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This guide outlines the reasons to involve children in program evaluation and includes some practical
considerations and approaches to collecting data from children. This guide is primarily intended for use by
child and family support professionals who work directly with children and are involved in undertaking or
commissioning an evaluation in their organisation. The content will also be relevant to other professionals
working with children.

What is evaluation?

Evaluation is the systematic process of assessing what you do and how you do it to arrive at a judgement about
the ‘worth, merit or value’ of something (Mertens & Wilson, 2013; Scriven, 2003-04). It involves being methodical in
your attempt to better understand a program or service.

What do we mean by children?

In this guide, the term ‘children’ is used to describe those under the age of 12 years. This is consistent with the
definition used by the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare.

However, when considering the guidance below, you should also consider the child’s developmental stage and
capacities. Children of the same age can vary significantly in their abilities and maturity. Evaluators must take
this into account in their planning and in practices such as establishing ethical procedures, choosing evaluation
methods and communicating with children.

Because children’s ability to participate in research evaluation depends on a range of factors, we tend not to refer
to specific ages throughout this guide.


https://aifs.gov.au/resources/practice-guides/what-evaluation
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/children-youth/australias-children/contents/background/introduction
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Reasons to involve children in evaluation

Family support services are increasingly evaluating their programs and practices to better understand how they
work and how to improve them. For people working with children and/or delivering programs that seek to benefit
children, involving children in evaluation with purpose and care can give you valuable insights and perspectives
you might otherwise miss. You cannot fully understand how such programs work and/or are experienced without
hearing directly from children.

Children also have a right to participate in evaluation under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the
Child (UNCRC). Article 12 of the UNCRC states that children have a right to be listened to when decisions will affect
them, and that those views should be taken seriously and be responded to (United Nations, 1989).

However, evaluation practices that involve children are under-used in child and family services (Knight & Kingston,
2021), with many service providers defaulting to adult-reported data for evaluation. This happens partly because
the cost, skills and time needed to develop child-appropriate and effective evaluation techniques and processes
can be prohibitive (Kelly, 2017).

Unconscious and unchallenged beliefs about children, including that they are vulnerable and incapable, can also
lead adults to exclude children from participating in evaluation (Clark & Moss, 2011, Lansdown, 2005). Such beliefs
are at odds with the UNCRC as well as contemporary research, which has shown that children are competent social
actors who can offer unique perspectives about their experiences, create knowledge and ‘co-construct meaning’
(Garcia-Quiroga & Agoglia, 2020; Greig, Taylor & MacKay, 2007; Lansdown, 2005; Naughton, MacNaughton, Rolfe,
& Siraj-Blatchford, 2010). When evaluators use deliberate engagement strategies to involve children in evaluation,
children can also develop new skills and build their confidence and agency (Graham & Fitzgerald, 2010).

Ways of involving children in evaluation

There are more ways to involve children in evaluation than simply collecting data from them about their experiences
or views of programs and services. Other ways children can contribute to or be involved in evaluation include:
= co-designing or testing consent protocols

= testing survey instruments
= interpreting data
= collaborating on research reports

= sharing in the key evaluation results.

In the sections that follow, we offer ideas for how to engage children at different points within an evaluation.

Key considerations for involving children in evaluation

While there are many good reasons to involve children in evaluation, there is no single approach or tool that you
can adopt to do it meaningfully in every situation. You can, however, try to ensure you conduct an engaging and
inclusive evaluation for children by factoring in these three things:

= the children’s ages and development
= the needs of children with additional support requirements
= ethical considerations for safe and respectful child involvement.

We discuss these points in greater detail below. A summary of common data collection methods is provided in
later sections of this guide.

Age and development

In general, the age and developmental capabilities of the children you are working with will determine your
evaluation questions, the methods you use and how you use the data. However, in this guide we have not always
specified the age or exact age ranges at which a child is able to participate in a specific evaluation activity.

This is because a child’s capacity to participate is not solely dependent on their numeric age but also on their
developmental stage and individual circumstances.
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Young children

When actively supported by adults to express their views, young children can meaningfully participate in evaluation
(Lundy, McEvoy, & Byrne, 2011). However, it can be challenging to use traditional evaluation methods to collect

data from young children (e.g. those in the lower years of primary school and younger) that ‘accurately and
authentically’ reflect their needs and experiences (Pascal & Bertram, 2009). Answering questions requires capabilities
that are still developing in young children. Cognitive ability, language, thought and memory, and thinking beyond their
immediate experience is difficult for younger children (Lundy et al,, 2011). Young children (including those in early
primary school) are also often likely to want to please researchers and agree with what they say. They may also
have difficulty concentrating and be easily distracted (Greig et al., 2007; Khanum & Trivedi, 2012).

Young children can use non-verbal skills, such as pointing, to identify people, objects and places, and they can
understand past and present in the context of their daily routines (Greig et al., 2007). Creative research methods,
such as the mosaic approach (see the methods section below), have been successfully used to collect data from
children in early childhood settings.

Middle years

The evidence suggests that children as young as 8 years old have the cognitive and language skills to complete
clearly written surveys (including 5-point response scales) that use age-appropriate language (Rebok et al., 2001;
Rubie-Davies & Hattie, 2012). Many children in this age group can also concentrate on assigned tasks (Coyle,
Russell, Shields, & Tanaka, 2007).

Starting at age 10, children generally begin to experience more awareness of self and their social relationships, and
they seek ‘acceptance, admiration and respect’ (Ballonoff, Ballard, Hoyt, & Ozer, 2021). This means that although
various data collection methods are suitable for this age group, evaluation approaches that facilitate belonging,
autonomy and social connection can be particularly effective. Because of this, the research and evaluation literature
often suggest using youth-led participatory action research (YPAR).

This resource explains how to use YPAR in evaluation.

Supporting children with additional needs

Some children may experience more challenges or barriers to participation in evaluation than others. This can be
especially true for children with child protection and/or domestic and family violence histories, children with disabilities,
children from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children.

Some barriers to children’s participation relate to their capacity, interest or confidence to engage with evaluation or
research (and the people undertaking them). However, adults can also create barriers to children’s participation by
making assumptions about their abilities or best interests; for example, by deciding that they are too vulnerable to
participate without first seeking the child’s view (Garcia-Quiroga & Agoglia, 2020).

Evaluators and service staff can support and empower children to contribute their unique perspective and

skills. Children may be more inclined to engage with evaluation if methods are participatory, creative and fun.
Giving children different options for having input into evaluation can also encourage participation. Children with
disabilities, for example, can have multiple impairments and varying communication needs and preferences, and
you may need to try a combination of methods and techniques to gather feedback (Seed, 2016). The section on
data collection methods offers some ideas for how to incorporate choice, flexibility and fun into evaluation projects.

Essential evaluator qualities for undertaking such work include having good relationship- and trust-building skills,
knowledge of evaluation methods and an ability to support children to choose suitable methods (Garcia-Quiroga
& Agoglia, 2020). You may need to seek advice from specialist organisations (e.g. disability support organisations)
or seek additional training (e.g. trauma-informed practice) before beginning your evaluation (Ethical Research
Involving Children, 2021; Morris, Hegarty, & Humphreys, 2012).



https://aifs.gov.au/resources/practice-guides/participatory-action-research
http://yparhub.berkeley.edu/
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Cultural safety

Evaluators should take steps to establish and practice cultural safety when working with Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander and/or culturally and linguistically diverse children. Cultural safety is:

the positive recognition and celebration of cultures. It is more than just the absence of racism or
discrimination and more than ‘cultural awareness’ and ‘cultural sensitivity’. It empowers people and enables
them to contribute and feel safe to be themselves (Commonwealth of Australia, Department of the Prime
Minister and Cabinet, 2021, p. 7).

More information about cultural safety can be found in the Further resources section of this guide.

Ethical issues

Although we have discussed the ethical risks attached to excluding children from evaluation, evaluation also needs
to be conducted safely and ethically so that children are not harmed in the process of participating (Graham &
Fitzgerald, 2010; Hill, 2005; Sherwood & Parsons, 2021). Involving children for the right reasons; that is, so they can
meaningfully contribute to the evaluation findings and recommendations, is an essential first step. Other key ethical
considerations are described below.

Consent and confidentiality

To involve children in evaluation, you will need to obtain consent from participating children (where they have the
capacity to independently make decisions about their involvement in research and evaluation) and their parent/s
or carer/s. As part of this process, evaluators should develop and uphold child-centric protocols for assessing a
child’s ability to agree to be in research, obtaining consent and assent to participate in the research and to inform
participants about their rights to withdraw from the research. Some researchers have sought to ensure a child-centric
perspective by co-developing consent protocols and materials with children (Sherwood & Parsons, 2021).

A child’s capacity to consent or assent to be in an evaluation is not entirely related to their age, although this
should be considered. Individual circumstances and maturity, which vary from child to child, should also be
considered (National Health and Medical Research Council, the Australian Research Council, and Universities
Australia, 2018). The National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research provides some guidance on when
to seek consent directly from a child and whether to involve one or both parents/carers in obtaining consent. If you
are unsure, seek advice from other program/service staff and/or relevant legal advisors.

Even when a child is deemed not to have decision-making capacity, and parents/carers are required to give consent,
the child should still be asked to ‘assent’ (i.e. agree) to the evaluation. In such cases, it is best to have a plan for
resolving disagreements when a child has agreed to participate but a parent/carer has not given their consent.

Regardless of who provides consent (the child or a parent/carer), you should still discuss the evaluation purpose,
process and potential outcomes in a developmentally appropriate way with all children involved in the evaluation.
Parents/carers, generally, should also be involved in these discussions; however, there may be cases where it is not
safe to do so (e.g. parents/carers who are neglectful or abusive). And in cases where there is no appropriate parent
or carer to ask (e.g. children living in residential out-of-home care), refer to the person with legal responsibility for
the child (Garcia-Quiroga & Agoglia, 2020).

Managing privacy, confidentiality and potential disclosures of child abuse are other important ethical
considerations. This means having protocols to ensure confidential data collection and management, and preparing
for any disclosures of abuse and neglect (Thomas & O’Kane, 1998).

The principles underpinning ethical evaluation with children are discussed in more detail in this AIFS resource
and in chapter 4.2 of the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research. If you are working with
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and want to align your consent procedures with best practice,
the AITSIS Code of Ethics and AES First Nations Cultural Safety Framework provide helpful guidance.

Addressing power imbalances

In addition to developing appropriate formal ethical procedures for obtaining consent or assent, evaluators should
be conscious of the power imbalances that exist between adults and children (Knight & Kingston, 2021). Children
typically do not have any say about the content or form of questions asked in surveys or research interviews or
how their answers will be interpreted and used (if at all). Additionally, younger children often display high levels of
social desirability and may ‘aim to please’ with their responses (Lewis & Lindsay, 2000). School-aged children may


https://www.snaicc.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/SNAICC-VACCA-OCS-ChildSafeReport-LR-with-alt-tags-May2021.pdf
https://aifs.gov.au/resources/practice-guides/ethical-considerations-research-and-evaluation-children-and-young-people
https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/about-us/publications/national-statement-ethical-conduct-human-research-2007-updated-2018
https://aifs.gov.au/resources/practice-guides/ethical-considerations-research-and-evaluation-children-and-young-people
https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/about-us/publications/national-statement-ethical-conduct-human-research-2007-updated-2018
https://aiatsis.gov.au/research/ethical-research/code-ethics
https://www.aes.asn.au/first-nations-evaluators?idU=3
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think there are right and wrong answers to questions and provide answers based on what they think they should
say instead of what they genuinely think.

It is important to be clear that there are no right or wrong answers and to take the time needed to build trusting
relationships (Naughton et al., 2010; Solberg, cited in Thomas & O’Kane, 1998). Sharon Sparks, author of the
Engaging Children’s Voices in the Early Years practice guidelines (2020b) says:

Keeping communication open with children about the processes, and where things are up to, builds trust,
demonstrates that their voice is valued, and reflects the principle of transparent engagement.

Through training, evaluators can be made aware of their power and authority, address their biases about children’s
capabilities, work towards recognising children’s strengths and skills and work more collaboratively with children
(Ballonoff et al.,, 2021). Training can also help to improve evaluators’ awareness of ways they may be inadvertently
leading or influencing children’s responses (Greig et al., 2007; Lewis & Lindsay, 2000).

Conversely, you should seriously reconsider involving children if there is any chance that they will be disempowered
through the evaluation process. For example, if there is a possibility that children’s views will be ignored or
excluded from the analysis or reporting, it may not be appropriate to involve them or you may need to rethink the
evaluation approach and goals (Kingston, 2016).

Some children may need a trusted adult or peer present to help them feel safe and/or confidently express themselves
during evaluation activities; however, be aware that having an adult or peer present can inhibit a child’s responses and
prevent them from fully sharing their views and opinions (Gardner & Randall, 2012). It is also worth reemphasising
that if children are not ready or willing to participate in an evaluation activity, then their wishes must be respected.

Evaluators may need to take a trauma-informed approach depending on the child’s individual circumstances and
the sensitivity of the evaluation topic. A trauma-informed approach involves creating an environment where children

feel safe to express themselves, building trust and allowing children to speak in their own time, and being open and
transparent about the purpose of the evaluation and how the child’s contribution will be used (Emerging Minds, 2023).

If you want to improve your personal or organisational practices to ensure they value and empower children,
adopting the National Principles for Child Safe Organisations is a good start. The National Principles were
developed by the Australian Human Rights Commission and are endorsed by all levels of government.
Although the National Principles do not explicitly address research and evaluation, they provide guidance
on how to create conditions that support children’s safety and wellbeing and prioritise genuine engagement
with children.

Payments and incentives

Another consideration is whether to pay or reward children for their participation. Some Australian research has
found that children aged 10-14 years old were more likely to participate in research when paid; with higher amounts
resulting in higher levels of participation (Moore et al,, 2021). An alternative to offering children money is providing
other rewards and incentives such as toys, a certificate of achievement or a surprise reward that children receive
after they participate (Laws & Mann, 2004; Taplin, Chalmers, Hoban, McArthur, Moore, & Graham, 2019). However,
any payment or incentive should be appropriate to the burden of participating and not induce the child (or their
parent/carer) to take risks they would not ordinarily take.

If you plan to offer payments or incentives as part of your evaluation, first consult the National Health and
Medical Research Council’s advice about payment of participants.

Data collection methods

Once you have decided to involve children in your evaluation, you will need to choose a suitable method to collect
your data. Which data collection method you choose will depend on the guestions you want answered and the
resources you have available, but there are some additional considerations when working with children.

As noted above, data collection methods and strategies need to be age and developmentally appropriate,
engaging and, ideally, fun (Coyle et al., 2007; Larsson, Staland-Nyman, Svedberg, Nygren, & Carlsson, 2018). Using
a range of methods and tools can allow children to draw on their strengths and preferences, be more inclusive

of children with different abilities and make the evaluation process more enjoyable (Sherwood & Parsons, 2027;
Thomas & O’Kane, 1998). Try to use language that is plain, simple and can be understood by participating children.
For ideas on how to communicate to children in age and developmentally appropriate ways, go to the Further
resources section at the end of this guide.


https://emergingminds.com.au/resources/in-focus-trauma-informed-care/
https://aifs.gov.au/resources/short-articles/child-safe-organisations-information-organisations-how-keep-children-safe
https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/about-us/publications/payment-participants-research-information-researchers-hrecs-and-other-ethics-review-bodies
https://www.betterevaluation.org/en/rainbow_framework
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The environment in which data collection takes place should also be considered. Some children prefer a ‘natural’
setting (e.g. at home, school or in playgrounds) over somewhere more formal or clinical, such as a formal interview
room (Greig et al.,, 2007; Knight & Kingston, 2021). While it can be more difficult to maintain privacy in shared
spaces (Greig et al., 2007), you should be guided by what children tell you about their preferences.

Regardless of the chosen method, it should be ‘meaningful, empowering and valuable for both children and service
providers’ (Knight & Kingston, 2021).

A selection of data collection methods that are appropriate to use with children are outlined below. This is not an
exhaustive selection but these are methods commonly used by evaluators who work directly with children. Some
of the described methods overlap and/or might be used in combination as part of a single evaluation. For more
detailed information about the methods below, see the Further resources section of this guide.

Surveys

Children aged 8 years old and above typically have the cognitive and language abilities to reliably respond to
surveys and questionnaires (Coyle et al., 2007; Rebok et al.,, 2001; Rubie-Davies & Hattie, 2012). However, caution is
needed in constructing surveys for young children as they can be confused by negatively worded survey items and
tend to choose more positive responses on Likert-scale measures (including measures that use smiley-face scales
instead of numbers or words) (Hall, Hume, & Tazzyman, 2016; Rubie-Davies & Hattie, 2012). The attention span of
the age group you are working with should also be considered when developing surveys; that is, it is best to avoid
long surveys.

Using characters or pictures to break up surveys can make them more appealing to children, while embedding
surveys within puzzles or games can improve engagement with the survey (Coyle et al.,, 2007; Hall et al., 2016).
One example is the Rumbles Quest game that measures child wellbeing. Rumbles Quest is a computer game for
children that is used to measure social and emotional wellbeing. For more traditional survey technigues, some
research suggests that survey response scales with written statements (e.g. strongly agree to strongly disagree)
are more effective than numeric scales (e.g. 1-5). Frequency-based responses (e.g. never to regularly or often) can
be particularly easy for children to understand (Mellor & Moore, 2013).

Regardless of what kind of survey measures and formats you choose, testing your tool with a small number of
children will increase the likelihood of it being engaging, developmentally appropriate and effective. Reading
surveys aloud to children can also be a good testing approach.

Diaries

Diaries are an effective way to explore children and young peoples’ use of time and to document their thoughts
and experiences. However, it is possible that some children will not engage with this method because of the
similarities it has with schoolwork and/or if they have limited literacy (Flanagan, Greenfield, Coad, & Neilson, 2015).
Audio diaries enable children and young people to provide immediate and intimate conversations and reflections
(Sargent, cited in Flanagan et al., 2015). Regardless of whether the diary has a written, audio or visual format,

you will need processes to manage what you do with (and how you store) entries that include very personal and
intimate information (Flanagan et al., 2015).

Interviews

There are differing views in the literature about when children are developmentally ready to meaningfully
participate in interviews. Some research suggests that children as young as 3 can express their views and opinions
(Ponizovsky-Bergelson, Dayan, Wahle, & Roer-Strier, 2019). Other research suggests that the skills needed to
participate in interviews develop around age 6 (Coyle et al., 2007). If you are unsure about interviewing children
as part of your evaluation, it is best to be cautious and only do so with children aged 6 and above, or seek advice
from an experienced child practitioner.

When interviewing children, use words of encouragement, open-ended questions and prompting (Ponizovsky-
Bergelson et al., 2019). Generally, interviews can be more engaging for children when they incorporate the use of
pictures and images, drawings, dolls or hypothetical situations (Urbina-Garcia, 2019). Visual aids can also help to
build rapport between evaluators and children (Flanagan et al., 2015).

When child needs and preferences are considered, interviews can provide opportunities to empower children and
mitigate adult-child power imbalances. For example, children can choose when they will be interviewed, operate
audio-recording devices, and use diagrams and/or pictorial cards to start and stop interviews (Naughton et al.,
2010; Tisdall, Davis, & Gallagher, 2009). Evaluators can also use interviews to identify non-verbal cues about how
children feel and what is important to them (Greig et al., 2007).


https://www.realwell.org.au/rumbles-quest/
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Be aware that some children will not be comfortable being interviewed by someone they do not know (Coyne,
1998) and may need a trusted adult present, such as a parent/carer or a known staff member. Also, interviews may
not be appropriate where families are concerned about child protection reports or with children who have had
negative experiences with authority or institutions (Tisdall et al., 2009).

Focus groups

Focus groups are great avenues for generating ideas, problem solving and providing unique perspectives about
social experiences (Christian, Pearce, Robertson, & Rotherwell, 2010; Greig et al.,, 2007). Research suggests that
most children aged 6 years and older have the skills to participate in focus groups and that children younger than 6
years engage better in pairs or small groups (Coyle et al., 2007; Greig et al., 2007). Children under 10 also generally
have shorter attention spans than older children and may need frequent breaks and/or a change of activity
(Christian et al., 2010; Greig et al., 2007; Tisdall et al., 2009).

Focus groups with children are more likely to be effective if they incorporate a range of enjoyable and challenging
activities, along with incentives for participating, time for relaxation, and food and drinks (Christian et al., 2010;
Thomas & O’Kane, 1998). Effective focus group activities may include drawing and writing (Harwood & Copfer,
2015; Wahle, Ponizovsky-Bergelson, Dayan, Erlichman, & Roer-Strier, 2017), puppets to stimulate discussion
(Almqgvist Almgvist, 2015; Katz and McLeigh, 2017) and video-led discussions (Colliver and Fleer, 2016). As with
one-on-one interviews, researcher-evaluators can empower children by letting them prioritise discussion topics,
choose warm-up activities and lead the room set-up (Christian et al., 2010; Tisdall et al., 2009).

Art-based methods

Art-based methods can be used alongside more traditional data collection methods and have established efficacy
for obtaining data from children (Flanagan, 2015). They also tend to be more participatory and oriented towards
self-directed, self-paced, self-expression (Driessnack & Furukawa, 2011).

Drawing and photography (including techniques such as Photovoice) are commonly used in research and
evaluation interviews as prompts for discussion and ways of engaging participants (Abma, Breed & Schrijver, 2022;
Guillemin & Drew, 2010). Other art-based methods include painting, writing, theatre, storytelling using software and
digital tools, and mapmaking (Driessnack & Furukawa, 2011; Larsson, 2018).

Use of these methods is not usually about interpreting the art produced but about what children have to say about
their art. As such, many researchers choose to interview children in connection with their artwork. For example,
with drawing, you can ask children to describe their pictures through ‘draw and write’ explanations or audio-
recordings (Driessnack & Furukawa, 2011). Whatever method you choose, having children interpret their own work
can help avoid mis-representing their views and improve the reliability of your findings (Driessnack & Furukawa,
2011, Sparks, 2020b).

Mosaic approach

One example of a research and evaluation approach specifically tailored to children is the mosaic approach (Clark
& Moss, 2011). This is a multi-method process that combines traditional research methods with more participatory
processes. It uses a variety of ‘visual, spatial and physical tools’ (Clark & Moss, 2011) to understand children’s
perceptions and world views, including:

= photographs/video

= guided tours of the setting being studied

= mapping

= interviews

= observation

= drawing

= role playing (Greig et al.,, 2007; Knight & Kingston, 2021).

It is a flexible and inclusive approach suitable for children of all abilities including very young and non-verbal

children (Clark & Moss, 2011; Knight & Kingston, 2021). Adult views are also sought as part of the process and
triangulated with data collected from children.

The mosaic approach was originally designed to be used in the evaluation of an early childhood service (Clark
& Moss, 2011). It has since been used for a variety of purposes including research and evaluation to enhance
children’s learning environments, increase children’s engagement in program activities (Akyol & Erkah, 2018),


https://www.betterevaluation.org/en/evaluation-options/photovoice
https://www.sagepub.com/sites/default/files/upm-binaries/43997_9781446207529.pdf
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explore children’s perceptions of play (Husar, 2009) and research perceptions of youth mentoring (Evans-Locke

& Hsu, 2020). This method is well-suited to evaluations seeking to explore children’s experiences of a program

and changes/improvements that are needed for children to thrive. It can also increase children’s participation in
decision making and give them more control over the evaluation process (Akyol & Erkah, 2018; Clark & Moss, 2011).

The main strengths and limitations of all the above data collection methods are provided in Table 1. A discussion
about children’s capacity to give consent and participate in evaluative activities is detailed earlier in this guide in

the Ethics section.

Table 1: Strengths and limitations of different data collection methods for use with children

Surveys

Diaries

Interviews

Focus groups

Arts-based
methods

Mosaic
approach

Quick to administer and analyse data

Can be completed anonymously, in privacy,
and at a time that suits the child

Survey design can be interactive

Reliably captures experiences and thoughts
Provides insight into children’s world view
Supports self-expression

Supports rapport-building between the child
and researcher

Can easily incorporate props and tools that
are fun and engaging Allows for valuing
non-verbal cues (facial expressions, posture,
gestures, eye contact, etc.)

Provides opportunities to address power
imbalances

Suitable for young children

Can prompt discussion amongst the group

Can easily incorporate props and tools that
are fun and engaging

Provides opportunities to address power
imbalances

Supports self-expression
Can be fun and engaging

Involves participatory processes that can be
empowering for children

Good for exploring sensitive topics

Supports self-expression

Suitable for children with different abilities
(e.g. very young children, children with
disabilities, etc.)

Activities tend to be fun and engaging
Flexible and inclusive
Interested in a variety of perspectives

Source: Adapted from Flanagan et al., 2015

Children may see written surveys as an onerous
task, similar to schoolwork

Relies on literacy skills and is not suitable for
young children

May get extreme responses (i.e. very positive or
very negative) that may not reflect real views
Paper diaries rely on literacy skills and share
similarities with schoolwork

Not suitable for young children under the age of
6 years

May need additional procedures to manage risks
Scope

Children may give socially acceptable responses
or answers they think are right’

The power held by interviewer may inhibit
children’s responses

Interviews with young children can be time
consuming

Group dynamics (e.g. age, gender, culture, social
relationships) should be carefully considered -
these can be positive or negative

Focus groups involving young children can be
time consuming

Recording group discussions is challenging

Intimidating for children who lack confidence or
creative abilities

Best used in combination with other research
methods

Can seem patronising to older children

Requires significant investment in design and
planning

Reserved children may find the activities
challenging

Adults and children may have conflicting opinions
that can be difficult to reconcile

Time needed to oversee multiple data collection
activities
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Communicating evaluation findings

Sharing evaluation findings, as well as any proposed actions that result, with the children who participated is a key
part of involving children in evaluation. One option for doing this is to create child-friendly evaluation reports that
include visual elements such as art, photographs and handwritten messages. For example, the researchers using
the mosaic approach detailed in the Clark and Moss (2011) article created a book that weaved the evaluation findings
into a story complete with pictures, children’s comments and photographs. The Brotherhood of St Laurence (see
the case study below) developed a report for children who participated in their listening tour designed to gather
feedback from children about the HIPPY program (Sparks, 2020a). The colourful report used simple language and
included pictures of children, evaluation activities, artwork and graphics representing what children said.

Children can also be involved in report writing and dissemination activities, and evaluators can help children to
co-produce sections of the final report (e.g. key recommendations) or seek their feedback on early drafts. To
facilitate dialogue, you can use the kinds of participatory methods discussed in this guide. And when it comes to
dissemination, consider inviting children to co-present the findings at public events or conferences.

Case study: Brotherhood of St Laurence

Engaging children’s voices practice guidelines

This section provides a case study of a social welfare organisation that has taken a child safe,
developmentally appropriate and rights-based approach to engaging young children (O-5 years) in
discussions about the impact of their programs. The case study explains what they have done and shares
their advice about how other organisations can meaningfully engage with young children.

In 2020, the Brotherhood of St Laurence (BSL) released Engaging children’s voices in the early years:
Practice guidelines. The guidelines are grounded in a rights-based approach and cover methods and

principles of engagement with children, embedding evaluative activities into practice, analysing data

and reporting back to children. A children’s voices toolkit is also included.

The guidelines were tested by the HIPPY Australia team in a children’s listening tour across Australia and
with hundreds of children aged 4-5 years old. As a result of the tour, BSL updated the HIPPY curriculum
and established systems to collect regular feedback from children in the HIPPY program.

According to Sharon Sparks (2020b), author of the guidelines, some key things organisations can do to
support meaningful engagement with children are:

1. Train staff to talk to children, particularly around using words and phrases that children of different ages,
developmental stages and cultures will understand.

2. Invest in building rapport with children. Regularly talk to children, ask them about how they want to
provide feedback, record what they say word for word.

3. Build data collection into regular program activities and give children options for having input. There are
examples of how to do this in the practice guidelines.

4. Establish feedback loops so that children are aware of what happened as a result of what they told you.

Concluding remarks

Involving children in evaluation has many potential benefits for service providers, policy makers and communities.
It can provide information and perspectives that are not obtainable by other means and can be essential for
improving the efficiency and effectiveness of services used by children and families. It is also a critical part of
upholding the rights of the child because it means that children are enabled and encouraged to participate in
discussions and decisions that affect them.

However, there can be significant challenges in meaningfully engaging children in evaluation and the feasibility of
doing so will depend on several factors. These include access to material resources and skilled staff, the children’s
ages and development, the children’s circumstances (e.g. whether additional considerations and supports will be
required for children who have experienced trauma, for children with disabilities, for children for whom English

is a second language, etc.), the ability to gain meaningful consent or assent to participate and the evaluator’s
internalised beliefs about children’s vulnerability and incapacity.
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If you are considering involving children in a current or future evaluation, there are fun and engaging data collection
methods you can use, with options for supporting younger and older children to participate. There are also steps
you can take to ensure that children are empowered throughout the evaluation process.

Finally, children’s involvement in evaluation does not need to be limited to data collection processes; children
can help with the co-production of consent materials and protocols, evaluation planning, analysis, reporting and
actioning any recommendations made from the evaluation (Sherwood & Parsons, 2021; Tisdall et al.,, 2009)

Further resources

National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research - National Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC)

Ethical guidelines for research with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples - NHMRC
= AIATSIS Code of Ethics for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Research - AIATSIS
= First Nations Cultural Safety Framework - Australian Evaluation Society (AES)

= Keeping our kids safe: Cultural safety and the National Principles for Child Safe Organisations - National Office
for Child Safety, SNAIIC, VAACA

= Safety of children from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds - Commission for Children and
Young People

Participatory Action Research - AIFS practice guide

= A kit of tools for participatory research and evaluation with children, young people and adults - Save the
Children Norway

= [Language development: Children O-8 years - Raising Children Network information about how to communicate
with children at different age and developmental stages

= Communicating with children: Principles and practices to nurture, inspire, excite, educate and heal - United
Nations Children’s Fund resource on communicating with children at different age and developmental stages

= Engaging children’s voices in the early years: Practice guidelines - Brotherhood of St Laurence

= Involving children and young people (8-12 years old) in evaluation toolkit - Participation Works

= Kids Central Toolkit - Australian Catholic University

= Top tips for children and young people’s participation - Office of the Advocate for Children and Young People

Participation: Count me in! - Guide to conducting social research with children and young people fromm NSW
Commission for Children & Young People

= Understanding and supporting children and young people’s participation - NSW Advocate for Children and
Young People

= Ethical Research Involving Children library
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