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Abstract

Despite having international and national legislative frameworks and policies that guarantee children’s rights and encourage their participation in matters affecting them, consulting children has received scant scholarly attention in the African context. Notwithstanding this state of affairs, it is important to ask whether, in keeping with growing progressive practices, having children as active researchers is a feasible goal to achieve and, if so, how might this be possible. Drawing on Swartz and Nyamnjoh’s framework of research existing along an emancipatory continuum, we argue for practical, methodological interventions to bridge the researcher–researched divide. We show, using four case studies, how giving children a voice – a key feature of emancipatory research – as participants in educational research has the potential to afford them space to co-enact the research and develop their sense of agency. The four case studies were drawn from investigations of (1) lived experiences of orphaned children and conceptions of education quality in South Africa; (2) consulting children about sex and HIV/AIDS education in South Africa, Tanzania and Kenya; (3) a study of a community-based peer education programme in South Africa and (4) language and mathematics skills assessments in a large-scale study. Within each case, we (1) evaluate the extent to which the research methods used aims for and achieves children’s participation and emancipation and (2) offer ways to overcome challenges for adopting emancipatory approaches in the schooling sector from ethical, policy and political perspectives. The article concludes with recommendations for implementing emancipatory methodologies in educational research involving children.
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Introduction

The thrust to have children’s views sought and accorded importance in matters affecting their lives is mainly informed by Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (United Nations [UN] 1990).

This right was further reinforced by Articles 1, 4 and 7 of the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC), which urges member states to recognise the rights and freedoms of the African child and adopt these legislative measures in accordance with their constitutions (Organisation of African Unity [OAU] 1990). The ACRWC and UNCRC place an obligation on member states to accord every child who is capable of communicating his or her views, the right and freedom to do so and enjoins that the views of the child be given due consideration in matters affecting them. In addition, Article 1 of the Charter emphasises that any custom, tradition or religious practice be consistent with these rights (OAU 1990). In this regard, the Charter, for example, suggests that religious practices should reflect the child’s right to have their voices heard and their views taken seriously on matters of faith. In such contexts, child liberation theology appears to resonate with a rights-based approach. Child liberation theology is geared towards empowering all children to claim their voice, destiny and right to speak about matters of faith from their own unique perspective. Bunge (2006) argues that interpreting the bible through the lens of a child allows for a reconsideration of the central beliefs and practices of a religious tradition and exposes some of the distorted perspectives about children and childhood.

Recognising this right, and acknowledging that children have valuable knowledge and are better positioned to share knowledge on all matters affecting their lives, some researchers in the African continent have sought innovative ways to elicit children’s views on research topics affecting their lives and have engaged children as active participants and co-researchers. For example, Robson et al. (2009) involved Malawian children as co-researchers to gather data from other children on their views and experiences regarding transport and mobility. In the same way, Porter and Abane (2008) reported on a pilot study in Ghana involving children and young people aged 11–19 years as co-researchers, who through a series of capacity-building sessions were assisted to plan and carry out research. The young researchers collected data from other children using a variety of methods, analysed the data and presented their findings to a policy-maker and local stakeholders.

Several studies carried out in South Africa involved children as active participants or co-researchers (Bray & Gooskens 2005; Ebrahim 2010; McLaughlin et al. 2012; Van der Riet, Hough & Killian 2005; Swartz et al. 2009). For instance, Ebrahim (2010) explored constructions of childhood by children aged between 2 and 4 years at two early childhood centres in KwaZulu-Natal. Similarly, Bray and Gooskens (2005) sought participation of teenagers as research partners in recruiting potential participants and conducting interviews with them. In the same way, Van der Riet et al. (2005) reported on a pilot project using various participatory techniques and strategies with grade 3 children in KwaZulu-Natal to provide children’s perspective on barriers to learning, illness and HIV/AIDS.

While acknowledging children’s participation in research as a right, the researchers recognise the inherent power imbalances that exist between children and adults because of historical and cultural factors. Porter and Abane (2008), for instance, indicate that in many Ghanaian cultures, there is a strong view that children are at the bottom rung of the family and community hierarchies, and that communities ascribe to a proverbially held idea that ‘children should be seen and not heard’. Children are therefore silent on matters that affect them, as well as in research.

A number of researchers are of the view that participatory approaches have the potential to address these power imbalances within the research process, particularly where research involves disempowered and vulnerable children (Morrow 2008; Morrow & Richards 1996; Rosenthal & Khalil 2010; Swartz & Nyamnjoh 2018; Van der Riet et al. 2005). In addition, Morrow and Richards (1996:98) point out that one way of flattening power relations is to use age-appropriate methods and build the research capacity of children using various communication strategies. This idea is in agreement with Article 13 of the UNCRC, which gives the child the right to receive information and share it orally, either in writing or in print, in the form of art, or through any other media of the child’s choice (UN 1990). Researchers, including those in the northern hemisphere, have responded to this declaration by using a variety of techniques and methodologies to invite children to receive information and express their views as active participants and co-researchers (Bray & Gooskens 2005; Ebrahim 2010; Fleming 2010; Lundy & McEvoy 2011; McLaughlin et al. 2012; Morrow 2008; Morrow & Richards 1996; Porter & Abane 2008; Punch 2002; Robson et al. 2009; Swartz et al. 2009; Van der Riet et al. 2005).

Furthermore, Van der Riet et al. (2005) pointed out that when working in developing contexts, issues of methodology and situated ethics cannot be separated. Situated ethics refers to a set of ethical practices, which takes cognisance of specific contexts, particularly those that relate to historically and socially marginalised groups of society (Ebrahim 2010; Perez 2017; Van der Riet et al. 2005), such as the status of children in their families, schools, churches or communities. The notion of situated ethics and emancipatory methodologies are thus closely related because both are about giving power to the voiceless and the marginalised (Swartz & Nyamnjoh 2018).

This article, therefore, aims to contribute to the further understanding of innovative ethical methodologies that have emancipatory potential. We showcase this through mainly South African case studies designed with emancipatory intent and those that could be classified as conventional but have the potential to be transformed into studies with emancipatory outcomes. These studies are evaluated using Swartz and Nyamnjoh’s (2018) emancipatory continuum of research methods that focus on where power lies and whose voice is pre-eminent. We highlight the challenges that may be encountered when extending emancipation-orientated research to school settings, which are characteristically bounded spaces with hierarchically established power relations among stakeholders (Charteris & Smardon 2019). We also suggest possible ways to overcome challenges in adopting emancipatory approaches in the schooling sector from ethical, policy and political perspectives.

Framework: An emancipatory continuum of research methods

Because the focus of this article is on research methodologies that have emancipation of the researched as the ultimate goal, we draw on Swartz and Nyamnjoh’s (2018) emancipatory continuum framework, which provides an analysis of research along a continuum of interactive, participatory and emancipatory methods. This framework serves as a useful guide to conduct research that aims to empower and produce useful knowledge for those who are the subjects of research. This approach to social research represents a radical departure from traditional research approaches characterised by power and research ownership being skewed to favour the researcher. The emancipatory continuum research framework, as illustrated in Figure 1, is conceptually made up of three levels, that is, interactive methods, participatory methods and emancipatory methods ordered hierarchically, with each level representing a specific orientation towards research that centres participants’ voices and minimises the researcher’s power in an effort to bring about emancipation for those being researched.
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The power dynamics and ownership of research are ordered unidirectionally with the bottom level, with interaction, representing power and ownership, tipped in favour of the researcher. Although at this level the researcher may use interactive methods and techniques to create a space for participants’ voices to be heard, the research is still researcher-owned with power resting with the researcher. The middle level of the continuum represents a shift towards equalising power and ownership of the research. The researcher and the researched become equal partners and jointly plan the research process, including dissemination of research outcomes. At the top level of the continuum, where emancipation is the goal and informs all aspects of the research, power and ownership is handed to the participants. Emancipation sees the researcher relinquishing power, thereby handing over knowledge and skills to research participants themselves, and embarking upon a practice of research, which does not perpetuate the distinction between the researcher and the researched (Oliver 2002).

In the section that follows, we present four research case studies and evaluate them using this framework to arrive at recommendations on how research among children may become increasingly emancipatory.

Four research case studies and their evaluation1

The four research case studies were conducted mainly in South Africa,2 and involved children of school-going age. Of the four cases studies, the first two are intentionally participatory with an emancipatory goal and the other two employed traditional research approaches. With the latter, we attempt to raise awareness of the need to ‘change social relations of knowledge production’ (Oliver 1997:17) to enable emancipation of the marginalised. Swartz and Nyamnjoh (2018:4) indicate that the use of interactive methods demonstrates that the traditional researcher is conscious of the importance of co-construction of knowledge and shows commitment to share power, albeit on the researcher’s terms. Our evaluation of the research case studies is guided by the following questions:


	How have the research methodologies and strategies allowed for participants’ voices to be heard?

	In what ways might studies be shifted along the continuum of interactive and participatory methods towards emancipatory methodologies?



Consulting children about sex and HIV/AIDS education

This study, undertaken over a 2-year period in three sub-Saharan Africa countries (Tanzania, Kenya and South Africa), explored how and what primary school-age children want to learn about sex and HIV/AIDS.

The study resulted in a book entitled Old Enough to Know (McLaughlin et al. 2012) and employed a participatory approach from the outset. It consulted widely with all the stakeholders (teachers, community leaders and parents) and employed a variety of innovative research methods with children to bring their views to the centre of the conversation about sex education – a particularly taboo subject in the African context (Mkumbo 2013). These methods included photovoice activities, mini-video documentaries, in-depth interviews, focus group interviews and dialogues. Through the photovoice activity, children learnt how to use a digital camera to document their living environments and its threats, and how to practice obtaining consent in research. They were afforded the opportunity to work together in small teams to plan, perform and video-record mini-video documentaries (comprising role-plays of how they would like to see sex education done in a classroom and how it was being done then). These visual research outputs were then discussed with children, and later with teachers, parents and community leaders. This was done to help adults see the levels of knowledge and understanding that children have about their worlds, including the threats to them of having poor or no sex education, and having it delivered in poor pedagogical style.

In this study, the researchers found that the use of participatory methods disrupted children’s voices and knowledge about sex and the manner in which sex education is delivered in primary school classrooms.

Children brought into the research process their experiences and knowledge about sex from their own environments – homes, communities and from the media. As young researchers, they offered alternatives to the one-way pedagogy employed in the classroom, and did so in humorous and poignant ways. Allowing them space to articulate what and how they wanted to learn about sex and AIDS education challenged cultural norms, but did so respectfully by including adults in the conversation (through dialogues) once children had produced their documentaries and commentaries. The knowledge produced by children had the potential to change the knowledge on sex education as part of the official curriculum.

The various interactive methods used in this case study have the potential for participatory and emancipatory outcomes beyond the research process. Through the use of photovoice and making mini-documentaries (using a mobile phone as a simple tool), primary-aged school children were engaged in co-creating a curriculum, critiquing and offering alternatives to current pedagogies. These activities allowed them to articulate knowledge that a simple verbal interview was unable to do – largely because children have been conditioned not to talk about sex to adults in the African context. They were also empowered to present this knowledge in respectful ways to adults and policy-makers (who were invited to the subsequent dialogues). These dialogues made it impossible to ignore the lived realities of children, as they spoke of what they saw going on in their communities with regard to sex (people having sex in public spaces or in full view of them), sexual dangers (being harassed by adults) and sexual temptations (being offered money for sex). Dialogues also drew on the power of the collective rather than only single voices, which is an essential component of emancipation. For children, they presented their knowledge as a collective, which allowed their voices to be heard. For adults who may have disagreed with children on a one-to-one basis, the presence of many adults resulted in a collective response that they arrived at in the process of listening to children and grappling with their own sense of cultural taboos. This resulted in adults acknowledging that while they are aware that they know this topic is taboo and hard to talk about, they need to listen even though it goes against the grain of their cultural convictions.

The use of dialogues thus created a platform for children to engage with teachers and community stakeholders on issues surrounding sexuality, which served not only to break the silence surrounding the subject but also challenged the belief that ‘children should be seen and not heard’. Furthermore, community dialogues encouraged children to exercise agency, in that they developed confidence to ask questions of the adults and engage with them in a different way (McLaughlin et al. 2012). Developing children’s confidence to engage with adults and allowing them voice on educational matters affecting them reflects a form of giving back to the participants with a view of achieving positive change (Swartz 2011).

In addition to this, the photovoice methodology enabled children to share their sexual knowledge from their own perspectives. Adults were even surprised at the extent and nature of knowledge that the young people had.

Lastly, dialogues with adults allowed for a better reception of children’s knowledge and voices, especially on sensitive and culturally taboo matters, because it allowed adults to change cultural taboos as a collective rather than only as individuals.

Peer-led HIV intervention for orphaned and vulnerable children in South Africa

This was mainly a qualitative study aimed at assessing the impact of a peer education intervention programme on orphaned and vulnerable children aged between 10 and 13 years residing in townships and the rural context in Free State, Gauteng and KwaZulu-Natal provinces (Swartz et al. 2009). The aim of the intervention programme was to reduce and prevent high-risk behaviour such as HIV infection and teenage pregnancy among orphans and vulnerable children. The programme targeted children aged between 10 and 13 years – most of them had not yet engaged in high-risk behaviour. Peer educators, the majority aged between 14 and 17 years, facilitated the intervention programme. The research and evaluation included a quantitative element where two groups of children participated in the evaluation, that is, the intervention group and the comparison or the control group. The control group were children who were in the process of commencing with the intervention programme.

Informed by a child-friendly and rights-based perspective to research, children were given the opportunity to tell their stories and demonstrate their learning using participatory child-friendly activities, termed interactive assessment activity (IAA). The IAA consisted of nine activities, which included games, drawings and photo-elicitation. Children also participated in brief focus group and structured individual interviews.

Furthermore, the IAA was used to assess the impact of a peer education intervention programme on orphaned and vulnerable children aged between 10 and 13 years. The IAA included games, drawings, photo-elicitation, short individual interview, free lists, sentence completion and rank-ordering activities (Swartz et al. 2009). In addition, the use of innovative activities such as Me Map, drawings to relate their emotions, AIDS Avoidance Rank-Ordering Activity, Resilience Sentence Completion, People, Places and Feelings Map, ‘Matchstick Balancing’ and Challenge cards demonstrates a departure from conventional ways of engaging young children to talk about HIV and behaviour. The research and evaluation were tailored to the child’s point of view and capabilities as research participants, acknowledging that knowledge is co-constructed.

The Me Map task used pictures to allow children to provide background information about their home environment. Creating such innovative ways to allow children to give information is consistent with the UNCRC, which gives children the right to freedom of expression to give or receive information in various forms in accordance with the age and maturity of the child (UN 1990).

Researchers took cognisance of the context of the poor and the marginalised when obtaining consent from the primary caregivers of orphaned and vulnerable children. They considered, among others, poor levels of literacy in both reading and being able to sign consent forms. They showed the intent to make ethical consent authentic, thus demonstrating what Van der Riet et al. (2005) and Ebrahim (2010) refer to as situated ethics, the ethical practice of being sensitive to the situation of illiterate and marginalised groups of the society.

This study reflected an emancipatory process of research as intervention in that children had acquired skills to identify support networks, the ability to make informed decisions and to assess their current situation realistically. They further displayed greater competence, confidence, understanding and self-expression than their counterparts (Swartz et al. 2009). Peer educators who were mainly children aged between 14 and 17 years reported that, as facilitators of the programme, they acquired skills that would help them find employment in the future, and build their self-esteem, confidence and communication skills. Peer educators also served as role models and were able to identify and refer children for additional support and services (Swartz et al. 2009).

Lived experiences of orphaned children and conceptions of education quality

This case is based on a doctoral study, which examined the lived experiences of orphaned primary school children residing in a township, and attending school in an informal settlement in the Gauteng province, South Africa (Motha 2010; Motha & Frempong 2014). The children participating in the study were aged between 9 and 14 years. The aim of the study was to gain insights into how education quality could be understood from the lived experiences of orphaned children. Given that the study was researcher-led and researcher-controlled, understandings of what would constitute quality education in the life of an orphan were drawn from the data and the relevant literature. The entire research agenda was set by the researcher with no intent to empower the children. During the researcher’s first contact with the participating children, she made an attempt to establish a relationship with the children by telling them about her childhood, growing up in the local township and being raised in an extended family household.

The study methods included written narratives and conversational individual interviews. The children were given an opportunity to share their lived experiences in writing. During the writing task, the researcher resolved to leave the children alone in the classroom, allow them to write freely and avoid creating a context in which children may feel that they are being monitored. Following the writing exercise, individual interviews were held to gain deeper understanding of, and to fill gaps in, the children’s narratives. Both interviews and the writing tasks were one-off activities. Although the researcher visited the homes of the children, the purpose was to interview the caregivers. The researcher had no intention to build long-term relationship with the orphaned children and their families.

Lived experiences of orphaned children were adult-led with regard to the research agenda, design, authorship, and without an emancipatory intent. In terms of Swartz and Nyamnjoh’s (2018) emancipatory continuum of research methods, the study is neither interactive nor participatory. At the time of the study, the researcher had no awareness of participatory approaches with its wide range of child-friendly innovative methods and techniques that would have allowed children to share experiences of their world in their own terms. Children were involved in activities such as interviews and writing their stories. However, these were solely used to collect information about orphaned children. Their ‘voices’ were mainly used to support the researcher’s claims.

Reflecting on the use of the two methods, written narratives and interviews, the researcher assumed that children would be able to document their experiences and talk about their lived experiences. However, this was not the case as only four of the 16 children who participated in these activities were able to write and talk about their lives. The methods used served to exclude children who could have contributed valuable knowledge about perceptions of their world as orphaned learners. This, therefore, suggests that children be supported in formulating their narratives through the use of innovative child-friendly methods and techniques. Hayball and Pawlowski (2018) suggest the use of photographs in interviews. They indicate that such methods helped trigger children’s memories and enabled them to express their experiences.

Furthermore, involving children as active participants would have allowed the researcher to build children’s capacity to analyse data to identify indicators of education quality.

The researcher, being aware of power relations between children from impoverished home backgrounds and a PhD student, made an attempt to close the hierarchical gap by sharing a personal story about her childhood. This was done not only to level power relations but also to open doors for building a relationship with the participants.

Finally, ‘lived experiences’ has the potential to be transformed into a study that has emancipatory outcomes, particularly as the research involved vulnerable primary school children. Recognising children as co-researchers or active participants in the research process allows for interactive modes of communication beyond the conventional writing and talking methods (Gillett-Swan & Sargeant 2018), leading to participation and ultimately emancipation of not only the orphaned child but also children in general. This would be possible if researchers change the way they view children in research and shift from asking children to describe their experiences but rather inviting them to participate as experts on children’s matters (Lundy & McEvoy 2011).

Language and mathematics skills assessment

This is a large-scale language and mathematics assessment study carried out with approximately 75 000 grade 8 students in the Western Cape provincial schools in South Africa (Heugh et al. 2007). The purpose of this study was to benchmark student performance, diagnose their learning problems, develop and support the learning and teaching processes.

The study was decided on, funded by the Western Cape Education Department, and carried out by the Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC). Data were collected from these learners through written assessments. Furthermore, learner consent to participate in this study rested with the education authorities who provided a blanket consent for all the learners. The learners were not given the opportunity to decide whether to participate in the study or not, neither were their parents or caregivers given the right to decide on the participation of their children in the study. The power gradient in this study and similar studies is tipped in favour of the researchers and the commissioning organisation.

Nonetheless, the language and mathematics tests were designed for a multilingual and multicultural student composition in the Western Cape. Both assessments incorporated the three main languages used in the Western Cape schools, that is, Afrikaans, English and isiXhosa. This was an attempt to disrupt privileging English and Afrikaans as historically dominant languages in South Africa, to the exclusion of indigenous languages spoken by the majority of children in the province. Furthermore, this initiative served to facilitate students’ equitable access to the tests, especially for those students whose home language differed from the language of the tests. The main findings revealed that the performance of students was enhanced when the home language is used as a language of assessment in mathematics.

The assessment study demonstrates how in large-scale studies power could be fully vested with the researcher and the education authorities. The children were denied the right to either agree or refuse to participate in the study. Furthermore, parental right to decide whether the child should participate in the study was also ignored.

However, the study highlights the importance of the home language in large-scale assessment studies, classroom teaching and learning and research. Language as a tool for communication, learning and thinking can serve as a powerful tool to include or exclude people in conversations or decision-making processes (Setati 2008). When applied to research, children could be excluded from having their voices heard in matters important to their lives because they cannot express their views in the language of the researcher, which may be English. Alternatively, children may be invited to participate in research because they have expressed an interest to participate. However, because of a lack of competence in the language of the researcher, their participation may serve as a form of tokenism. Emphasising the use of the participants’ home language with the marginalised group of society, Rivera (1999:490) points out that the participants’ home language ‘became a fundamental tool for the production of knowledge, reflection, and social transformation’. This implies that language as a communication, learning and thinking tool can lead to empowerment of participants.

Overcoming challenges to adopting emancipatory approaches in the schooling sector

As demonstrated in two of the case studies and other empirical studies referred to in this article, it is possible to engage children as co-researchers and active participants on research matters affecting their lives.

However, working with children within the schooling sector presents its own challenges. Schooling contexts are by their very nature authoritarian, with unequal power relations operating at the various levels of the education system. These power relations are often replicated at the school level where local power is vested with school principals with subsequent power in the classroom entrusted with the teacher. In such contexts, conducting research requires researchers to obtain permission from the various adults in the hierarchy of the education system, including parents and caregivers, before they could even have contact with children to invite them to participate in the research process (Bray & Gooskens 2005; Morrow 2008; Morrow & Richards 1996; Sime 2008; Porter & Abane 2008). This suggests that children’s right to freedom to participate in research that may bring about change in their lives could be constrained by hierarchical and power relations inherent in the schooling system.

Adopting emancipatory approaches in such contexts would require, for example, the South African government as a signatory to the UNCRC and the ACRWC to diligently uphold its obligation by enforcing, through its constitution and the national curriculum, the right of children to have their voices heard in matters that concern them. Legislative frameworks and policies could serve as instruments to transform public schools into institutions where opportunities are created for genuine participation of children and young people to occur. Genuine participation as opposed to tokenism can begin to pave the way for children’s emancipation. Robertson (2017) contends that schools have the power to either enable or constrain student agency. Considering Shier’s (2001) pathways to participation and Swartz and Nyamnjoh’s (2018) continuum, when institutions/schools understand children as social beings who possess a different kind of competency and abilities (Thomas & O’Kane 1998), they could, as a starting goal, commit to entrenching a culture of participation through school policy.

Participation requires institutions to recognise the fact that children may not express their opinions to adults because there has never been a culture of participation or their opinions were previously not taken seriously or the language of communication in school is different from the home language of the child (Shier 2001).

Furthermore, we recognise the power of the collective voice and suggest that when children’s voices are heard as a collective, this gives their voice much greater strength than individual voices. Within the emancipatory continuum of research methods, there is broad consensus that knowledge is co-constructed (Swartz & Nyamnjoh 2018). This allows children the right to contribute knowledge on curricula, and pedagogical issues including the language of teaching, learning and assessment in schools. A move towards realisation of children’s and young people’s participation in their learning, teaching and assessment could include recognition and incorporation of the linguistic resources that learners bring into the learning spaces. This could include the adoption of translanguaging3 as a strategy that can facilitate equitable usage of languages for learning, teaching and assessment (Garcia & Wei 2014; Heugh 2014; Heugh et al. 2017).

One of the barriers to engaging children as co-researchers is their lack of research knowledge and skills (Kellet 2005). This, therefore, suggests that adult researchers should begin the process of relinquishing power and control of the research process by building the capacity of children to become researchers. Considering a learning theory that is envisaged for ensuring children’s participation as researchers is to understand learning through the lens of Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory. Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of the ‘zone of proximal development’ is relevant to participatory approaches in that it recognises that children are capable of operating at higher cognitive levels under the guidance of, or in collaboration with, an adult or a more capable peer (Vygotsky 1978 cited in John-Steiner & Mahn 1996). This suggests that through innovative capacity-building techniques, children could be supported through collaboration with adults to set the research agenda, analyse and interpret data and engage in genuine dissemination of research findings.

Punch (2002:25) adds that the choice of the methods depends, among others, on the age, competence, preference, socio-economic status, cultural context and the setting. For example, the use of drawings depends on children’s ability to express themselves through drawing. In addition to this, adults should ensure that they do not misinterpret children’s drawings. They should rather ask children to interpret their own drawings.

In Addition, Swartz and Nyamnjoh (2018) argue that it is not so much about the innovative methods and techniques used, but the intent of involving participants in the study. If the intent is to relinquish power and ‘put knowledge and skills in the hands of participants themselves’ (Oliver 2002:11), this would pave the way for research to belong to the participants, where it becomes not ‘mine’, or even ‘ours’ but ‘theirs’ (Swartz & Nyamnjoh 2018).

As indicated in this article, methodological and ethical issues are interrelated. Recognising children as active participants or co-researchers has ethical implications. Swartz (2011) asserts that researchers would require going beyond the regular guidelines and standards of research ethics by employing the ethics of intentionally building trusting relationships with research participants over an extended period. In a school setting, this would require researchers to spend long periods building such relationships with the children. Another ethical practice would be flattening power relations through the use of age-appropriate methods and various communication strategies (Morrow & Richards 1996). Furthermore, adults carry a moral responsibility to protect children by intervening when a child is identified as being at risk (Swartz 2011). Morrow and Richards (1996:98) suggest that before intervening, researchers should consider the context and the nature of the disclosure, age of the child and the relationship that the researcher had built with the child, and to discuss and agree with the child on the intervention strategy that they both would like to pursue. This is the kind of intervention that Swartz (2011) refers to as psychosocial intervention – where the researcher gives something of benefit to the participant, which can be in the form of giving advice or referring participants for help. Morrow (2008) adds the ethics of dissemination and wider reporting – pointing out that children have no power to challenge ways in which research findings about them are disseminated. However, researchers have the moral responsibility to ensure that children’s views are not misrepresented.

Conclusion

We conclude that none of the four case studies were fully emancipatory in that the research agenda was set and led by the researcher. Nevertheless, as researchers employ interactive and participatory methodologies and techniques, this allows children to share knowledge and understandings from their own perspectives.

For example, the case study on ‘consulting children about sex education’ demonstrated how the use of participatory approaches allowed children’s voices to serve as sources for reflection on the curriculum content and the manner in which sex education is taught in schools. Furthermore, children presented their knowledge on sex as a collective, which enabled their collective voice to be heard and considered by adults, which is in agreement with the principles of a rights-based approach. Furthermore, we argue that the power of the collective, instead of single, voice is an important component of emancipation. It allows children to exercise agency. Agency provides possibilities for young people to identify their challenges, resist oppressive systems and contribute to bringing about change (Swartz et al. 2018:117).

Consequently, this form of participation draws attention to children as social agents with knowledge, experiences and ideas of their own. It further provides a fresh starting point for dialogue between adults and children on matters affecting the lives of children. In addition, participatory approaches would serve to flatten power relations between children and adults, and thus transform social institutions such as schools and churches by drawing on children’s insights and expressed needs.

Finally, notwithstanding that interactive and participatory methodologies and strategies could serve to flatten power relations between the researcher and those researched, issues of power and ownership in relation to the research process would for decades continue to rest with the researcher and the organisation funding the research. Children, as a dominated and vulnerable group of society, are voiceless with regard to decisions on what should be researched, and how data will be collected, analysed, reported on and disseminated.

Thus, relinquishing power and ownership to children, as suggested by an emancipatory approach, while an ideal, may be difficult to realise.
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Footnotes

1.Ethics approval for research, from which the case studies were drawn, was granted by the Research Ethics Committees of the institutions involved.

2.The study on ‘Consulting children about sex and HIV/AIDS education’ was conducted in South Africa, Kenya and Tanzania.

3.‘Translanguaging is the process of making meaning by using knowledge of one language in order to assist the process of making meaning in an additional language’ (Bock & Mheta 2014:554).

OPS/HTS-75-5496-F1.jpg
EMANCIPATION
Ultimate objective

PARTICIPATION
A second tier aim

INTERACTION
Starting goal

Source: Swartz, S. & Nyamnjoh, A., 2018, ‘Research as freedom: Using a continuum of
interactive, participatory and emancipatory methods for addressing youth marginality’, HTS
Teologiese Studies/Theological Studies 74(3), 1-11. https://doi.org/10.4102/hts.v74i3.5063

FIGURE 1: Hierarchically ordered levels of research.





OPS/symbol.jpg
 — .\

\ U





OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
g AOSIS

HTS Teologiese Studies/
Theological Studies

http://www.hts.org.za

Towards emancipatory research
methodologies with children in the
African context: Practical possibilities
and overcoming challenges
Kholofelo C. Motha, Matthews M. Makgamatha and Sharlene Swartz

HIS Teologiese Studies/ Theological Studies 75(1), a5496.
hittpsy/doi.org/10.4102/hts.75i1.5496






