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Abstract 
 
This presentation will draw upon recent literature that encourages the voices of 
children and young people in both providing testimony and engaging in research 
in relation to audience experiences in learning sites outside the classroom 
(Groundwater-Smith, Dockett & Bottrell, 2015; Mockler & Groundwater-Smith, 
2015). It recognises the special nature of learning in cultural sites and the 
opportunities for those students who are rarely consulted to have a voice 
(Blunden & Fitzgerald, 2019). 
 
It makes the case that the improvement of learning organisations can be 
enhanced by listening to and respecting the voices of young people, including 
those who are marginalised (Hill, 2019). It will do so by providing examples 
including the State Library of NSW, Sydney Living Museums and the work of The 
Kids’ College at the Australian Museum. 
 
The paper will conclude with reference to the range of ethical concerns that 
require attention when working in this space (Alderson & Morrow, 2019). It will 
argue that attention to ethics is, effectively, an attention to quality in this area of 
research. 
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Introduction 
 
In her introduction to the special edition of the journal Social Inclusion, devoted 
to promoting children’s participation in research, policy and practice, Aldridge 
(2017:89) wrote: 
 

It is more than twenty years since the United Nations Convention on the Rights 
of the Child1 gave governments and states an international mandate to ensure 
the safety and wellbeing of children and young people and to promote their 
participation in decisions that affect their lives. Considerable advances have 
been made since that time that have, in some but not all instances2, seen 
transformations in the status, roles and responsibilities of children and young 
people and in the ways in which they are perceived and treated. These advances 
have included greater inclusion of children’s voices in research, policy and 
practice underpinned by children’s rights to participation and ‘best interests of 
the child’ decision-making.  

 
Ten years after the introduction of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, so 
penetrating had been the assertion of children’s rights practice, that some have 
claimed that it has become part of a ‘rhetorical orthodoxy’ (Prout, 2003:11). Such 
an orthodoxy may lead to those who provide services and interactions with 
young people routinely paying them attention, but at little more than a surface 
level. Consideration of the Convention has cut across multiple cultures, spaces 
and discourses that have a bearing on the lives of young people with an 
injunction that children should be enabled to express views and have them taken 
seriously. Now, another decade on from Prout’s assertion, it is essential that 
there be some kind of stock-take, or appraisal, that examines how the voices of 
children and young people are being taken into account. We need to ask, who is 
being consulted, who is participative, and, as a corollary, who may have few 
opportunities to contribute to various social provisions made by cultural 
institutions such as museums, libraries, galleries and the like. 
 
The penetration of the convention has been noted by Groundwater-Smith, 
Dockett & Bottrell (2015), Mockler & Groundwater-Smith (2015) and has been 
seen to occur in settings ranging from the provision of services in early 
childhood through to community organisations catering for adolescents. While 
some young people have had increased opportunities to not only contribute to 
research and inquiry but also to design such activities and engage in critique and 
interpretation, it has nonetheless been noted that there are serious questions to 
be asked regarding which young people are enabled to contribute to a greater or 
lesser degree to these discussions (Robinson, 2014:19). The debates centre 
around the notion of ‘participatory capital’ (Wood, 2013). One of the many 
‘capitals’ that have arisen from the various writings of Pierre Bourdieu who first 
identified the notion of cultural capital, and from that social capital.  
Participatory capital is seen to relate to class, race, gender, age, sexual identities 
and abilities; the variables that make it more or less unlikely that various 
persons are consulted and included. 
 

                                                        
1 Introduced November, 1989 
2 Our emphasis 
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While it has become customary to engage with what are often token groups, 
believed to represent the views and experiences of a particular cohort, selection 
into those groups can often be mediated by the selection of candidates who 
possess particular desirable attributes in relation their perceived abilities to 
communicate.  Various communities of practice, including schools and cultural 
institutions have a number of ‘gate-keeping’ procedures that knowingly, or even 
unconsciously exclude the less articulate, the non-conforming, and, the troubled 
young members of the community. 
 
By way of illustrative anecdote; consider this scenario. Some years ago, the 
Australian Museum ran a series of consultations regarding up-coming 
exhibitions with a selection of young people from a variety of schools. The group 
of schools were known as The Coalition of Knowledge Building Schools (CKBS) 
and included both government and non-government schools, single sex and 
coeducational schools, primary and secondary schools who met regularly to 
consider a range of educational policies and practices. A number of cultural 
institutions were also members of the Coalition (Kelly, 2015; Mockler & 
Groundwater-Smith, 2011). Among the participating schools was a residential 
facility providing short-term programs for young people living in troubling 
conditions in rural and remote parts of the state. At the conclusion of the two-
day workshop various groups reported upon their findings. Two young people 
prefaced their report by noting that this was the first time in their short lives 
that anyone had thought them worthy of being asked – it was always the school 
captains and members of the Student Representative Council who had a say. It 
was a salutary and moving experience. 
 
The tangible benefits from listening to the voices of children and young 
people 
 
So, why bother? It is not only a matter of the rights of the child, but also that by 
hearing their voices there are benefits to the institution. Improvements and 
reforms require the experiences of stakeholders to be systematically collected 
and examined (Hill, 2019). It has been argued that institutional performance can 
be greatly enhanced through the engagement of participants, in this case 
younger citizens. However, there are cautions that require attention. As Fox 
(2015) reminds us information that can assist in the process of consultation is 
not enough, it needs to be user centred and friendly. But, he asserts when 
consultation takes place programs are often captured by what he terms ‘local 
elites’ – a matter to which we shall return. 
 
As Mockler & Groundwater-Smith (2011) point out, in relation to schools, 
students are the ‘consequential stakeholders’ in that they bear the consequences 
of decisions that are taken on their behalf. Similarly, it can be argued that when 
experiences and exhibitions are planned for them as end-users, younger visitors 
can be seen, also, as consequential stakeholders. 
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Consider the case study of the evaluation of the program How does your garden 
grow conducted by Sydney Living Museums. In this program: 
 

“Students investigate how food is grown, discuss healthy food choices and play 
19th-century games within the inspiring surroundings of a historic working 
estate and its lush gardens. In the kitchen garden students learn about the life 
cycle of domestic food plants – from the sowing of a single seed through to the 
harvesting of fruit and vegetables. They gain first-hand experience of cultivation 
by planting a seed, which they later take home. These experiences are 
complemented by a short bush foods walk, which helps students understand how 
the local Aboriginal people sourced their food and cared for the land. 

In the colonial kitchen students are encouraged to think about what they eat, and 
about the different food groups and their place on the Healthy Living Pyramid. 
This is followed by a visit to the Wentworths’ sumptuous dining room to discuss 
the eating habits of the family during the 19th century. The teacher-led section of 
the program includes a walk to the waterfall and playing 19th-century games like 
croquet, cup and ball, skittles, hoops and quoits – providing varied opportunities 
for students to follow the Healthy Living Pyramid recommendation to ‘move 
more’3. 

The focus of the evaluation, was upon the participation of specific schools in the 
free entry and travel subsidy program.  Schools applying for support were 
required to be Low SES National Smarter Partnership Schools, Identified Priority 
Schools  and/ or schools that receive Transition Equity Funding. 
 
The evaluation was designed to not only draw upon the immediate experiences 
of students in relation to the program, but also would elicit from students and 
their teachers those home and community experiences that have contributed to 
the children’s understandings of aspects of gardening and nutrition and would 
challenge a view that these children come to school or make cultural visits “as 
empty vessels, with no hope of achieving academic success” (Arthur & Hertzberg, 
2014, p. 151). It was seen to be of value to Sydney Living Museums in assisting in 
constructing a pedagogy of practice that would not only apply to young people 
from low SES schools, but also to those from the wider range of schools that 
participate in the program overall. 
 
The point here is not in relation to the evaluation’s design that included: 
observing students on their visit and in their schools, using photographs as a 
stimulus for recall, interviewing young people and their teachers, drawing upon 
annotated art-works and a survey of participating adults, but rather to 
emphasise the agency of the young people to make observations about their 
experiences and have them taken seriously. The value to Sydney Living Museums 
was that they could make an argument for the sustaining of that particular 
program to those who provided financial support for it; as well, the study could 
make a broader contribution to the ways in which the larger organization could 
address those pedagogical challenges that organisations encounter when only 
having brief encounters with a specific group. 

                                                        
3 http://sydneylivingmuseums.com.au/education/programs/how-does-your-garden-grow  

http://sydneylivingmuseums.com.au/education/programs/how-does-your-garden-grow
http://sydneylivingmuseums.com.au/education/programs/how-does-your-garden-grow
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A second case study relates to the State Library of NSW program 
commemorating the centenary of WWI. The State Library holds over 1000 
diaries from 550 individual diarists as well as supporting material such as maps, 
photographs, drawings and artefacts documenting the Australian experience of 
WWI. In 2014 an exhibition, Life Interrupted: Personal Diaries from World War I, 
was developed. The Library was keen to investigate the impact of this exhibition 
on young people and how it could enhance the study of WWI, a mandatory 
component of the Stage 5 History syllabus.  

Twenty-two Year 10 (14 -15-year olds) students from five schools participated 
in an evaluation of the exhibition. The group was first introduced to the State 
Library, the collections and resources, as for all the students it was their first 
visit to the Library. The curator of the exhibition provided background 
information to the collection and her framework for the development of the 
exhibition. Students were then invited to explore the exhibition armed with an 
iPad to record their responses to the following: 

• The most interesting section of the exhibition is… 
• The most surprising thing in the exhibition is… 
• I felt …. when I visited the exhibition. 
• I would like to know more about... 

What did the State Library learn? Students were deeply engaged with the 
exhibition and this engagement was primarily on an empathetic-emotional level. 
While the student consultative group were facilitated in their visit, it was clear 
that the exhibition design and content allowed students to ‘connect’ with the 
diarists and to gain some insight into their lived experience. This was made clear 
by the comments of the students, including: 

It brought home to me that these people once actually lived, had families 
and friends. They were not just some person in a history text book. 

Students were able to see the soldiers as individuals, not merely part of a 
battalion, participants in a battle or a statistic. Instead they connected with them 
as individuals, fathers, sons, brothers and friends, who they were before the war, 
what their motivations were for joining up, how they took their passion with 
them, their war experience, how they were changed by the war and how they 
emerged from the conflict. It was clear from the responses of the students that 
their understanding was deepened by the connection they made to the 
individual soldiers. 

By consulting young people, the Library was able to understand how the design 
and content of the exhibition facilitated their engagement and led to an enhanced 
understanding of this important historic event. This in turn influenced the 
development of further exhibitions and learning experiences around the 
centenary of WWI. 
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A third case relates to work undertaken with the Australian Museum (referred to 
earlier in this paper). Over a number of years, under the guidance of Lynda Kelly 
the Museum conducted a series of what became known as Kids’ Colleges whereby 
students from a range of CKBS participated in two-day workshops whose 
purpose was to examine the designs for new major exhibitions.  Designers 
regularly attended to listen to the views and recommendations of the young 
people. A singular benefit was that new questions and provocations could be 
surfaced and taken into account. For example, “How would they know what colour 
the dinosaurs were? Could they be a colour that has never been seen by the human 
eye?” 

 

Ethics and quality 
 

At the core of this discussion is the case for ‘giving voice to the voiceless’. In line 
with other research involving children and young people there are serious 
ethical issues to consider. We argue, that meeting ethical standards is a 
determinant of the quality of the inquiry. Alderson & Morrow’s (2019) 
publication is a rich source of advice regarding the ethical conduct of research 
with these ‘consequential stakeholders’. Among other things, they address 
matters of: privacy and confidentiality; selection, inclusion and exclusion; 
providing information and the central issue of the gaining of consent. For 
example, do children understand that they can consent or refuse to take part 
even when parents and caregivers have agreed to the study, do they feel able to 
express their views seriously, are there opportunities for them to ask questions 
about the research and its purposes? 
 
There can be no question that there is a certain asymmetry in relation to power 
and control between children and adults in given contexts such as schools and 
cultural institutions. While this has to be acknowledged in terms of duty of care it 
is still essential that studies undertaken with young people are mindful of the 
agency of those with the least power and grant them respect as social actors 
capable of evaluating and judging their everyday circumstances, avoiding 
capture by what Fox (2015: 348) saw as ‘local elites’. Rudner (2017) argues that 
we need to recognised structural inequalities and be alert to them and their 
consequences; similarly Davidson (2017) writes of landscapes of power and the 
ways in which disparities can be recognised and addressed. Furthermore, 
Schafer & Yarwood (2008) point out that power differentials exist among 
children and young people and may be expressed when more confident 
youngsters seek to silence their less articulate peers. There is no easy solution, 
but a sensitivity to the ways in which power is manifest is an important first step 
that is increasingly understood by various government agencies.  
 
In NSW, the Office of the Advocate for Children and Young People (ACYP) was 
established in 2014 with a mission statement ‘to make NSW a better place for 
children and young people’. One of the key principles governing the work they 
undertake is – ‘the views of children and young people are to be given serious 
consideration and taken into account’. 
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To assist organisations in both the why and the how of consulting children and 
young people, ACYP has produced a guide Understanding and Supporting Young 
Peoples Participation (2014). This guide outlines the challenges and benefits of 
consulting children and young people about the decisions that affect their lives: 
 

Like all people, children and young people have a right to express their 
views when decisions are being made that affect their lives. Participation is 
more than just giving young people in our community a say. It is about 
listening to their views, taking them seriously and wherever feasible, 
putting their ideas and suggestions into effect. Children and young people 
are a great resource in our community and organisations can benefit from 
the qualities they bring. 

 
 

Conclusion 
 

As users of the many provisions offered by cultural institutions children and 
young people deserve to have a voice. But as Fox (2015: 357) reminds us voice 
needs teeth to have a bite; but teeth may not bite without voice4. In other words, 
representation of the views of the young as consequential stakeholders is not 
enough, those views need to be taken seriously, listened to and acted upon. 
  

                                                        
4 Fox’s emphasis using italics. 
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