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ABSTRACT

This article explores the processes and practices of doing participatory research with children. It ex-
plores how this process can be represented in writing. The article comes out of a project funded by
Creative Partnerships UK, in which a creative agent, three artists and a researcher all worked within
an elementary school in South Yorkshire, UK, for two years, to focus on the children’s Reasons to
Write. It considers whether it is truly possible for children to enter the academic domain. Using a
number of different voices, the article interrogates this. It particularly focuses on children’s role in
analysing and selecting important bits of data. It engages with the lived realities of children as re-
searchers. It considers ways in which children’s voices can be represented, and also acknowledges
the limitations of this approach for adults who want to write academic peer reviewed articles. Ideas
the adults thought were clever were found to be redundant in relation to children’s epistemologies.
The article considers the process that is involved in taking children’s epistemologies seriously.
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In this article we explore the processes and practices surrounding the realities of participatory

research with children aged between 10 and 11 in school settings. We acknowledge the

limitations of this process, that we are, essentially, talking about ‘pockets of participation’

(Franks, 2011), but also, we explore the actualities of researching with children. We argue

that to engage with children as researchers, our mode of inquiry does need to be more

grounded and needs to fit in with the lived experience of children and their epistemologies.

To write this article, we talked with the children, both in the school they attend, and in

the University when they came to Kate’s room to visit. We reflected, and looked at the data

we collected. The research took place over two years; however, we are only describing the

second year of the research in this article. In the first year, we asked younger children to

collect data; in the second year, we focused on older children and not only on the children’s

data collection but also asked them to analyse the data and present their analysis to the

school. The children we worked with in the second year were between 10 and 11 years of

age. In this process, our broadening of the reach for the participatory research challenged

us to write this article with the children. We have found we needed to write differently, and

be very careful in our claims about what we found out. Things the children have found out

were situated, and could have remained hidden. This kind of research involves ‘a listening

for the background and the half muted’ (Back, 2007, p. 8).We have learned that the children

are expert in their own lives, and we need to listen more carefully to their ‘close up worlds’
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(Back, 2007, p. 9). In this article, we have attempted a description and a listening method-

ology (Clark, 2005) which takes seriously what children say, and their lived experience.

Following Law (2004), we have allowed for the ‘messiness’ of the research, and have allowed

methods to emerge in the field, rather than impose methods on the field. This meant that

the process has been less planned, more apparently chaotic and more serendipitous.

To do this, we needed a methodology that listens in a more situated way. Here we drew

on Hymes (1996), who argued that, ‘Ethnography is the way in which one can find out and

know this aspect of a way of life’ (Hymes, 1996, p. 118). Hymes argued that interviews or

questionnaires ‘would not discover the textual of the text, the way in which it is embodied

in the rhythm of continuing life and observation and reflection of life’ (Hymes, 1996, p.

119). In this article we engage with, ‘living your life’ as Courtney describes it (see below)

and with what it is like to collect and analyse data, with children as co-researchers. We do

not pretend to have achieved this totally, but we talk about this experience, with the children,

for its ‘partial’ truths (Clifford & Marcus, 1986, p. 7). As Clifford and Marcus suggest, our

ethnography is both committed and incomplete, and it is above everything, a ‘hybrid textual

activity; it traverses genres and disciplines’ (1986, p. 26). It is multimodal, involving words

and pictures (Kress, 1997) and is, in essence, a collage of our shared activity.

We do, however, hope that this article can be useful to those doing participatory research

with children in other contexts. While this case is not generalisable in a normative sense

(Gomm, Hammersley, and Foster, 2000), there is also a connection, in our field data, with

similar places that have suffered a post-industrial decline (for more on the mining areas, see

Degnen, 2007). We draw on work on landscape and walking, and a sensory engagement

with place and space. In his role as artist/agent on the project, Steve walked from his home

in Burngreave, Sheffield, to Thurnscoe, to the school and recorded the process on YouTube.
1

Walking as a way of finding out, as an entanglement with place, and as a form of ethno-

graphy is increasingly being explored as a methodology (Ingold, 2010; Pink, 2009). We

continue to have an embodied and situated approach to the place where the children lived.

The area where we carried out this study was characterised by a slow decline, due to the

closure of the mines by Mrs Thatcher in the mid 1980s. Since then, despite attempts to

support local industry, unemployment has been high. A recent fire in the local Scotch Egg

Factory further decimated the possibilities for jobs. We argue that an ethnographic lens gives

us these insights into what is, instead of what could be and what has been. As Williams said,

‘I think we are all in this margin; it is what we have learned and where we live. But unevenly,

tentatively, we get a sense of movement and the meanings and values extend’ (Williams,

1961, p. 383). Williams calls this ‘The Long Revolution’ and here, in a postmodern space,

where the new UK government is slowly dismantling the public sector, we argue for a more

situated understanding of children’s cultures, and also, for a recognition of the limitations

of that understanding. We describe how we wanted to write an article on postmodern and

modern understandings of place and space, which was not possible, as the children didn’t

think it was important, and we also wanted to write an article on music as improvisation:

that was not possible either as the children did not make the connection in their data analysis.

If we are to take children’s epistemologies seriously, we have to give up our own, some-

times clever sounding, academic ideas. This article traces that giving up of redundant ideas.

By developing a space where the sometimes conflicting epistemologies of adult and child

were combined we became acutely aware of the importance of ‘making sense’ in our writing.

Therefore, the writing here moves from our more ‘academic situated’ voice to the voice of

the children as presented in the data analysis section of the article.
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THE PROJECT

The ‘Reason to Write’ project was funded by Creative Partnerships, UK, and the project

was delivered by Cape, UK, based in Sheffield. It was in partnership with a primary school,

Gooseacre School in Thurnscoe in the Dearne Valley, UK. Thurnscoe is an area characterised

by a historical landscape of pits that had closed down and been lost in the landscape. However,

as Courtney observed, it was ‘built over a pit’. Robbie said that while ‘Everyone says

Thurnscoe’s an hole but it’s not it’s just people’. Steve Pool, co-author of this article, was

the Creative Agent, whose job it was to monitor and support the project in his role as an

artist practitioner. Kate Pahl, the co-author, was the researcher. Kate works at Sheffield

University. The project involved three artists, a visual artist, a musician and a photographer,

who worked with groups of children or whole classes of children across two years. The project

lasted from January 2009 to May 2010.

Kate started by asking the children to collect data using participatory methods which

involved giving children cameras and asking them to record key moments of meaning-

making using still and moving image digital equipment. This was in the Foundation stage

classroom (ages 4-6). In the second year, she shifted her focus to thinking about the children’s

role in analysing data. Drawing on Clark (2005, 2010), Kate wanted to find out what

happened when children were involved in a reflective phase of analysis. Collecting data using

cameras and FLIP video cameras was relatively straightforward; however, the analytic frame

was often lacking in participatory research with children. She decided to involve the children

more closely, not only in collecting data, but analysing it as well.

WRITING AS A MODE OF INQUIRY

In this article, we explore what writing up would look like if we took children’s interpretation

and analysis more seriously. Drawing on Wolcott (1994)’s concepts of interpretation, de-

scription and analysis, we privilege interpretation and analysis in ethnographic research as

a mode of inquiry. Like Richardson and St Pierre (2005), we see this reflective space as a

crystal which ‘reflect[s] externalities and refract[s] within themselves, creating different colors,

patterns and arrays casting off in different directions’ (Richardson & St Pierre, 2005, p.

963). In our account we write from a number of different perspectives and our narratives

are interspersed with the children’s accounts and interpretation.

In doing so, we had to give up on our own undeniably attractive ideas about what we

thought we saw in the data, including a focus on music and doodling as a mode of impro-

visation (we liked that a lot) and a discussion of whether our research was in a postmodern

or modernist space (the subject of many very intellectual text messages). In the article, instead,

we foreground the children’s ideas which crystallised into the form of a long, reflective dis-

cussion. We know this might make the article hard to read, but we also hope that it makes

sense; just as Hymes (1996) and Richardson (1997) have suggested, it is, in essence, a form

of ‘narrative knowing’ (Richardson, 1997, p. 23). We also engage with Ellis (2004) who

presents her story with different voices and in different formats. In doing this, some of the

writing is un-mediated by our voice.We argue that this knowledge and process is very situated

because children’s epistemologies are situated.
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PREVIOUS LITERATURE ON PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH WITH
CHILDREN

In thinking about participatory research with children, Kate started by reading Alison Clark’s

work (Clark, 2005, 2010). Clark describes a concept called ‘internal listening’ which ‘ac-

knowledges the importance of listening as a strategy for children to make sense of their

world. Listening is, therefore, not just an avenue for other people receiving information but

a reflective process for children to consider meanings, make discoveries and new connections

and express understandings’ (Clark, 2005, p. 35). Clark expanded her work (2010) to include

children’s participation in the creation of possible landscapes, using participatory, visual

methodologies with young children. Increasingly, Clark focused on interpretation. ‘Acknow-

ledging the place of interpretation is recognition of the practice and a necessity of subjectivity’

(Clark, 2010, p. 7). This is the insight that Kate brought to the research at Gooseacre. Alison

Clark is also a practising artist and her focus on seeing and listening helped Kate focus on

what she was doing and helped her to make the links with her practice and Steve Pool’s

practice. Steve and Kate had previously written an article together on the intersections

between arts practice and ethnography (Comerford-Boyes, Genever, Pahl, and Pool, 2010)

and were interested in the potential of ethnography and arts practice to intersect and develop

new insights.

Kate also drew on Franks, who, while acknowledging the limitations of participatory

research with children, given the amount of stuff researchers seem to need to ‘know’ before

they do research, suggested that:

Given that total participation is in all probability a false goal it may be that the way forward

is to develop participative ownership of specific parts of the research process so that participants

become stakeholders rather than owners of the research (Franks, 2011, p. 9).

She could therefore recognise that while the children could not access research money, or

make decisions about the project, they could both collect and analyse and interpret data,

and this process could be something they have control over. She also drew on Uprichard’s

notion of ‘being and becoming’ (2008) and the way in which the children in this study

situated themselves ‘in relation to the changing places in which they lived’ (Uprichard, 2008,

p. 2). Three of the children in our study, who were involved in the research, Courtney,

Aisha and Robbie, were about to go from primary school to secondary school in the autumn.

Their status, that of ‘becoming’ secondary school children, pre-occupied the children a lot.

They distanced themselves from their selves even a few months ago. Aisha said, of the

reflective video the children produced:

From now, when you look at what they were saying they have changed, even the way they

speak… (group discussion held at the University of Sheffield 13 July 2010).

Participatory research with children involved a focus on reflection, an awareness that the

process was created in pockets of participation and that it involved change, all the time; it

was never static and finished. The children grew and changed during the process of doing

the research.
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OUR METHODOLOGY

We took an ethnographic perspective (Green & Bloome, 1997) to the project, that is, we

brought ethnographic understandings to the interpretation and analysis of the dataset. Steve

walked to the school to get a sense of the area. We saw the data as situated and naturalistic.

Kate was fairly haphazard in her methods–following Law (2004) she was messy and unfocused

in that she helped the children collect data but was really only in the space and did not or-

ganise it. In this section, we trace the process of doing the research, using field data from

transcribed discussion with the children where we can. For example, the data the children

collected was not neatly stored on her computer, but she worked with the children to sort

out what was important and to write about those parts. Drawing on Lassiter (2005), she let

their voices in to the analysis stage of the research. From Law, she realised that, ‘It is that

methods, their rules and even more methods’ practices, not only describe but also help to

produce the reality that they understand’ (Law, 2004, p. 5). Methods, then, became some-

thing that happened in the field, on the day, with the children.

February Group Discussion
We started with a group discussion with the four researchers, Aisha, Courtney, Robbie, and

Declan. In this discussion, the children were presented with the concept of doing research.

(Two of the other children dropped out after this discussion, leaving the four children.)

Group Discussion Gooseacre (1 February 2010)

Kate: There are six of you and I have got four bits of equipment and I am going to ask you

to be researchers for the next fewMondays, I have decided that you are going to be researchers,

and that means that for the whole day you have a piece of equipment or a notebook and you

observe what is happening. You can join in and you can be a participant observer.

Courtney: Is it when someone’s talking, like you write down little notes, like a journalist?

Kate: Exactly. I have done that on my notes. Yes two of you do that and the other four use

the equipment.

Robbie: With us. I have got this spider pig thing in me coat and its got a notebook and I have

got a pen and a bit away from us doing that note thing I think I can write things down.

Kate: Next Monday we are going to swap.

Robbie: Courtney and Aisha is going to do one.

Kate: I find it easier.

Courtney: It’s like a piece of music, you have to sit there, play, then you have to write it down

then stop then you have to play again. Do you want us to get us notes? You have to work out

the word sometimes you can’t recognise the word in the music (from recorded and transcribed

group discussion 1 February 2010).

Here, the interpretation of the children of what research is interested Kate. Robbie had a

spider pig thing he could use for recording fieldnotes. Courtney took from the word ‘notes’

and then described research as a kind of inscription of social practice (Law, 2004). Dominic
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the musician involved in the project, who was there, observed that Courtney had noticed

that the word ‘notes’ meant musical notes as well as fieldnotes.

I then asked the children to take digital cameras and FLIP cameras and record the process

of doing the arts-based projects with the artists. Robbie described my instructions:

She said we could be like messing about a bit and show who we really are for the cameras not

like, we weren’t to pretend who somebody were not, we had to show who we are (Robbie,

group discussion 13 July 2010).

The children collected a great deal of data. Robbie and Aisha made about 100 short videos

each, including interviews, recordings of classroom experience and ‘in-between’ recordings,

of playgrounds and after school experience.

Courtney used the still camera, which she was more familiar with. Declan became Robbie’s

co-researcher, and often used the FLIP alongside him in interviews. Kate would come in

and work with the children on the interpretation and analysis of the videos. She would record

these discussions, and then type them up for the children to read. The children met in an

‘in-between’ space between their classrooms for an extended period of time to analyse the

videos. This is a sample of the early analytic discussions:

Discussion about Doing Research (1 March 2010)

K: Why is being a researcher like being a detective?

R: You get to video and find things out. Its like doing Cluedo and finding things out–like

when we were with Jonathon we had to run round and take pictures of summat red and we

had to do it all it were like a mystery and we had to find them and we were allowed anywhere

in the school ground and that were good because we could go anywhere and usually we are

not allowed up infants and we are not allowed on the grass.

C: You have got to do work.

Kate: It’s a different kind of work.

Robbie: It’s still work though.

Kate: It’s still work for me, what I have to do, remember that discussion, I had to type it all

up, I liked it, but it was work.

Aisha: Miss I can type all of that up. I really like typing.

At this stage, I wasn’t sure what was important for the children. However, this emerged

during this group discussion:

Analytic discussion (1 March 2010)

Robbie: Want to find the one where Declan’s dancing.

Kate: Courtney you are clear what you are doing today you are doing 10-15 pictures of each

session. We will review it next Monday.
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(Children are trying to find the one of Declan dancing.)

Robbie: Save it, no delete it.

Aisha: Saved it now.

Kate: I am really grateful to you.

Aisha: Is that Declan?

(They are looking through trying to find a particular episode.)

Children: (Laughing)

Aisha: I think I saved the one of you and Declan.

At this stage, the children were searching for a particular image, that of Declan Dancing. I

wasn’t sure why this was important. However, the image became more and more important

to find.

At this point, the writing in the article diverges. We focus on what we were interested

in as opposed to what the children were interested in. While the children were interested in

Declan Dancing, we were interested in to what extent children can become researchers. We

think that this is important because it’s hard as adults to understand the lived experience of

children and it’s through these years that identities, preconceptions, ethics and community

narratives are formed. The children’s role as researchers allowed us to shift a traditional

power balance and make very visible how activities were viewed by adults and children

within the project. We were interested in how the use of FLIP video cameras and changing

perceptions within younger people to the medium of film could be used to allow children

to step away from the field and analyse data. We were interested in what the outcome would

look like and if we could work in an authentic collaborative way with pupils in year 5-6.

We were interested in what the children felt was important and whether, through research,

we could make this more visible.

We were also interested in other things, like modernism, postmodernism and what the

space meant. Below we provide a chart of what we wanted to write about which is contrasted

with what we have written about in this article.
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Figure 1: Pylons near Thurnscoe, by Steve Pool

Why we didn’t write about itWhat we wanted to write about

July 2010September 2009

We wanted to write about the difference between modernism
and postmodernism. Steve photographed a lot of pylons. It

Inspired by the lunar landings and the birth of the postmodern
age we wanted to explore if Thurnscoe sat on the edge of
modernity. was very adult. We were going to use the modernism thing

Text Modernism discussion (conducted by text message between
Kate and Steve)

as the thing the children were going to research for us. We
were going to ask what is it like to live in Thurnscoe but we
wanted to take that information and interpret it. We ran into

Ok text equals modernism email equal post-structuralism.
Sorted. Am in Dinnington. V. modernist.

trouble when we couldn’t think of a way to involve the chil-
dren, we talked about the lack of multiplicity, the narrow field
of experience children have, the idea that many of them would
not leave the village.++++++++

We began to realise that children could gather data which
may support our ideas but they would not be able to interpret

We are writing two articles anyway one on mess and one on
modernism so it’s fine

it within the conceptual framework of modernism/ postmod-
++++++ ernism so they could not be directly involved in developing

the research, they would become the object of study.
Yes dog track night out is the modernist space lets go
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We had to develop an enquiry which would allow them to
step out of the field and analyse if they were to become au-
thentic participants.

++++++

Layered edges mines, call centre’s look at cortonwood slag
heap and shopping centre the gooseacre space is still other
maybe it’s like a medieval map.

+++++++

Driving to Gooseacre you get to Cortonwood and then across
the Dearne with pylons that echo the shape of the mineshaft
they are visible modernist icons Spender called them giant
nude girls, the landscape has invisible traces and where they
could be found like the idea of texts.

See Figure 1

ReflectionAnother thing we wanted to write about

July 2010December 2009

We gradually began to accept that the research needed to be
situated within the pupils’ experiences and draw on ideas

We had observed the music groups, where one of the children
inscribed his own notation system onto a whiteboard.

which they were familiar with–we became concerned about
We liked the way the improvisation in the music groups
seemed to involve a kind of messiness which was more like
life.

epistemologies and frames of reference. Our project coincided
with an improvised music session led by a Jazz musician. We
encouraged the pupils to explore what was important within

February 2010
these sessions using the digital cameras. Through analysis of
the data alongside the children we explored what was hap-

A new hypothesis. As adults we began to see a strong correl-
ation between the music production and freedom. Lessons

pening within these free music sessions. These ideas began
to form as we explored the video data which children
provided, it gave us a very neat adult perspective which mayhad a loose structure and students were encouraged to pro-
well have been taking place; clearly the music sessions wereduce their own compositions, which evolved over time. As
very successful and provided a place for creative play. Theresearchers we saw the activity as a new fund of knowledge,

a space for noodling and doodling, a space for creative play. pupil researchers however were more interested in other
pieces of film, they were very clear about what was important

Dominic, the musician, wrote this: and what could be ignored. The music sessions presented
structure and the pupils did not consider structure important.

Maybe the noodling doodling creative time is so rich precisely
because it is grabbed by the child, the child is empowered, they Group discussion 13 July 2010 about messing about:
have complete ownership because no one has asked them to

A: Sometimes, we were all messing about, and we were like
messing about and Vic had these leaves and we were saying,

do it; they thought of it – they are going to develop and share
it with a friend in the 3 minute space between one classroom

oh he’s going to get married and Mrs Saxleby came by andand another, or in the 15 minute space during break. Steve
Vic chucked loads of leaves and she walked by and they landedmentioned dynamic tension: from the restriction of the lesson
on her and she laughed first time and second time; he wentand the sitting down and keeping still for so long comes a strong
out with this girl and he got these leaves second time, andcompulsion to get out, act out and express yourself; school as

something to fight against. she chucked them when she was walking and she got them
and she got hay fever.

(reflection July 2010)
K: So there’s good messing about and there’s bad messing
aboutJuly 2010

The writing up. Declan dancing is what is important to the
children.

SP That’s a really good story and that’s the difference between
good messing about and bad messing about.

Dominic was about not messing about to the children. A: First time it was really funny.
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SP Teachers know that teachers have to teach you stuff as
well. Is it like messing about when Dominic teaches you?

A: Like when we were making all different kinds of music?

A: He’s like dum taka taa and it was serious and we copied it.

R: We had to do stories with us books, we weren’t allowed to
mess about.

TRANSCRIPT OF DECLAN DANCING

We present this transcription as it was, together with the image of Declan Dancing. It was

recorded in the final stages of data analysis. Kate was working with the children to find the

image on her recorder, and Steve walked in and started recording. We have included the

interpretative comments that we made at the time, but the entirety of the conversation is

represented as, to us, this conversation was the children’s epistemological space. We realise

that not all of the conversation is relevant to the article, but to us, it is the analytic voice of

the children in relation to the dataset.

Figure 2: Declan Dancing, by Robbie

InterpretationTranscription Gooseacre Wednesday 19 May

(written soon after by Kate)Declan dancing

Steve and I were obsessed with
the doodling and noodling but

See Figure 2
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Kate: This was one of those Eureka moments–I had been obsessed with the film of Declan
dancing and trying to get it. We finally found it, an image taken with Courtney’s cam-

this was something more real,
the image of Declan dancing

era–Robbie said he had wanted to film it but realised he pressed the wrong button. We WAS important as it was that in-
were very excited and did a group hug. At this point, Steve came in and wanted to know between but also it was dance,

drama, creativity.why the image was so important. The other 2 images were the playground playing and
Brenden with Gemma, Robbie’s mother, also in the playground.

It was totally chosen by the chil-
dren.

This conversation was recorded by Steve, as he came in. I also recorded the conversation
on my audio tape but I decided to use this, as this is the official record.

From earlier tapeAnalysis

The only chance you have
got–link this to literature on
schooling as way out of class.

Kate: What is important about the picture of Declan dancing?

C: It is children learning to not fight, put all the stuff together and make one nice picture.

Kate: Thank you.

Courtney: It's not about being good all the time at school it's about spending your life in
school because it is the only chance you’ve got.

Kate: You said something else about drama and in between…

Two different uses of term ’act-
ing out’ used very cleverly here.

C: When you are in drama you can act out but you can also act out in school it's about
spending your life, and its is not just about drama you can just live your life.

Kate: Across the school day.

C: Yeah.

Kate: (To Steve) We have been figuring out the one and it's not a video at all, that one it’s
a photo.

Robbie: It's, I had to use that camera because me video thing ran out of battery… so I
took it with camera.

Contextual stuff on Declan does
relate to the image.

Steve: Right.

Kate: Robbie, say why it is an important photograph for you, because this is me and Steve’s
article–they are going to co-write it with us by the way.

Robbie: It’s just, it’s just, it’s weird, it’s funny, he’s me best mate.

Steve: Come on tell us then.

Robbie: He’s like Alvin off er, off er Chipmunks.

Steve: (laughs) Right.

Kate: It’s the key bit of data.

Being in lessons is about being
quiet.

Robbie: Yeah.

Kate: The other bit is the playground bit that I showed you.

Steve: So where do you fit fun in when you try to have fun at school?

Robbie: Choice time and we find fun between lessons because we get together and do
different things.
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Courtney: Rather than just sit there and just be quiet you can have a bit of fun.

Steve: Do you think having fun helps you learn other skills or…

C: Yeah, because you can’t just be BORING all your life.

Robbie: There’s this (not clear) [name of child] and he just stands, and all he does is play
football and he’s just boring!

Kate: (talks about process of writing the article) The key bits of data we want to talk about
are the Declan ones.

Here we are working on the
meanings together.

Robbie: Playground ones.

Kate: [that] one, two playground ones, any more that we need to talk about?

Courtney: I like them photos of when we did drumming, because I did a PowerPoint and
we had some good drumming photos.

Kate: So we need to revisit the drumming ones, so the interesting thing about that, that
was the music groups wasn’t it, can you tell us why that was interesting.

Courtney: Because if we are doing reasons to write we need to do drumming, because
that’s part of–experience, doing photography that’s good because I like photograph,
that’s about, in life, you can take photos on holiday and that, but when you do it with
Sally that’s more important because I’ve got a competition coming up and it’s about
stories and I like Sally doing the drama with us.

Kate: What I get a feeling of is that when I look at the data, you have got a lot of your
ideas, from the drumming and remember you did that lovely bit about feeling the beat.

C: Yeah.

…

Discussion of Declan dancing:

Robbie: I didn’t press record but I thought I did! And I were doing and it were good with
(drumming) and I didn’t realise I hadn’t done it, so I pressed stop and that’s when it recor-
ded.

Kate: There were so many bits like I showed Steve the one in the hall and I thought that
was the bit.

C: The playground bit's really good.

Steve: Having the cameras, did that help you kind of see what was…

C: Yeah.

R: Yeah, it was you don’t get to watch yourself only in the mirror and then you try and
impress yourself so…

C: Yeah.

R: So seeing yourself on normal everyday life, that’s just weird.

C: Just imagine if you were on telly though.
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Steve: Do you think it helps you understand things if they are on everyday life though,
'cos if you watch Big Brother they don’t seem to it's not everyday life isn’t it.

Robbie: But we know what we are doing don’t you.

C: It’s like the playground, it’s your life that you are doing, 'cos it's our last year in this
school so…

R: And I can’t wait to leave.

C: And its Declan’s next.

C: Falston is going to be a different school and in two years it's going to change.

S: I’m working at Falston at the minute! It’s right good it’s a really good school got a great
ICT suite.

C: Apple Imacs at the Apple Suite, screens.

A: And the teachers are really nice they treat everybody as if they were really grown up
it’s a really good school really good.

C: I like it. I went for a coffee morning on Monday.

K: Part of this research process has been about…

C: We have a tutor to sit next to us, we haven’t got a choice, they have got nobody to look
after us.

….

Doing research.

R: It’s like having fun and it’s like Cluedo.

S: Cleudo–did Kate–how has she helped you do it?

C: Yeah she’s typed up some er things.

K: Field notes, transcriptions.

C: Yeah what we’ve–I’ve got them in my drawer.

S: What would you say is the best person to find out about kids’ lives and having fun, who
would you say, who’s the best person?

C; Declan, Robbie [name of child].

R: Jack ain't fun!

C: He is!

R: [name of child]’s funny and [name of child]’s funny and oh [name of child] is funny.

C: [name of child]!

Robbie: [He] is very funny.

Steve: Do you get spaces to…

C: [name of child] he goes school you!
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S: Do you get spaces to make fun in normal lessons?

C and R: Yeah.

C: We get shouted at a lot but we like to have fun.

R: Courtney never gets shouted at.

C: I do I got shouted at yesterday.

S: Is having fun being naughty?

R: In a way because, in school they want you to walk about with a grim look on your face
they just want you to walk about like that (makes a grim face).

K: The Declan dancing one, the reason it is such an important piece of data is that Declan
you are actually doing something.

R: Like that (makes the movement) with his hands.

K: Yeah now when you were doing that dancing (to Declan), what was in your mind?

Declan: I don’t know.

Kate: Why was it important to you to have that photograph?

Robbie: I don’t know, that’s just how people pose.

C: I can’t find the drumming.

K: We played it just now, we’ll find it.

C: There! There’s my video (note of satisfaction). That’s an image, that’s a video, I think.

Steve: This is really really making me think about how we make those bits, you know you
say the fun bits, how you make those bits that you like that’s important because actually
school's not just about learning it's about the fun bits as well did any of those bits happen
when you were doing the work like with Dominic or Jonathon or Sally?

C: Sally we had some fun things when we first met Sally when we were doing the drama,
she had these spaces and we were laughing because we were playing–it's funny because
we didn’t know Kate Jonathon and everybody last year but we know them this year and
they have brought a lot more fun into our classrooms since November, December, and it's
been a lot more fun.

Steve: Were your teachers there when the fun was happening or were your teachers not
there?

C: Yeah they were.

R: And they would tell you to stop?

…

R: With lessons, I think they should be more fun, because you don’t want to sit and write
and work all the time we get odd treats and its better than some schools but, its like you
are not allowed to laugh in class and that and some things are funny so…

K: Like the one of Declan.
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R: Yeah!

K: And that example for me has been really useful finally having found it.

R: I like having that camera thing because it gives you responsibility.

C: I’m always with a camera because I like technology. I am very good at technology because
my dad works with computers.

S: When people give you that responsibility then what does it feel like?

R: That they trust you and you haven’t got to betray that trust, most teachers in this school
they don’t trust me, they don’t trust me and Declan to work together because we mess
about in this project we only got done a little bit and that weren’t working with Kate. K:
So that wasn’t messing about?

R: I’m right good I am with Kate and it makes you proud to look back and think you haven’t
messed about.

C: Kate lets you do (not clear) 'cos that’s who you are.

R: 'Cos school's not about who you are, you have got to be like sensible but that’s not who
you are when we can video us selves being silly and that…

R: I have got a picture of me with a puppy laying on me chest. I’m getting a new one.

K: Ah which kind?

R: A miniature Jack Russell. I might be getting me money in, me Nan’s getting me a
westipup because his great grandad were champion at Crufts or summat.

Steve: My dog, he chases squirrels and cats but when he comes across a tiny little dog he
won’t face them.

C: My grandad’s a poet (she starts to cry and tells me that he wrote a poem which was
about her; she also told me about going to his funeral and what she felt).

(Ongoing conversation between Steve and Robbie about dogs)

R: He’s that big and he’s nine and it thinks that it's (holds hands out) that big!

Steve (laughs) Is it! Does it jump up?

R: It just bounds about and… it just drags yeah. It bit Declan it's proper protective.

(Separate conversation is going on between me and Courtney about grandads)

Kate: My grandad wrote about me I could bring my poem that my grandad wrote about
me and then we could both cry.

Steve: My grandad sang me a song once and we taped it on tape recorder and I keep
thinking that one day I’ll find the tape that he sang it but we never do because there’s a
big box full of tapes and the tape recorder–when you are doing this, like what we are
doing.

Kate: (hugs Courtney) We are getting upset about our grandads.

Steve: We used to tape things with an old cassette recorder that’s what we used to do.
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Kate: I have got an old fashioned tape of my grandad who was Scottish talking about how
you saddle a horse and then how you plough a field before a tractor.

R: I have got some of me grandad's stuff.

C: I have only got one.

S: I haven’t got any. But I loved my grandad.

R: My grandad used to have a (type of dog) so I help him on that and I took him for a walk
the other day and dog run past him and nearly so I chased him up to catch him but he
don’t like people running behind him so he skids and you run into him.

Steve: (Tells story of his dog in the mud)

R: My dog, he puts his legs in the air, and drags his feet across carpet me mum says it's
because he needs a bath but we bath him all the time so it's not because he needs a bath.

S: They are scratching their bum really on the carpet that’s what they are doing.

C: The thing is I were really close to my grandad.

Kate: Yeah?

C: And I only get to see him like once a–and when I went to his funeral it were kind of
(she can’t go on)…

R: Well really I’ve got two grandads.

K: That’s hard isn’t it (to Courtney).

C: I didn’t want to go in the first place but I ended up going because me mum and dad
wanted to see him before he went in the coffin and then although I didn’t see him although
he was dead in the cathedral.

R: Don’t want to see him!

C: That’s not the thing though.

K: Is this Sheffield cathedral?

C: No its in Birmingham.

…

Children now interview me.

R: What do you think about us?

Kate: What I think about you is that I find you very easy to work with. You are very clear
you know what you are interested in and you have been completely cooperative all the
way through the process so you have always done what I have been interested in. Me and
Steve are so pleased about it we wanna write this article which is called children’s parti-
cipation in research because you’ve taught me that children can be researchers, that they
are very capable and they take the responsibility very seriously, and that’s what I think
about you that you are capable and take the research seriously and you have done really
well so I am pleased with you that’s what I think.

32 | Qualitative Research Journal, vol. 11, no. 2, 2011



C: How did you think about our plays when we did our ancient Egyptians what did you
think about when we did our presentation for them?

K: Well I was very impressed by the presentation, what you did that you put it together,
about Dominic, about Cluedo and note taking.

C: Sherlock Holmes.

K: Yes I said that I presented at the staff inset, I presented that and I presented about that
bit when you said about notes and you have to listen and write it down and I learn from
you, and I take you more seriously than you realise.

Robbie: Do you think it would have been easier if we had been in your office?

Kate: I think it would have been easier because me and Steve we got all our–what’s the
word?–audio, speakers, we couldn’t find the one of Declan dancing and we couldn’t figure
out which ones you were interested in. It was like a puzzle and a challenge. I need to put
the two together, my office and you. We could get you to come to the University

Robbie: It would be good if we could come to your office it would be like a trip.

Kate: I think that it’s a good idea this because it will just, it shows you that you can do
different things that you think you are not capable and I just want to say thank you.

Kate: I didn’t learn about children’s participation through you and if I write an article and
then I get money.

C: Publishing.

….

Robbie: I think it's just different because I try and imagine myself but I can’t because…

C: Dreams, that is exactly what I had crying because me grandad died and then it's actually
come true.

Kate: In a dream?

C: Yeah and something else happened in my dream and Dexter, and that came true and
like.

Kate: Weird.

Steve: Sometimes you dream something and it makes you remember something.

R: I dreamed that I didn’t think we would go where we were going on motorbikes because
it was too fugdy so we went somewhere else.

S: Are videos like dreams then?

C: A bit, I had a dream that I got lost and I couldn’t find my way home.

R: I was three and I dreamed something bad was going to happened and I kept saying to
my mum saying I don’t want this to happen.

C: I watched the Grudge on Saturday.

S: Don’t tell Kate about frightening films I don’t like it.

R: Friday the 13th Have you seen my bloody Valentine in 4D?
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Steve: When you make videos on your phone is it different? Is it the same?

C: I have a phone I liked to make it out I am doing a movie it has a pause on it.

S: My question then about the film. When you were using the video cameras did you make
choices when you turned it on and off?

Kids: Yeah.

Kate: You decided beforehand?

C: I planned what we were going to take. My grandad's camera he left it lying around and
I took a picture of the seal show in Tenerife and he were proud of me as it could have got
stolen.

R: I think we should not talk about grandads as it gets people upset me mums brother
died but everyone is alive so when somebody does die I am going to get a proper shock
because I hadn’t been alive when anybody’s died.

C: Ok it's my auntie’s hen do this Saturday and I am going to it.

Steve: It's my 20th wedding anniversary and I am going to have a stag night.

Kate: Tins of curry I met him in Waitrose and he was buying tins of curry.

S: Messy.

R: Do you know when I met Declan?

S: When did you meet him?

R: I think it were in his old house he used to have dummies he used to always have his
dummy until he was seven.

C: I lived in Wombwell when I was a child.

R: There’s this boy…

D: He’s called [name of child] right and he’s 8 and he still has dummies.

S: Does he?

D: And then bottles.

S: So you have enjoyed this project?

R: I interviewed you and him?

S: You are good interviewers.

….

Kate: I need your full names and possibly your full addresses.

R: Shall we stop then?

K: Yeah.
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TRIP TO THE UNIVERSITY

As a result of Robbie’s request, Kate organised a trip for the children to the University of

Sheffield. There, we watched the video, above, of the children talking and asked more

questions about the image of Declan Dancing. Robbie explained the context:

Transcription Discussion Gooseacre Visit (13 July 2010)

Robbie: Before it, Declan he said, let me video you, he said no, I went to take picture, Declan

danced like that, I took a picture, it went all blurring so we deleted that one, we were going

to do loads so we could like just place finger and make it into a video.

SP: Animation.

A: We were all like messing about Declan started dancing.

R: It’s a good picture though I like the picture.

In the visit, the children interviewed other academics about their job and messing about.

They also went to the University Library and looked up Thurnscoe, where they lived. They

found a printed text that was written by John Green, Minister of Thurnscoe in the

seventeenth century.

They also went on the University Library computers, and Courtney wrote to her grand-

mother in Wombwell who wrote back. They ran down a lot of stairs, ate lunch, told us

about Thurnscoe and about what they wanted to be when they grew up.

Group Discussion University of Sheffield (13 July 2010)

C: I am going to be a hair and nail technician.

SP: What should be your future job Robbie?

R: I am going to be a motorbike rider.

SP: Speedway?

R: Bike riding.

SP: Scrambling?

R: All sorts.

The important discussion, however, had happened earlier, in May.

CONCLUSION

We think that the transcript of the children’s discussion is situated, lived and relates to

change and growth as a way of articulating their ‘being and becoming’ (Uprichard, 2008).

Their finding was about the importance of living your life and about where the important

things in school are. We think that the analytic connections the children made reflect the
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‘ethnographically imaged possibility of making connections between art and everyday life’

(Willis, 2000, p. 6). We think that we could recognise, through the discussion, that our

methodology was working. This article, as a collaborative process, could be said to also explore

‘the boundaries of observation and imagination, witnessing and retelling, memory and me-

morializing’ (Richardson & St Pierre, 2005, p. 963). The children circle their previous ex-

periences, and then look forward to what is to come. They locate Declan Dancing in the

everyday space of school but relate this to the importance of living your life and not being

bored in school. They consider, briefly, the concept of messing around. The knowledge they

gained is situated within Gooseacre. It is also situated within their lives. It has, however, a

clarity and a purpose which we, in the end, had to recognise. We had to give up on modern-

ism and postmodernism, pylons, doodling and noodling in favour of Declan Dancing and

Living your Life.

In qualitative research there is a temptation to be organised and value all data equally,

even the small and mundane. We realised that to work with the children’s epistemologies,

much of what we collected had to be seen as redundant and their version of what counts

had to be privileged. This meant that the ‘mess’ of research had to remain throughout the

project (Law, 2004). There was an accidental quality to the process that had to be valued

and acknowledged.We realised that messiness is critical and the children being able to decide

what was important was our focus. We both decided that it was really important that in

writing this research we have to give up on our ideas.

In the end, the findings of the research, by Courtney, Aisha, Robbie and Declan, were

very situated in the place, the physical place but also the relational place, that is, both in

Thurnscoe, but also in relation to grandparents, dogs and family in that place. We noticed

that when they went to the University Library the children communicated with their peers

and their grandparents on the computers. We also noticed that Thurnscoe, as a place, was

not represented in the University Library except in the seventeenth century. This article that

the children have written is the second piece of writing about Thurnscoe that will be indexed

and represented in the Sheffield University library.

NOTES
1 http://www.youtube.com/user/spodsheff#p/a/u/0/BI8dcaySyws.
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