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Children are significant stakeholders within education and care settings. Their 
views can be  invaluable in thinking about what matters to conceptualising, 
assessing and improving quality in Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) 
and Outside School Hours Care (OSHC) settings. As stakeholders, children’s 
views are rarely listened to by Australian policy makers to assess what constitutes 
quality and how the quality can be  improved. In the process of updating two 
nationally approved Australian Learning Frameworks (ALFs): Belonging, Being 
and Becoming: The Early Years Learning Framework for Australia 2.0 and My 
Time Our Place: Framework for School Age Care in Australia 2.0, children’s 
responses provided meaningful insights into their perceptions of the practices 
of the educators. The children’s perspectives were gathered in a combination of 
research methodologies of talking circles, dialogic drawing, and visual elicitation. 
Their responses about experiences in Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) 
and Outside School Hours Care (OSHC) contexts were analysed to provide 
a deeper understanding about the characteristics of their experiences in the 
settings. The research process delivered information about children’s perspectives 
about pedagogical principles and practices that describe the Australian children’s 
education and care workforce and environments. The process of gathering the 
children’s perspectives is not without limitations, however the information is 
invaluable in considering the assessment and improvement of quality in children’s 
services.
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1. Introduction

The Australian children’s education and care workforce develops and implements programs 
for children based on two national curriculum guidelines [known as the Approved Learning 
Frameworks (ALFs)] –Belonging, Being and Becoming: The Early Years Learning Framework for 
Australia 2.0 and My Time Our Place: Framework for School Age Care in Australia 2.0. These 
Frameworks guide practice in kindergartens/preschools, long day care centres, family day care 
and outside school hours care (OSHC). The Frameworks are part of the National Quality 
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Framework (NQF) (2021) and contain explicit examples of the ways 
in which educators use pedagogical practices to engage children to 
achieve quality outcomes for learning, development and wellbeing. 
These Frameworks were updated in 2023 by a collaboration of six 
researchers who worked closely with a consortium of professionals 
and academics. The writing of the first versions of the ALFs did not 
have any contributions by children. As part of this research project the 
researchers examined research tools that would invite children to give 
their perspectives about the principles and pedagogical practices of 
the workforce that facilitated the programs of care and education in 
ECEC and OSHC settings. In so doing children were recognized as 
key stakeholders in the project and contributed to the updating of 
these pivotal policy documents that are part of the quality assurance 
process in children’s services.

The research project was intended to examine the relevance of the 
frameworks and update the content to be relevant to the field. This 
article describes the process of facilitating the inclusion of children’s 
voices as part of this larger research project to review and refresh the 
ALFs. In particular, the research question about the principles and 
practices of the workforce that contribute to quality education and 
care settings. In the project, engagement with children made visible 
diverse perspectives characterizing their experiences in ECEC and 
OSHC particularly as it pertained to the quality and characteristics of 
their experiences and interactions with the children’s services 
workforce. This included the descriptions of pedagogy, principles and 
practices that inform workforce roles and responsibilities. Children’s 
rights to have a say about their experiences were upheld. The children 
made unique insights about criteria to use when assessing the quality 
and characteristics of the workforce.

The introduction to the paper sets the context for discussing the 
quality of the workforce characteristics in Australian education and 
care services. It introduces the significance of research processes that 
include children. It highlights how the research design to update the 
Frameworks from the outset honored the voices of children in the 
choice of methodologies. Also, the paper includes insights children 
proposed about the characteristics of the workforce and environment 
they expected in the education and care settings they attend. The 
conclusion of the paper advocates for the use of methodologies that 
could be  adopted more broadly in children’s services settings to 
provide rich insights when assessing both children perspectives of 
their learning, development and wellbeing in conjunction with 
assessing the quality of settings.

2. Education and care sector in 
Australia

The Australian education and care sector comprises a diverse mix 
of settings catering for children prior to compulsory school entry such 
as kindergartens and long day care, schools and before and after 
school care services for older children. The current service system, a 
term used loosely here, is the outcome of an historically piecemeal 
approach to policy, funding and administration in education and care 
(Irvine and Farrell, 2013). Now seen as a quasi-market (Carey et al., 
2020), the sector comprises around 16,500 services which are delivered 
by a range of providers, most often characterized as private for profit 
(50%), private not for profit (community managed and other 
organizations, 34%), government managed (State and Local, 7%) and 

school based (State, Independent and Catholic, 8%; ACECQA, 2021, 
p. 8). Regardless of service type or provider, the vast majority of ECEC 
and OSHC services operate under a National Quality Framework 
(NQF), the exception being some preschool education programs in 
the year before compulsory school that sit within the school system. 
The NQF includes legislation and regulations, a National Quality 
Standard and two nationally ALFs. Designed to drive continuous 
quality improvement and enhanced educational and developmental 
outcomes for children, the NQF is founded on a set of guiding 
principles including recognition of children as capable and agentic 
learners and their right to participate in decisions that affect them 
(ACECQA, 2021).

Realization of the intent of the NQF is dependent upon Australia 
attracting, supporting and sustaining a skilled, engaged and 
professional workforce (McDonald et al., 2018). The current workforce 
is estimated to comprise around 200,000 teachers and educators; the 
majority holding vocational qualifications (Education Services 
Australia, 2021). However, demand continues to outweigh supply, 
with predictions of growing workforce shortages attributed to a range 
of persistent challenges, most notably the lack of recognition of the 
professional nature of this work and associated remuneration (Irvine 
et  al., 2016; Education Services Australia, 2021). Increasing, 
government and community expectations and work intensification 
have also been recognized as impacting attraction and retention 
(ACECQA, 2021). Despite the number of children and families using 
ECEC and OSHC settings there appears to be a paucity of research 
about the determinants for assessing high quality services (Vermeer 
et  al., 2016). A small but growing number of Australian studies 
(McDonald et al., 2018; Harrison et al., 2019) highlight key factors 
contributing to engagement and retention of educators including their 
sense of purpose, enjoyment working with children, and knowing they 
are making a positive difference. However, in these studies children’s 
contribution to assessing the quality of the services in which they are 
stakeholders are not featured.

3. Children’s right to have a say about 
their education and care

The Children’s Rights agenda draws on The Convention on the 
Rights of Children (UN, 1989) and states that children should have a 
say on matters that affect them (Article 12). It has cultivated child 
research by nurturing a realization that children have a right to 
be  consulted (Smith 2013; Lundy et al., 2015), heard, and to 
appropriately influence the facilities and services that are provided for 
them (Quennerstedt, 2014; Nolas, 2015; Farina and Scollan, 2019). 
Adopting such a “rights-based” framework actively positions children’s 
contribution as an inclusive approach to connecting “children’s rights, 
research methods and research ethics” (Mayne and Howitt, 2015, 
p. 37). If children are going to be heard and influence policies and 
services provided for them, real and tangible acceptance of their rights 
is necessary to amplify their voices and allow change to occur.

The relationships between adult/ researcher and child can 
influence the opportunities for them to ‘have a say’. Child-adult 
relationships are situated within a negotiated framework of process 
and representation. Consideration needs to be  given to adults’ 
positioning, to enable children to participate. Nicholson et al. (2015) 
highlight the importance of situating child-adult narratives alongside 
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each other to provide a more holistic view of children’s experiences. 
Understanding their perspectives about research methods used makes 
visible their motivations to engage (Lundy, 2018, 2019). In research 
with children, it is not enough to gather what they want to say, as the 
context in which they were invited to participate should also be noted.

Contemporary perspectives of children and childhood frames 
them as active global citizens. Theories of childhood focus on children 
as strong, capable and rich (Corsaro, 2014; James and Prout, 2015; 
Warming, 2019). Within the theoretical framework of the sociology 
of childhood, it is assumed children are capable of expressing their 
views and perspectives which are different to adults. Valuing children’s 
perspectives as different to adults, acknowledges children’s unique, 
distinctive and important contribution. Furthermore, recognizing 
children as capable and competent contributors in research through a 
shared ownership of the process enables a co-construction of meaning 
and richer data.

Children have often been excluded from participating in research 
about services for children with reasons cited as ethical considerations, 
researcher skills, perspectives of childhood along with research design 
and approaches that can influence children’s level of inclusion (Lundy, 
2019; Halpenny, 2021). However, in this research project, it was 
important to consider adult’s attentiveness within the process. This 
consideration included the analysis process and adults’ looking 
beyond the drawing to consider children’s intentions informing 
meanings represented, along with sequences of thought and action 
defining relationships, objects, and events depicted (Harrison 2014). 
These considerations informed the data collection methods which 
empowered children allowing them to contribute to the project for 
updating of the ALFs.

Countries such as Sweden and Scotland have utilized consultative 
processes with children. The use of these processes demonstrates the 
value placed on children as “citizens and learners” to contribute to the 
development and design of curriculum and resources (Harris and 
Manatakis, 2013, p. 9; James and Prout, 2015; Trevarthen et al., 2018). 
Children’s voices assume central importance in research when 
reconsidering existing practices and policies designed to support their 
participation as active citizens in ECEC and OSHC settings. Swedish 
researchers (see Klerfelt and Haglund, 2014; Lager, 2016) report 
studies to examine workforce characteristics as well as learning 
curricula. In Scotland policy makers have legislated children’s rights 
in policy to ensure voices are listened to and quality improvements 
achieved (Trevarthen et al., 2018). These examples motivated the ALF 
project researchers to consider the value in consulting with children 
in the updates.

3.1. Active participation: ethics, consent, 
and approaches

Thoughtful processes are required to ensure the integrity of 
gaining insights about childhoods and children’s participation in 
ECEC and OSHC services from the inclusion of their perspectives. 
Seeking children’s participation in research involved reflecting on 
research intentions with consideration of how their knowledge will 
be used to influence policy in ways that improve their lives (Johnson 
et al., 2014). Children need to feel that their agency and safety are a 
priority (Gibbs et al., 2018). These intentions should be reflected in 
promotion of the research and for the informed consent processes.

Lundy (2018) promotes selecting and developing research 
approaches and strategies to support children’s involvement and their 
detailed recounts by adopting active listening and responding to them 
in a timely period. Rather than passive recipients of knowledge, 
children can be positioned as active agents who process and construct 
meanings and identities (Press et al., 2020; Smith and Coady, 2020; 
Hurst, 2021). However, given that children remain outside of major 
political and social power structures, their rights are only manifested 
through adults’ perceptions and provisions for them. The researchers 
were cognisant of the paradoxical nature of children’s rights and 
agency to influence their lives that need to be addressed before real 
and dynamic agency can be enabled to positively impact children.

Attempting to navigate these tensions, democratic participatory 
approaches offer children “a fuller range of participation,” enabling 
authorship of their ideas and experiences (Blaisdell et al., 2021, p. 1). 
Such an approach examines children’s agency against their 
participatory rights. Criteria is established to include reflection on the 
appropriateness of information communicated in response to 
children’s capacities, opportunities for expressing experiences, and the 
influence of data generated on decisions affecting them (Mayne et al., 
2018). One approach is to conceptualize capturing children’s voices as 
a shared co-constructed process. Further recognizing children as 
capable research participants creates valuable insights into their 
worlds and a democratic approach acknowledges their views on 
matters of personal, community and global importance (James and 
Prout, 2015). This requires the use of creative methodologies to 
authentically engage and support children’s contributions (Clark, 
2017; Mayne et al., 2018).

4. An exemplar of children’s 
contribution in the research design of 
the Australian approved learning 
frameworks update project

The task of the ALFs Update Project was commissioned by the 
Australian Children’s Education and Care Quality Authority to ensure 
the Frameworks reflected contemporary knowledge in programs and 
practices used in ECEC and OSHC settings. The Frameworks are 
populated with examples of children’s experiences and educators’ 
practices. The project occurred across three sequential stages, and was 
supported by a detailed engagement strategy involving a broad cross 
section of stakeholders (children, educators, parents, managers, policy 
makers) linked to education and care settings. At each of the stages 
specific research tools and protocols were used to explore children’s 
understandings and experiences (see Table 1: Children’s involvement 
in the three project stages).

The research design was informed by a review of literature on 
researching with children, as well as ethical considerations informing 
their consent and ongoing participation in educational research (see 
Johnson et al., 2014; Lundy, 2019) was undertaken. This noted the 
benefits of adopting a participatory framework (Gibbs et al., 2018) in 
conjunction with using consultative policy approaches shaping 
children’s educational experiences (e.g., Harris and Manatakis, 2013). 
The review also revealed the ethical, social and experiential forces 
influencing children’s agency and their voice in research (Mayne and 
Howitt, 2015; Halpenny, 2021). Building on these findings, the 
research team developed specific/tailored protocols for engaging with 
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children alongside other stakeholders. The review noted tensions 
associated with agency, inclusion and the use of democratically 
informed processes and representation (Doel-Mackaway, 2016; 
Dalkilic, 2020; García-Carrión et al., 2020; Parsons et al., 2021), as well 
as the benefits of adopting co-constructed forms of communication 
to fully capture children’s perspectives (Blaisdell et  al., 2021). 
Therefore, as part of the larger project, children contributed their 
perspectives about their experiences in education and care settings, 
including the qualities of the educators with whom they spent 
their time.

The ALF project researchers used multiple modes and methods 
for communicating with children. This ensured support to differing 
capacities for communication and expression (Johnson et al., 2014) 
and using developmentally appropriate pedagogical approaches 
(Arnott et  al., 2020). These approaches prioritized relational and 
playful methodologies. The researchers developed protocols 
highlighting that trusting relationships were established, and that 
children were well informed about how their ideas are going to 
be used.

4.1. The participants

The children were aged between 2 and 12 years, attending either 
an ECEC or OSHC service across urban, regional, and remote areas 
of Australia. The educators at the ECEC and OSHC services were 
recruited to broker the research with children. As trusted figures in 
the lives of children, educators assumed a pivotal role in providing a 

supportive and encouraging context to stimulate children’s thinking 
about and response to specific research questions. The familiarity of 
the educators with the children was intended to alleviate the 
challenges associated with communicating with them. The choice of 
research tools was guided by the criteria of developmental 
appropriateness, language barriers and potential differential between 
adults and children (Pyle, 2013). Central to children feeling at ease in 
the research process was the role of the educator. Educators who 
know the children are critical to the research process to ensure full 
meanings about the issues being discussed are captured (see 
McCormick, 2018). Reflective of the diversity of children participating 
in Australian ECEC and OSHC settings, included were Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander children, children from culturally and 
linguistically diverse backgrounds and children with a disability. The 
children’s written and drawn contributions reflected their experiences 
in ECEC and OSHC services. The children were assigned identifiers 
that were linked to their contributions. Some children participated in 
all three stages (see Table  1: Children’s involvement in the three 
project stages).

4.1.1. Ethical considerations
Researching with children and young people requires careful 

consideration of ethical practices (Kellett, 2011; Lundy, 2018; 
Cheeseman et al., 2022). Ethical approval was granted by the research 
team’s University Ethics Committees (52021991827988 and 
20210009395) and guided by the Early Childhood Australia’s (ECA)  
(2016). In all three Stages explanations about assent were given. All 
children and young people were asked for their assent and had signed 

TABLE 1 Children’s involvement in the three project stages.

Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3

Research aim To gather perspectives on the 

strengths of the ALFs and to identify 

opportunities for improvement.

To elicit stakeholder feedback on 20 opportunities 

for updating the ALFs, spanning the vision, 

pedagogy, principles, practices and learning 

outcomes

To respond to questions about the practices and 

principles used by educators during a 6 week 

period of the pilot of the updated frameworks

No of chn n = 105 ECEC

n = 51 OSHC

(ages 2–12 years)

n = 92 ECEC

n = 92 OSHC

(ages 2–12 years)

n = 148 ECEC

n = 43 OSHC

(ages 2–12 years)

Educators in 11 settings were asked 

to gather children’s perspectives

An explanatory video was scripted to invite the 

children to participate, voiced by 8 year old child, 

available on the project website.

Educators provided artefacts - photographs and 

drawings collected during pilot period (6 weeks)

Questions asked ECEC

What do you like doing? What is 

something we do not do here that 

you’d like to do?

OSHC

What is the best thing about out of 

school hour care? What activities do 

you do here that you do not get to do 

anywhere else? Describe your friends 

at out of school hours care? How 

could OSHC be better?

What does learning look like in ECEC/ OSHC? 

(Pedagogy)

What do you think are the most important things 

educators do here at ECEC/ OSHC? (Relational 

Pedagogy)

What is your favorite place to play inside or outside 

or things to do here at ECEE/OSHC and why? 

(Practices)

Some additional prompts

What is it like being here?

How does that make you feel?

Why is that important?

What do you like about that place/game/experience/

activity?How do educators help you?

Similar to Stage 2

Tell me about what happened?

How did you feel about what happened?

How does it link to other things we do here, with 

your family or in your community?

How should we do this in the future?

Data gathered Drawings; writing Drawing, writing, transcripts of conversations Drawing, writing, transcripts of conversations
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consent from a parent/carer. Furthermore, in the invitation to 
participate, the research was explained with opportunities given to 
withdraw at any time. All data were de-identified and pseudonyms are 
used to report the findings in this paper.

4.2. The data collection process

The ALFs project placed significance on the potentials of creative 
methodologies with multiple forms of expression and these were used 
in three stages. Reflections on the use of these approaches foregrounds 
the development of a methodological framework for perceiving, 
connecting and expressing children’s contributions in partnership 
with educators as co-researchers (Cohrssen, 2015). Educators were 
given briefings and written information on how to use a selected set 
of research tools with children. The research tools of talking circles, 
dialogic drawing and visual elicitation were used in integrated ways. 
A flexible inductive thematic analysis was used to examine the data 
by the researchers (educators were unable to be included in this part 
of the process as they did not have release from their everyday work). 
The thematic analysis was across the data sets looking for similar 
patterns, particularly to the similar questions that were asked in 
Stages 2 and 3. It had an analytical focus that looked for patterns of 
meaning and was also linked to the literature review (Barblett et al., 
2021). The researchers had also made visits to all of the sites in Stage 
3 so they were aware of the context in which children made 
their responses.

4.2.1. Research tools
Working in collaboration with educators, three methods: Talking 

Circles, Dialogic Drawing, and Visual Elicitation were used in 
conjunction with the research questions for each stage to gain insight 
into children’s perspectives of their experiences in ECEC and OSHC 
settings. The researchers kept a diary of notes and reflections about the 
processes. No audio or video data were collected. Educators 
participated in focus groups with the researchers pre and post the 
data collection.

4.2.1.1. Talking circles
Talking circles are a guided conversational process (Cartmel et al., 

2020). Talking circles are a relational model to support conversations 
with and between children in a culturally safe space (Schumacher, 
2014). The format for a talking circles creates time and space for 
children to make connections and build trust with each other and the 
educator, making the way for open and genuine conversation. Each 
session starts with an activity designated as ‘getting connected’. This is 
to help the children to get to know each other and build relationships. 
Then, it ends with a closing activity that involves children and 
educators reflecting on what happened for them during the session. 
During this project, the educator was asked to make a written record 
of the children’s responses to the question ‘what have you heard or 
thought about during this conversation that is interesting or important’.

4.2.1.2. Dialogic drawing
As a recognized form of communication and source of data (e.g., 

Kress, 1997; Pahl, 1999), drawings provide children with a powerful 
means to express their ideas and experiences. With a focus on 
meaning-making, symbolism within children’s drawings offers 

insights into their understanding of events and issues affecting their 
lives (Wright, 2007). Whilst engaged in processes of creation, children 
often communicate their intentions, with drawings-in-action shaped 
by reflective ‘tellings’ (Wright, 2007). Attending to children’s dialogic 
reflections not only reveals their process, but also helps to clarify 
what they know and key people of importance and connection 
(Coates and Coates, 2006; García-Carrión et al., 2020). Building on 
the work of  Einarsdóttir (2011) using draw and talk methods as an 
intentional strategy, Ruscoe (2021) further developed this method 
and named it ‘dialogic drawing’. In this project, educators were asked 
to prompt children to make a response, listen respectfully, pause for 
children to draw, and then clarify children’s representations and 
comments. Some educators annotated the children’s drawings as part 
of the process, particularly the contributions from children under 
3 years of age.

4.2.1.3. Visual elicitation
Visual elicitation can involve drawings or photographs to prompt 

conversations (Bagnoli, 2009; Orr et al., 2020; Shaw, 2021). Using 
visual prompts provided by children can help to negate privileged 
adult interpretations as they capture children’s voices. Further, it is 
recommended that children are active participants in the data 
collection. This means that photographs used in the research process 
are the ones taken by the children. This can empower them to share 
meanings more openly thereby facilitating richer data. In this project, 
some of the concepts linked to the update of the practices and 
principles of the Frameworks were abstract so the use of photographs 
or drawing co-constructed by the children were valuable.

4.3. Results – what children communicated

The children’s drawings and conversations documented by 
educators were analysed through an iterative process (Cohen et al., 
2017). The drawings were analysed for their content as to what they 
depicted, applying the principles of open coding and inducing 
categories from common content in the drawings (Merriman and 
Guerin, 2006). The practices of the educators emerged as a theme 
when the data were coded. The data collected from the various 
methodologies were themed for common ideas and it was also 
categorized into the principles and practices as described in the ALFs. 
The children’s responses offer unique insights into the quality of the 
education and care workforce. The majority of the children’s responses 
in the theme about the practices of educators exposed the multiple 
roles that educators undertook to meet the requirements of the 
children attending the service:

“Educators should ‘protect and entertain’ kids and love being outside 
but also going to the school library. My OSHC is a good time to play with 
my friends and I  like it when educators teach us new skills such as 
knitting. It is also a ‘really good idea’ to talk with Educators if you have 
a problem. The most important thing about OSHC is ‘being protected by 
adults” (Chloe, 10 years, Stage 2, Talking Circle).

The knowledge and abilities of educators to establish and maintain 
relationships was the top priority for children. They valued 
communication skills highly. The children also acknowledged that 
educators’ knowledge and understanding of child development was 
significant. The communication skills of educators were valued by 
children as they identified the educators as someone that would 
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be responsive to them when they felt they needed help from a trusted 
other. Examples of their perspectives are:

Yvonne (11 years, Stage 2, Talking Circle): “I have made some good 
relationships with specific educators and if I  have a problem I  feel 
comfortable talking to those educators.”

Wade (4 years, Stage 2, Talking Circle): “I like being here, the 
educators make me feel safe.”

Children spoke about the practices of educators. The children also 
listed personal qualities they looked for in their educators.

They were mindful of the practices used by educators in 
undertaking their responsibilities.

Emma (10 years, Stage 2, Talking Circle):‘believes that an educator 
should be ‘confident, have a sense of humour but not be too nice’.

Lionel (4 years, Stage 2, Talking Circle) shared: “A good teacher is 
someone who is smiley.”

Children also listed the kinds of support they needed to help 
develop their capabilities and confidence.

Michael (5 years, Stage 2, Talking Circle): “Grown ups help me to 
learn when I cannot do something.”

Isabel (3 years, Stage 2, Dialogic Drawing): “My teachers teach me 
to dance to music.”

Eva (7 years, Stage 2, talking Circle): “They take care of us for fun 
activities and help you cook things.”

In an ECEC setting, the children described how educators helped 
them to learn.

Ronald (5 years, Stage 2, Talking Circle):"When we learn, we sit on 
the mat and cross our legs and look at the teacher. Our teachers are kind 
to us.” In OSHC settings where children are more independent and 
seeking to manage their time and activities one child noted that 
educators allow them time and space to pursue their interests. Anya 
(9 years, Stage 2, Talking Circle): “What the educators do or do not do 
is important.”

The children reported information about the relationships with 
educators. They described what they perceived to be important for the 
workforce of educators, for example understanding of children’s 
development, in particular social development and emotional 
wellbeing, their interests, ways to organise the indoor and outdoor 
environments that are available to them.

Most responses from children about the support given to them 
was about meeting their physical and emotional needs. For example:

Dean (9 years, Stage 2, Talking Circle): “Teachers always care and 
give us food.”

Jana (3 years, Stage 2, Talking Circle): “I only like cuddles from 
some teachers if I am sad saying goodbye to my mum. They help me if 
someone is mean to me.”

Children talked about educators with knowledge of first aid 
and helping them when they are unwell as important. 
For example:

Elise (12 years, Stage 2, Talking Circle): Noticed that the staff who 
are studying nursing often put their hand up to provide first aid which 
she thought was ‘cool’.

Reflecting on a desire for agency, children noted the different 
qualities of educators who provided them with opportunities to 
‘have a say’.

Children are social participants in their own right with power and 
agency. For example, in a dialogic drawing opportunity, a younger 
child expressed their value for educators’ support when making 
decisions (see Figure 1):

“This is me putting the rubbish in the garbage bin. The teachers help 
me decide where things go.”

The children made varied comments about practices of the 
workforce of educators. The children noted a higher level of 
engagement in the education and care setting when the workforce 
and the environment were presented to them in certain ways. The 
children answered the questions with responses about the 
principles and practices of the workforce that contribute to quality 
education and care settings. These practices can be used as criteria 
in the processes of assessing quality. In addition, they could 
be used to inform the recruitment of educators who practice in 
ways that improve the lives of children (Johnson et al., 2014). The 
children made positive comments about all aspects of the 
service delivery.

5. Discussion

This research shows that children can contribute to assessing and 
describing their experiences in rich and meaningful ways. It highlights 
the importance of using research methodologies with children 
alongside supportive educators. This process can uncover and 
transform understandings about the quality of the experience and 
interactions with the educators in education and care settings. 
Children were able to convey the significance of experiences that 
could be used as an assessment of quality.

The exemplar of the ALFs research project underlined the strengths 
of adopting a multi-layered approach for uncovering children’s 
perceptions and ideas about ECEC and OSHC settings. Each chosen 
approach (by ‘doing’ something different) assisted the researchers to 
piece together the ideas contributed to form a more complete picture 
of children’s experiences in ECEC and OSHC. This, in turn, provided 
important insights into their expectations of settings that makes them 
feel safe and valued, and provides opportunities for them to engage in 
play, leisure and learning experiences. The theme about feeling safe 
occurred across all age groups. The data included references to 
emotional and physical safety. Educators should heed this information 
when assessing children and young people’s learning and wellbeing. 
Policy makers and service leadership should heed this underpinning 
knowledge in workforce development plans and developing assessment 
reports. Children’s agency should be  recognized and respected in 
ECEC and OSHC settings. The National Quality Standard provision of 
child-centred practice requires educators who can elicit and respond 
to children and young people’s perspectives. Quinn and Manning 
(2013) assert that in order to inform policy and the provision of high 
quality education and care, there is a need to gain children’s perspectives 
rather than relying on adult perceptions of children’s perspectives.

The recognition of children and young people’s perspectives is, 
therefore, imperative to ensuring child-centred practice is at the 
forefront of everyday assessment practices.

5.1. Reflections on tools, processes and 
relationships

Educators that participated in the process remarked on the depth 
of knowledge that the children expressed about the characteristics 
and qualities of the workforce (Researcher Diaries). As reflected in 
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children’s responses, there was great awareness of the educators’ role, 
with importance placed on emotional connectedness, enjoyment of 
learning, and establishing an environment of care for each other. For 
instance, Henry commented- “The teachers do everything. It’s good 
being here” (Henry, 4 years), another stating- “Pick up scissors if 
someone is barefoot. Teachers look after the group. Teachers are nice to 
us. It’s fun at pre-school.” (Kelly, 4 years), and “I’m happy when I learn 
and have rest time. Teachers help us to make the right choices.” (Tina, 
4 years).

The educators were surprised at how willing children were in 
contributing their ideas (Focus group: Educators). This was 
purposefully supported in the research design as processes were 
focused on relational and playful methodologies, reducing adult-
child power imbalances.

5.1.1. Relational methodology
Children have always communicated with adults. However, a deeper 

appreciation of how this communication plays out in the complexity of 
the systemic features of education and care services is needed. An 
understanding of how to communicate with those not yet classified as 
adults is increasingly a skill one needs to have. Key to this is 
understanding how to build secure relationships. This requires time to 
spend ‘going alongside’ children in their everyday lives (Noonan et al., 
2016) and the adult does not view themselves as more superior in the 
communication process. In this way children and young people will 
engage in conversations between themselves and adults to make 
meaning together. So, as adults are listening and talking, they are mindful 
of interpreting and co-constructing meanings about the content of the 
conversations with children and young people. As Noah 4 years said: “I 
think educators should ask us lots of things. We know lots of things.” Adults 
who are self aware provide children and young people with an 
environment where they will feel confident and safe to express themselves.

5.1.2. Playful methodologies
The creative methodologies used in this research project were 

playful approaches. Gathering the voices of children does not always 
happen easily. When researchers use play and playful behaviors to 
interact with children, they will find they relate to more easily to 
children (Zosh et al., 2018). As noted in the response by Didi 5 years: 
“My educators keep me safe and play with me. If I am ‘really sad’ I can 
talk to them comfortable to talk to an educator.” Children express their 
pleasure in playing and like their interactions with the adults who 
play with them. In addition, play can be a tool used with children in 
order to get to know them and to build trust with them. Building 
trust creates safe spaces where children feel confident to be accepted 
for who they are and to express their ideas about the matters that 
affect them.

5.1.3. Cautions
There are alternative perspectives to gathering the voices of 

children. In particular, there is a consciousness that children may 
not want to invest time in an adult agenda such as an investigation 
about the qualities of the workforce. Children may be  intent on 
participating in their own agenda of play and leisure pursuits and 
not prioritize the opportunity the adults give them to have a say 
about policy matters, such as the workforce. If researchers are to 
include children’s perspectives in research requires thoughtful and 
inventive ways to ensure the approaches meaningfully capture their 
voices (Mayne et al., 2018). Gibbs et al. (2018, p. 93) use the term as 
co-researchers to acknowledge and reflect the way in children’s 
contributions are made. Researchers are reminded to reflect on the 
research intentions of seeking children’s participation. Consideration 
should be given to how children perceive the relevance of research 
to their lives and how children’s knowledge will be used to influence 
practice in ways that improve their lives (Johnson et  al., 2014). 

FIGURE 1

David (4  years, Stage 2 dialogic drawing).

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2023.1167486
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org


Cartmel et al. 10.3389/feduc.2023.1167486

Frontiers in Education 08 frontiersin.org

Children may ask how their views are being used. Researchers who 
engage with children should discuss with children how their views 
have been heard and used.

5.2. Assessing using a multilayered 
approach

The meaning making experiences using creative methodologies 
provided a process for children to express their ideas about matters 
that affect them. This included their perspectives on the physical and 
social environment, the qualities of the children’s services’ workforce 
and the policy and practices embedded in the functions of providing 
care and education for them.

The involvement of trusted educators across all stages of the 
project supported access to children’s perspectives of their experiences 
in ECEC and OSHC contexts, providing opportunities to understand 
more deeply what they valued (Ergler et al., 2015; McCormick, 2018; 
Halpenny, 2021). Using methodologies such as talking circles, dialogic 
drawing and visual elicitation can also positively impact developing 
tools to the assessing the quality of the outcomes for children in ECEC 
and OSHC settings. These methodologies may have also contributed 
to the lack of adverse comments made by the children. The use of 
additional prompts may have expanded the breadth of children’s 
comments. Knowing more about children’s expectations can help to 
provide a more authentic understanding of the demands of 
professional work and pedagogical practices.

6. Conclusion

The perspectives of children need to be highlighted in assessing 
quality of ECEC and OSHC settings. If adults are able to consider 
children’s perspectives, then it is possible that children will acquire the 
skill to see adults’ perspectives. The ability to understand each other’s 
perspectives is pivotal to the development of secure and reciprocal 
relationships between children and the adults who work with them 
and to assessing the quality of requirements for example the National 
Quality Framework. Acknowledging children’s perspectives are 
different to adults, ECEC and OSHC settings are modeling a 
fundamental skill that will support children to acknowledge and assess 
their own learning, development and wellbeing.

The update of the Australian ALFs has been a valuable 
opportunity to gather the voices of children to have a say on matters 
that affect them in policy and practice. This project used 
methodological tools that prioritized children’s voices for assessing 
the vision, pedagogies, principles underpinning practices, and 

learning outcomes that educators are expected to use in their daily 
work. The contributions of children have extended beyond just 
listening to their ideas. Children’s responses have provided 
meaningful insights about perceptions about quality, responsive 
environments, self-care, and relational pedagogies. This information 
will be  invaluable to supporting ways to assess and improve the 
quality of settings for children.
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