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Introduction 

The United Nations Convention of the Right of the Child (1989)

Article 12: 

‘States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or

her own views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the

child, the views of the child being given the due weight in accordance with the

age and maturity of the child.’

Article 13: 

‘The child shall have the right to freedom of expression; this right shall

include freedom to seek, receive and impart information an ideas of all kinds,

regardless of frontiers, either orally, in writing or in print, in the form of art, or

through any other media of the child’s choice.’



Children’s participation: 
theoretical framework and debates  

• Lansdown (2010) classifies children’s participation into three types: consultative 
participation, collaborative participation, and child-led participation 

• A dialogical approach to child participation urges researchers and practitioners to recognize 
the complex interplay between agency and power and hold the voice and status of children 
at the forefront (Fitzgerald et al. 2010). 

• Children’s participation rights internationally are framed within a discourse of entitlement 
and self-determination emphasising children’s agency, capacities and achievements ( Nolas
2015).  



8. Child-initiated shared
decisions with adults

7. Child-initiated and
directed

6. Adult-initiated shared
decisions with children

5. Consulted and
informed

4. Assigned but
informed

3. Tokenism

2. Decoration

1. Manipulation

Ladder of participation 

Hart (1992) 



There is still much gap left in existing efforts to 
extend the conceptual language of children’s 
participation by linking to broader debates and 
theories on citizenship, politics, social 
movements, activism and social change.  

(Nolas 2015)



Child rights-based perspective (UNICEF 2019)



Children themselves … must also participate in 
social progress. As the holders of the rights 
stipulated in the Convention, it is imperative that 
children know and understand their rights and are 
empowered to claim them. The Convention 
should be taught in schools, so that children can 
be advocates for themselves.

(UNICEF 2009: 70)





Children’s participation: a socio-cultural lens

• Addressing the role of socio-cultural dimensions in childhood experiences and recognition 
of child agency in constructing their experiences and social worlds 

• Child agency is more than an individual’s act but embedded in the social context of an 
agent

• Importance to consider the relationship between child agency/self-determination and 
adult/professional role in facilitating child participation 

(James and Prout 1997; Rogoff 2004; Scollan and McNeill 2019)



‘a recurrent argument of research on rights-based 
policies and their implementation is that dialectic 
between self-determination of the child and 
protective control exercised by the adult defines 
that social space for children’s participation’ 

(Scollan and McNeill 2019:155)

More than any other social system in modern 
society, education needs trust of children for its 
reproduction. Lack of trust activates a vicious 
circle between lack of trust and low social 
participation.

(Farini, 2012 cited in Farini 2019: 272) 



… to foster children’s involvement in decision-making as a 
way to ensure their developing autonomy, self-governance 
and individualistic skills for future wellbeing within global 
neo-liberal capitalism.

(Vandenbroeck and Bourverne-DeBie, 2006, cited in Raby 
2014: 79)

Own question:

We value early childhood in its own rights and challenge the 
view of childhood as preparation for adulthood and life 
course. However, is it worth addressing to children that 
early childhood is the foundation for life course? Is it 
important for children to experience this period with 
positivity and enjoyment alongside possibilities to 
encounter challenges in order for them to develop 
resilience and enhance wellbeing? 



Children’s participation in international context 

• UK context: participation is happening but involvement of children and young people in public decision 
making is limited (Cavet and Sloper 2004) 

• Nordic context: the importance of everyday interaction and communication between children and adults in 
influencing the children’s participation rights’ realization (Bae 2009)

• Canadian context: children’s participation initiatives prioritise ‘middle class, western individualism and 
ultimately fosters children’s deeper subjugation through self-governance’ (Ruby 2014:77)

• Chinese context: children’s participation is limited to school contexts focusing on extracurricular activities 
to help with disciplinary learning in preparation for university entry examination whilst child poverty and 
societal issues such as the left-behind children in rural areas hold back children’s participation (Tang 2019)



Reception – a unique and important year 
(Ofsted, 2017) 

A good school achieves a careful balance. Balance is the 
constant challenge when schools plan. Time is limited. 
Therefore choices need to be made about what to do when, 
how much depth to pursue, which ideas to link together,
what resources to draw on, which way to teach, and how to 
make sure all pupils are able to benefit as each new concept, 
construct or fact is taught.
(Ofsted, 2017: 12)



Children’s participation in educational settings are 
reduced by curricular and behavioural rules and 
structures, which result in less opportunity for the 
child to learning trust by taking risk and engaging 
in social relationships. 

(Wyness 1999 cited in Farini 2019)



A general contraction of public services across 
early years, education, youth services and 
neighbourhood renewal has meant that while the 
rhetoric of children’s participation remains 
important, the funding to support institutional 
change and programmatic practices had dried up. 

(Nolas 2015: 158)



To conclude 

Child participation discourse with child agency 
and self-determination at the centre seems to 
be underpinned by the Western neo-liberal 
individualised self-governance 

Recognition of the co-constructed nature of 
children’s participation between children’s 
agency and adult facilitation

Complexity involved in the process of 
children’s participation via child rights-based 
perspective and socio-cultural lens – realistic 
aspects, rhetorical sides and barriers 
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