using interactionist
theory forces the researcher to focus on actions, co-actions, lines of co-actions and interactions. We are
interested in studying ‘participation’ in the sense of actions, and throughout the study we constantly
focused on how to remain open to, and give opportunities for, children’s participation and being active in
the research process.
In the paper, we will analyze and discuss the empirical data and focus not just on using the methods, but
also on the necessary ethical considerations in a process of involving small children in these kinds of
methods. We have been specifically interested in developing not only methods that encourage verbalized
participation, but also methods that invite and open up to more visual and body-oriented ways of giving a
voice to children. Our empirical studies show that collaboration and involving younger children calls for a
mixed methodological approach.
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Why involve children?
As stated in the beginning, children have a political and legal right to be involved in decisions. Since the
convention of children’s right in 1989 was enacted, there has been an increasing effort to involve children
more and more both legally but also as part of a daily life practice. In the Scandinavian countries children’s
involvement in many ways has been imbedded in the development of the welfare state, as part of the
increasing democratization and humanization strategies, as part of new views and theories of the child and
childhood within psychology and sociology (Samuelsen et al. 2011, Moss et al. 2005). In both families and
pedagogical practices children were more seen and heard, but it is still not a legal practice in Denmark to
involve children in practice developing processes. The Danish ‘daycare act’ is very open for interpretation,
and it is only stated that involvement is to be understood as co- processes.
Our project shows, that involving children is not just a question of children’s right to involvement – it
becomes a way to gain new knowledge and generate a higher professional knowledge. We have found, that
the creation of collective knowledge (professional’s and children’s) is a didactic grip on how professional
knowledge, the optic of the professional's and their actions are linked to children’s participatory potentials.
These findings becomes an essential argument for emphasizing the link between learning environments for
professionals and learning environments for children, and for the connectedness between, how
professionals meet and understand children and how the prerequisites for participation either opens or
closes for the children. To involve children becomes a way to gain professional knowledge and a way to
higher the quality of preschools.

How do we involve the children?
The challenges were many. First of all children have diverse prerequisites and repertoires for participation
and second, children are in an inferior position to adult. This means that power relations are always
present, not just between adults and children, but also between the children.
The participating children were a diverse group of children, with different nationalities (some not speaking
Danish) and between three and five years of age. Our goal was to provide a diverse range of opportunities
to allow the children a voice into the development process. Therefore the methods used in the involvement
process were a mixture of methods with inspiration from Clark, Hart, Jungk and others. The process were
divided into 3 steps and carried out during a four-week course. In this period the children took photos
during lunchtime, focusing on what they liked and disliked. During the first three weeks they created
posters using the photos, documenting their lunchtime. The second step was to elaborate on the photos.
All photos were put on a poster in the categories of like, dislikes and other. The photos were placed at the
eye level of the children, and at places where children would meet and start dialogues. The staff is also
urged to start dialogues with children, in order to elaborate more on the photos, and to encourage
children’s dialogues and democratic practice. Also parents are invited to dialogue with the children about
it.
Some children were interviewed by their teachers (pedagogues) and asked to expand their stories behind
the photo, a process that needed respect for children’s statements and intimacy with the child during the
interview process in order to create an equal partnership during the project. The challenge was also to be
able to go beyond the statement and the photo, without violating the statement. An example was a boy
who had taken a photo of a fish. This photo was taken in the category of dislikes. He was asked why he
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didn’t like the fish, he said it was boring. During the elaborating process, the boy extended his response and
story, and what he didn’t like, was to look at the fish. Every day he was seated at the same place at the
table, looking into the wall with a poser with ‘the fish’. So the fish was more a symbol of his inferiority, he
was not asked where he wanted to be seated or more important, who to be seated next to. This
elaborative and interviewing process showed a need to go deeper into interviewing and narrative methods
working with children and how professionals can support children’s elaborative process.
Using the data we collected through these first three weeks, we, as step 3, held a workshop with the
children, where they collectively elaborated on the photos and created new scenarios of lunchtime in
smaller groups. The elements of the workshop were inspired by ‘The Future Workshop’ developed by Jungk
(1998), but it had to be framed and unfolded in an alternative way according to the age and experience of
the children. In the workshop children and researchers worked in small groups. In the beginning we held a
workshop with a larger group of children, but the diversity in the group showed us, that smaller groups are
better to accommodate the different needs and participatory repertoires. We have since developed a
model where we recommend 3-4 children per adult. This group size leaves space for diverse participation,
and at the same time, the group is still able to cooperate during the workshop.
Finally, after the workshop, all data were analyzed in a collaborating process (the reflective workshop) with
the pedagogical staff, followed by experiments and changes for lunchtime. During this process, the
professionals experienced what they called and ‘eye opener’. This knowledge that was extracted from the
children’s photos and stories created a specific curiosity, an optic of curiosity. It changed the optic of the
professionals, because they became aware of the creation of meaning, they became engaged of what the
children were engaged with.
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Children’s voices and the findings

The above shows a conglomerate of a large pile of statements. Children have a desire to be more active,
allowed more space for exploring and very important part, having fun and being with ones friends.
This knowledge and desires often becomes in opposition to the teachers intentions and actions during
lunchtime. As we saw in the beginning of the project, teachers were occupied with regulations, rules and
good manners during lunchtime. In this way, staff became more occupied regulating and disciplining, a way
of acting and being with the children, which often prevented curiosity, closeness and engagement with the
children. The optic was preventing unrest and interruptions, which also blinded the optic of children’s
engagement and preoccupation.

Challenging the voicing process
One of the challenges in this process was to go from the involvement of children, to changing lunchtime.
Children’s voices are voices of both contradictions but also voices of repression. Realizing this, forces the
staff to look inside and behind the logics of practice and actions. Pedagogical practice is often dominated by
hidden agendas and institutional logics, logics that also work behind the back of the teachers. To go beyond
the voices forces analyze of daily practice and actions, and the drive to understand the multi voices
becomes what we have called ‘the second degree of curiosity’. As stated earlier, the professionals had to
take the ‘optic of curiosity’ in order to understand the children’s curiosity, engagement and participation
during lunchtime.
So the changes of lunchtime became more a different view, and thereby also the opening of a much more
participatory agenda for the children. In this case lunch became a high quality learning environment, in the
understanding of quality as the opening of participatory pathways and possibilities for mutual engagement
and fun.
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Concluding remarks
The investigation of the current way of having lunch in the daycare setting and the following invention of
an alternative way of having lunch could not have been carried out without involving the children. The
empirical study of involving children makes it very clear that including children’s voices in research and
development processes allows for new insights and knowledge – in this case, not just knowledge on
organizing lunch in a different way, but also fundamental knowledge on how meaning, participation and
learning derives from daily life processes.
One specifically interesting analytical finding from this particular case study was that children at this age are
not familiar with participating in processes of giving critique. Critique here refers to the ability and
democratic right to question the existing doxa in (preschool) daily-life and practice. They showed difficulties
in elaborating on their critique, though observation studies carried out before involving the children
showed that the present way of having lunch precluded the children’s participation rather than opening up
to interaction and participation. At the same time, the children seemed more comfortable explaining what
they liked when questioned about that.
A part of the research is to develop a ‘frame of methods’ that will allow for more democratic and involving
processes in daily life in preschools. The frame of methods should be like a toolbox and is envisaged as a
way to secure children’s rights to be listened to and be given a voice.

Note
In this paper we have not elaborated on the ethical considerations of involving children, since the ECER
network already had had these discussions. This was noted in the review process of our abstract.
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