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Abstract
The choice to conduct research projects done with 
or by children is a political one. It reflects a stand-
point that appreciates children's position as agentic 
beings and acknowledges their expertise. There are 
complex questions for academics and practition-
ers engaged in such research projects. This paper 
reports on a systematic review of peer-reviewed 
research relating to children as researchers. The 
scope of the analysis is limited to children aged 15 
and under, who were involved in at least one compo-
nent of a research project. Twenty-five published 
articles are included, and they demonstrate varied 
methods of engagement. The theoretical perspective 
the studies adopted may focus on one of three: (a) 
child-led research, (b) children as co-researchers, or 
(c) youth participatory action research. Not all stud-
ies included child researchers in all aspects of a 
research project, with participation influenced by the 
adopted theoretical perspective as well as reported 
barriers and challenges. This review presents the 
results of a systematic examination of the included 
papers, including approaches and methodological 
considerations as well as the socio-cultural contexts 
within which projects are carried out. We discuss 
situational tensions that might inhibit the capacity 
of adults and children to partner in co-creating new 
knowledge and developing robust ways of working 
together. Finally, we draw attention to three signif-
icant dimensions within the findings: the influence 
on the children-as-researchers paradigm of hierar-
chical structures inherent to academic institutions; 
the importance of engaging with specific historical, 
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Context and implications

Rationale for this study
There is a need for synthesis of academic research conducted with and by children, 
a gap addressed through this systematic review.
Why the findings matter
Findings offer insights into characteristics, contexts, rationales, benefits and chal-
lenges of research conducted with and by children and will inform reflective practice 
and future work.
Implications for children's participation
The results have implications for academic researchers who work with children as 
researchers and co-researchers. The review may also inform children's participation 
in broader areas such as service, environmental or curriculum design, programme 
evaluation, and policy reviews. Finally, the analysis has implications for discourse on 
children and childhood and realisation of children's rights.

INTRODUCTION

It has been claimed that, since the adoption of the United Nations Convention on the Rights 
of the Child (UNCRC) by the UN General Assembly in 1989, the human rights of children 
have ‘gained hegemonic status in policy-making and influenced a wide range of political and 
social practices as well as knowledge production on children and childhood’ (Holzscheiter 
et al., 2019, p. 272). The notion that scholarly research about children's lives should occur by 
and with children is supported by Article 12 of the UNCRC. Article 12 provides a child, who 
is capable of forming their own views, the right to express those views freely in all matters 
affecting the child, and that the views of the child be given due weight in accordance with the 
age and maturity of the child. Hart (1992), Shier (2001) and Lundy (2007) have articulated 
frameworks to support the enactment of Article 12 in practice.

The range of actors and institutions governing children is wide and includes schools, 
non-state actors such as non-governmental organisations (NGOs), social movements, univer-
sities and scientific communities (Holzscheiter et al., 2019). Over the past 30 years, adults 
have elicited children's views to contribute to service design, programme evaluation and policy 
reviews for government, non-profit service providers, and others. Yet, in 2005, Mary Kellett 
observed the ‘paucity of research by children, research they design, carry out and dissemi-
nate themselves with adult support rather than adult management’ (Kellett, 2005a, introduc-
tion). Kellett regarded work in this field as constituting a new research paradigm. This paper 
analyses research that has emerged within and alongside this paradigm. We have conducted 
a systematic literature review of peer reviewed empirical papers featuring research with and 
by children who are under 15 years of age, published between 2010 and 2021.
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political, and social contexts; and challenges for inclu-
sion and diversity.
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Engaging with child researchers

Empirical studies reflect ontological stances regarding childhood. Within childhood studies, 
a relational view of childhood has emerged that goes beyond assumed dualities associated 
with ‘adult’ and ‘child’ to acknowledge children as actors networked with their social and mate-
rial worlds (Spyrou, 2019). Social and cultural expectations are understood to work in inter-
action with developmental capacities to determine children's capabilities (Lansdown, 2006). 
Children are competent social agents, experts in their own worlds, and both ‘beings’ and 
‘becomings’ (Clark, 2005; Uprichard, 2008). In the messy reality of research with and by 
children, tensions exist between child and adult agendas. There are ethical questions about 
whose interests are being served by the research (e.g., Gallacher & Gallagher, 2008). 
There are actual and perceived power differentials which affect the adult-child relationship, 
as well as barriers to involvement to be considered (see Alanen, 2010; Alderson, 2008b; 
Christensen, 2004; Clark, 2004; Fielding, 2004; Kellett, 2005a). Adult perceptions of chil-
dren's status and capabilities influence the choices of methods used in listening to children's 
voices as well as the interpretations of those voices (Punch, 2002). There are several issues 
to reflect on, including potential imposing of adults' perceptions, validity and reliability of 
narratives as they are influenced by power differentials, clarity of adults' language, children's 
sense of control within the research settings, the extent of rapport building, care of data anal-
ysis, and appropriateness of chosen research methods (Punch, 2002).

Children's role within knowledge production must be situated within the social and politi-
cal contexts in which it occurs. The ways in which children are positioned by academics and 
the functions that adults take upon themselves to lead, support or direct child researchers 
are critically important. Noting the empirical plurality of childhoods, a tendency to locate 
experiences of children within research projects without explicit acknowledgement of diver-
sity and the sources of power and mechanisms that pattern their situated identities and 
subjectivities is a continuing challenge (Alanen, 2016).

Are children active in data collection, analysis and/or dissemination? Do they develop 
research questions, design methods, engage with theoretical frameworks and/or ethical 
considerations? Tendencies to cluster and categorise work in the field along a spectrum or 
ladder have inferred that more involvement may be more beneficial (Hart, 1992; Lundy, 2018; 
Shier, 2001). Yet, it may not always be appropriate or in a child's best interest to engage in 
every aspect of a project. As suggested in Davis (2009, p. 2), ‘rather than trying to achieve 
a “gold standard” of complete participation, it might be more helpful for you to look at what 
is realistic within your own context and see how it fits with your research objectives and 
ethical principles.’ There are other matters of inclusion and diversity to be ethically navi-
gated (see Groundwater-Smith et al., 2014). One child observed that articulate and academ-
ically capable children may be over-represented within research done with and by children 
(Kellett, 2011). Children who are under six are not as evident in research focused on chil-
dren's participation (Lundy et al., 2011). Participant recruitment often focuses on specific 
cohorts, such as vulnerable children and young people, perhaps in compensation because 
their voices are too often absent from decision-making (Bradbury-Jones et al., 2018).

Definition of child-led research

The terminology used by authors in the field varies significantly. It is often hard to distin-
guish the research that was with or by the children. Terminologies that have been used in 
this paradigm include co-design, allyship, youth participatory action research, children- or 
students-as-researchers, child-led, co-research. In this review, we use the term ‘research’ 
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in a broad sense that encompasses the variety of ways it is possible to engage children in 
producing new knowledge. ‘Child-led research’ refers more specifically to projects in which 
the research is done by children with adult facilitators. Facilitation might include training 
children in conducting research, choosing research questions, collecting data, conducting 
analysis and disseminating findings. The term ‘children as co-researchers’ encompasses 
research undertaken with children and adults in collaboration, sharing some of the respon-
sibilities in executing the project (see also Thomas, 2017). For the purposes of this review, 
it is not ‘co-research’ when adults elicit children to provide opinions and voices (in verbal 
or non-verbal forms) within an adult research agenda. This threshold is important because 
the elicitation methods may be child-friendly, ethical and rights based, but the purpose is 
adult-led.

Purpose

The aim of the paper is to provide well-supported answers to our research questions in order 
to assist future academics, policy-makers and practitioners interested in children conduct-
ing research. As Tisdall et al. (2009, p. 2) observe, there is not ‘any one “right” way to “do” 
research design, ethics, and data collection, or any definitive answers about how to involve 
children in research or disseminate fundings’. Our umbrella questions were motivated by a 
desire to better understand both the paradigm and the discourses. What are others doing 
in the field? Closely followed by the question: what are the challenges and the benefits of 
researching in this way? Given the nature of our questions, a systematic literature review is 
appropriate. Systematic literature reviews emerged in the clinical sciences and have subse-
quently been used by other disciplines. Systematic reviews identify knowledge gaps and 
highlight methodological inconsistencies and weaknesses; they are therefore useful in iden-
tifying future research priorities (Mallett et al., 2012).

The structure of the paper is guided by four research questions:

1. What are the differences in terms of study characteristics and context?
2. What is the motivation/rationale and main theoretical framework that guides research with 

or by children?
3. Were child researchers involved in all stages of the research?
4. What are the reported benefits and challenges of researching with children?

METHODS

This systematic literature review adheres to the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for 
Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) protocol (see discussion on the approach in Moher 
et al., 2015; Shamseer et al., 2015). A systematic approach was selected to ensure that 
studies are representative of the work that has been done in the timeframe, and to support 
a comparative analysis.

The selection criteria are defined in Table 1. Our definition of children as researchers or 
co-researchers encompasses children's being active in at least one of the following research 
stages: (a) ethics, (b) research question development, (c) research design, (d) data collec-
tion and analysis, (e) reporting. The grey literature and articles that have not been peer 
reviewed are excluded because the scope of our research questions concerns deepening 
understandings about research in the field.

BAKHTIAR et al.4 of 30
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We piloted the protocol and reviewed it at three points, resulting in three revisions. First, 
the age range for children involved in the studies was lowered from up to 18 years of age to 
under 15. People aged between ‘15–24 are referred to as “youth”, young adults, or young 
people’ (United Nations, 2013) and so are excluded. Studies of youth were excluded in pref-
erence to younger children because the latter appear less frequently in peer reviewed work. 
Second, the inclusion date of the articles was scaled back from 2000–2019 to 2010–2020. 
Finally, the inclusion date was extended to July 2021. The change to the publication dates 
occurred because of COVID-19, which caused delays and impacted capacity. We justified 
the change because we regarded it as more relevant to understanding the contemporary 
field. Although flexibility is evident in our tailoring of the protocol as and when required, we 
continued to adhere to the fundamental systematic review methodology. We acknowledge 
that due to the changes we may have missed important work published prior to 2010.

Search strategy

The search terms were identified during scoping exercises and were assisted by a research 
librarian. The first systematic search was conducted in December 2019. We only included 
articles published in English as we lacked the skills and resources to review articles in other 
languages. The search was conducted in the following databases: ERIC plus Education 
Source (via EBSCOHOST), Informit, ProQuest Education Journals, Dissertations, and 
Theses by ProQuest (included in ProQuest Education Journals). In addition, we conducted 
searches using Web of Science and Google Science. We used Boolean search methods 
where words were combined with ‘and’ and the key terms with ‘or’, with adjustments in 
syntax adapted to individual databases. See Appendix 1, Table A1 for the specific search 
terms and syntax deployed in each database.

Study selection and data extraction

After the database searches 3780 studies were imported to Endnote. The authors conducted 
a title scan and removed non-peer-reviewed literature and duplicates. We included titles if it 

RESEARCH WITH AND BY CHILDREN 5 of 30

Criteria Revision

Inclusion • Published between January 2010 and July 2021
• Focused on children younger than 15 years of age as 

researchers or co-researchers and not as data sources
• Peer-reviewed
• Based on empirical evidence with either primary or secondary 

data
• The description of method is reported
• Written in the English language

• Publication date changed 
from 2000–2019 to 
2010–2019

• Upper limit of age range 
lowered to age 15

• Publication date changed 
from 2010–2019 to 2010–
(July) 2021

Exclusion • Children are ‘participants’ or subjects of research and not 
included as researchers or co-researchers

• Young people are aged 15 and over
• Methods not sufficiently described
• Not peer reviewed
• Dated before 2010
• Is a theoretical or discussion paper, with the details of the 

empirical work not sufficiently described

T A B L E  1  Inclusion/exclusion criteria and its revision
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seemed like they may be relevant to any of the keywords outlined above. It is possible that 
this procedure may overlook papers where child researchers is not stated in the title. This is 
a limitation of conducting scans of over a thousand articles.

At this point we uploaded a total of 222 articles to Covidence, an online systematic review 
management software. The first round of searching found 190 articles. During 2020 and 
2021, work on this review slowed due to COVID-19, and thus it was deemed necessary to 
conduct a second search for literature published since December 2019. This second search 
conducted in July 2021 produced 706 results. Thirty-two additional articles were uploaded, 
including two that were identified during a hand search. After removing duplicates, all authors 
screened the titles and abstracts of 130 studies based on inclusion and exclusion criteria. 
Authors conferred to reach an agreement when assessments conflicted.

Next, the first three authors evaluated 94 full text articles in accordance with the protocol. 
There was one conflict of interest (Lang and Shelley) and in that instance, the evaluation and 
subsequent analysis were carried out by the authors of this paper who were unaffected. At 
the end of this step, 58 articles were identified for inclusion. It was at this point the authors 
reviewed the protocol and decided to focus on children aged under 15 years. Following the 
refinement of the inclusion criteria, 33 studies were removed to leave the final number at 
25. Figure 1 is a PRISMA flow diagram summarising the total number of articles found and 
screened from the two search years and the protocol refinement.

The first two authors extracted the data. Each author read the full text of all the articles. 
The first author created a spreadsheet to summarise the following elements extracted from 
each article: context; motivation and theoretical framework; research stages child research-
ers engaged with, including research methods, data sources and analytical approaches; and 
reported benefits and challenges. Three of the authors met online and face-to-face to share 
their analysis of the extracted data. When it was challenging to reach an agreement, the 
fourth author joined the meetings, and a decision would be reached. The cycles of meetings 
demonstrate an iterative process of critical review of the characteristics and contexts.

BAKHTIAR et al.6 of 30

F I G U R E  1  PRISMA flow diagram. *Note: Criteria refined after full text of studies were assessed.
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Quality appraisal

To appraise the quality of evidence synthesised in this review, the Critical Appraisal Skills 
Programme (CASP) qualitative checklist tool was used. Commonly employed for quality 
appraisals for systematic reviews across health and social care-related domains (Long et al., 
2020), CASP appraises strengths and limitations of qualitative methodologies via a checklist 
covering 10 areas. Twenty-four studies were suitable for CASP because of their qualitative 
design. One mixed-method study (Abraczinskas & Zarrett, 2020) was examined using the 
Mixed-Method Appraisal Tool (MMAT, Hong et al., 2018).

The appraisal process involved the last author independently assessing each paper 
against the checklist. Another author independently appraised 10% of the papers for 
cross-checking purposes. Together, an overall quality rating of low, medium or high were 
assigned to each paper (Table 2). The ratings were also provided to the first author of each 
of the included articles via email, along with an overview of children's participation in the 

RESEARCH WITH AND BY CHILDREN 7 of 30

Author(s) and year Topic
Overall 
quality

Abma and Schrijver (2020) Participatory health research High

Abraczinskas and Zarrett (2020) Participatory action research for health equity High b

Anselma et al. (2019) Co-designing obesity prevention interventions a Medium

Anselma et al. (2020) Promotion of healthy behaviour a High

Bergström et al. (2010) Co-researching food and eating preferences High

Bristow and Atkinson (2020) Well-being aspects of playtime High

Buckley-Marudas and Soltis (2020) Topic identification for youth-led research High

Carrington et al. (2010) School (dis)engagement in the middle years High

Donovan (2016) How children represent sustainable consumption Medium

Dunn (2015) Children advising on adult-initiated research High

Graham et al. (2017) Benefits of child-led research to children High

Kumpulainen et al. (2014) Children's sense of agency High

Lang and Shelley (2021) Children as researchers High

Leat and Reid (2012) Role of students in curriculum development High

Lundy and McEvoy (2011) Working with children as co-researchers High

Lundy et al. (2011) Working with children as co-researchers High

Manassakis (2020) Co-organising a kindergarten classroom High

Maynard et al. (2020) Children as research ‘allies’ in decision making High

Mearns et al. (2014) Students in school-based research High

Messiou (2014) Working with students as co-researcher High

Michail and Kellett (2015) Child-led research in a social welfare practice High

Milstein (2010) Co-researching anthropological narratives High

Pahl and Pool (2011) Participatory research in a creative project Medium

Prasad (2013) Children as co-ethnographers of their plurilingual literacy 
practices

Medium

Reimer and McLean (2015) Students as co-researchers and note-takers High
 aReports on the same study.
 bMeasured using MMAT as opposed to CASP.

T A B L E  2  Selected articles' topic of study and overall quality (CASP/MMAT) assessment
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specific components of research documented in their work. The first authors were invited 
to review the appraisal and comment on aspects that may have been misrepresented. Not 
including work from our team (n = 1), about a third of the authors (n = 9) responded and 
several provided explanations which clarified the nature of children's participation in the 
author's study.

From the 24 papers included, 20 were rated as high and 4 were rated as medium. It was 
expected that most articles would be of high quality because we excluded grey literature. 
Three (Donovan, 2016; Pahl & Pool, 2011; Prasad, 2013) of the four medium rated papers 
provided insufficient or no discussion in response to Question 7 in CASP: ‘Have ethical 
issues been taken into consideration’. Another medium rated paper (Anselma et al., 2019) 
insufficiently described their data analysis process (Question 8 in CASP), which may have 
been described elsewhere in the authors' related work.

FINDINGS

RQ1: What are the differences in terms of study characteristics and 
context?

The first research question seeks to understand the characteristics and contexts in which 
research with and by children occurs. Table 3 provides a summary of each study's context 
and the children who engaged in the study. The number of child researchers in each study 
ranged from 6 to 120. Where there is a higher number of participants, the research was 
typically conducted in multiple phases, each progressively engaging a smaller group of chil-
dren (e.g., Abraczinskas & Zarrett, 2020). Commonly, as the research progresses to more 
complex phases, fewer children were involved. This trend is either due to participant attrition 
or because it is challenging in terms of logistics to, for example, analyse data or write a report 
with a large group of children.

Predictably, due to our focus on English-language articles, most of the studies were in 
English-speaking countries (n = 17) and a substantial proportion was based in Europe as 
a continent. Participant recruitment was mostly non-random, particularly where vulnerable 
communities' voices and participation were prioritised in research with a social change focus 
(e.g., Abraczinskas & Zarrett, 2020; Anselma et al., 2019, 2020). Non-random sampling is 
a common approach also because engaging children as researchers is a time-consuming 
undertaking and may therefore require schools' commitment and buy-in. For example, 
Messiou (2014) recruited schools whose teachers facilitated the research project and, at the 
time, were undertaking a master's degree programme in which student voice issues were 
explored.

A high proportion of the studies included children with low to middle socioeconomic 
status (n = 18). Only one study included children from a middle to high socioeconomic status 
group. The remaining studies did not provide specific details relating to the children's over-
all socioeconomic status. Most studies were conducted at a school (n = 16) and a small 
number of studies were conducted in an after-school setting (n = 5). When at school, the 
focus tended to be on an educational aspect such as literacy (Prasad, 2013), engagement 
(Carrington et al., 2010), student agency (Kumpulainen et al., 2014), or general research 
skills (Mearns et al., 2014). However, some studies conducted at a school had a community 
focus (e.g., social disadvantage issues) and involved community funders or partners (e.g., 
Lundy & McEvoy, 2011; Michail & Kellett, 2015; Pahl & Pool, 2011). Studies that had a 
social change emphasis tended to be outside of school (e.g., Abraczinskas & Zarrett, 2020; 
Anselma et al., 2019, 2020). Another reason given for conducting a study after school hours 

BAKHTIAR et al.8 of 30
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was the extended nature of some projects that required more time than could be reasonably 
done during school hours (e.g., 2-h weekly sessions in Graham et al., 2017).

Published empirical work led by or with very young children was fewer in numbers; 
four studies engaged children under the age of 7 (Dunn, 2015; Lundy et al., 2011; 
Manassakis, 2020; Pahl & Pool, 2011). Of those, one was conducted at a childcare centre 
(Manassakis, 2020). Most child researchers were in their middle school years, between age 
9 and 12. Lundy et al. (2011) also observes that child-led research is limited in the early 
years. Although outside the scope of our search criteria, there is a flourishing body of work, 
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Author(s) Country Site SES group
Number and ages of the 
participants or child researchers

Abma and 
Schrijver (2020)

Netherlands After-school Low Total = 85; Age = 8–11

Abraczinskas and 
Zarrett (2020)

USA After-school Low Total = 64; Age = 11–15

Anselma et al. (2019) Amsterdam After-school Low Total = Unspecified (18–24 
children/year); Age = 9–12

Anselma et al. (2020) Netherlands After-school Low Total = Unspecified (18–24 
children/year); Age = 9–12

Bergström et al. (2010) Sweden School Mid Total = 45; Age = approx. 10

Bristow and 
Atkinson (2020)

UK School Majority low Total = 4; Age = 9–10

Buckley-Marudas and 
Soltis (2020)

USA School Low Total = Unspecified; Age = 14–15

Carrington et al. (2010) Australia School Low to Mid Total = 120; Age = approx.10–15

Donovan (2016) Australia School Mid Total = 60; Age = 11–13

Dunn (2015) UK School Not specified Total = 16; Age = 6–7

Graham et al. (2017) Australia After-school Low Total = 9; Age = 10–14

Kumpulainen et al. (2014) Finland School Not specified Total = 29; Age = 9–10

Lang and Shelley (2021) Australia School Low to Mid Total = 15; Age = 7–11

Leat and Read (2012) UK School Low Total = 30; Age = 11–14

Lundy and 
McEvoy (2011)

UK Not specified Not specified Total = 32; Age = 10–12

Lundy et al. (2011) UK School Low Total = 8; Age = 4–5

Manassakis (2020) Australia Childcare ctr. Not specified Total = 6; Age = 3.5–5

Maynard et al. (2020) UK Not specified Not specified Total = 9; Age = 10–12

Mearns et al. (2014) Netherlands School Not specified Total = 10; Age = 12–14

Messiou (2014) UK School Low Total = 16; Age = 12–14

Michail and Kellett (2015) Australia NGO Low Total = 9; Age = Unspecified, 
middle years (8–14)

Milstein (2010) Argentina School Low Total = 16; Age = 10–14

Pahl and Pool (2011) UK School Low Total = Unspecified; Age = 4–6 and 
10–11

Prasad (2013) Canada School Mid to High Total = 13; Age = approx. 10

Reimer and 
McLean (2015)

UK; Canada School Low Total = 30; Age = 10–12

Note: Coded based on each author's description of the context and children.

T A B L E  3  Characteristics and context of the children in each study

 20496613, 2023, 1, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://bera-journals.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/rev3.3384 by U

niversity O
f T

asm
ania L

ibrary, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [16/01/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



most notably perhaps by Clark (2005, 2011; Clark & Moss, 2001, 2011) that focuses on the 
early years and uses a technique called the mosaic approach, where young children's voices 
are flexibly captured through verbal and non-verbal tools.

RQ2: What are the theoretical perspectives and motivations guiding 
the research?

The second research question synthesises the theoretical perspectives used in the studies 
and considers motivations for including children as researchers. We derived three perspec-
tives from the literature, considering keywords used by the authors of the studies as well as 
characteristics of research design. These perspectives are: (a) child-led research; (b) chil-
dren as co-researchers; and (c) youth participatory action research (YPAR). We acknowledge 
that categorising the studies according to perspectives that are not necessarily articulated by 
the authors can be problematic and that nuance is unavoidably lost. The process is further 
complicated by the fact that studies may draw from more than one perspective. However, we 
believe the categories offered here distil some essential characteristics of research with chil-
dren that may inform future studies. Table 4 shows how each study was categorised, along 
with keywords used by the authors of each study.

Child-led research engages children in most or all stages of the research process. It 
commonly involves children who ‘identify their own priority focus; develop a research aim 
and questions; design the study; develop the data collection tools; gather and analyse the 
data; consider the significance of what they have found out; and identify what they should do 
with or about their findings’ (Graham et al., 2017, p. 191). Within this perspective, all but one 
of the included studies researched the child-led process itself. This can be seen as evidence 
that the premise of ‘child-led’ is complex and unresolved in the field, particularly around 
questions of the extent and nature of the partnership with adults necessary to support it. This 
complexity is further exemplified by the choice of the term ‘allyship’ rather than ‘child-led’ in 
one study (Maynard et al., 2020). Key sources cited in the reviewed studies adopting a child-
led perspective include Kellett (2005b, 2010b, 2011), Kellett et al. (2004), Fielding (2001, 
2004), Fielding and Bragg (2003), Lundy (2007), Lundy and McEvoy (2012), Hart (1992, 
2013), Spyrou (2011, 2016, 2019), Skelton (2007, 2008), Thomson and Gunter (2006, 2007), 
Alderson (2008a) and Alderson and Morrow (2011).

Children as co-researchers is the broadest category with 13 studies included. This 
perspective encompasses varied approaches with the common goal of working in partnership 
with children to ensure understanding and representation of children's ‘insider’ perspectives. 
Three of the reviewed studies adopted an ethnographic approach in which children were 
engaged in mapping and analysing their communities and/or their learning (Milstein, 2010; 
Pahl & Pool, 2011; Prasad, 2013). Three other studies formed a Children's Reference 
Advisory Group (CRAG). The studies that worked with a CRAG adopted a rights-based, 
four-quadrant model of child participation (i.e., Space, Voice, Audience and Influence; 
Lundy, 2007). The role of the CRAG in these studies was to help develop a child-centred 
research design and approach (Dunn, 2015; Lundy et al., 2011; Lundy & McEvoy, 2011). 
Key sources cited in the reviewed studies in this category include: Alderson (2008a, 
2008b), Alderson and Morrow (2011), Christensen (2004), Christensen and James (2008), 
Christensen and Prout (2002), Clark (2004, 2005, 2010), Clark and Moss (2011), Clark 
and Percy-Smith (2006), Hill (2005, 2006), Hill et al. (2004), Kellett (2005a, 2005b, 2010a, 
2010b, 2011), Cook and Hess (2007), Fielding (2001, 2004, 2007), Lundy (2007), Lundy 
et al. (2011), and Lundy and McEvoy (2009, 2012).

Youth participatory action research (YPAR) supports children and young people in 
conducting research on questions important to them, often aiming to address social justice 

BAKHTIAR et al.10 of 30
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RESEARCH WITH AND BY CHILDREN 11 of 30

Article Keywords used by author(s)
Terminology to refer 
to a child researcher

Child-led research

 Carrington et al. (2010) Young people as researchers; disengagement; 
re-engagement; middle years; student voice

Young person as a 
researcher

 Graham et al. (2017) Child-led research; qualitative evaluation methods; 
participation; children; well-being

Child-led research 
(CLR) participant

 Lang and 
Shelley (2021)

Child-led; children as researchers; dialogism; listening to 
children; ontology of childhood

‘Tassie’ researcher

 Michail and 
Kellett (2015)

Child-led research; children as researchers; children's 
voice; disadvantage; social welfare practice

Young researchers

 Maynard et al. (2020) Qualitative psychology; allyship; children's voice; agency; 
authority; identity

Research allies

Children as co-researchers

 Bergström et al. (2010) Child co-researcher; food preference; food and eating; 
health promotion; knowledgeable child

Co-researcher

 Kumpulainen 
et al. (2014)

Agency; social interaction; socio-emotional well-being; 
socio-cultural approach; ‘children as co-researchers’ 
methodology

Co-researcher

 Manassakis (2020) Child-led tour, children, organisation, participation, 
sociomaterial, space, UNCRC, video-stimulated recall 
interview, kindergarten

Child

 Messiou (2014) Student co-researchers; schools; marginalisation; 
inclusion

Co-researcher

 Reimer and 
McLean (2015)

Collaborative inquiry, pedagogy, qualitative research, 
education, co-researchers, restorative approaches, 
Scotland, Canada

Co-researcher

 Leat and Reid (2012) Student researcher; student voice; framing; curriculum 
development; enquiry-based learning; teacher-
student relationship

Student researcher

 Mearns et al. (2014) Student as researchers; inclusive research; bilingual 
education

Pupil co-researcher

 Dunn (2015) Children's rights; children's views; popular culture; 
writing; participatory research

Child researcher as an 
advisor (CRAG)

 Lundy and 
McEvoy (2011)

Children's rights; formation of views; participation; power; 
research

Co-researcher (CRAG)

 Lundy et al. (2011) Not provided Co-researcher (CRAG)

 Milstein (2010) Ethnography; fieldwork; children as co-researchers; 
primary school

Co-researcher

 Pahl and Pool (2011) Participatory methodologies; epistemologies; children; 
artists; schools; creativity; literacy

Researcher/
Co-researcher

 Prasad (2013) Not provided Co-ethnographer

Youth participatory action research

 Donovan (2016) Shopping; child; consumer; education; environment; 
sustainable; citizen; culture; behaviour; eco

Child/student

T A B L E  4  Keywords and child researcher terminology in each study, and the studies arranged under the 
three main theoretical perspectives

(Continues)
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issues and support effective action and community improvement (Anselma et al., 2019; 
Bristow & Atkinson, 2020; Buckley-Marudas & Soltis, 2020). Seven papers adopted this 
methodological frame (Abma & Schrijver, 2020; Abraczinskas & Zarrett, 2020; Bristow & 
Atkinson, 2020; Buckley-Marudas & Soltis, 2020; Anselma et al., 2019; Anselma et al., 2020; 
Donovan, 2016). Although research designs may differ, implicit in YPAR is the involvement of 
young people in all stages of the process, often cyclical, from designing research questions 
to development, implementation and evaluation (Anselma et al., 2019). That said, the degree 
of participation of young people varied considerably in the reviewed studies. For example, 
four studies had adult-designed research questions, with scope for children to engage with 
their own topics within this framework (Abraczinskas & Zarrett, 2020; Anselma  et al., 2019, 
2020; Donovan, 2016). In Bristow and Atkinson (2020), adults and children co-designed 
the research questions, and in Buckley-Marudas and Soltis (2020), children chose their 
own topics, and these choices were the object of the research. Differing emphases are 
reflected within the terminology used to describe the child researchers, including youth 
partner (Abraczinskas & Zarrett, 2020), child researchers (Anselma et al., 2019, 2020), 
child co-researcher (Bristow & Atkinson, 2020), student (Buckley-Marudas & Soltis, 2020; 
Donovan, 2016), or child (Donovan, 2016). Key authors cited in the studies based on YPAR 
include: Ozer (2017), Ozer et al. (2010, 2013, 2018), Ozer and Douglas (2015), Ozer and 
Schotland (2011), Ozer and Wright (2012), Cammarota and Fine (2008), Langhout and 
Fernández (2015), and Langhout and Thomas (2010).

The predominant normative frame reflected in the papers is children's rights. The UNCRC 
was cited by 11 studies and other authors described a rationale in which children having 
voice and influence over matters that affect them was important, including giving marginal-
ised children a voice. Further motivations for children's participation as researchers were: 
(a) giving (marginalised) children a voice, often with a view to addressing an inequity; (b) 
building relationships, partnerships and collaborations between adults and children, often 
as part of a broader process, for example influencing culture of an institution; (c) effecting 
change aimed at improving a situation; (d) realising children's rights, particularly that chil-
dren have a right to be heard on matters that affect them; (e) knowledge generation that 
supports an ‘insider’ perspective, offering access to and respect of children's worlds as well 
as producing more reliable or applicable data, with potential for both adults and children to 
gain an improved understanding of self; (f) children are supported in gaining or developing 
skills, agency and/or well-being; (g) beyond children's rights, a desire to enable and facilitate 

BAKHTIAR et al.12 of 30

T A B L E  4  (Continued)

Article Keywords used by author(s)
Terminology to refer 
to a child researcher

 Abma and 
Schrijver, 2020

Children; photovoice; participatory health research; 
schools; health promotion

Junior researcher

 Abraczinskas and 
Zarrett (2020)

Physical activity; health disparities; youth participation; 
youth participatory action research; after-school; 
intervention

Youth partners

 Anselma et al. (2019) Youth-led participatory action research; intervention 
mapping; health behaviour

Child researcher

 Anselma et al. (2020) Children; participation; health behaviour; low income

 Bristow and 
Atkinson (2020)

Play; recess; playtime; participatory research; pupil voice Child co-researcher

 Buckley-Marudas and 
Soltis (2020)

Youth participatory action research; research topic 
identification; high school; urban education; critical 
literacy; socio-political development

Student
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children's views on issues that affect them; and (h) supporting children's sense of owner-
ship and empowerment over and engagement with an issue. A summary of motivations is 
outlined in Table 5 along with studies related to that motivation.

Table 6 shows the researchers in the field that are most frequently cited as a source 
of framing perspectives in five or more of the included studies. This finding suggests the 
authors who have emerged as influential in the field during the time period of our review. Key 
influencers include Kellett's (2005a, 2005b, 2010a, 2010b, 2011, 2012) work on child-led 
research methodology, Lundy's (2007) four-quadrant model of children's participation rights, 
Clark's (e.g., 2004, 2005, 2011) work on methods for young children, and Christensen's 
(e.g., Christensen & Prout, 2002, Christensen, 2004) and Alderson's (e.g., 2008a) work in 
children's participation and ethical considerations.

RQ3: Were the children involved in all stages of research?

Our third research question explores the specific research tasks in which child research-
ers engaged. We identified the following elements: training, ethics, developing research 
questions, research design, data collection, analysis and dissemination (summary in 

RESEARCH WITH AND BY CHILDREN 13 of 30

Reasons for including children Articles

1. Giving (marginalised) children a voice/social justice Anselma et al. (2020), Carrington et al. (2010), 
Messiou (2014), Michail and Kellett (2015), Reimer 
and McLean (2015)

2. Building relationships/partnerships/collaborations 
between adults and children/Influencing culture of 
institution

Bristow and Atkinson (2020), Carrington et al. (2010), 
Leat and Reid (2012), Manassakis (2020)

3. Change/situational improvement Abma and Schrijver (2020), Abraczinskas and 
Zarrett (2020), Anselma et al. (2020), Buckley-
Marudas and Soltis (2020), Carrington et al. (2010), 
Donovan (2016), Leat and Reid (2012), Mearns 
et al. (2014), Michail and Kellett (2015)

4. Children have a right to influence matters that affect 
them

Carrington et al. (2010), Dunn (2015), Lundy and 
McEvoy (2011), Lundy et al. (2011),

Mearns et al. (2014), Michail and Kellett (2015)

5. Knowledge generation, access to and respect of 
children's worlds and perspectives/Participants 
gain improved understanding of self/More reliable 
or applicable data

Abma and Schrijver (2020), Carrington et al. (2010), 
Dunn (2015), Graham et al. (2017), Kumpulainen 
et al. (2014), Lang and Shelley (2021), Leat 
and Reid (2012), Manassakis (2020), Maynard 
et al. (2020), Messiou (2014), Milstein (2010), Pahl 
and Pool (2011), Prasad (2013)

6. Children gain or develop skills/agency/well-being Anselma et al. (2020), Buckley-Marudas and 
Soltis (2020), Graham et al. (2017), Kumpulainen 
et al. (2014), Lang and Shelley (2021), Leat and 
Reid, (2012), Mearns et al. (2014)

7. Enabling children's views on issues that affect 
them/Facilitation that goes beyond acknowledging 
children's rights

Lang and Shelley (2021), Lundy et al. (2011), Lundy 
and McEvoy (2011), Michail and Kellett (2015)

8. Ownership over issue/empowerment Abraczinskas and Zarrett (2020), Anselma 
et al. (2019), Buckley-Marudas and Soltis (2020), 
Donovan (2016), Dunn (2015), Graham 
et al. (2017), Milstein (2010)

T A B L E  5  Motivation for including children as researchers
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Table 7). Three papers involved children in all tasks: Graham et al. (2017) and Michail and 
Kellett (2015) deployed a child-led research framework, and Maynard et al. (2020) worked 
together with at least two children as research ‘allies’ at all stages. In some studies, there 
were insufficient details to assess whether an involvement was present, and thus these were 
rated as having ‘Not Reported’.

In 16 of the studies, the research design (including theoretical underpinnings, research 
questions and methodology) were completed by adults prior to children's participation as 
part of organising the project. Five of these gave children choice of research topic within the 
over-arching, adult-determined research questions (Anselma et al., 2019, 2020; Bergström 
et al., 2010; Carrington et al., 2010; Donovan, 2016). Although not always reported, it is likely 
that funding and/or ethics approval to work with children was secured prior to commenc-
ing work and required a submitted research design. For example, Mearns et al. (2014) 
acknowledged the difficulties of giving children an active role in the earliest stages of the 
project and questioned whether it was therefore more adult-led than intended. Abma and 
Schriver (2020, p. 423) noted that pre-ordained outcomes imposed by a funding stakeholder 
meant that they ‘had to work around these requirements to create space for the children to 
set their own agenda and choose their own issue, outdoor play’. Other likely influences on 
participation are that some decisions taken by researchers reflect adult research priorities 
and aims, such as professional interests in health, education or design, or larger research 
projects that only partly involve children. In some contexts, children's participation was influ-
enced by their specific role within the research, such as membership of a CRAG or in ethno-
graphic forms of enquiry where research design or questions held low relevance for the child 
participants (Dunn, 2015; Lundy et al., 2011; Lundy & McEvoy, 2011; Milstein, 2010; Pahl & 
Pool, 2011; Prasad, 2013). Further details on each research task are presented below.

Research training

Providing training to scaffold children's understanding about research was a common feature. 
Training encompassed research principles and procedures, including ethical considerations, 
producing research questions, data gathering techniques (e.g., interview and questionnaire), 
simple data analysis, and reporting and presenting the research (Anselma et al., 2019; 
Bergström et al., 2010; Bristow & Atkinson, 2020; Graham et al., 2017; Lang & Shelley, 2021). 
Lundy et al. (2011) referred to the training stage as a capacity-building process, which 

BAKHTIAR et al.14 of 30

Cited authors Field associated with author No. of articles citing this author

Kellett Child-led research 11

Lundy Children's rights 9

Christensen Child-led research; children's participation 9

Clark Children's participation; visual methods 8

Alderson Children's rights; ethics 8

Ozer Youth Participatory Action Research 6

Shier Children's participation 6

Fielding Student voice; students as researchers 6

Hart Children's participation 5

Hill Children's rights/participation 5

Thomson Students as researchers 5

T A B L E  6  Key sources and the number of included articles that cited the work
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focused on the children's personal experiences and assisted them to locate those experi-
ences in relation to the research questions. Rather than treating training as a regimented 
element of co-researching, Lundy and colleagues highlighted that this process should be 
consistent with children's rights standards; that is, ‘to be safe, inclusive and engaging; to be 
flexible and responsive to children's needs; to be optional’ (Lundy & McEvoy, 2011, p. 134). 
The training phase was also recognised as important or even essential to fostering rapport 
(e.g., Abma & Schrijver, 2020).

RESEARCH WITH AND BY CHILDREN 15 of 30

Author(s) Training Ethics
Research 
questions

Research 
design

Data 
gathering

Data 
analysis Dissemination

Abma and 
Schrijver (2020)

Y NR N N Y Y Y

Abraczinskas and 
Zarrett (2020)

Y Y Y N Y Y Y

Anselma et al. (2019) Y Y Y Y Y N Y

Anselma et al. (2020) Y NR Y Y Y Y NR

Bergström et al. (2010) Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Bristow and 
Atkinson (2020)

Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Buckley-Marudas and 
Soltis (2020)

NR NR Y Y Y Y Y

Carrington et al. (2010) Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Donovan (2016) N NR Y N N Y Y

Dunn (2015) Y Y N Y N Y N

Graham et al. (2017) Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Kumpulainen 
et al. (2014)

Y N N N Y Y Y

Lang and 
Shelley (2021)

Y Y Y N Y Y Y

Leat and Reid (2012) Y Y N N N Y Y

Lundy and 
McEvoy (2011)

Y Y N N NR Y NR

Lundy et al. (2011) Y Y N Y Y Y Y

Manassakis (2020) N Y N N Y Y N

Maynard et al. (2020) Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Mearns et al. (2014) Y Y N Y Y Y Y

Messiou (2014) Y Y N Y Y Y Y

Michail and 
Kellett (2015)

Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Milstein (2010) Y NR NR Y Y Y Y

Pahl and Pool (2011) Y NR Y N Y Y Y

Prasad (2013) N NR N N Y Y Y

Reimer and 
McLean (2015)

N NR N N Y Y NR

Total number of ‘Yes’ 
(out of 25)

20 16 13 14 21 24 20

Abbreviations: N, No; NR, not reported; Y, Yes.

T A B L E  7  Involvement of child researchers in specific research processes in each study
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Another aspect of research training concerned developing a research problem to 
be addressed (e.g., disengagement issues in Carrington et al., 2010; popular culture in 
Dunn, 2015; adult authority in Maynard et al., 2020). Capacity-building efforts were also 
evident in planning. For example, determining implementation of the research project was a 
shared responsibility in some cases (Bristow & Atkinson, 2020; Messiou, 2014). In general, 
training tended to occur in more than one session (2–4 times) spanning across multiple 
days (2 days to several weekly sessions). In two cases, teachers were included in training 
sessions to equip them for facilitating students' research projects (e.g., Buckley-Marudas & 
Soltis, 2020; Messiou, 2014). The variation in approaches to training reflected the methods 
the authors and children used, which were context dependent. For example, an action steps 
assignment for strategising social change (e.g., Anselma et al., 2019), learning how to take 
photos or videos (e.g., Abma & Schrijver, 2020; Milstein, 2010), and practising collective 
reflections on photos taken by children (Kumpulainen et al., 2014). We excluded technical 
guidance in using a device correctly as it did not meet our definition of training associated 
with research (e.g., Manassakis, 2020).

Ethics

We defined ethics in relation to both adults and children. For children, in relation to their 
role as a researcher, which may necessitate an understanding of and engagement with 
ethical questions. For adults, we included discussions of ethical issues in relation to working 
with children in the research project. This definition encompassed ethics associated with 
conducting and/or participating in research. It is broadly defined and does not distinguish 
between being trained in understanding research ethics and being engaged in resolving 
ethical conflicts that arose during research. Ethical reporting ranged from no discussion or 
reporting at all (n = 3) to very specific descriptions of procedural ethics considerations (e.g., 
approvals from universities and ethical governance boards, and the use of protocols pertain-
ing to ethical conduct). However, most commonly, ethics was reported as a value, specifi-
cally in the context of child rights and provision of ‘safe’ places where children could express 
their views freely, authentically and with respect. Where some studies focused on ethics as 
a practice that involved developing the capacity of children in undertaking ethical research, 
others made reflexive observations, considering issues such as power dynamics between 
child and adult researchers, and the politics inherent to the chosen methods—for example, 
Abma and Schrijver (2020) in using photovoice and/or data emerging in the research, and 
Buckley-Marudas and Soltis (2020) in speaking of teen suicide and pregnancy.

The nature of obtaining consent (dissent) was a key feature of discussions across those 
studies reporting on ethics. For example, Manassakis (2020) outlined a story-telling approach 
where the processes and benefits of engaging in the research project were outlined through 
a narrative and where a child-friendly consent form was used to obtain informed consent. 
Maynard et al. (2020) emailed a video to potential participants explaining the project, so 
that there was an opportunity for families to discuss consent. Studies such as Mearns 
et al. (2014), Michail and Kellett (2015), and Bristow and Atkinson (2020) involved children 
in the development of products that support ethical practice, such as child-friendly consent 
forms. Others reflected on ethics as a process embedded within a rights-based approach 
(Carrington et al., 2010; Lundy & McEvoy, 2011).

Developing research questions

Children's influence over research questions was remarkably diverse. Twelve of the stud-
ies had adult-designed research questions. Two studies did not report on the develop-

BAKHTIAR et al.16 of 30
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ment process for the research questions (Abraczinskas & Zarrett, 2020; Milstein, 2010). 
Six enabled children to choose from predetermined sub-questions or topics (Anselma 
et al., 2019, 2020; Bergström et al., 2010; Bristow & Atkinson, 2020; Carrington et al., 2010; 
Pahl & Pool, 2011). In one study, the research questions grew from a provocation uttered 
by a child (‘adults don't always get it right’), which was developed by children into interview 
questions, and by adults into questions around the process of engaging children as ‘allies’ 
(Maynard et al., 2020). In four studies, children were able to develop their own research 
questions on any topic (Buckley-Marudas & Soltis, 2020; Graham et al., 2017; Michail & 
Kellett, 2015; Lang & Shelley, 2021).

Three of the studies where children chose their own research questions adopted a child-
led research approach (Graham et al., 2017; Lang & Shelley, 2021; Michail & Kellett, 2015) 
and one a YPAR approach (Buckley-Marudas & Soltis, 2020). It should be noted that in all 
of these studies, the participation of children in choosing research questions aligned with an 
over-arching adult aim to understand children's participation itself. For example, two studies 
investigated the impacts on children of participation in child-led research (Graham et al., 2017; 
Michail & Kellett, 2015). Another aimed to identify issues of importance to adolescents and, 
therefore, choice of question was central to the research (Buckley-Marudas & Soltis, 2020). 
Lang and Shelley (2021) aimed to gain insight into the nature of a child-led research experi-
ence from the perspective of ‘voices’. All these studies included some form of training around 
research questions, for example in how to ask a statistical question (Lang & Shelley, 2021).

Designing with and by children

We have adopted a broad frame for children's participation in research design that includes 
activities in some or all aspects of the design phase of the project. There was variation 
across the papers in how children participated in this part of the studies. At times, it was 
necessary to plan or adjust participation in research design based on practical factors, for 
example in response to significant time or funding constraints, or where the complexity of the 
research framework would require inordinate investment in skills development and demands 
on children's time (e.g., Anselma et al., 2019; Mearns et al., 2014).

Involvement by and with children in research design often took the shape of a collabo-
ration or partnership where children and adults developed approaches and made decisions 
together (e.g., Anselma et al., 2019; Bristow & Atkinson, 2020; Lundy et al., 2011; Maynard 
et al., 2020; Messiou, 2014; Michail & Kellett, 2015; Milstein, 2010). For example, in one 
study children formed a group as part of a needs assessment alongside parents and commu-
nity professionals (Anselma et al., 2020), while in another, child co-researchers decided on 
an appropriate methodology, which was then agreed to by other members of the stakeholder 
group (Bristow & Atkinson, 2020). Decisions about the project were conducted together with 
young people in another study to deliberately increase their sense of ownership over the 
project (Abraczinskas & Zarrett, 2020). Elsewhere, focus-group type discussions were used 
to inform the research design, including where to go and who to interview (Milstein, 2010), 
and what was hard or easy about school (as a basis for survey questions) (Lundy et al., 2011). 
Another study took a deliberately adult-led approach to an initial focus group to scaffold chil-
dren's thinking about the topic, but then let the children lead the research design themselves 
(Maynard et al., 2020).

In general, method designs were simple, involving one or multiple forms of ‘surveying’ 
(e.g., interview, questionnaire), or production of artefacts (as in photovoice). Some authors 
described constraints placed on the child researchers to ensure feasibility, such as introduc-
ing them to a few methods from which they could choose (Dunn, 2015), or stipulating meth-
ods achievable within the given timeframe and resources (Bergström et al., 2010).
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Gathering data with and by children

Children's involvement in data collection means that they assumed a role in finding or gath-
ering data. It is a deeper level of participation than acting as a research subject or data 
source. As might be expected, considering the scope of our review with participants aged 
less than 15 years, we found that visual-based methods were a popular choice. Children 
used various techniques including photography, videography or other forms of visual materi-
als, such as drawings, to gather data and capture essential insights relevant to the research 
question (Abma & Schrijver, 2020; Abraczinskas & Zarrett, 2020; Kumpulainen et al., 2014; 
Lundy et al., 2011; Manassakis, 2020; Prasad, 2013). For example, children in Kumpulainen 
et al. (2014) captured pictures of positive events in their days for a study related to well-being, 
and children in Abma and Schrijver (2020) and Abraczinskas and Zarrett (2020) used a 
photovoice method to communicate health-related issues with the aim to stimulate social or 
behavioural change. In Maynard et al. (2020), children interviewed each other and produced 
interview transcripts for analysis, thereby acting both as data-gatherers and data sources. 
Similarly, in Prasad (2013), children produced data through creating their own artefacts (e.g., 
self-portraits), but the children were also positioned as co-ethnographers researching their 
personal experiences situated within their communities using several representational arte-
facts (e.g., maps of linguistic landscapes in the school and home, collages and identity texts).

In most studies that included several groups of child researchers, sometimes from differ-
ent schools, multiple types of data collection methods were used (Anselma et al., 2019; 
Bergström et al., 2010; Buckley-Marudas & Soltis, 2020; Carrington et al., 2010; Graham 
et al., 2017; Michail & Kellett, 2015). Commonly chosen methods by children in those studies 
included observations, interviews, focus group discussions (sometimes with visual stimulated 
recall), and questionnaires. Some of the studies that consulted an advisory group involving 
children (i.e., a CRAG) sought that group's insights on data collection methods to support 
the participation of other children (Dunn, 2015; Lundy et al., 2011; Lundy & McEvoy, 2011). 
In these studies, the CRAGs advised on developing focus-group or survey questions (Lundy 
et al., 2011; Lundy & McEvoy, 2011) or co-developed research methods from options provided 
by the adult researchers (Dunn, 2015). Other studies did not offer choice of method, instead 
facilitating children in the development of a survey (Lang & Shelley, 2021) or in conducting 
and documenting online or face-to-face focus groups (Bristow & Atkinson, 2020; Mearns 
et al., 2014; Reimer & McLean, 2015).

Importantly, child researchers were shown to be capable of conducting more complex 
steps such as refining survey or interview questions (e.g., Bristow & Atkinson, 2020; Maynard 
et al., 2020) and collecting field notes (e.g., Michail & Kellett, 2015). Adult researchers 
played a supportive role in making those complex processes accessible and less abstract. 
For instance, young researchers in Reimer and McLean (2015) initially struggled to jot down 
notes while listening to focus group conversations. However, when invited by the authors 
to discuss ways to mitigate the issue, the children expanded the definition of notetaking 
to include drawing pictures and writing simple words or quotations. These strategies then 
supported notetaking for the participants.

Children and data analysis

Children's participation in analysis is defined as involvement in some or all stages or aspects 
of data analysis. Data analysis is the most common research stage that involved child 
researchers, likely due to the authors valuing children's perspectives and understanding of 
the issues of concern. Children's involvement in analysis varied across the studies accord-
ing to research design as well as available time and resources. Practicalities sometimes 
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limited  the number of children who participated in this phase of a project (e.g., Graham 
et al., 2017; Maynard et al., 2020).

Analysis appeared to be undertaken most often by children in groups, although this was 
not always clear in the reporting. Most studies referred to discussion and/or reflection in a 
group situation, and this may have been combined with individual activities. Approaches 
to group discussion and analysis were adapted to context, such as structuring discussions 
using dice (Abma & Schrijver, 2020) or using pictorial forms of data for young children 
(Dunn, 2015; Lundy et al., 2011). Four studies referred to children participating in individ-
ual analysis, each presenting different approaches. Reimer and McLean (2015) described 
how the adult researcher met individually with each student co-researcher to undertake a 
verbal analysis of the student's observations. Lang and Shelley (2021) reported that children 
individually analysed and presented the findings from a survey question they had contrib-
uted to a group questionnaire. Graham et al. (2017) stated that each participant analysed 
their own project. Buckley-Marudas and Soltis (2020) did not explicitly describe the analysis 
process but named analysis as a phase of the YPAR approach, where the study involved 
each student choosing and developing their own research project, thus implying individual 
analysis.

Methods of children's participation in analysis also varied, including both the form of 
analysis and extent of capacity-building. Verbal analysis generally took the form of chil-
dren discussing their views on the data among themselves in groups and/or with an adult 
researcher. One study described how the adult researchers created emergent codes from 
interview transcripts as ‘talking points’ for discussion with child researchers (Maynard 
et al., 2020). Another included extensive transcripts of children contributing to understanding 
data during conversations with the adult researchers (Pahl & Pool, 2011). Written analyses 
were structured in various ways, such as using a questionnaire to respond to photos and 
summarising discussions in notebooks (Bergström et al., 2010), undertaking thematic anal-
ysis of transcribed focus group conversations (Bristow & Atkinson, 2020), or categorising or 
collating survey responses (Lang & Shelley, 2021; Lundy & McEvoy, 2011).

Building children's capacity for analysis was integrated into the project design of some 
studies, while for others it was not seen as practicable. One study described capacity-building 
using activities, such as sorting and ranking, and the resulting self-confidence with which 
children participated in analysis and interpretation (Lundy & McEvoy, 2011), while another 
supported the children to develop their own interpretations and means of data representation 
(Messiou, 2014). Barriers to engaging in capacity-building for analysis were also reported. In 
one study, analysis matrices were developed by adults, with the necessary training for chil-
dren in behavioural theories deemed too unrealistic and inefficient (Anselma et al., 2019). 
Another reported that training in qualitative analysis would have required more time than 
the children had available or were willing to contribute (Mearns et al., 2014). In both studies, 
children were provided with an opportunity to comment on the analyses. In other studies, 
where adults played a leading role in analysis, children were given an opportunity to offer a 
point of view on data and findings (Milstein, 2010), or co-analysed and presented their work 
alongside adults (Maynard et al., 2020; Prasad, 2013).

Disseminating research findings

Children's participation in the dissemination and sharing phases of the studies documented 
here paints a rich view of the possibilities for enabling children's access to audience and, 
to a lesser extent, influence. Despite some studies (n = 6) not discussing children's partici-
pation in the development of artefacts to be disseminated or how dissemination was under-
taken, most described an authentic level of decision making by children in determining how 
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the research was to be communicated. A range of dissemination methods were described, 
including self-made newspapers, poster presentations, development of catchy slogans and 
quotes, videos, collages and written content including electronic and hard copy book publica-
tions and key contributions to major report writing. Children were also described as ambas-
sadors for the research projects by speaking in public at meetings, community and parent 
groups, assemblies, conferences and to the media. In one case, two children co-authored 
publications from the study (Maynard et al., 2020).

On some occasions, decisions about dissemination were undertaken in partnership with 
the adults involved in the research (e.g., Abraczinskas & Zarrett, 2020; Anselma et al., 2019; 
Leat & Reid, 2012; Lundy et al., 2011; Maynard et al., 2020; Mearns et al., 2014). Where 
this was the case, it was common that these forms of dissemination included strategies like 
programme implementation or major written reports. Overall, there was a clear assumption of 
competence shared by the studies that reported on this research phase. Studies where adults 
partnered with the children to decide on dissemination strategies did not describe children 
as being incompetent or unable to undertake dissemination activity of this type without adult 
support. In fact, the children's role was often about leading work to ensure  it was accessible 
and comprehensible for other children to use (Leat & Reid, 2012) and to check that the struc-
ture, content and wording of written content represented the views of children in the  study 
(Lundy et al., 2011; Maynard et al., 2020; Mearns et al., 2014). These approaches  to dissem-
ination reflect considerations of audience in answer to questions of what knowledge is being 
generated, for what purpose and for whom it is important (Thomas, 2021). In the case of chil-
dren as co-researchers, where adults are active partners and/or facilitators of the research, 
there may be multiple purposes and multiple audiences, some more and some  less relevant 
to the children themselves.

RQ4: What are the reported benefits and challenges of researching 
with children?

Benefits

Out of the 25 studies, 23 reported perceived benefits of engaging in research with and by chil-
dren. These benefits can be divided into benefits for children and benefits for adults. Benefits 
for children can be further categorised according to positive effects for personal character-
istics, social aspects and knowledge and skills. Table 8 summarises the benefits claimed for 
children participating as researchers. The most cited benefits in terms of children's personal 
characteristics included increases in confidence, well-being, sense of agency and sense 
of achievement (Abraczinskas & Zarrett, 2020; Anselma et al., 2019; Graham et al., 2017; 
Kumpulainen et al., 2014; Lundy & McEvoy, 2011; Messiou, 2014; Michail & Kellett, 2015; 
Milstein, 2010). In terms of social aspects, collaboration was identified in four papers 
(Anselma et al., 2019; Carrington et al., 2010; Graham et al., 2017; Mearns et al., 2014). Not 
surprisingly, acquisition of knowledge and skills was also regarded as beneficial (Anselma 
et al., 2019, 2020; Lundy & McEvoy, 2011; Mearns et al., 2014; Michail & Kellett, 2015).

In addition to the perceived benefits for children, adults reported their own benefits. Chil-
dren's participation was of value to adult research agendas, professional or personal devel-
opment, as well as more generalised overall benefits (Table 9). Six studies reported that the 
children's insights offered new and unexpected perspectives, which enriched knowledge on 
the topic (Anselma et al., 2019; Bristow & Atkinson, 2020; Dunn, 2015; Maynard et al., 2020; 
Prasad, 2013; Reimer & McLean, 2015). Other reported benefits related to a change in adult 
analytical research skills and in their perception of children's capabilities to participate as 
researchers (Anselma et al., 2019; Mearns et al., 2014). Overall benefits of co-researching 
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or allowing children to lead the research included being able to establish ongoing avenues 
and skills for student voice (Abraczinskas & Zarrett, 2020; Anselma et al., 2019; Bristow & 
Atkinson, 2020; Leat & Reid, 2012; Michail & Kellett, 2015) and demonstration of the possibil-
ities for broader applications of child participation in research, for example in co-participatory 
practices across the school curriculum (Kumpulainen et al., 2014).

RESEARCH WITH AND BY CHILDREN 21 of 30

Benefits Reported in

1. Personal characteristics

Increased confidence Abraczinskas and Zarrett (2020), Graham et al. (2017), 
Lundy and McEvoy (2011), Messiou (2014), Michail 
and Kellett (2015), Milstein (2010)

Well-being Anselma et al. (2019), Graham et al. (2017), 
Kumpulainen et al. (2014), Michail and 
Kellett (2015)

Sense of agency and ownership Anselma et al. (2019), Kumpulainen et al. (2014)

Sense of achievement and valuing hard work Abraczinskas and Zarrett (2020), Michail and 
Kellett (2015)

Sense of empowerment Graham et al. (2017), Maynard et al. (2020)

Self-efficacy Anselma et al. (2019)

Self-esteem Graham et al. (2017)

Interest in learning Milstein (2010)

Educational aspiration Messiou (2014)

2. Social aspects

Collaboration Anselma et al., 2019, Carrington et al. (2010), Graham 
et al. (2017), Mearns et al. (2014)

Leadership Mearns et al. (2014)

Contributing to community Buckley-Marudas and Soltis (2020)

Inclusivity Anselma et al. (2019)

Seeing things from others' perspectives Lundy et al. (2011)

Sense of belonging Michail and Kellett (2015)

Help seeking Graham et al. (2017)

Interest in knowledge sharing Milstein (2010)

Positioned to contribute to discourse/Future citizens Donovan (2016), Maynard et al. (2020)

A safe space to learn and reflect where adults are 
always encouraging and supportive of participation

Michail and Kellett (2015)

Trust built that led to sharing of important and personal 
stories

Abma and Schrijver (2020)

3. Knowledge and skills

Research skills and having real world implications Anselma et al. (2019), Lundy and McEvoy (2011), 
Mearns et al. (2014), Michail and Kellett (2015)

Improved understanding of knowledge about topic and 
development of self-views and opinions

Anselma et al. (2020), Mearns et al. (2014), Lundy and 
McEvoy (2011)

Critical awareness and engagement Donovan (2016), Reimer and McLean (2015)

Public speaking Abraczinskas and Zarrett (2020)

Ethical and critical thinking Graham et al. (2017)

Learned diverse ways of acquiring knowledge Milstein (2010)

T A B L E  8  Perceived and reported benefits of co-researching and child-led research to children
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Challenges

Many of the studies reported navigating challenges associated with working alongside child 
researchers. These challenges highlight the ways in which participation by children interacts 
with existing political, cultural and social structures. Challenges are divided here into five 
categories: power, control and relationships; framing and structuring; standards of practice; 
ethical process and conduct; and external factors.

Power, control and relationships
Negotiating the inevitable position of children as subordinate to adults was challenging. 
Where studies were carried out in schools, existing adult-child hierarchical structures were 
often present and strengthened by the need to position the child researchers as learners of 
research skills (Buckley-Marudas & Soltis, 2020; Lang & Shelley, 2021). Even when not in 
schools, relationships were sometimes shaped by cultural norms with children attempting 
to give ‘the correct answer’ (Maynard et al., 2020). It was clear that fostering power sharing 
arrangements was hard. It was difficult to create a relationship where the children were 
considered as partners (Milstein, 2010). Even when sharing responsibility, practical issues 
sometimes meant that aspects of the research were conducted without children (Anselma 
et al., 2019; Lang & Shelley, 2021)

Navigating between areas of interest for adult and child researchers highlighted differ-
ences in priorities that demanded either acceptance (Pahl & Pool, 2011) or negotiation 
(Buckley-Marudas & Soltis, 2020). At times, it was necessary to guide children towards 
approaches that were practical rather than interesting to the children (Bergström et al., 2010). 
Sometimes, the adult researchers were not able (or were unwilling) to accede control and 
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Benefits Reported in:

1. Value to the research

Valuable dimension or unexpected perspectives added 
through children's insights

Dunn (2015), Maynard et al. (2020), 
Prasad (2013), Reimer and McLean (2015)

More thorough understanding of the topic/ Rich and unique 
dataset

Anselma et al. (2019), Bristow and 
Atkinson (2020)

Understanding of student perspectives assists educators 
to be more effective in implementing their goals

Reimer and McLean (2015)

The accidental or unpredictable nature of co-researching 
with children must be recognised and valued

Pahl and Pool (2011)

2. Professional/personal development

New insights and laying aside assumptions Mearns et al. (2014)

Improved perceptions of children's capabilities and the 
value of their ideas

Anselma et al. (2019)

Became more responsive and caring as understanding and 
respect for students' capabilities grew

Leat and Reid (2012)

3. Other/general

Established ongoing avenues and skills for student voice, 
and students enjoy more choice and control

Abraczinskas and Zarrett (2020), Anselma 
et al. (2019), Bristow and Atkinson (2020), Leat 
and Reid (2012), Michail and Kellett (2015)

Possibilities to apply co-participatory practices (between 
teachers and students) across the curriculum

Kumpulainen et al. (2014)

T A B L E  9  Perceived and reported benefits of co-researching and child-led research to adults/other
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directed aspects of the research previously intended to be child-led (Mearns et al., 2014). It 
was apparent that adults could find it challenging to step back and let the children work inde-
pendently (Anselma et al., 2019; Lang & Shelley, 2021) and that adult guidance sometimes 
turned into control (Abma & Schrijver, 2020). This was particularly evident when children had 
motivations for participating that did not align with researcher expectations (Buckley-Marudas 
& Soltis, 2020; Mearns et al., 2014; Michail & Kellett, 2015). These included a high priority 
for forming social connections and maintaining peer relationships. This situation created a 
challenge for researchers who may wish to intervene and redirect children to their own goals. 
Managing the adult-child relationship was further complicated where the adult researchers 
were also facilitators, making it difficult to simultaneously make research observations and 
guide children's work (Bergström et al., 2010; Mearns et al., 2014).

Framing and structuring
The ways that the research was framed and structured had significant impacts on chil-
dren's participation. In the reviewed studies, children typically worked in groups. This way 
of working enabled larger numbers of participants, but had limitations, such as that the 
number of children involved in decision-making could be limited to active group members 
(Anselma et al., 2019). In some studies, the large number of children in a group impeded 
children's concentration span (Abraczinskas & Zarrett, 2020; Bergström et al., 2010). Chil-
dren's participation was limited when they partnered within a pre-existing research proposal 
(Mearns et al., 2014) and when adult-imposed analysis methods were used (Abma & 
Schrijver, 2020; Bristow & Atkinson, 2020). Where the authors chose methods for the 
children to allow participation (e.g., photovoice), that method could reinforce stereotypes 
about the subject matter (Abma & Schrijver, 2020). Limitation in child participation high-
lights the fragility of claims that projects are ‘truly’ child-led, as discussed in Abraczinskas 
and Zarrett (2020).

Standards of practice
Standards of practice refers to the conventions of scholarly research. For example, expecta-
tions that data ‘quality’ is consistent. However, in Anselma et al. (2019), not all focus groups 
conducted by the children had the same depth, and in Reimer and McLean (2015), some 
children's field notes were blank. Bristow and Atkinson (2020) reported that the standard 
for thematic analysis was not met when the child-generated themes had a high degree of 
overlap, suggesting that they may not have understood the process fully. The advisory group 
in Dunn (2015) suggested a group (vs. individual) picture sorting exercise, but the adults 
decided that this would be detrimental to the study's findings. Pahl and Pool (2011) described 
difficulties with some children's disorganised research methods and messy narratives. Lundy 
et al. (2011) discussed challenges working with young children where their literacy, numer-
acy and ability to think beyond their own experience are still developing.

Ethical process and conduct
Reporting on ethical process and conduct related to inclusion and adult control. In recruitment, 
schools may shape who participates (e.g., selecting more engaged students for participa-
tion), and the system for selecting participants may have been biased towards more popular 
or outspoken students, especially when recruited through a nomination process (Mearns 
et al., 2014; Messiou, 2014). There was some degree of gatekeeping of data exercised by 
adults, such as when they chose which photos taken by children were included in further 
analysis (Abma & Schrijver, 2020). Referring to Lundy's (2007) argument, such approaches 
could affect the integrity of the co-researching process, meaning that children's views may 
not have been taken seriously in adult-driven research (see also Lundy et al., 2011).
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External factors
Some external or uncontrollable factors were reported as limitations. Time constraints 
related to the school structure or access to the children were widely reported across stud-
ies (Abraczinskas & Zarrett, 2020; Anselma et al., 2019; Graham et al., 2017; Mearns 
et al., 2014; Michail & Kellett, 2015; Prasad, 2013). Additionally, the schools or institutions 
involved could experience school staffing challenges (Bristow & Atkinson, 2020), and their 
management or staff may present different priorities, degree of project buy-in, and research 
facilitation skills, which altogether limited the degree of changes that could come about 
from the research (Abraczinskas & Zarrett, 2020; Anselma et al., 2019; Buckley-Marudas & 
Soltis, 2020). Anselma et al. (2020) reported that parents did not want to be involved in the 
healthy behaviours research; consequently, gains from the project were not sustained. Other 
factors related to supporting participation of disadvantaged children with limited material 
resources. In Michail and Kellett (2015), the programme provided stationery, dinner in every 
session, transportation, equipment and family support, which represented a significant cost 
for a programme to support.

DISCUSSION

In our introduction, we referenced Article 12 of the UNCRC. Based on our review there 
are, evidently, challenges to the realisation of children's participatory rights within academic 
knowledge production. Nonetheless, the field continues to expand and, within the research 
paradigm, different rationales and theoretical frameworks are evolving. In our discussion of 
the review, we analyse three important dimensions of research with and by children. The 
first relates to research scholarship and academic institutions, the second reflects on the 
limitations of our study, and finally, we consider the critical issues of diversity and inclusion.

Thomas (2021) observes that children's research harbours a multiplicity of methods, 
approaches and objectives, and may not adhere to the same conventions or expectations as 
those of adults. Nonetheless, consensus is evident among academics, policy-makers  and 
service providers that conducting research with and by children on issues that matter to 
them is a justifiable endeavour. Yet, within universities, academic roles are hierarchically 
structured, subject to surveillance and peer-review, and engage with internal and external 
metrics, accountability and ranking systems. Reconciling engaging children as research-
ers and enabling them ultimate authority to make decisions about knowledge translation 
and dissemination is a radical stance. Children's desires may not fit within traditional or 
non-traditional research outputs. This is an issue that needs greater interrogation and reflec-
tion within childhood studies (see also Kellett, 2012).

One of the limitations of our review is that there is a predominance of studies conducted 
in the global North. Analysis of the search results suggests studies situated in the global 
South were excluded for one or more of these reasons: (a) focus was on child-centred 
pedagogy, education policy and practice; (b) participatory action research was with adult 
community members; (c) inclusion of children's voices are merely as research participants 
or data point; and/or (d) young people were over 15 years of age. The ways in which children 
are contributing to knowledge production in the global South is of keen importance. The 
inclusion of contributions that address how researchers in societies and political systems 
globally engage with an understanding of children as rights-holders is needed. The UNCRC 
opened new avenues for thinking about the rights of children with regard to gender, ethnicity 
and culture. In other respects, though, it formalised, universalised and homogenised the 
understanding of childhood and rights of children; thereby disregarding how class, ethnicity, 
gender or culture, then and now, shape local perceptions (Holzscheiter et al., 2019). From 
that observation, we argue that the role of research with and by children must engage with 
the specific historical, political and social contexts in which it occurs. This is also because, 
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as Bradbury-Jones et al. (2018) observe, participatory research is a popular choice for those 
researching particularly vulnerable or marginalised children because it explicitly acknowl-
edges the unequal ways in which some types of knowledge are legitimised and prioritised.

Although the global North is evident in this systematic literature review there is indu-
bitably interesting and relevant work occurring elsewhere (Porter, 2016; Wickenden & 
Kembhavi-Tam, 2014). Indeed, interest in collaborative approaches with children is growing 
because of concerns to redress the power imbalance between adults and children in the 
research process, to protect them from exploitative research, and to give adequate recog-
nition to their rights: part of a ‘wider political struggle for recognition, representation and 
equality’ (Jones, 2004, p. 114).

Inclusion and diversity are critically important. Within our review, the majority of research 
recruited children in the 9–12 age bracket. Indirectly, we infer that there are perceived chal-
lenges of research with and by younger children. Yet, the UNCRC explicitly states that all chil-
dren share the same rights. Moreover, the studies (with the notable exceptions of Maynard 
et al., 2020; Pahl & Pool, 2011) use phrases to depict their young collaborators such as ‘the 
children’ or ‘the students’. Their subjectivities, histories and stories are subsumed within 
a broad categorisation, obscuring a relational view that might include attributes such as 
gender, cultural and social background, motivations and experience, as well as environ-
mental and situational aspects (see Spyrou, 2019). Such a simplification risks perpetuating 
the very assumptions that have limited children's participation in the past—that children as 
a group lack the capabilities and insight into issues to be able to contribute in a meaningful 
way. It is possible that methodological choices in data analysis and reporting are part of this 
issue. As reported above, within most of the studies children's discussion and/or reflection 
occurred while the children were in groups. This has implications for children's subjectivities. 
Even where children are contributing as researchers, children engaging in group work risks 
denial of their unique perspectives and situated experiences.

CONCLUSIONS

This systematic literature review addressed four research questions to contribute to the 
evolving paradigm: what are the different characteristics and contexts in which the research 
is occurring, what motivations and methods underpin approaches, in what elements of 
research endeavour are children represented, and what are the benefits and challenges of 
researching with children? It is clear that how adults approach research with and by children 
frames subjectivities and the agency of the child. It necessarily involves negotiations about 
matters of interest for children and for researchers. Finally, the ways in which the rights of the 
child are governed in specific times and places also give expression to different meanings 
surrounding notions of childhood and child development.

This review provides extensive commentary on contemporary scholarship of children 
as researchers. It offers multiple insights about theoretical and methodological considera-
tions, and the socio-cultural contexts within which projects are carried out. We have identi-
fied where situational tensions might inhibit the capacity of adults and children to partner in 
co-creating new knowledge and developing robust ways of working together. The presented 
evidence highlights the diversity of approaches to children as researchers that have grown 
from foundations of children's rights and assumptions of competence, and emphasises the 
importance of a reflexive understanding of the contextual, relational, social, cultural and 
political elements in play.
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Database Search syntax

Informit (including A+ 
Education)

(child* as researcher*); ((child* NOT parent*) AND (child-centred AND research) 
OR (child centred AND method) OR (child centred AND technique) OR 
(child centered AND research) OR (child centered AND method) OR (child 
centered AND technique) OR ((child-led AND method) OR (child-led AND 
technique) OR (child-led AND research) OR (Participatory AND child*) OR 
(Co-design AND child*))))

"students as researchers" OR "children as co-researchers" OR "students as 
co-researchers" OR "young researchers" OR ("youth-led AND research)

(child*) AND (research OR method* OR technique* OR approach*) AND 
child-led

((child-led OR youth-led) AND (research OR method OR technique OR 
approach)) OR “child* as co-researcher*” OR “child* as researcher*” OR 
“student* as researcher*” OR “student* as co-researcher*” OR (co-design 
AND child*) OR (youth AND “participatory action research”)

ERIC via EBSCO (child* as researcher*); ((child* NOT parent*) AND (child-centred AND research) 
OR (child-centred AND method) OR (child-centred AND technique) OR 
(child centered AND research) OR (child-centered AND method) OR (child-
centered AND technique) OR (child-led AND method) OR (child-led AND 
technique) OR (child-led AND research) OR (Participatory AND child*) OR 
(Co-design AND child*)

((child*) AND (research OR method OR technique OR approach)) AND child-led
((child-led OR youth-led) AND (research OR method OR technique OR 

approach)) OR “child* as co-researcher*” OR “child* as researcher*” OR 
“student* as researcher*” OR “student* as co-researcher*” OR (co-design 
AND child*) OR (youth AND “participatory action research”)

ProQuest Education noft(child-led OR co-design) AND noft(Research OR method* OR technique* 
OR approach*) AND noft(Child*)

Web of Science (child*) AND (research OR method* OR technique* OR approach*) AND 
"child-led"

Google Scholar (child*) AND (research OR method* OR technique* OR approach*) AND "child-
led" - title search

ERIC and Open Dissertations 
via EBSCO

"students as researchers" OR "children as co-researchers" OR "students as 
co-researchers" OR "young researchers" OR ("youth-led" AND research)

ProQuest Education noft("students as researchers") OR noft("children as co-researchers") OR 
noft("students as co-researchers") OR noft("youth-led" AND research)

T A B L E  A 1  Search syntaxes deployed in each database
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