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Chapter 13

Studies of Child Perspectives in Methodology and 
Practice with ‘Osallisuus’ as a Finnish Approach to 
Children’s Reciprocal Cultural Participation

Liisa Karlsson

 Abstract

This article discusses the methodology and practices involved in studies of 
child perspectives, which is an orientation of research and action focusing on 
children’s perspectives and social participation as a cultural phenomenon. The 
objective of this orientation is to examine children’s and youth’s views and 
their ways of operating and acting as well as the data they produce. It includes 
listening to children’s varied signals and information through multiple meth-
ods and analysing their experiences, views, actions, values, and ways of operat-
ing and expressing their thoughts.

Studies of child perspectives can be described as part of a holistic approach, 
which covers the relationships between humans, non-humans, objects, and dif-
ferent phenomena. Furthermore, it focuses on children’s lives and childhood as 
comprehensive phenomena through interdisciplinary and cross- disciplinary 
research by applying multi-method approaches, which may include, for exam-
ple, ethnography, narration, movements, playing, constructions, photos, and 
drawings.

Conducting research on children and engaging in activities with them can 
be justified from a number of viewpoints: the realm of rights, the realm of 
needs and learning, and the realm of listening, encountering, and sharing. The 
article explores these realms because they represent important aspects of why 
we need to observe and apply children’s perspectives in research. Children’s 
social participation, which is a multi-faceted phenomenon, forms the central 
concept for each realm. The article discusses essential elements of children’s 
perspectives and the multiple possibilities offered by the elements for research 
and working with children. The need to listen to children’s perspectives has 
been emphasised since the U.N. Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 
1989) was signed worldwide.

This article discusses the Finnish concept ‘osallisuus’ (in Swedish ‘delak-
tighet’). ‘Osallisuus’ involves not only participation (in Finnish ‘osallistuminen’) 
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but also acting, involvement, feeling and experiencing, relatedness, belong-
ingness, togetherness, inclusion, and influencing as well as representation, 
democracy, organising, and governance.

Empirical research will be presented in order to introduce how studies of 
child perspectives and social participation can more comprehensively reveal 
different phenomena related to communal and other relationship networks. 
The empirical data gathered through a focus on child perspectives show that 
in order to achieve social participation from a child’s perspective as a broader 
concept of a cultural participation, it is crucial to build a reciprocal participa-
tory culture. A reciprocal participatory culture calls for a comprehensive, com-
munal, and systemic understanding of the complexities and relational aspects 
of time, place, and space, which are in continuous and evolving processes.

 Keywords

children’s cultural participation – childhood studies – child perspective – 
UNCRC article 12 – ‘osallisuus’

1 Introduction

Children and childhood have become a growth area in research and are 
regarded as interesting and important topics in more and more areas of life. 
Thus, there has been an increase in studies focusing specifically on children 
(i.e., persons under the age of 18). Furthermore, there has also been a call to 
explore in more detail children’s actions and the ways in which they communi-
cate, grow, learn, and create their own and shared cultures within a community 
and in relation to participation (e.g., Farrell, Kagan, & Tisdall, 2016; Karlsson & 
Karimäki, 2012; Corsaro, Honig, & Qvortrup, 2009).

When studying a child’s perspective and social participation, it does not suf-
fice to simply have children produce the research data. The topic should be dis-
cussed not only from an adult’s point of view but also from that of the children. 
Therefore, I argue that it is relevant to focus on the concept of participation, 
which is a central concept both in research and practice (in Finnish ‘osallisuus’, 
in Swedish ‘delaktighet’) from a broader cultural standpoint. When studying 
children’s participation through the lens of children’s perspectives, we need to 
pay special attention to the ways in which the subject, agency, power, and influ-
ence are all intertwined. Next, I will discuss the different approaches of child 
studies, childhood studies, studies of child perspectives, and a child- centered 
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viewpoint in order to reflect on the premises of the Finnish concept of recipro-
cal cultural participation.

2 Participatory Data Production with and by Children

Researchers in childhood studies have been engaging in multidisciplinary 
research in social studies, education, and cultural studies. A key part of 
these efforts has been the goal shared by different academic disciplines and 
researchers to understand children in their societies and communities and as 
agents, as well as to discern how childhood relates to the surrounding society, 
its structures, and cultures (Alanen, 2009, p. 9; James et al., 1998/1999; Corsaro, 
Honig, & Qvortrup, 2009; Corsaro, 2018). As a result, childhood studies and 
child culture studies have increased and become more diverse.

Depending on the approach, research can highlight very different issues. 
The essential consideration is not the academic discipline as such, be it cul-
tural studies, education, psychology, sociology, or some other social science, 
but the theoretical background and the paradigm on which the study is based. 
As childhood is by nature a multi- and cross-disciplinary phenomenon, a com-
bination of scientific viewpoints provides a more comprehensive outlook on 
the subject. James and James (2008, p. 25) define childhood studies as an inter-
disciplinary study of persons under the age of 18 with an active and social child 
at its center.

We should not overlook the fact that children are experiencing their child-
hood right now, in real time. They also have their particular manners of being 
present in the world, acting, learning, and growing, all of which differ from 
their adult counterparts. Therefore, an orientation of research and action 
focusing on a child’s perspective is needed as well. The aim of this orientation 
is to uncover children’s views and ways of operating and acting. When con-
ducting research or working with children, a concept is needed that describes 
the child as a subject, a participant, and a data producer, while also including 
the passive and reluctant sides of children. Figure 13.1 shows the relationships 
between child studies, childhood studies, and studies of child perspectives in 
relation to each other and to other cultural, material, and biological contexts.

Data and topical knowledge are relevant to, for example, decision mak-
ing, education, pedagogy, social sciences, and the cultural sector. Different 
needs for research data – in other words, who needs information and where – 
 contribute to choosing a research paradigm, perspective, and methodology. In 
studies focusing on children, data and knowledge can be generated by chil-
dren, parents, or experts. Involving children in the process of producing data 
allows them to likewise participate in the research as well as in the practical 
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phases of the study. Several methods are typically employed when gathering 
data on children, and they can be divided into five categories (Karlsson, 2012a):
1. Data may be gathered from children in real time by recording, filming, 

photographing, or observing children and the adults around them, or by 
utilising applications such as smartphones.

2. Both children and adults can produce data in retrospect by answering 
questionnaires, participating in interviews, reminiscing, and expressing 
their thoughts verbally or in writing, or by using symbols, emojis, pic-
tures, or body language.

3. Valuable data can also be obtained from children’s works, for example 
stories, writings, journals, presentations, recordings, constructions and 
crafts, photos, videos, movements, maps, and drawings. The material can 
be produced as part of normal daily activities or specifically for research 
purposes. Adults’ works can also depict their own childhoods or the chil-
dren with whom they interact.

4. Research materials can include documents, such as statistics, procedural 
texts, laws, regulations, political programs, and historical documents. 
These materials are created by adults.

5. One type of data consists of public information, including information 
presented by the media, social media content, and forum discussions, 
which are mainly produced by adults.

figure 13.1  Child studies, childhood studies, studies of child perspectives, the child-centered 
view, and social participation in different contexts
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Even in studies on children, adults still produce most of the data. Another 
potential issue is that studies focus on a single phenomenon and therefore do 
not provide an overall picture of childhood.

3 The Essential Elements in Studies of Child Perspectives

The aim of the studies of child perspectives is to examine children’s and 
youth’s (persons under 18) views, the data they produce, and their social par-
ticipation (Karlsson, 2010, 2012a, 2013). This leads to listening to children’s sig-
nals and information in various ways and to analysing children’s experiences 
and views, their actions and values, and their ways of operating and expressing 
their thoughts. Children should not be romanticised or isolated from other age 
groups, although the special traits of childhood should be taken into account. 
Moreover, children should not be viewed as a uniform group; rather, different 
childhoods and viewpoints should be observed. Furthermore, children’s points 
of view and words are best viewed in relation to other perspectives, which can 
be those of adults, communities, or animals and which may originate as a 
shared outcome between different elements, such as space, expectations, mat-
ter, biology, or habits of action (Karlsson, 2012a, 2013).

An empirical example provided in one study (Hohti & Karlsson, 2013) clearly 
shows how the phenomenon in question appears differently when the child 
perspective is applied. During fieldwork, the researchers focused on a single 
school day from different perspectives. On that particular day, the class was 
preparing for their spring festival. The researchers found that the discursive 
frame of the festival allowed children only a narrow space for their actions and 
voices. Children were supposed to stand still and they could use their voices 
only for singing, but even then, they had to use their voices carefully. Those 
children who behaved well in the rehearsal were given lollipops. The research-
ers wanted to use the Storycrafting Method, a participatory method to listen 
to children’s perspectives; the children were able to tell a story about anything 
they wanted to because the aim of the method is to give the child freedom 
and space to tell their own story (Karlsson, 2013). Surprisingly, the stories that 
the children told were about the festival rehearsal and the control they had 
experienced:

The title of Jani’s story:
Jani, who didn’t like Matias because he ate lollipops all the time, which 
Jani didn’t like. Once upon a time, there was Jani, who didn’t like lolli-
pops. Or the lollipops that Matias is munching next to me. The end.
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This empirical example from the research data shows that the phenomenon 
being researched, as well as our understanding of social participation, becomes 
more comprehensive and multi-dimensional when applying a child’s perspec-
tive; in this example, the researcher took the position of the listener and had 
the physical space and time to listen to the children’s voices. Without the par-
ticipatory space, the children’s voices would not have been heard.

The study of child perspectives focuses on a holistic approach (Karlsson, 
2010, 2012a). There is always the question of what happens ‘in between’ in 
the relationships between humans, non-humans (Prout, 2005), objects, and 
various phenomena. Disciplines should not limit the subject being studied 
nor its analysis; instead, the focus should be on children’s lives and childhood 
as comprehensive phenomena on cultural participation. Thus, this field of 
research is interdisciplinary and cross-disciplinary by nature (see Mikkeli & 
Pakkasvirta, 2007). Nothing occurs on its own or in a vacuum, but rather in 
relation to other issues, as self-expression and its various forms and types of 
content are linked to the cultures, subcultures, and environments in which 
people operate as well as to social, societal, historical, material, and biological 
contexts. Consequently, the studies of child perspectives also investigate chil-
dren’s interactions with adults and others as well as broad contexts in different 
macro and micro cultures. This means that research on child perspective is 
community-focused, implying that researchers should not just adopt concepts 
that highlight children, such as child-focused studies or child-centered studies 
(Karlsson, 2012a). The studies of child perspectives overlap with other research 
orientations, such as research on minorities and marginalisation.

Researchers have started to employ methods that encourage subjects to 
participate more in the study and have developed multi-method approaches 
that utilise, for example, ethnography, photos, and narration (Honkanen et al., 
2018; Kinnunen & Einarsdóttir, 2017), as well as the mosaic approach (Clark & 
Moss, 2011). Children are included as co-researchers in a variety of modes of 
action (e.g., Kjær, 2015; Hakomäki, 2013; Lundy, Mcevoy, & Byrne, 2011; Clark & 
Moss, 2011; Karlsson, 2014, 2005; Tisdall et al., 2009; Christensen & Prout, 2000; 
Jørgensen & Kampmann, 2000; Alderson, 2000). Here, children are considered 
active producers of data and knowledge instead of research subjects. Espe-
cially in the 21st century, children have been included in the research process 
as active participants (see also Sommer et al., 2010). They take part in ways 
that come naturally to them, such as playing (e.g., Cederborg, 2020; Vuorisalo, 
Rutanen, & Raittila, 2015; Rainio, 2010), talking and telling stories (e.g., Engel, 
2006; Karlsson, 2013; Weckström et al., in press), and taking photos (e.g., Hon-
kanen et al., in press). Children can study a variety of phenomena (e.g., Weck-
ström et al., in press; Stenvall, 2009; Raittila, 2008). In some cases, children have 
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been encouraged to form their own research questions, which they then try to 
answer through research, and their research question has also been included 
in the scope of the actual scientific study (e.g., Hakomäki, 2013; Hakomäki & 
Karlsson, in press; Tuovila, 2003). Researchers may also present their findings 
to the children before the study results are published (e.g., Hohti, 2016). Hence, 
we could argue that this discipline is currently undergoing a paradigm shift 
(e.g., Fargas-Malet, 2010; Karlsson, 2012a, 2013).

The child perspective affects the whole research process: forming the 
research task and questions, producing the data, choosing the methodol-
ogy, conducting the analysis, drawing conclusions based on the findings, and 
publishing the results (Karlsson, 2012a). However, researchers can never truly 
experience what life is like for those who participate in the study or get inside 
the participants’ heads. This naturally applies to all research (Karlsson, 2012a). 
In short, the studies of child perspectives highlight issues discussed by chil-
dren or arising from children, while placing the complexity of these phenom-
ena in a broader context.

James and James (2008, p. 19) suggest that child-focused or child-centered 
research is the core element of childhood studies. Children are seen as sub-
jects and actors rather than as the objects of research (James & James, 2008, 
p. 17). Children are not merely actors with something to say. They have views 
that they are capable of presenting in a research-oriented context (Jones & 
James, 2008, p. 17). The “studies of child perspectives” approach includes the 
concept of “children’s perspectives”, which “represent children’s experiences, 
perceptions, and understanding in their life-world” (Sommer et al., 2010; see 
also Lewis & Lindsay, 2000).

With the studies of child perspectives, information provided by children 
forms the basis of child-perspective activities. This information is paired with 
expert knowledge and skills through activities, which are communal and 
reciprocal. The orientation of actions comprises inquiry, experimentation, 
and wonder: both the children and the professionals pose questions and try 
to answer them on their own. Even though children’s perspectives are consid-
ered, it will not result in excluding or belittling the capabilities and actions of 
adults. On the contrary, it is essential to observe everyone’s perspectives and 
the community as a whole. When working with a focus on children’s perspec-
tives, these overall ideas form the basis for research activities.

It could be argued that there is no need for a separate ‘child perspective’, 
and instead we could focus on the perspectives of all actors, agents, and com-
munities. The risk then lies in children’s perspectives being overshadowed by 
stronger and more forcefully presented points of view, which is hardly a novel 
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outcome. Adults’ positions of power, practiced writing skills and verbal skills, 
wealth of experience, and specialist knowledge can easily take over and domi-
nate. For example, there is a trend of engaging in problem-centric discussion, 
where the focus is placed on children’s shortcomings, hardships, and points of 
development. In reality, children are similar to adults, as well as special and dif-
ferent from them. Studies and activities with a child perspective pay attention 
to all sorts of signals from children, which means that children’s strengths and 
skills are also observed as opposed to only their weaknesses and troubles. Fur-
thermore, the manner in which children act, express themselves, and deal with 
issues differs from how adults operate. This calls for special attention. Table 
13.1 presents some visible differences between the currently predominant child 
research approach and the studies of child perspectives.

table 13.1  Diffferences between the currently predominant child research approach and the 
studies of child perspectives

Predominant approach The approach of the studies of child 
perspectives

Adults defĳine and produce information 
and knowledge. Research focuses on the 
views of teachers, experts, and parents on 
matters afffecting children.

Children and youth produce information 
and knowledge (together with adults). 
Since the research focuses on children, 
issues are studied together with children.

Discussions revolve around adult-
centric defĳinitions and often negative 
phenomena and indicators (e.g., 
incapability, health problems, 
impairments in interaction, learning 
disabilities).

In addition to problems, positive, 
constructive, and joy-inducing 
elements of children’s and youth’s 
lives, perspectives, and experiences are 
observed.

Adult perspective Child and community perspective
Phenomena are often examined from one 
discipline’s point of view and using one 
method.

Answers (to a holistic and systemic, 
multifaceted whole) are sought utilizing 
a multidisciplinary and often multi-
method approach.

Research on children and engaging in activities with them can be justi-
fied from a number of perspectives. The next section expands on some points 
that can be used as arguments for why we need to observe and apply a child’s 
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perspective. Research and activities with children can be seen as different 
realms: the realm of rights, the realm of needs and learning, and the realm of 
listening, encountering, and sharing. In these realms, children’s social partici-
pation is the central concept, which is a multi-faceted phenomenon.

4 The Convention on the Rights of the Child – Realm of Rights

Children’s (persons under the age of 18) rights in society are globally defined 
by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989), 
which all UN member countries have ratified except for the U.S. The conven-
tion includes all the key principles of the Declaration of the Rights of the Child 
(1959). It is a legally binding document, and it has greatly affected national 
laws. Some noteworthy examples include the Finnish constitution (Section 6, 
1999/731), inter-branch laws, political agendas, and curricula.

Article 12 of the UNCRC (1989) asserts:

States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her 
own views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting 
the child, the views of the child being given due weight in accordance 
with the age and maturity of the child.

It stands to reason that children shall also have a say in matters affecting them 
in studies of children and activities with them. The need to consider the views 
of children based on their age, capabilities, and stage of development should 
not be taken to mean that young children or children with disabilities are 
unable to make an impact. Instead, the inclusion of age and stage of devel-
opment into the equation challenges researchers, professionals working with 
children, and others to look at issues from a child’s perspective. We should aim 
to develop the ways of operating that come naturally to children. There are 
several ways to include children in studies and listen to their voices. Next, I 
will discuss how the rights of the child are put into effect and what matters 
demand particular attention.

When children are considered in line with the UNCRC, we are operating 
in the realm of rights. Children as a group can be observed in several other 
realms, such as the romantic, advocacy, needs, learning, institutional, and pro-
active realms (Francis & Lorenzo, 2002, p. 164). Furthermore, children can be 
discussed within the realm of listening, encountering, and sharing (Karlsson, 
2012a; see also Rainio, 2010). The next sections concentrate on several of those 
realms.
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4.1 Realm of Needs and Learning
In the realm of needs and learning children can be observed from the stand-
point of a child’s level of self-determination and motivation (see Isola et al., 
2017). Ryan and Deci’s (2000, 2017) theory of self-determination examines 
people as actors striving to achieve goals that they have personally set. The 
theory suggests that people have three basic psychological needs: auton-
omy, showing competence, and relatedness. The theory has been developed, 
studied, and expanded since the 1970s. For example, the theory has recently 
received a fourth dimension: benevolence (Martela & Ryan, 2015). According 
to self-determination theory, motivation is a result of satisfying basic needs. 
When autonomy is promoted by listening to subjects and providing them with 
options, studies have found, for example, the onset of more beneficial exer-
cise behavior (Hynynen & Hankonen, 2015, p. 483). When subjects have been 
presented with an opportunity to show benevolence, they have felt a sense of 
purpose, appreciation, and dignity.

Another point of view has been offered by Bandura (1977), who discusses 
the concept of self-efficacy as entailing a person’s trust in their own abilities 
in a certain situation. People with a strong sense of self-efficacy tend to accept 
more challenging tasks and achieve goals more efficiently than others (e.g., 
Kavanagh & Bower, 1985). Research indicates that students with higher self-
efficacy display more effort and perseverance, for example when engaged in 
demanding writing tasks (Schunk, 2003). Self-determination, motivation, and 
self-efficacy are important phenomena that create space for children to act 
and present their views. The studies of child perspectives provide this space, 
and thus, participating in the study often inspires and motivates children and 
supports their possibilities to improve self-determination and self-efficacy. 
However, in order to create a more holistic perspective, I will next discuss in 
detail the child’s whole community and its dynamic operational environment.

4.2  Subjectivity, Agency, Community, Social Participation, and Power – 
Towards the Realm of Listening, Sharing, and Encountering

When children are viewed as part of a community and an operational envi-
ronment, the following concepts arise: the states of subject (subjectivity) 
and object, agency and sense of community, social participation and non- 
participation, and the power involved in providing room for the subject state 
and participation, or in limiting them. What do these concepts mean in prac-
tice, though?

As mentioned earlier, a child is not an independent or isolated actor. When 
a child is born, he/she grows, learns, and undergoes changes within a certain 
social, cultural, and material environment and exists in a constant state of 
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interaction. Both children and adults can simultaneously be considered beings 
or persons acting in the moment and becomings, or subjects-in-process (Lee, 
2001; Prout, 2005; Kennedy, 2006; Rainio, 2010). They are both strong, fragile, 
and active agents and in need of protection, and they are capable as well as 
learners. The states of subject, agency, participation, or power do not define an 
individual as an absolute, nor are they measurable and static features. Instead, 
these concepts should be regarded as dynamic phenomena: they are ever-
changing, connected to people and various matters, and contextual. The phe-
nomena and the concepts that represent them are overlapping and connected, 
network-like relations. They are born in context-specific interactions in com-
munities and spaces. Hence, subjectivity, agency, participation, and power are 
dynamic, communal, and relational concepts (e.g., Prout, 2005). Power and the 
states of subject or agency cannot simply be taken for granted; rather, they 
reflect a constantly changing relationship with others. In some situations, 
agency is easily accessed and allowed to surface, but in others it is not availa-
ble, or the person does not want to strive for a position of agency. On the other 
hand, self-exclusion and opposition are expressions of agency and power.

Any situation can involve various areas of power and agency. For example, 
it may prove to be less difficult to utilise power when facing a peer than to 
exercise that power over an adult who is in charge of an activity. Each actor’s 
visible or implicit actions, or intentions, have an impact on others and are 
simultaneously affected by others’ actions. Predominantly, several conscious 
and unconscious actions occur at the same time. Therefore, actions or events 
are not linear in relation to each other; rather, they are intertwined like a net 
and partially entangled. Power is a social resource, as well as a network of 
sociocultural interpretations and communication (see also Thomson, 2007), 
but it involves other factors as well, such as the operational environment and 
material and biological bases (see also Barad, 2007). The world is comprised of 
entanglements of both ‘social’ and ‘natural’ agencies, and nature and culture 
interact and change over time (Barad, 2007).

In summary, the concepts of subjectivity, agency, community, participa-
tion, and power always exist in connection with the observed phenomenon 
and with time, place, and space. Subjectivity, agency, community, participa-
tion, and power are not individual, static features. Instead, these phenomena 
emerge among human beings, in dialogue, through listening to each other, 
encountering one another, and sharing together. Consequently, subjectivity, 
agency, community, participation, and power help to create a realm of listen-
ing, encountering, and sharing.
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5 ‘Osallisuus’ – A Finnish Approach to Children’s Social Participation

In this section, I will examine social participation in more detail. Social par-
ticipation allows us to discuss essential parts of the child perspective and its 
chances of being realised in research and in working with children. I shall also 
discuss what additions the child perspective can bring to defining and realis-
ing participation as a broader cultural phenomenon.

There are multiple definitions for the phenomenon and concept of social 
participation and involvement. In a broad sense, participation can be character-
ised by three dimensions: having, acting, and belonging (Raivio &  Karjalainen, 
2013; Allardt, 1976; Isola et al., 2017). The last two could be included in the social 
participation of children, which entails mechanisms for people to participate 
in making social decisions.

Children’s social participation, and especially the Finnish concept of ‘osal-
lisuus’ (in Swedish ‘delaktighet’), is a multifaceted phenomenon. The concept 
involves participation, acting, involvement, feeling and experiencing, relat-
edness, belonginess, togetherness, inclusion, influencing and representation, 
democracy, organising, and governance (see also Isola et al., 2017; Kangas, 
2016; Karlsson, 2012a; Weckström et al., in press). Social participation consists 
of an entangled union of the states of subject, agency, power, and influence. 
When a child is treated as a subject or actor with meaningful thoughts and 
views, the child has an opportunity to enter the position of an active partici-
pant within the community. Whoever organises an activity also possesses the 
power to affect whether space and opportunities are presented for others to 
achieve the states of subject, agency, and participation. Then again, the child 
may or may not accept the role of active agent. Additionally, numerous factors 
influence participation and agency, such as other children and adults, expe-
riences, expectations, an operational culture or community culture, space, 
objects, biology, and other phenomena, as well as the relationships and ten-
sions between all of these elements.

The key to social participation is giving the child an opportunity to partici-
pate and to have an effect as well as allowing the child to feel involved and 
included. Social participation manifests itself as mutual respect, equality, and 
trust within a community. Taking part and having influence are gateways to 
social participation. The concept of social participation has been specified 
according to different dimensions and levels. Shier (2001, p. 110; see also Hart, 
1995) has introduced five levels of participation: (1) children are listened to, (2) 
children are supported in expressing their views, (3) children’s views are taken 
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into account, (4) children are involved in decision-making processes, and (5) 
children share power and responsibility for decision making.

These levels of social participation resurface in a new light if they are 
examined from a qualitative perspective and from the perspective of power 
and decision making. This highlights not only what action is taken, but even 
more what kinds of issues these actions address, who makes decisions regard-
ing the actions, and on what grounds. In other words, from the qualitative 
perspective the essence of the first level of social participation inquires as 
to whose views are listened to and what criteria are used in deciding what is 
worth listening to. On the second level, we should ask what types of expres-
sions and content are allowed in children’s self-expression, what types are 
not acceptable, and why. The third-level’s qualitative questions include, 
for example, which of the children’s ideas are taken into consideration, by 
whom, and how. The fourth level of qualitative questions asks what activi-
ties the children can affect, are they allowed to have an influence on crucial 
and important actions, and who decides what is considered a crucial and 
important action. The method of determining what is important to the chil-
dren also has a significant role in shaping this level. On the fifth level, atten-
tion should be given especially to how and by whom decisions are made in 
situations where children are also responsible for the outcomes, what the 
decision-making process involves, on whose initiative the decisions are made, 
how and by whom the decisions are arrived at, and how these decisions are 
addressed.

The requirements for social participation of children have noteworthy 
counteractions and downsides. Active and participating children may become 
a norm, which isolates children from each other (see Prout, 2003, p. 22). Dis-
cussions of agency and social participation can place a heavy focus on an indi-
vidualistic point of view. If children’s activity is highlighted as a trait, it may 
distort or blur the meaning of the boundaries in the community and culture, 
the historical and biological factors, and political and financial structures. 
Children should not have limitless opportunities for agency, and action should 
not be a venture of omnipotent individuality. The rise of individualism (e.g., 
Koskelainen, 2017) is present in criticisms of child-focused activity (Hytönen, 
2008). The social effects of one person’s actions on others may become diffi-
cult to detect. The current life of any person is a result of the person’s, commu-
nity’s, and society’s history. Goals and boundaries for any action are based on 
current structures and cultural norms. When attention and focus are placed on 
actively pursued actions, they simultaneously marginalise the silent, passive, 
and invisible (e.g., Gordon et al., 2002; Rainio, 2010). The studies of child per-
spectives and childhood studies face the challenge of combining micro- and 
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macro-level perspectives with a discursive, evolving, and societally influential 
research genre.

6  The Key to Children’s Social Participation Can Be Found in a 
Reciprocal Participatory Culture

How does adopting a child’s perspective affect our ideas of social participation? 
Does a child’s perspective inspire new understanding or revelations? First, 
I introduce and define the concept of reciprocal participatory culture. With a 
reciprocal participatory culture, all participants – children and adults of differ-
ent ages – have an opportunity to be heard and appreciated. Everyone can take 
initiative and affect the decision-making process, regardless of their age, skills, 
or backgrounds. Thus, the different ways in which participants take action are 
respected. A reciprocal participatory culture involves a shared understanding 
of ‘we’ rather than ‘us and them’. Reciprocal participatory culture calls for a 
comprehensive, communal, and systemic understanding of the complexities 
and relational aspects of time, space, and place, but also of relations with the 
biological bases and material aspects of the phenomena of power. This under-
standing is shared and invoked in continuous and evolving processes as part of 
a broader continuum or process and not as a set of individual actions. Recipro-
cal participatory culture involves the creation of a (transparent) system, cer-
tain attitudes, views, spaces, and actions, which are justified and agreed upon 
together as a community.

From an adult’s perspective, in a reciprocal participatory culture both 
adults (e.g., researchers, teachers, parents) and other children see a child as 
an interesting person who shows initiative and has her/his own ideas, knowl-
edge, views, and ways of acting, all of which are worthy of examination. Adults 
give children an opportunity to have an influence on their daily activities. In 
a reciprocal participatory culture, the adults are also active subjects and par-
ticipants. Social participation can be regarded as a shared process between 
children and those who are acting with them. The process affects both the 
individual and the community. In a reciprocal participatory culture, adults 
cannot fully plan ahead or know the outcomes of particular actions. The views 
of children and the expectations and intentions of adults set the boundaries 
or provide the opportunities for children’s actions and a framework for how 
children see their position and chances for acting in relation to that of oth-
ers. The focus lies in achieving a clear sense of the activities and shared goals 
involved. Additionally, interaction, place, space, material, and biological fac-
tors affect the larger whole. A reciprocal participatory culture requires mutual 
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understanding and that the participants take steps to build a reciprocal par-
ticipatory culture through practical actions. This shared process helps create a 
better understanding of the concept involved.

When we take a closer look at the levels of children’s social participation 
and their qualitative aspects, it becomes apparent that they are based on 
an adult’s perspective. Social participation is in fact defined through adults’ 
actions. When a child’s perspective is introduced into the equation, the phe-
nomenon can be observed more comprehensively, through communal and 
other relationship networks. This approach uncovers new issues and provides 
new focal points. Our understanding of social participation becomes more 
thorough, and some parts of it may change notably. This could either become 
a sixth level of social participation or rather a new, more comprehensive, quali-
tative, dynamic, and emerging way of dissecting social participation.

Here, I would like to highlight the empirical research example from a prior 
study (Hohti & Karlsson, 2013) already presented in this paper because it shows 
that children’s social participation is not unitary and complete, but rather 
emergent and contingent upon the discursive, social, material, and physical 
resources available. Hohti and Karlsson’s (2013) study tracked the voices of the 
children through three different discursive spaces. They discovered that the 
observational space, which was constructed by observing the class rehearse 
for a spring festival, illustrated a struggle between the controlling institu-
tional voices of the teacher and the voices of the children. Children’s voices 
appeared to be mostly defined by the teacher as largely irrelevant, disturbing, 
and as signs of behavioural problems. Hohti and Karlsson (2013) additionally 
found that the participatory space was created via a participatory narrative 
method, Storycrafting (Karlsson, 2013, 2014). With the method, children were 
given an opportunity after the rehearsal to tell any story they wanted to the 
researcher (Hohti & Karlsson, 2013). In this space, it became possible to hear 
the children’s voices in (the physical and) the discursive senses, and children’s 
narratives were positioned as knowledge. The stories – the narrative voices of 
children – provided diverse and surprising perspectives on classroom inter-
actions. The analysis revealed children’s performative styles of elaborating on 
the power relations they had experienced, in which reciprocity, friendship, and 
humor were crucial. The researchers were now able to see how the children 
talked about the rehearsal situation and their individual ways of coping with 
that situation. The participatory method allowed children to construct mean-
ings, which was not the case before.

The reflexive space of listening was entered when the researchers started 
to question their own ways of selecting and interpreting children’s voices 
(Hohti & Karlsson, 2013). After focusing on the discursive, social, and physical 
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dimensions of the narratives, attention was turned to listening to voices, and 
more stories that had been left out of the study at an earlier stage were ana-
lysed. The reflexive space showed that by listening to the easier-to-understand 
voices, a gendered and simplified picture of children’s worlds was realised. 
Through reflexive listening, it was possible to embrace children’s diversity and 
to bring to the center the cultural and collaborative dimensions of children’s 
narrative activity.

This empirical example of the holistic and reflexive approach shows that 
in order to promote social participation, adults must take responsibility for 
creating spaces for children’s voices. Hence, time is needed for reflexive listen-
ing through repeated considerations and experimentation on the researchers’ 
part. Furthermore, entering the reflexive spaces of telling and listening can 
also help intervene in the persistent controlling practices in schools and early 
childhood education and to build spaces for the complex and diverse voices 
of children.

When social participation is understood as an emotion arising from the 
experience of communal inclusion, it cannot be considered a specific action 
taken at a given moment, after which a new way of acting is adopted. Actions 
seem contradictory and confusing from a child’s perspective if in one moment 
the child is expected to show initiative and present ideas, while similar active 
participation becomes a distraction during the next task. In order to achieve 
social participation from the child’s perspective, participation must be viewed 
as part of a broader continuum or process and not as a set of single actions. 
This, in turn, is a fundamental shift in a reciprocal participatory culture. Here, 
reciprocal and social participation is present in subtle actions, word choices, 
and objects, as well as in lengthier processes, larger environments, and princi-
ples guiding people’s actions. The attitudes of the adults in charge are a deci-
sive factor (e.g. Olli et al., 2012). Adults’ views about children in general and 
about the children with whom they interact are essential. The views, expecta-
tions, and intentions of adults set boundaries for children’s actions and pro-
vide a framework for how children see their position and chances for acting in 
relation to that of others.

As discussed earlier, social participation is often observed from an indi-
vidual’s perspective instead of focusing on the point of view of a community. 
People operate within a community, and there can be no social participa-
tion without community-level activity. When we observe social participation 
from a child’s perspective, shared activities and spending time with others 
become important matters. Virkki’s (2015) research indicates that educators 
emphasise individualistic elements, but children place more value on com-
munity or group activities. For children of all ages, friends as well as family 
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members are extremely valuable (e.g., Hayball et al., 2018; Honkanen et al., 
in press). Children’s participatory actions correlate positively with peer rela-
tions, play, and positive emotions (Arvola, Lastikka, & Reunamo, 2017). School 
children who are popular with their peers offer more positive evaluations of 
their own behavioral and emotional strengths than children who are rejected 
by their peers (Rytioja et al., 2019). Friendships and a sense of belonging are 
even connected to learning. According to research, children who enjoy posi-
tive relationships with their peopers experience more emotional well-being, 
have a greater sense of self-worth, and excel at academic tasks compared to 
those without positive peer relationships (Wentzel, Donlan, & Morrison, 2012, 
p. 79). Research (Rytioja et al., 2019) shows that children in the ‘popular’ status 
group perform better academically and report less emotional distress in their 
self-evaluations than others.

A child’s perspective challenges scholars to delve deeper into the less 
researched community perspective. This involves shared activity, interaction, 
and relationships where both human and non-human participation in social 
life is addressed (Prout, 2005).

7 The Studies of Child Perspectives Open New Avenues

The studies of child perspectives have revealed new ways of looking at several 
phenomena. When researchers studied residential areas from a child’s point 
of view, children were able to introduce many issues relevant to developing 
residential areas and services for families (Honkanen et al., 2018). To a child, 
place and space are linked. The concepts of place and space are defined differ-
ently. In humanistic geography, the understanding of place has recently been 
changing. The place can be seen as both a socially produced and personally 
experienced space (Hyvärinen, 2014; see also Campbell, 2018). However Duhn 
(2012) defines place as a recognizable, physically built, or natural place. But for 
humans, lived places constitute not only a physical environment. A place has 
different meanings when it is connected with emotions, actions, and mem-
ories. Here, the starting point is that space is relationally produced through 
everyday actions and interactions in a process that is intertwined with physi-
cal environments and places and concrete objects, personal interpretations of 
physical and cultural space, and cultural and collective views (Vuorisalo et al., 
2015; Soja, 1996; Bourdieu, 2000; also Zhou et al., 2019). Space is not a neutral 
context or background for action, but involves collective definitions and ideas 
(Vuorisalo et al., 2015).

According to a recent study (Honkanen et al., in press), a place becomes 
meaningful to children when it serves as a location for activities with friends, 
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or when children can feel safe and experience a feeling of togetherness with 
other people, like parents or siblings. The researchers identified two essential 
types of places where children experience a sense of well-being: open pub-
lic places where children meet up with friends (e.g., day-care centers, schools, 
playgrounds, family parks, shopping malls, youth centers) and bordered pri-
vate places where children feel safe (e.g., home, the yard, a grandparent’s 
home, ‘secret places’) (Honkanen et al., in press).

Children can also help determine how different methods, such as the Story-
crafting or Storycomposing, work. In one experiment (Hakomäki, 2012, 2013), a 
young researcher together with a Ph.D. assistant, and music therapist used the 
Storycomposing method as well as the co-researcher’s past experience with 
music therapy to create a place for children to tell their own stories. Storycraft-
ing allows researchers to hear the thoughts of children and adults of differ-
ent ages, get to know them, and build a reciprocal participatory culture for 
the community (Karlsson, 2013; Karlsson et al., 2018). Children also use the 
Storycrafting method to engage with power structures. Piipponen and Karls-
son (2019) found that children participate in an intercultural Storycrafting 
exchange by narrating stories in a complex cultural web of connections, one 
which included their classmates, their teacher, and the partner class in another 
country. Story exchange promoted reciprocal intercultural encounters within 
and between the two groups of children, where the children find a way to con-
nect as equals. Thus, the Storycrafting method creates a qualitatively deeper 
and reciprocal means for cultural exchange. The story exchange between the 
two classes was not only intercultural; important intracultural encounters 
occurred within the groups as well.

Research in nursing science (Olli et al., 2012, 2014) has shown that a child’s 
perspective is rarely acknowledged in traditional, professional-centered nurs-
ing care or habilitation nursing, which emphasises vulnerability, and in the 
medical model of disability. These nursing functions and the procedures they 
generate are based on an adult’s, and more specifically on a professional’s, 
perspective. According to one study (Olli et al., 2014), the lack of considera-
tion for a child’s perspective is seldom recognised by healthcare professionals, 
because nurses feel that they are working with the child’s best interest at heart. 
Nurses already treat children with kindness and give them opportunities to 
express themselves, for example by choosing their own toys or what they want 
to drink. When a habilitation program is developed, no consideration is appar-
ently given to how matters seem from a child’s perspective or the underlying 
thought patterns guiding the procedures. Olli et al. (2012) found that the lack 
of consideration for a child’s perspective is also seldom recognised by other 
professionals, for instance teachers in early childhood education and school, 
educators at different levels, or social workers.
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Several studies of child perspectives take an ontological post-humanist 
approach, highlighting how important it is to note the relationships and entan-
glements between multiple entities. Children and childhood are part of larger 
relational situations. The human, non-human, material, and place are all inter-
twined. Findings presented by Rautio, Hohti, Leinonen, and Tammi (2017) tell 
us how inseparable childhood is from place, and how they form side by side. 
The complexity of childhood and the concept of multispecies childhood is dis-
cussed by Hohti and Tammi (2019). Schooling, pedagogy, social participation, 
and childhood are redefined when the relational scope is expanded beyond 
human relationships in the studies of child perspectives (Tammi, 2019, 2020). 
Children may hold in high value mundane, material, funny, and contradictory 
objects, such as the pages of a book, seats, football cards, pens, jokes, animals, 
and children’s stories, all of which have an impact on children’s existence and 
learning, even though they have not always been taken into consideration in 
educational research (Hohti, 2016). For children, such institutions as schools 
or early childhood education settings are an inseparable aspect of their lives. 
For example, most Finnish school children own a smartphone, and the phones 
connect children’s daily lives and school by becoming entangled in a web of 
things, bodies, emotions, time, and space (Hohti, Paakkari, & Stenberg, 2019).

8  Conclusions: Communal, Collaborative and Shared Social 
Participation in a Reciprocal Participatory Culture

Finally, I will connect the child perspective to a reciprocal participatory cul-
ture. In this reciprocal participatory culture, adults see children as interesting 
persons who show initiative and have ideas, knowledge, views, and specific 
ways of acting that are considered worthy of examination. In this context, chil-
dren have an influence on daily activities (see also Turja, 2016; Kangas, 2016; 
Kangas & Lastikka, 2019; Weckström et al., 2017).

The supervising adult’s views of an active child have an impact on the ideas 
and actions of the whole community. In a reciprocal participatory culture eve-
ryone can show initiative and affect decision making, regardless of their age 
and skills (Karlsson, 2012a, 2013; Riihelä, 2000). Initiatives can mean sugges-
tions, ideas, and questions, but they can also simply be expressions conveyed 
through body language or actions, such as playing, acting silly, or excluding 
oneself from a shared activity. In fact, adults need to be particularly alert and 
sensitive to these kinds of initiatives and expressions. Above all, they should be 
able to register the subtlest of signals during activities, their planning, and their 
realisation. It is also a matter of adults’ communication skills (Olli et al., 2012): 
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how adept are they as listeners, and can they communicate without words, for 
example by playing or utilising humor or through observation and recogni-
tion? The person in charge of an activity, who is usually an adult, has power 
and influence. It is the adult’s responsibility to ensure that he/she sees, hears, 
and understands even the most laconic initiative or signal and that those mes-
sages are included in activity planning. It is also important to develop ways of 
acting that promote children’s initiatives.

In a reciprocal participatory culture, the adults are also active subjects and 
participants. Social participation can be regarded as a shared process between 
children and those who work with them, and the process affects both the indi-
vidual and the community (e.g., Hart, 1992; Kiili, 2006; Venninen & Leinonen, 
2013), as well as time, space, place, and material. Research suggests that a group 
of children struggles with social participation if the workers in the group do 
not experience social participation as well (Karlsson, Weckström, & Lastikka, 
2018). Parents’ active social participation has also proven to be a crucial factor. 
According to a number of studies, parents’ active social participation is con-
nected to their children’s academic success (e.g., Díez, Gatt, & Racionero, 2011; 
Gatt, Ojala, & Soler, 2011; Epstein, 2009). Also, parents’ sense of academic effi-
cacy and aspirations for their children are linked to their children’s academic 
achievement. In turn, children’s beliefs in their efficacy to regulate their own 
learning and academic attainments contributed to scholastic achievement 
(Bandura et al., 1996).

A reciprocal participatory culture involves taking a critical stance towards 
‘the other’ and towards classifying a person as the other (Hummelstedt-Djedou 
et al., 2018). A child should not be considered ‘the other’, a person who needs 
to swiftly adjust to adult norms. In this way, children and families avoid view-
ing employees as the other, or as someone who should be opposed or pleased. 
Furthermore, parents should not be considered, for example, customers who 
require special treatment. Instead, all actors should be viewed as members of 
‘our community’, where people share the same main goals. Each individual 
should still be respected and valued as a unique person and exactly as he/she 
is. However, a single father, a Nigerian mother, a special education teacher, 
or a disabled child does not represent being ‘special’. They should primarily 
be viewed as individuals with different goals, ideas, dreams, ways of acting, 
and skills, who are valued members within the same community. Everyone 
should receive the same treatment as an interesting subject and actor. Along-
side human contact, children have been found to hold animals in high value 
as subjects and co-actors (Hohti & Tammi, 2020; Karlsson, 2012b). Consider-
ing the abovementioned findings, a sense of community and individualism are 
closely connected.

Liisa Karlsson - 9789004445666
Downloaded from Brill.com01/08/2021 07:44:40AM

via University of Helsinki and The National Library of Finland



266 Karlsson

In a reciprocal participatory culture, adults cannot fully plan or know the 
outcomes of their actions. When making plans, the focus lies instead on achiev-
ing a clear sense of the activities and goals involved, and therefore, planning 
should emphasise how, where, and with what equipment activities should 
begin and seek procedures where children have the opportunity to reflect, do, 
and create as much as possible. Additionally, interaction, place, space, mate-
rial, and biological factors affect the larger whole.

Social participation should not be promoted only ‘from above’. Instead, 
social participation involves the whole community and is often active by 
nature, but it can also simply be a sense of belonging. Social participation is 
not a constant or static state of being, and various degrees of participation can 
be observed in different situations. Still, from a community and child perspec-
tive, social participation is a starting point and always present in some form. 
An active effort should be made to allow children room to participate in activi-
ties wherever they may take place.

When we examine social participation from a child’s perspective, we dis-
cover that in order to achieve participation, one must foster a reciprocal 
participatory culture in which a comprehensive, communal, and systemic 
understanding of the complexities and relational aspects of time, place, and 
space as continuous and evolving processes exists. Then, social participation 
involves the creation of a (transparent) system, certain attitudes, views, spaces, 
and actions that are justified and agreed upon together as a group. This, of 
course, does not suggest that a reciprocal participatory culture should be com-
pleted and achieved at once. Once a mutual understanding has been reached, 
people can start taking steps to building a reciprocal participatory culture. 
Taking practical action helps participants to better understand the concepts 
involved, and as a result, the next step can prove to be more profound than 
its predecessor. This should be considered an adventure; it is a matter of seek-
ing, finding, questioning, failing, wondering, enjoying, delving deeper into the 
work, and laughing.

The 1989 UNCRC has had a crucial effect on our understanding of children 
and the studies of child perspectives. Listening to children’s perspectives has 
been emphasised and will continue to be emphasised even more in the future.
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