
1 
 

Accepted Manuscript – Accepted 10th March 2020.  

BERJ Special Issue: Ethical Questions in Educational Research 

Special issue editors: David Aldridge, Brunel University London; Gert Biesta, Brunel 

University London 

  

Reflecting on three creative approaches to informed 

consent with children under six 

  

Dr. Lorna Arnott, University of Strathclyde – corresponding author (lorna.arnott@strath.ac.uk). 

University of Strathclyde, Lord Hope Building, Rm 206, 141 St James Road, G4 0LT 

Ms. Loreain Martinez, University of Strathclyde 

Prof. Kate Wall, University of Strathclyde 

Dr. Caralyn Blaisdell, Queen Margaret University 

Dr. Ioanna Palaiologou, University College London, Institute of Education. 

  

Abstract 

In an era where children’s rights are paramount, there are still few practical examples to guide us 

when seeking informed consent from children. This paper therefore makes a significant contribution 

to the field by examining three practical approaches to negotiating informed consent with young 

children under 6 years old. We draw on researcher field notes, images and observations from four 

research projects that employed creative methods for seeking informed consent from young children. 

We take a reflexive approach, considering how successful the three techniques have been in 

facilitating young children’s decision making around research participation. Our findings suggest that 

innovative approaches to informed consent create spaces for children to engage in dialogue and 

questioning about the research project. However, in order for the approaches to be meaningful they 

need to be pedagogically-appropriate to the maturity and capabilities of the children. We also 

demonstrate that irrespective of the approach devised, researchers have a responsibility to ensure 

consent is continuously negotiated throughout the project through reflexive questioning.  
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Reflecting on three creative approaches to informed 

consent with children under six 

Introduction 

It is increasingly commonplace to involve children directly as research participants (Christensen and 
James, 2017; Murray 2016, 2017). Yet despite literature debating the complexities of ethics and 
voluntary informed consent (Farrell, 2016; Mayne, Howitt, & Rennie, 2017) children’s involvement in 
negotiating informed consent in research still occupies an ambiguous space. For example, ethical 
guidance often frames children as a vulnerable or high-risk group, while offering little advice about 
how to support children to provide consent (Parsons, Abbott, McKnight, & Davies, 2015). This 
potentially excludes children who do not sit comfortably in formal consent procedures, via ethical 
Boards. 
 
This tension may be exacerbated in the case of very young children (under six years old). As Farrell 
(2016) argues, concerns about young children’s immaturity could lead to children’s restricted 
possibilities in research. The assumption has been that young children cannot comprehend 
researchers’ explanations of the project, and therefore are never “truly informed” (Gray & Winter, 
2011; Hughes & Helling, 1991, p.: 228). Consequently, it is questioned whether children realise that 
they have the right to withdraw at any time without consequences. 
 
Finding a path towards supporting children’s informed consent is particularly difficult because with 
the exception of Mayne et al.’s (2017) discussion of visual manipulatives such as storybooks, there are 
still few examples of how to support children to understand research and negotiate consent (Parsons, 
Sherwood and Abbott 2015). This paper therefore makes a significant contribution to the field by 
examining three practical approaches to negotiating informed consent with young children. Situated 
within a children’s rights perspective, this paper challenges residual notions that young children’s 
ideas and opinions should be sought only via the proxy of a gatekeeper or parent. However, the paper 
also challenges simplistic ideas of the child as ‘competent’ social actor. Instead we draw on relational 
understandings of ethics, highlighting the expectations, realities, negotiations and challenges of 
supporting young children’s understanding of, and consent to, participation in research.  
 

Informed consent--a relational view  

Informed consent is a core tenet of research ethics. The accepted methods for obtaining consent in 
early years research are laid out by various policy guidelines (AERA, 2011; EECERA, 2015; SERA, 2005; 
BERA Guidelines, 2018). In essence, informed consent is about researchers explaining their work 
appropriately and clearly, to allow participants to make informed decisions about whether to 
participate (Alderson & Morrow, 2011). Recommendations for best practice in informed consent are 
typically underpinned by similar criteria: 
 

1.          Consent involves an explicit act, such as a verbal or written agreement; 
2.          Participants can only consent if they are informed about, and understand, something of the 

nature, purpose and likely consequences of the research; 
3.           Consent must be given voluntarily, without coercion; 
4.           Consent must be renegotiable. 

(Adapted from Gallagher 2009: 15–16) 
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These criteria leave space for interpretation, which all researchers must navigate relationally with 
their potential participants. Gallagher et al. (2010) argue that it can be hard to ensure that any 
participants in social research (whether adults or children) are sufficiently informed. They also 
challenge the ‘gold standard’ of researcher’s understanding of the project, arguing that researchers 
themselves may not fully appreciate the implications for participants. While the general ‘murkiness’ 
of informed consent is widely acknowledged, it is also generally accepted that the researcher should 
be as ‘open and honest’ as possible during research and when building relationships with participants 
(Rossman & Rallis, 2012, p.: 75).  
 
In the case of young children, the practicalities of informed consent have been somewhat polarised. 
On the one hand, negotiating informed consent directly with children is well-accepted from a rights-
based perspective (Beazley, Bessell, Ennew, & Waterson, 2009). On the other hand, despite the 
tendency for ethical codes to endorse the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(UNCRC), when it comes to involvement in research, legal guardian’s consent is still fundamental and 
absolute. For example, the BERA Ethical Code clearly states: 
 

“researchers following the UNCRC will take into account the rights and duties of 
those who have legal responsibility for children, such as those who act in 
guardianship (parents, for example) or as ‘responsible others’ (that is, those who 
have responsibility for the welfare and wellbeing of the participants, such as social 
workers). This may involve gaining the consent of those responsible for children, 
such as a parent or guardian.” (BERA 2018, p. 15).  

 
It then becomes debatable whether children’s participation rests on ‘consent’, ‘assent’ or some other 
conceptualisation. Despite its challenges (see Flewitt, 2005), a widely accepted approach with young 
children has been to infer assent from the child, in conjunction with legal guardian consent (Morrow 
& Richards, 1996). Assent has been described as the child’s acquiescence to being involved (Coyne, 
2010). In this situation consent is inferred from their body language. The researcher has a 
responsibility to observe and consider this body language in order to ensure that only willing children 
take part.   
  
Nevertheless, by negotiating consent directly with young children, researchers have to demonstrate 
an understanding of young children as ‘reliable, voluntary’ participants in research (Farrell, 2016, p. 
226). In fact, it is the researcher’s duty to find appropriate approaches to negotiate consent/assent 
with children. For example, in Scotland, for young children whose voluntary informed consent is 
considered impractical due to age or competence, the guidelines state that “researchers must fully 
explore alternative ways in which they can be enabled to make authentic responses” (SERA, 2005, p. 
6). Similarly, across the UK, BERA guidance states that when researching with children and young 
people the same ethical principles as the adults should be applied. Yet, it encourages researchers to 
take creative approaches and “make different decisions as they deem appropriate for children and 
young people of different ages and capacities” (2018, p. 14-15). 
 
This paper is born out of our desire to find approaches to research, including informed consent 
procedures, with early childhood participants that offer a high quality of ethical rigor. We consider 
Mayne et al’s, (2016 p.301) view of a child having the right to be informed to their level of competence 
and able to “to express a view that is not necessarily fully mature… [This] does not preclude young 
children from being able to form a carefully considered, rational or informed view”. Thus, we sought 
to find approaches to informed consent that allowed us to move beyond and supplement the generally 
utilised methods of assent coupled with parental proxy consent.   
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Method 

This paper provides reflexive accounts of designing and implementing three methods of informed 
consent across four research projects. An overview of these source projects (one technique was used 
across two projects) is given in Table 1. The projects all draw on informed consent practices that were 
designed to be child-led, child friendly, creative, playful, and/or pedagogically-appropriate. Two of the 
methods draw on visual manipulatives while all three approaches adopt a relational perspective 
where dialogue between researcher and child is fundamental.  
 
The theoretical underpinnings of our research, driving all three examples discussed, are situated in a 
view that children are rights holders and can engage meaningfully in consent processes, make choices 
and can express their views verbally and non-verbally. In doing so, we respect children’s competence 
to be involved in informed consent that ‘will occur at differing chronological ages’ (Bowman, Spicer, 
& Iqbal, 2011, p. 18). We are interested in Lundy’s (2007, p. 935) suggestion that children can form a 
view at any age (verbal or non-verbal) and thus participate in all aspects of their lives that concerned 
them. Lundy (2007) draws attention to the idea that ‘children’s right to express their views is not 
dependent upon their capacity to express a mature view; it is dependent only on their ability to form 
a view, mature or not’ (p. 935). 
 
All methods of consent are therefore unpinned by the founding principles of early childhood pedagogy 
and listening practices. Devised as ‘pedagogically-appropriate methods’ (Wall 2018) they are aligned 
to the educational practices of the setting where the research was conducted, thus having good fit 
with the experience of the children involved.  That means that research methods will be tailored in 
different contexts and will look different in different spaces and cultures.  This is because they should 
directly align with their established early childhood practices and their way of supporting children’s 
learning.  For this study, the research generally took place in Western play-based systems where the 
pedagogy is designed to be child-led, playful and fun, exploratory or discovery based and focused on 
supporting the whole child. It is nestled in listening pedagogy, as an active and responsive process, 
which relies on tuning in to voices (Glazzard, 2012) and being open to the myriad ways voice can be 
communicated (Clark, 2017). 
 
The following research questions were used to guide the analysis.  

1.  In what ways can child-centred pedagogy be utilised to develop informed consent approaches 
with research participants, under 6 years old? 
2.  To what extent can pedagogically-appropriate methods of informed consent successfully 
facilitating children to take on a more powerful and active role in their decision making to be 
research participants? 

  
To critically engage with the procedures for informed consent we take a reflexive approach (Dean, 
2017), considering how successful the three approaches have been in facilitating young children’s 
decision making around research participation. To ensure an evidence-base we will draw on project 
data: researcher field notes, images and observations made across the projects shown in Table 1, as 
well as reflexive written summaries after each research visit.  This paper offers a general overview of 
methods with indicative examples.  It is not our intention in this paper to unpick how axes of difference 
such as race/ethnicity, class, gender, disability or how working with participants with additional 
support needs interact with consent procedures but this is fruitful area for future work. The intent is 
to engage in a reflexive dialogue across those approaches to informed consent to develop more far 
reaching understandings of consent to inform future research practice.   
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Table 1  Overview of the source projects 

 Look Who’s Talking: Using arts-based 
methods to elicit young children’s 

perspectives on voice 

An Ecological Exploration of the Internet of 
Toys in Early Childhood Everyday Life 

Projects 
 

Play-based research methods for stimulating 
critical thinking in the context of young 

children and adult interactions 
 

Object recognition of infants 

Consent 
approach 

Animated Video and Joint Ethical Agreement  Animated Video and Joint Ethical Agreement Narrative Picture Book Ethical Helix 

Aims/RQs 1.What does ‘voice’ mean, with children aged 
from birth to seven? 
2. How do practitioners conceptualise what it 
means to listen to young children? 
3. What are some areas of success and of 
difficulty in listening to young children? 

 1. What are parents and practitioners 
dispositions towards children ages 3-7 years 
engaging with internet-enabled toys? 
2. What are the ecological factors which shape 
young children’s experiences with internet-
enabled toys? 
3. What are the characteristics of children’s 
play with internet-enabled toys in home and 
early childcare? 

1. How does 5-6-year-olds critical thinking 
manifest during detective play experience? 
2. How can the experience of mystery solving 
play be useful to exercise critical thinking skills 
and dispositions? 
3. What interactions and strategies are found 
to be useful to promote critical thinking 
moments in detective play experience? 
 

How object recognition develops in infants 
when showing them  photographs than 
showing them miniature toys 
 

Methods Arts-based methods: 
1.Fine arts (drawing; craft-making with glue, 
glitter, pipe cleaners, popsicle sticks, foam 
shapes; sculpting with soft ‘air dough’ style 
clay). 
2.A themed ‘play basket’ containing 
provocations affiliated with 'voice' 
(microphones, megaphones, walkie talkies, 
toy ears attached to headbands) 
3.Videography 
4.Puppetry and role play in relation to 'voice' 
5. Informal conversations with children. 

Interviews with parents 
Interviews with educators  
Participant observations by the researchers of 
children's play with IoToys in childcare; 
·Written observation notes 
·Still digital images 
·iPad recordings 
·Practitioner reflections 
Multimedia messages (pictures, videos, short 
written reflections from parents) of case study 
children's play in the home, submitted my 
parents and practitioners. 
Consultation with children (aged 3-5 years 
old) – storyboards, modelling with playdough 
and arts materials, Book Creator. 
 

Four semi-structured detective play-based 
mystery solving experiences were designed 
for eliciting critical thinking in young children. 
Detective role play performance was 
videotaped. Children and researcher’s 
interactions were observed, transcribed and 
analysed in addition to researcher-
participant’s reflexive notes and children 
products (e.g. super detective 
documentation: hand written/drawn notes 
and iPad photographs). 
 

Observations: 
The project used a set of miniature toys of 
animals and household toys that were the 
same in photographs. 
The infants were sown the miniature toys first 
and played with them and then were shown 
the photographs asking them to see the photo 
and then pick up the toys that was in the 
photo 

Participants 1 nursery in Scotland, catering for 124 
children. Approximately 20 children 
interacted with the researchers.  

1 nursery in each country (Scotland, England, 
N.Ir, Australia, Norway), catering for up to 200 
children.  

2 schools and one nursery setting in Scotland. 
32, 3-6-year-old participants took part divided 
into groups of 2-4 children 
 

 Twenty five infants in an English urban city  

Approach 
Used 

Qualitative enquiry  Qualitative enquiry Qualitative enquiry Qualitative methodology  

Further 
reading 

(Blaisdell et al., 2018) (Arnott et al., 2019) (Martinez-Lejarreta, 2018) (Palaiologou, 2019) 
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Approaches for informed consent 

In this section, we introduce the three approaches for consent with young children. It will quickly become 
apparent that across the projects, the researchers were engaging in iterative reflections and adapting the 
approaches in situ, where needed. We do not see this as problematic, but rather a reflection of the fact 
that we were innovating in an underdeveloped area of research practice. We reflect on these reactions to 
the problems of real-life implementation in a later section.  

Approach 1: The Animated Video 

Used across two research projects (Blaisdell et al. 2018; Arnott et al. 2019), two animated videos (one 
screen shot presented in Figure 1) were created using the online space Biteable1; one to introduce the 
overall project and one to inform children about their proposed participation in consultation activities. 
Designed to be engaging, a first point of information for children, and in a format that children were 
familiar with, the animations were short videos lasting 1.13 minutes and 1.31 minutes, respectively. This 
was important because the research was taking place in a busy playroom context where children move 
freely around the room and where the environment was noisy and dynamic.  It is our experience in these 
particular contexts (see Arnott and Duncan 2019), that children’s engagement with a task can be fleeting 
due the broad range of stimulus available and therefore lengthy video animations would not be 
pedagogically appropriate for the context.  For other settings, boasting a quieter environment, or a 
different demographic of children, longer videos may have been appropriate.  
 
The videos focused on: who we were as researchers; why we were there; what the project entailed, 
children’s roles; dissemination of the data; data security; and children’s rights to play with the resources 
even if they did not want data to be collected about them.   
  

 
Figure 1: Animated video screen shot 

                                                 
1 https://biteable.com 
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Subsequently, children engaged in a process of discussion about what the research project entailed and 
developed a joint ethical agreement (see Figure 2) with researchers directing how we should operate 
during this project. This agreement was facilitated by a series of removable badges which could be 
appended to the blank agreement if children agreed (or not) to each element. Badges included statements 
like “I can ask questions”; “I can leave at any time”; “We are happy to be video recorded”. Blank badges 
were also available starting with “we can/will/are happy to” to allow children to add their own statements.   
  

 
Figure 2: Joint Agreement  
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Approach 2: Narrative illustrated Picture Book 

In Martinez’s (2018) project, a picture book was created by the researcher, inspired by children’s literature 
and combining illustrations and narrative. The book was presented via interactive storytelling. This 
technique was selected as it is a common form of communication, widely used across time in early years 
pedagogy in the settings involved in this study. 
 
The picture book (Figure 3), contained a linear story represented by cartoon characters of children and 
the researcher. The storyline was of the researcher exploring how children think when investigating 
mysteries in the context of super-detective role play. The intent with this form of communication was to 
‘tell’ new and abstract information, through the use of visuals, in a form of an accessible narrative with a 
clear intent, plot and end. The picture book storyline covered the purpose of the research visit, research 
activities, participants’ role, data recording devices, dissemination and voluntary participation among 
others.  
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Figure 3 
Figure 3: Narrative Picture Book 
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Information sharing via the storytelling session and initial consent happened within a group context. 
Throughout the remainder of the research children articulated views individually within and throughout 
the collective experience and exercised their right to participate, or not, at different times.  This included 
indicating willingness to take part verbally or asking to leave.  Overall, children demonstrated consent via 
various modes of communication, one of which may be by wearing detective clothing as they were advised 
to leave the apparel when they no longer wanted to participate. Nevertheless, wearing the detective 
clothing was not taken as an indication of firm consent but instead it provided an additional non-verbal 
opportunity for expressing consent, which must be observed in a relational manner. In other cases, some 
children took ownership and responsibility for the research, reaffirming their consent, by reminding the 
researcher whether the camera had been turned on/off or moving the focus of the camera to point at the 
research scenario when perhaps the play had moved to another physical location but the camera had not 
yet been repositioned.    
 
 
Approach 3: Ethical Helix 
The above two approaches can be effective with verbal children but when it comes to non or pre verbal 
children (e.g. infants and toddlers) they can sometimes be problematic. In this case researchers should 
seek consent through their corporeal language such as body gestures, sounds, eye contact, emotions and 
other behaviours. For this to be achieved the researcher should prioritise ethical practices that allow for 
reflection (e.g. Palaiologou 2014). Thus a set of reflective questions (such as those proposed in ethical 
helix) should be considered to help interpret corporeal languages of the children.  This line of questioning 
is not linear or circular but there is an intermingled that “looks like a chain of layers matching each other 
in the centre to from what looks like a twisted ladder in the form of a helix” (Palaiologou 2014, p. 700). 
Six layers have been suggested (Table 1  that can be translated into reflective questioning at each stage 
of the research process.  
 
For example, in addition to legal guardian consent, in the object recognition project working with babies 
under 18 months old, Palaiologou (2019) needed to make sure that babies’ participation was voluntary 
and consent was not only given by the parents but by the children themselves. The ethical helix approach 
was employed with 126 observation episodes.  The questions listed in the table below underpinned the 
researcher’s decision making to help make reasoned judgements, based on the reactions of the infants, 
about their consent. These questions are not to be asked to children direct, but instead help provide a 
structure for the researcher to interpret meaning and consent in situ (or retrospectively for narrative 
observation analysis).  This might happen during the research activity in real time (when the researchers 
were familiar with their questions) or when data (such as observation episodes) were selected and 
analysed, by excluding and destroying any observations where the researchers retrospectively consider 
the child had not consented.  The create a frame of reference to guide the researcher.  
 
 
 

 

Table 1  Description of the ethical layers and example of how they translate in reflective questions : 
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Ethical layers 
 

How they translated in reflective questions to 
meet requirements for individual research 
project 

Intersubjectivity: the procedures for reaching 
agreement among all involved in the research 
project; 

Has the infant willing playing with the toys during 
the observation and appearing comfortable and 
tuned in with the adult? 

Indivisibility: the procedures for reaching 
agreement among all involved in the research 
project; 

Is the nature of the observation of value to the 
research inquiry and what knowledge will be 
acquired? 

Phronesis: the necessity of the research, the 
exercise of judgement and the respect of the 
participants within the subject of the inquiry; 

Why is such observation needed , what will add to 
the lives of children?   

Parsimony: searching for simple, understandable 
by all  methods (especially where it facilitates the 
participation of young children); 

Is the activity and the chosen toys simplified for 
the infants? Are the infants familiar with the toys 
and what is asked?  

Equilibrium: consideration of the nature of the 
research in relation to the extent in which 
participants are able to be self-conscious and 
recognise and articulate their own requirements 
so as to offer emotional agreement to the process 

Are the infants emotionally engaged during the 
observation? 

The power of relationships and interaction 
between researcher and participant: the quest to 
avoid false assumptions being made about 
participant well-being and enable a supportive 
praxis to ensure their concerns are addressed.   
(Palaiologou, 2016, p. 47) 
 

Although the researcher is in “power” by choosing 
the activity and the materials, have false 
assumptions been made about the wellbeing of 
the infants?  

  
The above questions are indicative and only related to the object recognition project.  In practice the 
researchers should translate the Ethical Helix layers into relevant reflective questions to fit the nature for 
the project. The layers these questions represent were interconnected, entwined and intermingled to 
create an Ethical Helix of researcher practice in relation to the babies. As such the layers of consent were 
based on the researcher being able to understand the corporeal language and the emotions and 
behaviours of the infants and having the ability to respond to them as part of a negotiated process.    

Findings and Discussion 

Through recursive engagement with the data, four reflexive themes emerged in relation to informed 
consent with young children. An approach should:   

1. Provide a space for children to engage in questioning, reflection and dialogue about the research 
project and what is expected from them during the project. 

2. Offer a realistic approach which could be easily adapted with children across multiple research 
projects, with children under the age of 6. 

2.    Provide insight into the extent to which children understand the project and their involvement. 
4.   Understand the relationships required to negotiate consent with all children including non- or pre-
verbal children.  

 
In discussing these four themes, we share an understanding of what we hoped each method would offer 
and the reality. In some cases, expectations matched reality and the consent approaches were relatively 
successful; in other cases, our expectations fell short and the reality demonstrated challenges with the 
various approaches to informed consent. Throughout, we engage in critical reflexive discussion of these 
approaches in light of our overarching learning.  
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Reflexive theme 1: Providing a space for children’s questions about the 

research 

It was intended that concrete tools would provide a ‘valued space’(Cook-Sather 2002: 4) for children to 
engage in questioning and to challenge researchers about research projects. We were under no illusions 
that any approach would alleviate all issues associated with obtaining consent from young children, but 
we did want to create brave spaces (Cook-Sather, 2016) where children felt they had a voice, could speak 
up and ask questions about the research. The animated video and the picture book facilitated such 
reflexive questioning about the purpose of our visits and the research process. These visual manipulatives 
did not alleviate potential power dynamics of adult-child discourse, but scaffolded different opportunities 
for children to engage in dialogue. This resulted in a negotiated consent process more aligned with 
children’s rights to voluntarily consent, not just about whether to take part but also in relation to the fine-
grained details of what participation involved. 
 
In the following reflexive entry, we show how our expectation of providing a space for children to question 
and challenge the researcher and to unearth more detail about the research process, transpired in reality. 
The child demonstrates an ability to exert her own power over the researchers by questioning the use of 
the video camera and indeed makes an informed choice about whether to be recorded.  
 

Brave spaces for challenging researchers: Expectation meets reality 

One child (exact age unknown) indicated that she didn’t want to be recorded so we turned 
off the camera. She approached the camera and began looking at it. I asked her if she wanted 
to see how it worked and she smiled and said yes. I told her to press the record button, she 
could see on the large screen on the back that it was the playroom recording. After this, we 
returned to the table. I asked her if she wanted to turn off the camera again or if she was OK 
with it recording and she agreed that she felt fine with it recording the activity now. 
  
I felt encouraged by this encounter as we began to see children engaging with the ethical 
processes for the study. (Extract from First Day Reflections – Animated Video, 3 – 5 year old 
playroom). 
  

 
This dialogue is in stark contrast to the potentially inhibiting influences that might be associated with a 
one-off approach to legal guardian proxy consent. For example, elsewhere Blaisdell et al. (2018) described 
the challenges when a child participant wished to take part in research activities, but the legal guardian 
had refused consent because of the use of photography as a data collection tool (for child protection 
reasons). The photography could have been omitted to allow the child to take part, but the researchers 
were not fully aware of the situation until it was too late. In this scenario, the child was disempowered 
and closed off from discussions before a dialogue could be started.  
 
In other instances, the process of negotiating consent allowed children to think meaningful about the 
significance and any potential consequences of their involvement. The extract below shows Katia’s 
thought-process and decision making within the critical thinking project using the picture book.  
  

Brave spaces for challenging researchers: Expectation meets reality 

It was an uncommonly hot day and some children in primary one decided to go outside with 
a teacher during the informed consent storytelling session. The children involved in the story 
telling heard the announcement and Katia (aged 5) asked whether we were going to go 
outside. She seemed very interested in participating in both events, taking part in research as 
well as going outside. I had the impression that Katia was considering the options for a few 
seconds. 
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I told her she could go outside with the other children if she wanted but that we couldn’t do 
the session outside (due to various ethical reasons among others). She seemed to understand 
that it was her choice to make, however, to clarify and find out the possible consequence of 
leaving before actually making the decision she asked me, “then can I come back?”. (Primary 
1 setting) 

 
Katia understood participation in the research was voluntary, but before making a decision, she wanted 
to know what would happen if she changed her mind. By talking this through, she was becoming well-
informed and attempting to know her rights as a participant. The space created for Katia facilitated self-
expression regarding participation and its involvement, seeking information, a hypothetical path to 
negotiation and ultimately decision-making that suited her own agenda. 

Reflexive Theme 2: Realistic and Achievable Approaches  

Finding an approach that can be realistic and achievable was important and the approach decided upon 
was largely shaped by the context of the data collection. For example, differences in the environment, the 
ideological underpinning of the dominant pedagogical approach and over-all context might shape the 
usefulness of the method to informed consent. On one occasion, using the video approach in a large play-
based setting, the initial plan was to present it on a large screen, such as a smartboard, to the whole 
playroom as an introductory ice breaker. However, given the expansive nature of the nursery 
(accommodating up to 120+ children at one time), it was challenging to screen the film to all children, or 
even the majority, at one time. We ended up only showing the consent video to the first wave of children.  
 
The following extract shows how our expectations of the consent process in this context fell short of 
reality. While we agreed that consent is not as an isolated act, but is one part of an ‘ethical continuum’ 
(du Toit, 1980, p. 284), something to be negotiated continually throughout the research (Gallagher, 2009), 
we had hoped that the initial video process would have provided a springboard or a benchmark to set up 
the project. Instead we ended up engaging in a period of ongoing consent with children, some who had 
seen the video and engaged with the agreement, some who had not.  
   

Expectation: inclusive information sharing Reality: fragmented information sharing 

All children watch the video on the 
smartboard, ask questions, then 
collectively decide on the badges for the 
consent agreement  
 
(Reflexive summary from Arts-based 
project) 

On reflection, we would have preferred to carry 
out the ethical agreement with the whole group 
rather than a select few because other children 
began approaching the table to find out what we 
were doing. We allowed them to play with the 
resources because it seemed unethical to deny 
children, but it was a continual struggle to 
explain our purpose in the study when they had 
already engaged in play. While we asked them if 
it was okay to take pictures before we did so, 
they did not want to stop playing to hear about 
why we were taking pictures and having not 
heard the ethical agreement discussion 
previously we were concerned about including 
the data from these children (Researcher 
reflection, day 1, 3 to 5 year old playroom). 

 
In light of these challenges, the approach was subsequently trialled in three different ways, each learning 
from the last in an informed trial and error process, each iteration offering different insights into children’s 
understanding or engagement with the consent process, (see figure 5). 
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Figure 4: Way of presenting the animated video to children 

  
Each way of presenting the video led to different outcomes, each bringing their own dilemmas and 
successes. The first had the advantage of reaching a wider audience, reducing researcher costs in terms 
of time and investment, but was only moderately successful in reassuring the researcher of the children’s 
understanding. The second demonstrated more static engagement with the children, but surprisingly 
reduced the level of questioning compared with the first. Children seemed to view the process as a 
precursor to the ‘fun’ and therefore were motivated to get the process out the way as quickly, and as 
unthoughtfully, as possible. Perhaps, a larger group created a sense of security with more children all 
familiar with each other, bolstering confidence to ask questions. The final option was more labour 
intensive in terms of researcher time but offered more in-depth knowledge of the project on the part of 
the children. This is described more fully in the next section as we show how the interactivity nature of 
the iPad, coupled with the relational dialogue between researcher and child created a context where 
children could extend their knowledge of the project and make more informed decisions.  
 

Reflexive theme 3: Supporting children’s understanding and involvement 

In line with Einarsdóttir (2007), the use of visual manipulatives (for the animated video/ picture book) was 
important in facilitating children’s active engagement with the discussions, rather than being a passive 
recipient of information. For older children the physical tool allowed the process to be concrete (Harcourt 
& Conroy, 2005) and facilitated an interactive process. It became apparent that the artefacts required a 
level of interaction, either physically or intellectually, to maintain children’s interest in the consent 
process, rather than being a precursor to the ‘fun’ stuff. For example, when the animated video was 
presented to a larger group (n=6-8) of children, while there was evidence of one child asking questions, 
other children appeared to endure the video as a requirement before they could move on to actual 
activities (the arts-based methods for understanding children’s voice). The researcher reflexive notes 
read: 
 

On a laptop to a table of 
approximately 6-8 children as 

an information sharing 
process facilitated by adult 

researchers.

On a tablet screen positioned 
for viewing rather than 

interaction to groups of 2 
children, the researcher was 
close by to answer questions.

On an iPad viewed/controlled 
by children individually 

(sometimes with an 
onlooking interested child).
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Some of the children seemed to be listening to the researcher in a really intent way, while others 
were staring off into space. (Researcher reflections day 1, 3-5 year old playroom). 

 
Not all children were engaged despite the video being animated in what we felt would be an appealing 
way, pedagogically-appropriate to children of this age (i.e. tied in with animation they may enjoy watching 
during leisure time). For some children the process of listening was uninspiring and children drifted off 
and seemed disengaged. The physical nature of signing their finger print afterwards was more engaging 
as we moved on to the more interactive process where children had a dedicated role to play. Here we had 
to move quickly to the final activities rather than our pre-planned introductory question to maintain 
engagement. This aspect of the activity is worthy of some more practical exploration.  
 
When the video was presented via the iPad children maintained ownership of the device and were able 
to touch and interact physically with the artefact, allowing children to engage more readily in the focus of 
the research. The following image is of Mark watching the animated video on an iPad independently (with 
an onlooker child close by). Mark autonomously took it upon himself stop the video by touching the iPad 
screen intuitively, before turning to the researcher to clarify points or questions. For example, when 
watching the second follow-up animated video after several months on the project, he turned to the 
researcher to highlight the toys which he recognised from the previous stage in the research process. 
Similarly, as he was watching the video in a busy playroom, he used his finger to move the timeline to the 
left to rewind and re-watch sections that were hard to hear.  
  

 
Figure 5: Children interactively viewing the animated video on an iPad. 
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The same was true for the picture book. Children generally demonstrated interest in the picture book. 
They got physically close to it, pointed, commented and verbally linked content to their experiences, and 
while referencing the picture book tool they formed and responded to questions. Visuals captured and 
maintained children’s attention and intellectual interest, stimulating interpretation of the visuals and 
research content. Often the conversation was more linked to what they saw in the images than what was 
narrated (For example see Tim’s discussion below). 
  

Expectation meets reality (partially): Using manipulatives to make information concrete 

When looking at the photograph of the researcher (see image 3 in figure 3) the children 
recognized the researcher and Tim (aged 5) commented: 
  
 “Yeahhh. I think I know what your work was, I think so. Cause we are doing a full book to learn 
something. You are talking (referring to the speech bubble on the photograph) What does that 
say? (Pointing to the speech bubble)” (Tim). 
  
Tim’s comments in the beginning of the session showed some understanding about the 
content as well as the purpose of the informative session by saying “we are doing a full book 
to learn something”. He reflected on the process and started to make meaning of the session. 
Tim interacted with the book by looking and pointing at it. He decoded the meaning of the 
bubbles but asked for further clarification of the short writing as he was not able to read. I read 
the bubble and he repeated after me. (Primary 1 context) 
 

  
The visual nature of the book influenced and catalysed conversation about the research. This was 
interesting as the researcher had the opportunity to learn about Tim’s vision of the research, providing 
scope for follow up conversations. Even though the tool was intended to elicit some talk and the 
researcher was ready to be flexible with the coverage of the story, it was not expected that children would 
extend their talk so much that at some moments it was difficult to move on from one page to the next. 
This was particularly the case with the first few pages when the children found most connections to share. 
Inevitably, some children talked more than others and others had less time to engage with discussions 
with the researcher.  As time went on the researcher perceived children’s attention spans decreasing and 
excitement started increasing and as such the session was finished on pedagogical grounds. It became 
clear that expecting to share full coverage of all ethical issues in one storytelling session with an interested 
and actively involved small group was not realistic. Having the picture book accessible during the research 
data collection process, and free for children to browse was therefore sensible to the context.  This offered 
another approach to facilitate ongoing negotiated consent. 
 
Furthermore in the critical thinking project, the children showed power and ownership regarding their 
participant role by leaving and coming back to the activities at a different times, signalling their 
participation by putting on and taking off detective clothing. The use of detective clothing created a visual 
representation for the researcher to interpret during the activity, without the need for the children to 
verbally express their desire to participate. The children were ‘playing’ with the idea of being in or out of 
the research, which for young children is an essential part of developing their understanding. The fact 
these symbols were clear to both researcher and children was essential. 

Reflexive theme 4: Researcher responsibility to be emotionally attuned.  

For non-verbal and pre-verbal children this use of physical manipulatives needed to be supplemented 
with other approaches to interpret the child’s position and voice in relation to their research participation. 
These consent approaches needed to be substituted with reflexive questioning to infer the children’s 
willingness to participate. In this instance the Ethical Helix allowed the researcher to structure their 
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interpretation of the child’s voice and although similar to a notion of assent, it did not rest purely with 
body language, but rather was related to the focus and outcomes of the project, offering more structure 
to the inference process. It filled a gap that the physical manipulatives could not fill.   
 
When researching the lives of young children, the researcher always holds a responsibility to be 
emotionally attuned and using reflexive questions as an alternative way of consent helped this process of 
tuning in. For researchers to be able to be reflective, they need to be responsive to the ways that children 
constantly use corporeal and conversational language to resonate, relate and respond to the attitudes of 
those surrounding them.  In this case, attunement relates to ‘tuning in’ to babies and children’s way of 
communication, interpreting meaning and recognising how fine grained changes in behaviour and body 
language contributes to the child’s narrative.   One practitioner we consulted likened the process to tuning 
into an analogue radio: first you hear static but with some fine tuning, you get snippets of songs and finally 
after further tuning the songs become clear.  By being attuned to children you work together to 
comprehend their meaning clearly.  
 
Such refection requires emotional responses to words and actions of children by ethically establishing 
relationships.  Researchers must attune to what might trigger children’s responses and their cognate 
distinctiveness. As such it is proposed that effective consent processes, especially with non or preverbal 
children, require researcher-child emotional resonance where the researcher correlates with the child’s 
corporeal or language , emotions and behaviours, thus emotional attunement should be central so: 

“The silent are not just incidental to the curiosity of the researcher, but are the masters of 
inquiry into the underlying causes of the events in their world” Freire 1982: 30 .  

 
The use of visual and/or narrative approaches have potential to involve children in the consent process, 
but all of these approaches still require an additional level of relational engagement to ensure informed 
consent. Similarly, in research with infants and toddlers the use of joint ethical agreements or wearing 
themed clothing was less reliable as a symbol of consent as children were more likely to simply start 
exploring the resources without understanding a precursor activity. We had to re-examine the meaning 
of consent and explore other ways for this age group.  
 
It became evident when researching infants’ and toddlers’ lives that the researcher needed to develop 
emotional attuning to ‘read’ the emotional reactions of the infants. They tried to avoid making 
assumptions of what might happen, for example: 
 

Expectation meets reality:  Attuning into the child’s wishes 

The researcher is approaching Sophie (12 months) who is sitting on the carpet and  empties 
the box of miniature animal toys for Sophie to play with. Sophie picks up a little horse and 
throws it away, then she is doing the same with a couple of others. The researcher waits a 
couple of minutes to see whether Sophie is willing to engage with the toys. Sophie does not 
show any interest, so after asking her if she wants to play with the toys and not getting a 
response, the researcher puts the toy animals back in their box and stops the activity.  
 

 
In this instance we can see that Sophie has a view, albeit expressed nonverbally: she does not consent to 
taking part. The researcher must recognise the physical and cognate signs and apply reflexive questioning 
to their practice from the Ethical Helix layers to keep an ethical proximity (Palaiologou 2019a and b).  
 
The necessity for reflexive questioning is particularly clear when we consider the layer relating to power 
and relationships between researcher and participant. In the following example, we demonstrate how the 
researcher is using the Ethical Helix to try to balance the willingness of the child with the project outcomes. 
In this particular case, the observation does not continue because the child is not demonstrating an 
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eagerness to engage with the project designed tasks; the child is expressing his dissatisfaction and the 
researcher interpreted this as dissent.  
 

Expectation meets reality: tuning into child’s  actions 

Raj (7 months) is held by his mother and the researcher is offering the toys. His mother names 
each toy he is holding, and after her finishing the name he drops each toy on the floor. This 
was repeated for about five toys then he turns his head away from the researcher and points 
the outdoor area. His mother takes him there but suddenly he starts crying and the mother 
cannot understand why. Raj points at the toy animals and mother and researcher assume that 
he wants the toys back but in the outdoor area. The researcher follows them and gives Raj a 
toy animal but he throws it away with no interest. Both mother and researcher realise he is 
not interested in the toys and try to understand what he wants. At this stage observation was 
stopped as it was not relevant to the project. 

 
 
Thus, we suggest that although manipulatives such as animated videos and picture books work for verbal 
children when it comes to non/pre verbal children consent needs to be reconceptualised and reflexivity 
needs to be central. We acknowledge that infants and toddlers will often not understand that they are 
part of the research and as such ethical reflexive questioning can become an alternative to consent.   
 
If manipulatives are used (irrespective of age and children’s verbal skills), they become an artefact to 
springboard the researcher and the child’s relationship. However, the researcher must still tune into the 
children’s understanding about the project and their willingness to take part, which can be achieved by 
reflexive questioning, such as facilitated by the Ethical Helix. The child also needs to be able to tune into 
the researcher’s expectations of them and this is where the manipulatives become a concrete guide 
(Harcourt & Conroy, 2005). To move the manipulatives beyond a tick box exercise or tokenistic process of 
informed consent, they need to be implemented by well-trained researchers who are capable of moment-
to-moment reflexivity when engaging and consulting with children. Researchers’ inferences should not 
only be about understanding whether the children actually do consent after engaging with the 
manipulatives, but indeed they need to affirm consent across the research process by using reflexive tools 
like the Ethical Helix.   
 

Conclusions 

Critically reflecting on the three approaches to informed consent presented in this paper, alongside 
established debates in the literature have led us to draw four main conclusions. In Table 3 we have aligned 
these conclusions to four factors for informed consent that need to be considered by any researcher 
working with young children.  
 

1. Opportunities for informed consent need to be created; 
2. Consent should negotiated continuously; 
3. Pedagogically-appropriateness of methods are central; 
4. Spaces for dialogue and children’s reflection about their role are fundamental. 

 
These factors are described this way offer a reference point to guide future researchers and create an 
impetus for early years researchers to be creative and think outside the standard research box in 
developing more nuanced and appropriate protocols and processes for ethical engagement with young 
children.   
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Table 3: Main conclusions: four factors to guide consent practices with young children 

O
n

e
 

Opportunities for children to 

consent are important. 

Children should have the opportunity to consent and not be hindered 

by age. That is not to say that legal guardian consent should be 

displaced or removed. Instead there should also be a welcoming 

context sensitive space for children to make informed decisions about 

their participation and engage in ongoing continually negotiated 

consent 

Tw
o

 

Researchers have a 

responsibility to ensure 

consent is negotiated 

continuously, not just at the 

beginning of the project  

Informed consent manipulatives and approaches should not be a one-

off instance of consent but rather should be a springboard for the 

ongoing relational dialogue and interpretation between researcher and 

children throughout the project, not just at the beginning. Researchers 

must listen with active intent and be emotionally attuned, facilitated by 

reflexive questioning to what children are attempting to express. 

Therefore, the approaches need to be adapted to fit the context which 

involves ongoing processes of negotiation around consent with 

children. 

Th
re

e 

Approaches need to be 

pedagogically-appropriate.  

The approaches devised to support children in making informed 

decisions needs to be pedagogically appropriate for the child’s maturity 

to give children the best chance of understanding the research process 

and being informed when consenting. For those under 6, this involves 

drawing on appropriate child-centred pedagogy from early years 

education about how best to frame activities for children, how to 

interact with young children and how to support children’s knowledge 

development.   

 

Fo
u

r 

Approaches to informed 

consent create spaces for 

dialogue and children’s 

reflection about their role.  

Carefully thought-out approaches to informed consent, including 

manipulatives, create these spaces where dialogue about complex 

processes can happen. They give children a voice in what can be 

difficult circumstances, such as speaking to an unfamiliar adult 

(researcher). This offers opportunities to play with the power dynamics 

in that situation and help to create brave spaces (Cook-Sathers 2016) 

where children can ask questions.  

 

 
 
Factor One emphasises that while under the guise of the UNCRC society is increasingly acknowledging 
children’s rights, there is still a challenge to be met in regards children and their involvement in and with 
research. This is particularly so with young children. Therefore, it is necessary to foreground that while 
children’s understanding of the research will be different to adults’, there are ways to negotiate their 
consent, rather than relying solely on legal guardian’s proxy consent. Indeed, our examples show that 
when this is done appropriately, even young children, can express a fine-grained understanding of what 
participation, or non-participation, means to them.  We have demonstrated that in research with children 
under six the relationships between researcher and participant children are not symmetrical and this can 
be challenging in eliciting authentic informed consent, especially if researchers do not acknowledge this 
difference from conception of the research. Therefore, instead of searching for ways to involve children 
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in the consent and assent processes as any other (adult) research participant, we recommend striving to 
sustain an ethical relationship with children and seek creative and emotionally attuned ways for consent. 
 
Having established that ascertaining informed consent from young children is important, then Factor Two 
emphasises that this is challenging as a one-time event. Rather, we agree with Abebe & Bessell (2014) 
that one-off predetermined consent procedures do not adequately take account of power hierarchies, 
local practices or involve children themselves in determining what is ethical. From our evidence we would 
emphasise that of particular concern is the fact that relationships between researcher and child are 
lacking, yet should be central in an informed consent protocol. This means that iterative on-going consent 
needs to be negotiated, similar to Flewitt’s (2006) consideration of ‘provisional consent’. In practicality, 
negotiating this consent process is exigent, not least because it is time intensive to develop the required 
relationships with participants. As a result, our findings demonstrate that like dominant play-based and 
child-centred early years pedagogy, informed consent processes with young children are messy and 
fraught with challenge. Yet they simultaneously offer a rewarding route for children’s self-expression. We 
suggest that researchers must relate to children in a responsive and reflexive manner, taking into 
consideration the Ethical Helix layers to evaluate their interpretations and assure they are tuning in to the 
children and their understanding of the research activity.  
 
To facilitate this negotiation then attempting to marry research method with pedagogically-appropriate 
practice are essential. Therefore Factor 3 states that creative approaches to consent need to evolve as a 
project progresses and as the researchers gets to know the children and setting. Consideration is needed 
of the child’s experience up, within and beyond the setting for the research, to ascertain appropriate ways 
of communicating with and listening to their perspectives. The practicalities of negotiating informed 
consent with young children should be seen as part of a spectrum of practices sensitive to individual 
children, the setting in which the research is taking place and the parameters of the researcher and the 
research project. Consent is not just about asking young children to ‘sign their name’ in alternative ways 
or replicating ‘stereotypical representations’ of consent from young children, (Harcourt and Conroy, 2005, 
p.574), rather it is a holistic consideration that needs to be embedded in the research project. A simplistic 
approach to consent with young children fails to capture the dynamic and complex nature of how 
informed consent needs to be conceived with this youngest age range (Kustatscher, 2014).  
 
The use of manipulatives can be conceived as creating spaces for communication, questioning and 
relational dialogue. Therefore Factor 4 suggests that they become tools that are catalytic (Baumfield et 
al, 2009) of the type of ongoing dialogue between researcher and child needed for a negotiated ongoing 
approach to informed consent. A well designed, pedagogically-appropriate manipulative or tool will 
provide an impetus for dialogue around key concepts and processes inherent in the proposed research as 
well as provide a scaffold or aide memoir that can be returned to by researcher or child as the research 
progresses. Additionally, it can mediate some of the power dynamics inherent in adult-child interaction 
which is important when the relational aspect is foregrounded. With non-verbal and pre-verbal children 
then this concept of a space can be seen as characterised by familiarity and safety, with active listening 
behaviours by the adult attuned to the child’s perspectives and particularly their desires to participate, or 
not. 
 
The recommendations and innovations implied by our four factors for informed consent with young 
children are not unchallenging to normal research status quo. The implications for research design are 
inherently complex with the need for iterative cycles of development as well as moment to moment 
flexibility in the field so as to be sensitive to the ongoing dialogue with children and setting. Therefore to 
be achievable, they require University Research Ethics Boards to recognise the relational nature of 
consent and to embrace the increased creativity inherent in these methods and for their use with young 
children.  Used in this way, the final signature on a joint ethical agreement or a child wearing detective 
clothes is a concrete representation to focus the child’s mind on what is being asked of them, but they 
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are not an isolated indicator of consent. The physical manipulatives become a space to engage children, 
but the consent process encompasses the researcher’s skill in emotional attunement, supported by 
reflexive tools such as the Ethical Helix.   
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