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ABSTRACT
Autistic children face significant barriers to having their views listened to in
research. Inaccessible research encounters and inflexible communication
strategies on the part of a research team can prevent opportunities for
children to engage meaningfully in the research. Researchers must strive
to offer opportunities for meaningful self-expression, and improve the
way they seek autistic children’s points of view. This article explores ways
to engage with, and listen to, the views of autistic children in school-
based research contexts. Twelve autistic children took part in view-
seeking research about their school and playground environment, and
reflected on their experience of taking part in the research. The children
contributed their ideas through walking tours, photography, LEGO®

models, and interviews with the researcher and their peers. The
multimodal qualitative data were analysed iteratively and thematically,
with findings highlighting issues of perceptions of audience, creativity,
control and enjoyment. The different research activities stimulated
diverse modes of expression and generated different kinds of insights.
Implications are considered for how researchers can seek to creatively co-
develop engagement and opportunities for self-expression with children
who participate in research. This research emphasizes the importance of
creating accessible and meaningful opportunities to engage with and
foreground autistic children’s perspectives.
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Introduction

Important progress has been made in the last few years to develop more meaningful ways to listen
to the views of autistic children and young people (e.g. Goodall 2020, Crane et al. 2021, Parsons et al.
2021, Warren et al. 2021, Hummerstone and Parsons 2022, Simpson et al. 2022), and to conceptualize
respectful and accessible ways of collaborating and researching with autistic individuals (Long et al.
2017, Fletcher-Watson et al. 2019, 2021, Bottema-Beutel et al. 2021, Parsons et al. 2022). Research into
the experiences of autistic children in mainstream schools continues to emphasize that these experi-
ences are often fraught with barriers to participating in everyday school life, and often highlight a
lack of understanding on the part of both peers and professionals (Goodall and MacKenzie 2019,
Goodall 2020, Tomlinson et al. 2020, Cunningham 2022). The experiences of autistic pupils in main-
stream schools and approaches to better understand these, merit further exploration to understand
different school experiences and contribute to knowledge about meaningful ways to listen to autis-
tic children’s views.
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Previous research into the views of autistic children and young people

Previous research emphasizes the importance of multiple and flexible means of listening (e.g., Har-
rington et al. 2014, Loyd 2015, Ellis 2017, Goodall 2020). Goodall (2020) used a flexible qualitative
approach with secondary school pupils using a range of methods including ‘draw-and-tell’ activities
(e.g. drawing/designing their ideal school), and semi-structured interviews (which incorporated
visual elements to support reflection and discussion). He also worked with an advisory group of
three young autistic people who discussed the different data collection activities and he concludes
that further research into both primary school experiences and positive experiences of school,
should be explored in future research to enrich understanding and develop methods further.

Other recent research also suggests that visual stimuli can be helpful in facilitating reflection and
discussion: Warren et al. (2021) piloted a storyboard method to support five autistic pupils to draw
and/or write about a typical day at their school and discuss this in interview. The approach elicited
powerful reflections with several pupils highlighting break time as their favourite part of the day,
though one pupil described playtime as a ‘lonely’ time (Warren et al. 2021, p. 810). These studies
emphasize key points in the literature: research approaches need to support the different commu-
nicative strengths and preferences of each individual, enabling children to share (should they wish)
their unique perspectives, especially where these perspectives may deviate from the ideas or views
of others; methods need to be sufficiently structured to stimulate and support expression and
engagement, but not so structured that they restrict or censor expression, as over- or under-struc-
turing can affect the nature of the data produced and, importantly, the young person’s experience of
the research process (Hummerstone and Parsons 2022).

Power and research with children

Another key influence highlighted in the literature is the issue of power dynamics in researchwith chil-
dren – especially in school settings. The process of recognizing, understanding and attending to the
complex and ever-shifting power dynamics in research with young people is complicated: Gallacher
and Gallagher (2008) propose that researchers adopt an attitude of ‘methodological immaturity’: they
suggest that by exploring the interdependence and incompleteness of both the research process and
indeed the researcher, then researchers may find opportunities to challenge assumptions about com-
petency and expertise. This attitude encourages researchers to critically reflect on their own expertise,
knowledge and competencies, and ties in closely to the concept of the ‘incompetent adult’ (Corsaro
and Molinari 2012), and captures a researcher’s sincere interest in learning from children.

In terms of attending to power dynamics in research with autistic children and young people,
Fayette and Bond (2018) emphasize in their systematic review that power differentials between
researchers and participants seemed to have a significant effect on the participants’ engagement
in the research process as well as the data produced (see also Milton 2012, 2014, Winstone et al.
2014). Spiel et al. (2020) discuss the power differentials they experienced when conducting partici-
patory design workshops with autistic and non-autistic children: they reflect on the researcher’s role
as an outsider to the peer interactions, and on the need for constant consideration of the research
encounter dynamics: ‘These situations require assessments, judgements and multiple corrections in
rapid successions. For such a process to succeed, researchers need to be able to identify potentially
problematic situations quickly and explicitly reflect on their role in-action’ (51). Spiel et al. (2020)
emphasize that researchers must pay close attention to interactions and reflect on how their
actions and practices affect these.

Methods supporting reflections on school environments

Researching school environments may be particularly important in relation to autistic children for a
variety of reasons: inaccessible spaces, bullying and ill-informed or insensitive comments from peers
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or adults may render spaces in the school anxiety-provoking (Lamb et al. 2016, Danker et al. 2017).
Furthermore, the sensory elements of the environment are known to have serious implications for
the anxiety levels of autistic pupils (Humphrey and Lewis 2008, Guldberg 2010, Lamb et al. 2016,
Wood 2020). Autistic children may process sensory input differently from non-autistic children
(Kirby et al. 2015), and this may contribute to their negative experiences and anxiety at school
(Wood 2020, Hummerstone and Parsons 2022).

Indeed, school environments have been highlighted as a top priority for the autistic community:
‘5. Which environments/supports are most appropriate in terms of achieving the best education/life/
social skills outcomes in autistic people?’ (Cusack and Sterry 2016, James Lind Alliance 2016), and
also aligns with the 9th priority of finding more meaningful ways to understand sensory processing
and sensory experiences, which are known to be highly impactful on school experiences (Wood
2020, Hummerstone and Parsons 2022).

Autistic children can give important and well-informed perspectives on their daily environments
(Humphrey and Lewis 2008). Recent studies have used a range of methods to explore autistic pupils’
experiences of school environments: Hummerstone and Parsons (2022) emphasize the importance
of co-designed methods when seeking to understand how autistic pupils perceive and experience
their surroundings. They worked with secondary school pupils, practitioners and autistic adults to
co-develop a ‘Motivation Mixer’ research tool which enabled reflection on the sensory experiences
of autistic pupils in their school environment. Cunningham (2022) sought to address the research
question ‘What are autistic pupils’ perceptions of what an autistic friendly primary school is like?’
(4) and used the ‘three houses’ approach where the researcher drew a ‘house of good things,
house of worries and house of dreams’ (5). Cunningham’s (2022) findings included suggestions
that structured play in a quiet space and an accessible safe/calm area would be valuable to the chil-
dren. These also have implications when considering and choosing the spaces for the research to be
conducted (i.e., the children should ideally be able to choose where the research is conducted, and
be able to move around during the research to areas they perceive as calm and safe). Cunningham
(2022)’s findings also suggested visual timetables should be used in schools: again this may have
implications for research in terms of presenting the activities and the timeframe of the research
process visually and ensuring that communications about the research are clear, accessible and
meaningful to potential participants (see also Loyd 2013, 2015).

In summary, significant progress has been made to specifically look into how to provide oppor-
tunities for autistic children to offer their perspectives on their school surroundings (e.g. Goodall and
MacKenzie 2019, Goodall 2020, Tomlinson et al. 2020, Cunningham 2022, Hummerstone and Parsons
2022), and it is important that we build on this work to develop methods that enable researchers to
listen to, and value the perspectives of autistic children on this topic.

Self-expression and research encounters

Previous research in this field emphasizes the importance of finding ways to facilitate meaningful
self-expression (Conn 2015, Ellis 2017), therefore this study takes a particular focus on self-expression
in the research process and on children’s engagement in expressing themselves: we use
the defininition of self-expression as a process in which individuals articulate or share their thoughts,
wishes or views, through verbal and non-verbal behaviour (Greathead et al. 2016, Hill et al. 2016,
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child [UNCRC] 2009). Seeking ways to engage
with, and better understand, the perspectives and experiences of autistic children in research are
important: such an approach emphasizes each child’s right to opportunities for self-expression
(Article 12, UNCRC 1989); it also communicates that their opinions and expressions are valued
and valuable (Beresford et al. 2004). Practice, policy and wider society stand at a disadvantage, if
we do not seek to understand and value the perspectives of all children, especially those who
might face barriers to participating and having their views heard (Tisdall 2015, Makin et al. 2017).
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Listening to autistic children in multimodal research

Dicks et al. (2011) argue that multimodal research is a helpful means of exploring children’s self-
expression. A multimodal approach to research can be defined as one which looks beyond solely
linguistic communication, to recognize, explore and attend to other communicative modes such
as images, movement and gesture (Jewitt 2008). Such an approach aligns with Rinaldi’s (2001) insis-
tence that we need to ‘listen’ with all our senses, and that listening should be sensitive and open to
the patterns and interactions that connect us to others. Clark (e.g. 2010, 2017) suggests that multi-
modal research can support children’s self-expression through the opportunities that it offers for
flexibility and responsiveness; Dicks et al. (2011) describe this approach as ‘“slowing it down”, so
as to attend to the diversity of means through which children construct knowledge… a means
both of eliciting children’s knowledge but also of enabling others to understand this better’
(2011, p. 233, cf. Clark 2010, Kress 2010).

Multimodal research might be particularly suitable for autistic children. O’Neill, an autistic author,
explains:

All autistics communicate, whether by speech, sign, typing, writing, singing, moving, dancing, throwing a
tantrum, laughing. Our often unconventional modes of expressing feelings need to be recognized so that we
are free… Patience is needed to discover the meaning behind actions and words. (O’Neill 1998, p. 201)

Multimodal methods might facilitate research with autistic children, in several different ways. Firstly,
multimodal methods can help researchers document and value modes of communication beyond
just linguistic communication (Flewitt 2006, Dicks et al. 2011, Literat et al. 2018); this may align
more closely with the expressive and communicative preferences of some autistic children than tra-
ditional methods that rely heavily on linguistic communication (Conn 2015, Hill et al. 2016, Ellis
2017). In this way, multimodal research may support reflection and self-expression (Loyd 2015, Shep-
herd 2015, Ellis 2017, Goodall 2020); and enrich verbal and non-verbal communications between the
participant and the researcher (Beresford et al. 2004, Ellis 2017). This may ultimately produce data
and research findings which are more meaningful and impactful. Secondly, research suggests that
methods that offer opportunities for multimodal expression have been helpful in reducing autistic
children’s anxiety surrounding the research encounters (e.g. Loyd 2015).

Multimodal approaches to school-based view-seeking research

Multimodal approaches to understanding children’s perspectives on their school have become
increasingly popular following the rigorous research by Clark (e.g. Clark 2010, 2017) in the develop-
ment of the ‘Mosaic Approach’. This approach combines methods such as map-making, conversa-
tions and walking tours (where young people lead the researcher around their everyday
environment pointing out what they deem as important and documenting key elements). This
approach has been developed in work such as Miller (2020), who used photography, map-
making, focus groups and interviews to explore the perspectives of disabled girls of colour on aca-
demic and social opportunities in their school. Similarly, Ytterhus and Åmot (2021) used drawing,
walking tours, group and individual discussions and DUPLO® building blocks to better understand
how Norwegian kindergartens could be more inclusive. Whilst such multimodal ‘mosaic’ approaches
use a variety of methods, the use of three-dimensional models (e.g. using LEGO®) raises particular
methodological issues. The use of LEGO® in educational and psychological research is actively
growing (e.g. Lindh and Holgersson 2007, Pimlott-Wilson 2012, Gauntlett 2015), including in
research about school spaces (e.g. Linklater 2006).

LEGO® has also been used as a tool to create scenarios about internet safety with young people
with learning disabilities (Raman and French 2021), and to explore spatial knowledge of their school
environment amongst children with and without physical disabilities (Foreman et al. 2003). Gripton
and Vincent (2021) conducted research with fifteen 5–7-year-olds who built models using small-
world toys and created a video tour of their empty classroom before taking part in an interview.
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This combination of methods resulted in both playful and reflective research interactions, with the
authors commenting: ‘The small world toy representations enabled the children in the study to rep-
resent imagined as well as more realistic classrooms’ (Gripton and Vincent 2021, p. 236).

The use of LEGO® in research may be open to the critique that many visual approaches have
received: that ‘visually based communications are not taken as serious intellectual products’
(Collier 2001, p. 59, however, see Shaw 2021 for a strong counter to this critique). Furthermore,
similar to methods using photography, LEGO® modelling also raises the concern over the tensions
between researcher and participant interpretations of visual images (Lomax 2012). Moss and Pini
(2016) responded to these concerns by arguing the need for research efforts to theorize and critique
developments in the field of visual methods; they note ‘there is an absence of theoretically grounded
discussions of the possibilities and challenges of the approach for educational researchers’ (1). By
doing so, we may learn more effective ways to encourage meaningful interactions and generate
data that is valuable beyond the research community.

In summary, research suggests that multimodal methods can support different ways for individ-
uals to express themselves and this seems to align closely with the diverse ways that autistic indi-
viduals may prefer to communicate. Previous studies also suggest that visual and multimodal
methods such as LEGO® and photography can be helpful for exploring how people perceive environ-
ments. It is important to seek the views of autistic children on their environment (Hummerstone and
Parsons 2022), and it is also helpful to seek their views on the research methods themselves. Hill
(2006) emphasizes the value of not just relying on the researcher’s observations, but actually
seeking children’s perspectives on research methods and activities (see also, Simpson et al. 2022).
It is important to create opportunities for research participants to reflect on their research experi-
ences, critique the methods that have been used, and offer suggestions around how the research
could have been different or improved.

Research overview

Twelve autistic children from mainstream primary schools took part in view-seeking research about
their school and playground environment: this study primarily focused on the children’s experience
of taking part in multimodal view-seeking research, and it is those findings that are reported in this
paper. The children contributed their ideas through walking tours, photography, LEGO® models and
discussions with the researcher. The data from this study were then used to explore self-expression
in research. The school and playground environment were chosen as the context for this study into
view-seeking research because it served as a familiar research location for the participants and also
because previous studies indicate that it is a context which generates significant and meaningful
data from participants, with findings which have the potential for important real-world impact (Hum-
phrey and Lewis 2008, Lamb et al. 2016, Wood 2020). The study explored two research questions: (1)
What are the approaches that help researchers engage with autistic children’s views in ways that aim
to be meaningful for both the researcher and the child? (2) What can we learn about autistic chil-
dren’s self-expression and engagement with research from a project using voice-recorders, pho-
tography and LEGO®?

Method

Participants

The participants were autistic children aged between 7 and 11 years. To protect the participant and
school identity, demographic details (aside from gender) are not aligned to the pupils’ pseudonyms,
but instead summarized at group level, and only the key information that is central to understanding
the research is provided. All children attended one of two mainstream primary schools in a Scottish
city. The two schools were both urban: one located in the city’s central catchment area, and one on
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the outskirts of the city. Three of the children had English as a second language. All children used
spoken and written language as their primary modes of communication in school. Table 1 provides
information on the children who took part in the study.

Procedure

Following ethical permission being granted by the ethics committee of the authors’ institution, two
schools were approached to participate in the study. The Heads of Learning Support in each school
identified potential participants; study information and consent sheets were then shared with these
families. The data collection consisted of five research encounters, each of which lasted between 10
and 40 min, according to the children’s wishes. The children generally came to the encounters in
pairs but occasionally individually, according to class timetabling and advice from the Support for
Learning teachers as to which children might feel confident working together. These are very adult-
orientated decisions, and it would be preferable to give the children greater choice, but it reflected
thepractical constraintsof trying to avoid interrupting thechildren’s learningandminimizingchildren’s
anxiety around missing activities that were important to them. The pairings are reported in Table 1.

(1) Initial meeting: This involved a discussion of an illustrated study information booklet which
explained the research process. Ethical information about the study (such as anonymity, confi-
dentiality and the right to stop a session at any time), and about the data they might collect for
the study (such as not taking photos of other pupils or staff in the school), were also discussed.
This was a session where children could ask questions and communicate whether they wished to
take part in the project. The children were also introduced to the ‘traffic light’ cards system (see
Ethics section).

(2) Child-led photography tours: the participants were asked if they would like to lead the first
author on a tour around their school and playground. They were given an iPad®/tablet to take
pictures of whatever they wanted during the tour, with a reminder of the study ethical
details. They also carried a voice-recorder either in their hand or in their pocket (the first
author originally planned to carry this, but the children asked if they could hold it and this
gave them more control over what was recorded).

(3) Discussion with researcher about photographs taken: this involved discussion of the images
taken on the school tour (the images were shown on a laptop computer). The photographs
were made into a PowerPoint presentation, so that the children could type captions on the

Table 1. Study participants.

Participant number Pseudonym Gender Paired with

School 1
1 James Male Jacob
2 Joel Male Jack
3 Jack Male Joel
4 Jess Female John
5 John Male Jess
6 Jacob Male James
School 2
7 Sam Male Steven
8 Steven Male Sam
9 Seth Male Struan
10 Struan Male Seth
11 Sophiea Female No pairing
12 Sachab Female Non-participant pairing
aSophie came on her own to suit timetabling, so that she would not miss her favourite lessons.
bSacha wished to bring a friend, and so, with teacher permission, brought a friend who was not a participant in the study, and
from whom we therefore did not collect data.
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photographs if they wished, and could control the speed at which they looked through the
photographs.

(4) LEGO® building: this involved the production of a LEGO® model and contemporaneous discus-
sion. The children were asked to build a model of somewhere in the school. They chatted to
the researcher or peers as they built. The researcher or child then photographed the LEGO®

model.
(5) Reflection: This was a final discussion where the researcher sought the children’s feedback on

the research activities through discussion and a feedback form. The questions were developed
using simple terminology that the children had been heard to use throughout the research study
(e.g. interesting, boring, difficult, easy), and aimed to prompt critical feedback. In some questions
the children were asked if they would like to draw an ‘emoji’ response. In order to offer diverse
way for the participants to give feedback, they were told that they could either discuss the ques-
tions with the researcher or could take a form to fill in on their own (anonymously), so that they
did not have to discuss their experiences with the researcher directly. They were offered an
envelope to put in a feedback box: one participant even wrote on the envelope (Figure 1).

These five sessions occurred over a five-six week period (roughly one session a week). An
additional feedback session was then conducted five months later, once transcription and initial
analysis of the data had been completed, in order to seek the children’s feedback on, and critique
of, the initial analysis of the data. To help prompt the children’s recollections of participating, the
lead researcher made individual PowerPoint presentations for each pair, including the photos
they had taken on the school tour, photos of their LEGO® models, and clips of sound recordings
of their commentary on (or explanation of) their photos and models. The data collection and analysis
were conducted by the lead author of this paper guided throughout by the advice and support of
the other two authors: therefore, in the analysis and findings sections, the words ‘I’ and ‘me’ are used
with first person verbs to illustrate how the children interacted with this researcher.

A short pilot was conducted, to estimate how much time should be allocated for each encoun-
ter and to explore the practicalities of the research activities: it was important to not take up too
much of the participants’ time or add significantly to their workload. These sessions took place in
class time, so that the pupils did not miss their lunch or snack-time (the teachers indicated a time
that might be practically possible taking into account considerations such as making sure the
research did not clash with the children’s favourite lessons). Furthermore, conducting the research
during class time meant that the other pupils were not in the corridors or playground, so the

Figure 1. Feedback envelope.
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participants could freely take pictures of their school without worrying about having other people
in the pictures.

Ethics

The British Education Research Association ethical guidelines were followed (BERA 2011, 2018). Many
of the procedures in the study, such as those around seeking consent, were informed by previous
research into the methodological and ethical implications of view-seeking research with autistic chil-
dren (Scott-Barrett et al. 2019). Throughout the research, it was important to offer a non-verbal and
visible way for the children to indicate assent or wish to withdraw. Traffic light cards were used to
monitor children’s assent to indicate their wishes to continue (green card), pause (orange card) or
end (red card) the research encounter.

One participant Seth, wanted to take part in the research and did want to explain what he was
photographing and building with LEGO®, but did not want his voice to be recorded. Seth and the
lead researcher came up with a system whereby Seth would show the orange traffic light card to
pause the recorder, so that he could comment on or explain what he was doing or thinking. In
the final feedback session, he explained that he did not like listening to the recorded sound of his
own voice or the voices of others.

Analysis

Familiarization with the data was the first phase. This involved close listening to the recordings;
looking through the photographs taken of the school and of the LEGO® models; and developing
ways to explore the data and ways of communicating the research data and procedures to the par-
ticipants and future audiences. Throughout this process an analysis journal was kept, to record
thoughts and quotes to revisit. Braun and Clarke’s (2006) ‘thorough, inclusive and comprehensive’
(96) process of generating early ideas in analysis was followed: listening, noting down the ideas
that arose, the times at which different concepts were mentioned or phenomena occurred. I (JS-
B) conducted the first phase of analysis without the transcripts, so that I did not miss important
non-verbal sounds that might be relevant to analysis. I organized my initial listening phase by par-
ticipant (e.g. Struan’s school tour, Struan discussing the photos he took, Struan building his LEGO®

model). In this way, I became familiar with the way the children were expressing themselves.
During this phase, I used the questions from Srivastava and Hopwood (2009), to deepen my thinking,
and to remind me of the active role I had as a researcher in this process of analysis: ‘Q1: What are the
data telling me?…Q2: What is it I want to know? … Q3: What is the dialectical relationship between
what the data are telling me and what I want to know?’ (78).

Once I had worked through the recorded data, I consulted the children to discuss my initial organ-
ization of the data with them, to check and critique the validity of my descriptions (e.g. whether I had
heard clearly what the children were saying, and matched the audio-clips up with the correct photo-
graphs), as well as asking the children for feedback on how the data were organized and the initial
themes. Flewitt (e.g. 2005, 2006) explains how such early analysis and validation, particularly with
younger children in primary school contexts, can help the researcher to appreciate the ‘multiplicity
of realities and meanings attributed to any single act by different participants and by the researcher’
(Flewitt 2005, 561). This was important, as I wanted to seek my participants’ perspectives on my
initial ideas and explore in what ways my participants challenged, agreed with or expanded my
initial organization of the data. I wanted their feedback to influence the rest of my analysis
(Flewitt 2005, Conn 2015). I wanted to make sure that if they raised any concerns, I could address
those before completing the full process of analysis, and I wanted to use the diverse perspectives
that each participant might offer, to encourage me to consider different ways of conceptualizing
and organizing my data. Flewitt (2005) highlights the time-consuming nature of taking back early
interpretations to participants, and cautions against allowing this to become off-putting or
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onerous for the participants. Therefore, I consulted the children in only one session, in their original
pairs, and made the sessions as easily accessible as possible, with minimal text or writing. I created
PowerPoint slides as discussion points, as this was an activity that they were familiar with from the
data collection phase. There were several examples of the children correcting initial interpretations:
generally I was interpreting the data too literally (e.g. I had misinterpreted a ‘peep hole’ as ‘key hole’
in Steven’s LEGO® model). After these sessions, I revisited all recordings and visual data. The chil-
dren’s comments and ideas were then integrated into further thematic analysis: the themes were
developed according to what was discussed with the children, and initial ideas were reorganized
to ensure there was authentic representation of how the children perceived the findings, and
what they emphasized that they wanted to share.

Findings

In this section, we discuss five key themes that arose from the data: perceptions of audience; crea-
tivity in engagement; diverse demonstrations of control and expertise; enjoyment, engagement and
pride; and children’s views on the research process. The findings are presented alongside discussion
to illustrate where they extend, challenge or align with previous research in this field. Table 2 pre-
sents the themes in this study and the children whose data are included in this paper as illustrations
of each theme.

Perceptions of audience

With the voice-recorder, it was clear that there were different audiences with whom the children felt
they could communicate: Struan liked how the recorder gave him the opportunity to talk to the
researcher (we were allowed to tell you about if we had a bad day and stuff like that1). Sam liked
how it allowed him to talk to himself (At least it gave me a chance to actually talk to myself).
Steven talked about hearing himself on the voice-recorder (I like hearing my own voice); Steven
also discussed communicating to a wider audience (I do enjoy like showing people all sorts of
stuff); and this seemed to resonate with the enthusiasm with which all the participants led the
tour, and their anticipation to show me around the school and playground.

Two participants consciously spoke out to me as a future listener, rather than just as a present
interlocutor: Steven, by beginning his recording saying Greetings Future ***Name of researcher***.
Sam, would regularly apologize to me through the recorder:

Sam: I’m sorry if this sounds a bit weird, it’s just the wind is blowing and stuff. It might sound peaceful while I’m
here, but it’s probably a pain for you…

Sam: Sorry for the delay, I know it must have been annoying for you, so if it was pretty annoying, I apologise for
that deeply. But it’s just I sometimes feel like that.

Methodologically this seems to suggest engagement in the research process in terms of this young
person recognizing that the recording would be listened to in the future, and considering how the
wind might sound to the researcher as a future listener. Such interactions, certainly challenge how
autistic children are often framed in research, and these findings align much more closely to more
recent conceptualizations of double empathy (Milton 2012, Fletcher-Watson and Happé 2019). This
framework conceptualizes empathetic and communicative interactions as a two-way street (Sinclair
1993, Milton 2014, Martin and Milton 2017). Proponents of this approach argue that developing
communication, reciprocity and mutual interaction should not be the sole responsibility of the autis-
tic interactor, but should be viewed as a shared endeavour (Milton 2012, 2014, Martin and Milton
2017). Milton (2014) emphasizes the ethical imperative to develop deeper and more collaborative
understandings of ‘interactional expertise between researchers and autistic people’ (794). A
helpful explanation of ‘Double Empathy’ theory, that has been designed to be accessible to
young people can be found in Crompton et al. (2021), and this could perhaps be a useful resource
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for discussing theoretical constructs with young people in research. The concept of Double Empathy
offers a useful framework to conceptualize both sides of research encounters, and explore the com-
municative interaction between researcher and participant. In terms of research with autistic chil-
dren, the theory emphasizes that researchers must strive to find ways to engage with the way
each individual communicates, and must adapt research processes and practices to support a
shared communication endeavour between researcher and young person, and to ensure that
ideas can be shared, and meanings can be respectfully co-constructed (Fletcher-Watson et al.
2019, Parsons et al. 2022). Such conceptualization is helpful when considering the way that research-
ers can adapt and develop their methods and communicative techniques to support meaningful
communicative interactions.

In the photography too, there was some evidence of children imagining an audience:

Jacob: Here is the middle of the school. It’s kind of in the centre of the school. You can see tyres, you can
play here as well. It’s another part of the playground. I hope you enjoyed the video.

Researcher [R]: So that will be coming out as a photo.
Jacob: I have always wanted to be a YouTuber and that’s probably why I said, ‘please enjoy the video’!

The question of who the participants construct as their audience for research data (self, researcher, or
others) is discussed by Worth (2009), who employed audio-diary techniques to research the

Table 2. Themes and illustrative data.

Themes in this study and the children whose data are included as illustrations of each theme

Perceptions of audience
Struan
Sam
Steven
Jacob
Creativity in Engagement
Jess
Sam
Seth
Joel
Jacob
James
Sophie
Sacha
Diverse demonstrations of control and expertise
Steven
John
James
Jack
Joel
Enjoyment, Engagement and Pride
Jack
Joel
Struan
Sacha
Steven
Jess
John
Children’s views on the research process
Struan
John
Jess
James
Jacob
Joel
Jack
Sophie
Sasha

10 J. SCOTT-BARRETT ET AL.



experiences of young people with visual impairment. Worth (2009) describes how her participants
constructed different audiences and highlighted that these different audiences may serve different
purposes: one of her participants set up an ‘imagined audience’ (8), in order to emphasize his ideas;
other participants spoke directly to the researcher in the recordings, and others acknowledged the
researcher as the listener more indirectly. She emphasized that researchers need to carefully com-
municate and prepare for who the children imagine as their audience, as this is related to
whether the participants can feel ‘intimidated’ or importantly whether they feel free to speak
their ideas and opinions. This can affect how meaningful the data are and emphasizes the impor-
tance of finding ways to support children to express their own narratives as they wish.

The two key elements arising from both this research and the work of Worth (2009) are firstly, that
efforts are made to be sure that children are clear about who the actual audience will be. This is a
crucial aspect of the informed consent process, and is developed through thoughtful communi-
cation, rapport building, and clear and accessible explanations of the research processes. Secondly,
it underscores that finding ways to provide children some ownership of the process may allow them
to feel positively about sharing their views, and to feel control over what they share and how they
express their opinions, ideas, narratives and experiences.

Creativity in engagement

Creative engagement with the research process was evident across all the research methods. With
the voice-recordings most children appeared to relish the opportunity to use the recorder, and crea-
tively explored the recording possibilities it offered. As well as their voices, children recorded bird-
song, piano music and a range of other sounds:

So nowwe’re just taking a wee walk in the playground. Right, now, let’s see if we can record the wind, the nature.
(Jess)

[Sound of tapping metal bars] This is just the iron bars. And that’s interesting what sounds they make. I’ll make
sounds for what things are here… So this is like, that is the green swing things, I don’t know what to call them,
but they are interesting, they are definitely interesting. You basically just swing, wooo [makes sound as he
swings on the swings] wooo. And stuff like that. (Sam)

Creativity was also evident in abundance during the LEGO® building. In some cases, as in the first
example here (Figure 2), the LEGO® models were closely grounded in the children’s experiences in
school, in others, as in the second example (Figure 3), they were a re-imagined version of the
school, and in yet others (Figure 4), they appeared to be a creative invention, rather than reflective
of school experiences:

R: So what can we see in the classroom? [Talking about Jess’s LEGO® model (Figure 2)]
Jess: Well there is the Peace Corner (pointing at the green covered area).
R: Yeah
Jess: Where you go if you are distracted.

Joel discussed his LEGO® model of a football stadium (Figure 3) and described how it differed from
the school’s football pitch.

R: So which bit of the school was this?
Joel: It’s like stadium, football stadium, because it’s a bit boring not being a stadium. Because as you know like

the football pitch is a bit too small isn’t it?
R: Yeah.
Joel: It doesn’t really match, go properly. It should be a stadium.
R: Yeah.
Joel: So I wanted to do like a stadium… So this is going be like two, two like layers, in the football stadium. Like

there’s one layer here, but that’s going to go down the way.
R: So are these football stadia in school or outside of school?
Joel: In school.
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Jacob built a two-wheeled ‘invention’ (seen in the top right corner of Figure 4) before James and
Jacob developed an imaginary robbery scene in their school playground (Figure 4).

Jacob: Wait a minute. I’ve not done this in a long time with LEGO®. I can make an invention with this… Yeah
this, this almost looks like an invention. Look this almost looks like an invention.

R: It does look like an invention doesn’t it.
Jacob: So how am I going to get it to balance?
… … …
R: Ok, so can you tell me a bit more about what you’ve built so far?
James: So we made a thief, and he’s trying to rob the school by robbing the…

Figure 3. Joel’s LEGO® model of a football stadium.

Figure 2. Jess’ LEGO® model of her classroom. Note: During the LEGO®-building process I (the first author) asked the children
about what they were building.
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Jacob: Wait, I want to get some hair on this.
James: … Legendary steering wheel.
R: By robbing the legendary steering wheel! Where’s the steering wheel from?
James: From loose parts play.
R: Loose parts play.
James: So he’s like this cos he has, he’s like, ‘I must have it’.
Jacob: Wait a minute, wait.
R: Is he successful in his mission
James: No.
R: Why, what happens? Saved the day?
James: Yeah, us two save the day [indicating himself and Jacob].

Seth did not want to be recorded, so we would pause the recorder and he would tell me about what
he was building. I could then repeat what he had explained into the voice-recorder, in order to have
a running record of what he was building (Figure 5).

Figure 4. Jacob and James’ LEGO® model.

Figure 5. Seth’s LEGO® Model.
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Researcher: Ok, so we just paused and one of the participants [Seth] has told me about
the classroom that he is building. And he has shown me the teacher that is
writing on the smartboard and it’s looking really good.

[Later on in the building session…]
Researcher: So he has shown me the teacher writing on the smartboard, he has shown

me the man painting the wall or possibly cleaning the windows … He has
shown me the indoor bus stop and tree near the bus stop. He has shown me
the library corner, the book corner, and he has shown me the class mascot.

Sophie did not want to build a LEGO® model of anything related to school. However, she did build a
model of the dentist surgery (she was leaving early for the dentist that afternoon). This is the model
of the dentist surgery with the line of people sitting outside in the waiting room (Figure 6). She then
created an imaginary scene.

Sophie: This me … Me going to dentist … This is the dentist. And the dentist [inaudible]. Where’s lady, every-
body is waiting.

However, other participants were clear that they would have found it easier to engage in other crea-
tive methods :

Sacha: It’s so hard to build the LEGO®, and it would take for like five minutes to draw. It’s so easy because you just
need a pencil and colouring, that’s all… Drawing is better than building. Building is just like you keep
building building building, like slow, and drawing is like making faster and faster and faster.

Gauntlett et al. (2009) argue for the opportunities that LEGO® may provide by discussing the physical
attributes of LEGO® bricks; Gauntlett (2015) reflects on and summarizes these attributes by relating
them to Resnick and Silverman’s (2005) concept of ‘low floor, high ceiling, and wide walls’:

The LEGO® system has a low floor, which means it is easy for newcomers to get started, whilst the high ceiling
means that more experienced users can work on increasingly complex projects. Most important of all are the
wide walls, which mean that creativity and imagination can take a project in innumerable directions. (Gauntlett
2015, p. 3)

There is certainly evidence in this data that the ‘low floor’ of LEGO® allowed all the children to build (if
they wished to do so); and the ‘high ceilings’ allowed children to make complex models if they
wished (see, for example, Joel’s stadium). However, Sacha’s reflection on how slow it was for her
to build with LEGO® is an important critique of the often positive reflections on LEGO®: ‘Everyone
can make something: building with LEGO® is quick and straightforward for most people’ (Gauntlett
2015, p. 11).

Figure 6. Sophie’s LEGO® Model.
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Nonetheless, Gauntlett’s (2015) idea of ‘wide walls’ supporting creativity and imagination are cer-
tainly consistent with some of the imagined narratives that would often accompany the building
(e.g., the playground thief scene, Figure 4). Gauntlett (2015) relates ideas of imagination and creativ-
ity with LEGO® to Donald’s (2001) theories on how people externalize and communicate ideas:

Externally displayed thoughts can be assembled into complex arguments much more easily than they can in
biological memory. Images displayed in this field are vivid and enduring, unlike the fleeting ghosts of imagin-
ation. This enables us to see them clearly, play with them, and craft them into finished products, to a level of
refinement that is impossible for an unaided brain. (Donald 2001, 309, cited in Gauntlett 2015)

Donald’s (2001) ideas align with research into how the visual displays of ideas can support think-
ing and self-expression through ‘offloading cognition’ onto an external representation (Manches and
O’Malley 2012), and also by allowing someone to physically manipulate that representation (Larkin
and Simon 1987), in order to link ideas, or to create new ideas both physically and visually. My
examples, such as Joel’s football pitch and Jess’s classroom, do suggest that LEGO® does offer the
potential of supporting the children’s discussion of different spaces (in these cases school spaces).
It was also interesting to see the children innovate with the LEGO® and make the most of the
three-dimensional opportunities it offered (Joel adding two levels to the football pitch, and Jess
holding the LEGO® blocks as the smartboard projector above her model). In this sense, the LEGO®

did seem to be a helpful tool to stimulate discussions, and particularly discussions about school
spaces, engaging the children in creative building, producing complex models that could represent
or visualize three dimensions, and positioning the children as knowledgeable about what they had
created.

The use of LEGO® also enabled the children to discuss complex or abstract ideas, by focusing on
smaller and more manageable elements. For example, Jess could talk through the different areas of
her classroom whilst pointing to the model and Joel explained the layout of the different layers of his
stadium. The models functioned as a stimuli for conversation, and the LEGO® seemed helpful in terms
of facilitating the discussion of abstract ideas as conversations often moved beyond the physical
model the child had built.

These findings relate to the discussions in Gripton and Vincent (2021) who suggest that the small
world toys enabled children to add imagined elements which added flexibility to their expression:

Small world toy representation provided particular affordances where other methods can be more limited by
being more tethered to the present context (for example, photographs or tours of the environment). Using
small world toys, children are able to represent absent, imagined or aspirational elements within their school
experiences. (236)

Although there were clear examples of the LEGO® providing a means to stimulate discussion about
the school environment, the LEGO® also stimulated imaginary play, which tended to move the dis-
cussion away from the school environment into fantasy. Such creative buildings and narratives
demand reflection on whether the researcher places limits on how ‘wide’ the walls can be when
using LEGO®: how specific the researcher should be over what is constructed, and what is discussed
during the building. This was not an issue for this particular study, because we were not constricted
by responsibilities (e.g. to funders) to produce findings about the school environment, and the line
between reality and fantasy was, on the whole, quite easy to discern. However, it might be more of
an issue for researchers considering using LEGO® with a more specific research focus: the fantasy
element that LEGO® might stimulate could affect the validity of their data, and they might need
to consider whether they would steer back towards the topic they wished to address. Also, it
might be difficult to use in other instances where the line between reality and fantasy might be
more blurred and therefore more difficult to discern. These considerations are relevant to discussions
over balancing the need for the research to be meaningful and engaging to both the child and the
researcher. Vasalou et al. (2021) who conducted participatory design workshops with developmen-
tally diverse children framed tangents as possible examples of micro-power shifts but also as an
insightful moment to understand different ways of interpreting questions: ‘While tangents were
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often recognisable due to their clear departure from the workshop themes, sometimes they were
subtle as children re-interpreted our questions in new ways that were meaningful to them’ (5).

In terms of the flexibility afforded, the findings of this theme also resonate with the conclusions of
Gripton and Vincent (2021) who argue:

Children were able to use the small world toys to communicate with as well as communicate about. Some chil-
dren verbalised from the outset of their construction whilst others were quieter, some talked or made noises for
the figures and others talked about them (to themselves or to the researcher). In contrast to more traditional
interviewing, the small world toys provided the children with time and stimuli with the benefit of not requiring
an immediate response. (236)

When playing and building, the children in our study were able to dictate the pace of the encounter,
and direct the researcher’s and their peers’ attention to whichever part of the model or the building
process they wished, this is a different dynamic from a traditional structured interview and allows the
participant to control what is built, what is discussed and at what pace the encounter progresses.

Diverse demonstrations of control and expertise

Elements of the voice-recorded tour, the photography and the LEGO® building appeared to help give
the participants a higher degree of control than might have been the case in a more traditional data
collection format such as interview. For example, the children physically having the voice recorder
meant that they could make choices about what they wanted to record and whether they even
wanted to be recorded: as stated earlier, Seth wanted to take part but not be recorded. He enthu-
siastically held the recorder, pretending it was a phone, and used the orange card to indicate when
he wished to pause the recorder to make a comment. Holding the recorder also meant that the chil-
dren could record in the playground at a slight distance from the researcher:

Steven: Ok. [Whispers:] So this tour has been quite fun.
R: Do you want me to take the recorder or are you recording secretly?
Steven: I’m fine, I’m recording secretly. [Whispers:] So this tour has been quite fun. We are just heading back to

our meeting place, our classroom.

However, it appeared to be not only physical control over the research equipment that was impor-
tant in facilitating the pupils’ ownership: the children would sometimes ‘reverse’ the traditional inter-
viewer-interviewee structure and ask me questions:

John: I’m recording this.
R: You’re recording this. Ok cool. So it’s recording at the moment. Do you see the lights there?
John: So usually people use these for ghost things. They usually like click the buttons and they say: ‘8pm,

found ghost in a washing [machine]!’.
… … … …
John: Yeah they also use it for diaries, embarrassing secrets. Hey, have you ever had an embarrassing

secret?
R: I think everyone has embarrassing secrets!
John: What’s your embarrassing secret?

In the photography too, having physical control over the research equipment again appeared to give
a sense of control. For example, James established a system so that whenever he said ‘cam’, the
researcher would pass him the camera to take a photo.

R: So if you see anything you want to take a photo of …
James: Should I say ‘Cam’ … short for camera?
R: Oh yeah, yeah that’s a good idea.
… … … …
R: So what do you do behind here?
James: I just play. So we do this for how long?
R: As long as you like: we can go inside the school, outside the school, wherever you want, probably

about twenty minutes?
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James: Forever!
R: We can’t do this forever [laughs].
James: I want to do this forever! This is my favourite bit. Cam!

Danker et al. (2017) also used participant-driven photo-elicitation (PDPE) with young autistic people
and made similar reflections regarding their participants’ control of research materials and auton-
omy; they also comment on how their participants demonstrated autonomy and expertise during
the research process, being ‘technologically savvy’ (41), and, in some cases, even more so than
the researcher. The development of research methods where young people can demonstrate and
develop their expertise is key to engagement: not only because it builds confidence and supports
self-expression, but also, just as in the school tour, it shifts the dynamic of the researcher-adult
being in a position of expertise, to the child being the expert (Hummerstone and Parsons 2022).
In the case of the present study, the expertise was not only shown in relation to the research
tools, but also in the participants’ knowledge of their school and playground environment.

Issues of ownership and expertise were also evident at the stage of photo interpretation, with
implications for data analysis. When looking at the photographs with the children, it was important
to remember that they had more knowledge about the photographs than the researcher, and to
allow them to be in a position of explaining, as in this example, of Joel and Jack sharing their knowl-
edge about an alley in the playground (Figure 7):

Jack: That’s just a, that’s just like, that’s an alley.
Joel: Yeah like this bit is an alley.
Jack: That’s an alley and I’ve been in there.
Joel: And it’s infested with woodlice.
R: With woodlice?
Joel: Isn’t it infested with woodlice?
Jack: Yes, but you can’t see them because they are so tiny.
Joel: Yeah the lice are so tiny.

Figure 7. Photograph taken by Jack.
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This positioning of them as knowledgeable has implications for the validity of the data interpret-
ation. As Ha and Whittaker (2016) have argued, visual images may be very difficult for researchers
to interpret, and it is important (when possible) to seek a shared interpretation by discussing the
images with the children. Such positioning may also impact the children’s experience of the
research, if it is done authentically and in a non-tokenistic manner, as the children may feel listened
to if they are genuinely in a position of greater expertise and knowledge than the researcher. This
positioning of children as possessing both expertise and control also relates to the earlier point of
enabling children to set the pace of the interaction, with visual stimuli offering a point of reflection
rather than a question that needs an immediate answer, so they can choose the speed at which they
narrate or discuss (Gripton and Vincent 2021). This also allows them to include tangents which can
be useful in terms of micro-power shifts (so the children bring the researcher’s attention to what is
important to them), and in terms of giving insight into how they interpret or perceive the activity
(Vasalou et al. 2021).

Enjoyment, engagement and pride

The methods used in the research resulted in clear enjoyment, humour, engagement and pride at
various points throughout the research.

Jack: Yeah, that’s finished recording the birds. So, just want to say, I’ve just used this for 3 minutes and 40
seconds, seriously, this is officially amazing. That’s the sandpit, who wants the sand pit. That’s the
sand pit over there. It’s officially AMAZING. Oh yeah, you see that? Look this is a voice-recorder… enjoy-
ing that.

Joel: This is fun isn’t it.
Jack: I know it is yeah. I like it …Well anyway, that clearly, anyway I’m not going to finish recording, because

it’s cool [he continues recording animatedly].

Struan: Wow. Look at that! [Talking about the photograph of the tree he has just taken (Figure 8)
R: That’s a great picture.
Struan: Ooo. Wow. That’s cool! Aa I took a picture of the ground!
R: That’s alright.
Struan: Voice-recorder please!

Figure 8. Photograph taken by Struan.

18 J. SCOTT-BARRETT ET AL.



Steven explained that he was building a model of ‘the fort’, which was a green wooden structure in
their school playground and he build a model of this (Figure 9).

R: Ok, so why have you chosen to build the fort?
Steven: Just cos I think it would be quite easy.
R: Cool. And do you like playing in the fort?
Steven: Mm hm. I also call it the nugget cave.
R: The nugget cave, why do you call it the nugget cave?
Steven: Because my friends call it that.
R: Is that chicken nuggets or golden nuggets?
Steven: Chicken nuggets.
R: Chicken nuggets [Researcher and Steven both laugh].

In some cases, the interaction with the research partner was clearly instrumental in these positive
emotions (in the conversation below the children discuss the photograph of Figure 10):

John: We’re doing, we’re doing the photos. Ok that one’s just pixilated.
R: Yes, it’s a bit blurry isn’t it.
Jess: So it looks like it’s probably like raining really, really hard, and it’s painted with lines.
R: Yes.
John: That’s just, cos that’s just, cos I think that’s my picture. I was running with the iPad taking a picture.
Jess: It looks like a really good work of art by an artist. It looks like…
John: That was me, I was the artist.
R: You were the artist, exactly.
Jess: Bravo [researcher laughs]…

In other cases, it was the interaction with the research context (the school and playground) that
seemed to result in positivity. For example, Sacha, when offered to review her photos, said she
did not want to as it would be boring. So we just continued to chat. However, later on in the discus-
sion, I referred to one of the pictures (Figure 11) that she had taken, and showed it to her on the
laptop, and she became interested.

Sacha: Oh yeah!
R: You took beautiful pictures of the tree.
Sacha: Where’s… I remember that that. I remember. Go back, go back, back, back. I remember, do you remember

last time? Actually last time it was very fun, because we get to go outside and talk to you stuffs and get

Figure 9. Steven’s LEGO® model.
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fun. We get to play stuff. My actually, my favourite was actually, my favourite part of the school is actually
is at the garden, is actually the secret garden. Because there are lots of fun things.

R: So your favourite bit is the secret garden?
Sacha: Yeah because it’s a secret.
R: You took some amazing photos of the secret garden.

At the interpretation stage, it was notable how most of the children seemed to enjoy looking at the
photographs, and were keen to reflect or comment on their experience of doing so. The children
demonstrated awareness that they had created this data, and were keen to discuss why they had
chosen to take each photograph, and what they saw in the photograph. In a reflection session,
Struan commented that he liked looking at (and typing comments on) the photographs (‘The

Figure 10. Photograph taken by John.

Figure 11. Photograph taken by Sacha.
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bits which were interesting, where we were typing up and then we just had to like, we were trying
to like think. You know, think a lot about it’). The discussion in Katz (1998) raises an important
reflection on this:

On the whole, we overestimate children academically and underestimate them intellectually, we miss moments
when our attention could convey to children that their ideas are important. (Katz 1998, p. 38)

This is a key issue to address when researching with autistic children, as it shifts away from deficit-
framing to a focus on expertise and ideas, and encourages researchers to engage children intellec-
tually in their research (Ellis 2017). Throughout my findings there are extraordinary glimpses of how
children rise to an intellectual challenge. We argue that it is important for researchers to explore
opportunities for children engage creatively and to demonstrate their intellect and humour. An
important point is that the range of methods adopted seemed to increase the chances of this
engagement: some children were keen on some methods, whilst others were not.

The use of children’s blurred photographs provided an important reminder about the balance
of power in the research. I nearly deleted the blurred photographs, so as to not include them in
the presentation, to allow more time for the children to discuss the photographs that had come
out ‘properly’. However, I reflected on why I wanted to delete them, and I decided to include
them. This resulted in very interesting discussions: Jess suggested the photograph looked like
a work of art, and in a different session, Joel commented that a blurring in his photograph
looked like a snow wind. This is another reminder of how important it is to be aware of how
easily adult-thinking can affect even small decisions in the research process, which may stifle
or restrict what children say. The participants actively reflected on and engaged with their
photos and discussed them, even if there were no clear objects or elements of scenery visible.
Therefore, it was important not to make a judgement on the value or meaning of a photograph
before showing the children, as had I deleted them the rich and interesting discussions would
not have occurred.

Children’s views on the research process

The children shared their views on the research process during the research itself, but also via the
reflection sessions and feedback sheets at the end of the research. During my discussions with
the children and in the feedback sheets, whilst there was a little negative or critical feedback,
their reflections about the research were generally very positive.

Struan: I loved where we took pictures of the playground. We were allowed to, we were allowed to tell you about
if we had a bad day and stuff like that.

R: Yes
Struan: And we did research and that stuff … . The bits which were interesting, were where we were typing up

and then we just had to like, we were trying to like think. You know, think a lot about it. How like, ‘Oh this
is M and T [Music and Technology]’, like ‘Oh this is the school, and that’s the tree, this is a building. This is
the family room’, and things like that.

R: So you liked it when we were looking at the photos and typing.
Struan: Yeah because it was actually like from like your head [he taps his head].

For example, John explained that he loved the photographs (‘pictures’) he had taken. He wrote
under the emoji (Figure 12) ‘It’s a love heart emoji because I love them very much’ – the researcher
wanted to clarify this text so asked what the ‘them’ was referring to. He explained that he loved
looking at the photos and so had drawn the emoji with the love heart eyes:

John: Hang on. Almost done. Done!
R: Oh great.
John: Can I tell you what it is?
R: [reading the text below the emoji] ‘because you love’, what’s ‘them’?
John: Pictures… .And guess what emoji that is.
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R: Which one?
John: Oh it’s, it’s the one that has the face and its, and its eyes are love hearts.

Jacob and James also discussed their views of the research methods, using the faces they drew on
the feedback sheets (Figure 13):

James: Sunglasses, so the cool emoji.
Jacob: I love that.

Figure 12. Emoji drawn by John.

Figure 13. Emoji drawn by James.
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R: And can you write the word that this emoji signifies? So what does that signify?
Jacob: Happy. Actually, you know what.… [in funny voice] Love it!
R: You love what?
Jacob: [in funny voice] The LEGO®, I love LEGO®

In some cases, the children gave positive feedback about the experience of the working with a
partner within the research, rather than the specific methods. Joel referred to our meetings as
‘the group’ (which is how he and his teacher would refer to his meetings with me and his research
partner Jack). He drew a large smile on the face that stretched across the full page (Figure 14), com-
menting ‘it is the best group in the world’:

Joel: It’s a smile [he says this while drawing a long line stretching
from the mouth across the full page]

… Yeah, I love the group the best, it’s the best.

During the reflection sessions, I tried to seek critical perspectives by asking for the children’s reflec-
tions on whether the research methods were helpful or unhelpful from their perspective. Jack
answered that he found LEGO® helpful, and I wanted to explore this further.

R: Why is it helpful? You can be honest. You can say it’s actually not helpful.
Jack: Because I like LEGO® because I like building.
R: You like building, ok.
Jack: I like building.
R: And does it help talk or does it not help talk?
Jack: It helps, it helps remind me of stuff. And I can play with it with my mini-figures.

Some children explained what they would prefer to do instead of the methods that had been used:

R: Is there anything you would like to say about the school or about your LEGO® model?
Joel: It was good, though from LEGO® I’d rather do, like we play on the smartboard there.
R: You’d rather the smartboard, Ok. What, you’d prefer that to LEGO® or you’d like to do both?
Joel: I’d prefer that to LEGO®.

Jess explained a research activity she would have rather done instead of the LEGO® modelling and
photography tour.

Figure 14. Emoji drawn by Joel.
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R: Was there anything you would have rather done instead?
Jess: Probably like taken videos, without people inside.
R: Videos without people, that’s a good idea!
Jess: Just a voice.
R: Ok, that’s a good idea!
R: Did you enjoy doing this or would you rather have done something different?
Jack: Well I like, I like doing, enjoy doing this, but next time can we do travel around the world instead?
R: What, travel around the…
Jack: No, like travel like to other places in Scotland to see how their, how their school’s doing. And you can go to

my cousin’s school. He’s really nice. He’s a really nice chap mate.
R: So, what, you would rather, rather than doing LEGO®, you would rather go to a different school and visit

them?
Jack: Yeah then we can build LEGO®, then we can build [with] my cousin …

The different reflections the children had on the methods, highlight that children may relate very
differently to different research methods/materials, therefore diverse and flexible options of
materials or approaches may be helpful: this is consonant with the findings of Hill (2006). The chil-
dren were very capable of critiquing the research methods, and our data evidence that, when given
the opportunity, autistic children critically and articulately communicate their perspectives on
research materials and experiences, to each other (Joel: This is fun isn’t it. Jack: I know it is yeah. I
like it), and to the researcher (Sacha: It’s so hard to build the LEGO®, and it would take for like five
minutes to draw).

The feedback sheets had mixed success: in most cases participants used them to provide feed-
back of direct relevance to the different elements of the research. However, in some cases, the chil-
dren’s feedback did not relate to the research. For example, Sam drew what he described as ‘the
worst possible version of a demon’ emoji (Figure 15), and explained that it did not relate to the
LEGO® research session they were previously discussing.

Sophie preferred to highlight the questions (Figure 16):

Sophie: Look!
R: Brilliant!
Sophie: It’s too smelly that pen. Eurgh.

Figure 15. Emoji drawn by Sam.
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Whilst the process of gathering feedback had mixed success, it was nonetheless valuable in devel-
oping understanding around how to seek feedback, and it did elicit some rich responses. The chil-
dren’s reflections emphasize the diverse opinions the children had on the research methods,
especially the different reasons behind why they enjoyed taking part.

Children also demonstrated understanding of the ethical elements of the research during the
data collection process: the children would often remind each other (or themselves) not to take
photos with people:

Jacob: … Let’s take a photo of here. Where there isn’t any people. Oh wait, now we can do it.

The children’s feedback was often emotionally charged, showing enthusiasm for some elements of
the project as well as criticality of other elements. Their feedback aligns with the work of Hill (2006),
which suggests ‘like adults, children show a diversity of views about each of the main research
methods, some children emphasizing the advantages and some the disadvantages’ (84, see
also Borland et al. 2001, Punch 2002). It was particularly helpful when the children explained the
detail of why they had chosen a particular emoji (e.g. Steven explained that ‘The building wasn’t
the best but I enjoyed chatting’). This offers rich and helpful feedback and there are fewer concerns
over misinterpreting what the smiley meant to him. Furthermore, by adding the comment under the
chosen emoji, the words help articulate what aspect of the research they were responding to.

It is important to recognize that the process of eliciting feedback included some drawing but
mainly spoken and written feedback and we acknowledge this as a limitation. In gathering feedback,
it was important to be attentive to the great variety in the children’s use of language, ensuring we
represented diverse views and so included feedback from those who had highly expressive written
and spoken language as well as those who had more limited vocabulary and expressions, as all feed-
back was useful. Nonetheless we recognize this is a limitation and encourage further research into
how to meaningfully elicit participant feedback on methods and research processes.

Reviews have highlighted the need for diversity in the way that feedback is sought (Borland et al.
2001, Hill 2006), and although there was previously a gap in the literature seeking children’s views on
research methods (Hill 2006, Gillies and Robinson 2012, Hadfield-Hill and Horton 2014), a recent
study by Simpson et al. (2022) underscored that seeking feedback from young participants is
both possible and highly valuable. Simpson et al. (2022) conducted research with four autistic chil-
dren using a video-recording device to enable the children to record and describe their experiences
and a follow-up interview was conducted for reflection and feedback; in the interview their partici-
pants commented on both the activities they recorded on the video (e.g. commenting on what they
were doing or concentrating on), and also commented on the data collection methods: ‘Matt com-
mented that he liked the filming and found this fun. Chloe liked that they were asked to video the
activities rather than to talk to someone about the activities’ (2022, 1706). Their participants, similar
to the participants in this present study, offered insightful and reflective comments on the data col-
lection emphasizing that seeking children’s views is both possible and valuable.

When seeking feedback, power dynamics is a real concern, as I wanted to make sure that partici-
pants could give feedback freely, so I provided the option for them to fill in the form anonymously so

Figure 16. Sophie’s feedback sheet.
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that they did not have to tell me directly. Four children chose to fill in the forms away frommy vision,
and put them in an envelope in a feedback box. This may also suggest the value of asking someone
else (a teaching assistant or someone that the children feel able to interact with) to help the children
with reading the feedback forms, and to collect the forms. Even though some of the children did not
fully engage with the feedback process in the way that a researcher might have hoped (for example,
Sam drawing an emoji that was not a reflection on the research, or Sophie wanting to just highlight
the questions), these were self-expressions in themselves.

These expressions offer interesting insights into power in research: if you really want to hand over
some control to the children and encourage creativity and free expression, then you need to be pre-
pared for, and welcoming of, the unexpected. It is also important to reflect on how this feedback may
not teach us about what we hoped for, but may contribute to understanding in a different way; for
example, in Sophie’s case, she explained to me that the pen was ‘too smelly’. This reinforces the need
for researchers to take into account the sensory details of not only the context of a research encoun-
ter, but also the sensory details of the activities, equipment and materials. It was important to check
with each participant that the equipment and materials were both accessible and useful.

Discussion

This study aimed to explore approaches which help researchers to engage with autistic children’s
views in meaningful ways, and to find out more about autistic children’s self-expression and engage-
ment in multimodal research. In doing so, it responded to Hill’s call (2006) for further research into
children’s views on methods to obtain and engage with children’s perspectives. We examined the
different ways that the children expressed their ideas, and interacted with the research materials,
the researcher and their peers.

In terms of engagement with research activities, the data show glimpses of how the children
engaged with the different research activities as well as how they interacted with me as researcher,
especially in terms of what they chose to show me in their surroundings. The multimodal approach
seemed useful in this study, as it created opportunities for different modes of expression allowing for
creative communication without having to rely just on one expressive form; furthermore, the multi-
method element meant that children could compare and explain how they found the different
methods, and discuss which elements they did or did not enjoy, allowing them to reflect on and cri-
tique the different activities. The evidence offers a refreshing counter to the often deficit framing of
autistic children’s self-expression. The data show the children skilfully forming, expressing and
sharing their views, and reflecting on their experience of the research.

To reflect critically on this research process it is helpful to emphasize that frequently, ‘less reliance
on verbal skill’ is highlighted as a key strength of visual methodologies such as modelling or photo
elicitation (see for example Shaw 2021). However, in this research, even though the children did
communicate through multiple modalities, there was still a strong reliance on oral competency
and different approaches would certainly be more appropriate for those who did not, or preferred
not to, use much or any spoken language (see, for example Greathead et al. 2016, Hill et al. 2016,
Doak 2019). Furthermore, with more time it would have been helpful to create opportunities for
deeper participation in the co-creation of methods and research foci: Fletcher-Watson et al. (2019)
argue: ‘Open dialogue about the focus and methods of research, with autistic people and their
allies who are not researchers, can not only help to contextualise the work but also educate commu-
nities about the realities of the research process’ (pp. 949–950).

The findings emphasized the importance of acknowledging power dynamics when exploring
children’s self-expression and engagement with different activities: especially in terms of the
way power differentials between children/adults and researcher/participant can determine who
controls what is discussed or created, and can highlight differences in knowledge, and expertise.
The findings from this research seem to suggest that the more control and power we hand over
to the children, the more meaningful the processes and interaction may become to the children
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and the more engaged they may be with the process: by giving the children control over the
voice-recorders, tablet (to take photographs), LEGO® bricks, and traffic light cards, we offered
them the opportunity to engage, but also the opportunity to creatively use the equipment
however they wished, to focus the researcher’s attention on whatever the children perceived as
important or interesting. This resonates with research that has been conducted more broadly
with children (e.g. Clark 2010, Lomax 2012) and with research such as Spiel et al. (2020)’s reflec-
tions on power dynamics in research with autistic young people and the role of the researcher to
apply ethical reflectivity in-situ, and reflect on where the attention of the researcher and the group
is being directed and how that can exacerbate or ameliorate the power dynamic in research
encounters. Attending closely to micro and macro power differentials in research lays important
groundwork toward meaningful and respectful research interactions. Parsons et al. (2022) high-
light that the onus lies on researchers to find ways to listen to and learn about autistic school
experiences, to collaboratively co-construct evidence and to include autistic children in edu-
cational research and decision-making, they explain ‘This means being creative about how
voices are respected and represented, and competencies nurtured and enabled’ (1072).

Furthermore, this research extended this discussion by providing illustrations of how supporting
autistic children’s ownership of research materials and processes might support their engagement in
the research. This handing over of power may take the form of physical manifestations such as the
handing over of voice-recorders, or cameras, or indeed more abstract acts, such as allowing the chil-
dren to choose the topic of discussion, to critique the methods and to ask questions rather than just
respond to them. However, it is worth noting that the act of ‘handing over’ ownership positions the
adult as instigator of the research – co-creation of research from the outset would enable children’s
greater ownership from a much earlier stage (Gallagher 2008).

The data in this study are inevitably limited, as they relate to researchers’ interactions with
specific individuals in particular contexts. However, it is hoped that other researchers can use
the advice and real-life examples presented here, to interrogate and develop their own practice,
and consider how these issues and opportunities may manifest themselves in their own particular
settings, and within their own research interactions. Furthermore, the children in this research all
were all young people who used written and spoken language as their primary means of com-
munication in school, if there had been children who did not, or preferred not, to use language
in the two schools, they would of course have had the opportunity to participate if they wished,
and the methods would have been adapted according to their communication preferences. For
important detail on seeking the views of children who do not use (or prefer not to use)
written and spoken language as a primary means of communication see Doak (2019) who pro-
poses a ‘hybridized approach’ to multimodal research, Hill et al. (2016) and Greathead et al.
(2016). It is important to underscore that all approaches must be adapted to be respectful of indi-
viduals preferred communication modes, and must be responsive to the communicative cues and
wishes of those involved.

Conclusion

This research sought to communicate to the children throughout that their views were valued and
valuable. It also aimed to provide opportunities where the child was positioned as the expert and the
researcher was positioned as more unknowing (such as the playground tours), and where the child
was positioned as the creator (such as the LEGO®), allowing them to assume a position that was com-
paratively more powerful and knowledgeable, and encouraging them to both recognize and share
their expertise.

This paper hopes to contribute to three of the key themes that run through recent literature:
Diverse approaches: it is important to develop a diversity of approaches so that autistic young

people can share and explain their ideas, experiences and views in ways that suit their communica-
tive preferences and interests. Different methods may be more or less helpful as different topics
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come into focus, and researchers must strive to developmore and multiple meaningful ways to listen
to the views of autistic children and young people (e.g. Crane et al. 2019, 2021, Goodall 2020, Warren
et al. 2021, Hummerstone and Parsons 2022).

Meaningful research activities and foci: the research foci and activities should be relevant and
meaningful to research participants – this may result in multiple research foci as the participants
direct researchers’ attention to elements that are important to them and their lives (Goodall and
MacKenzie 2019, Goodall 2020, Tomlinson et al. 2020, Cunningham 2022). Research activities need
to adapt to ensure they are worthwhile, interesting and valuable to participants and research
must communicate that the participants’ contributions are valued and valuable (Fletcher-Watson
et al. 2019).

Respectful research practices and processes: all elements of research should communicate
sincere respect to the participants involved and to the broader autistic community (Long et al.
2017, Fletcher-Watson et al. 2019, 2021, Bottema-Beutel et al. 2021, Parsons et al. 2022). The theor-
etical frameworks of double empathy (Milton 2012) and autistic expertise (Milton 2014) can provide
helpful grounding for conceptualizing research interactions: Milton (2014) emphasizes the ethical
imperative to ‘appreciate the distinctive knowledge autistic people possess and to build more con-
structive ways of relating to it’ (798). A positive means of ensuring autistic children are engaged
respectfully in research is recognizing their authority and expertise in reflecting on their lived-experi-
ences, and also their insight in commenting on research methods and processes: a helpful way of
integrating this is ensuring children are given the opportunities to co-design, adapt, comment on,
take control of and/or feedback on methods, as this is an important step in finding ways for mean-
ingful communication and interaction. This also strongly underscores the need for deficit-framing to
be replaced by a strength-based approach where participant strengths are recognized and valued
(Gaudion and Pellicano 2016).

The findings emphasize the importance of developing a flexible research design, with multiple
opportunities for self-expression through different modes (which can be adapted to suit individ-
uals’ strengths and needs). Such design can offer children choice over how they wish to express
themselves, flexibility over the pace (and if possible, topic) of research interactions, and opportu-
nities to express choice and expertise. By doing this, children might be able to indicate to the
researcher how research could be made more meaningful to them. Furthermore, mindful of the
double empathy framework (Milton 2012), the design must allow us as researchers to communi-
cate effectively that it is the young person’s opinions, creations and expertise that are sought and
valued.

Note

1. Pupil comments are italicised when if they were spoken, and non-italic if they were written or typed.
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