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Abstract 
 

The educational landscape for children with special needs has undergone vast changes. A trend can be discerned which 

explores the views of children and young people.  It includes the voices of these children on the issues affecting their lives. 

Eliciting and understanding children’s perspectives have become increasingly important for various reasons. Children are 

now considered more competent than previously thought in their ability to comment on their own lives and to be involved in 

making decisions. Researches available in this area reveal the valuable contribution that children and young people can 

make to debate. This article deals with the importance of involving the perspectives of children with disabilities in 

researches conducted related to them and it also focuses on the methods and techniques which can be used to elicit the 

perspectives of these children. 
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Introduction 

It is seen that there is usual convention in researches of taking the views of adults and professionals on the issues 

of children with special needs. Madge and Fassen (1982) have pointed out that children and young people are rarely 

consulted to give their views. Over the past few years (late 1990s) a trend can be discerned which explores the views of 

children and young people. It includes the voices of the children on the issues affecting their lives. The opinion of the child 

in his/ her educational placement is important. Fish (1989) has stressed that educational needs of children should be decided 

not on the basis of what professionals think, rather on the basis of what children actually need. Researches available in this 

area reveal the valuable contribution that children can make to a debate (Lewis, Maras and Simmonds, 2000; Murray and 

Penman, 1996).There are a number of studies, which show the positive impact of ascertaining and including the views of 

children (Rose, Fletcher and Goodwin, 1999; Rose, 2002).  

 

Significance of perspectives of children with special needs: 

Eliciting and understanding children’s perspectives have become increasingly important, for a range of reasons 

from academic to others like economic, legal and political. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(UNCRC) adopted by the UN in 1989 places in law the right of young people to have their opinions on matters that affect 

them. Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) calls for the state parties to: 

 “ assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views the right to express these views freely in all 

matters affecting the child, the views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the 

child”.  

The UNCRC has been ratified by all, except two nations, Somalia and the US. In response to Article 12, a huge 

international body of policy makers and pressure groups (government and voluntary) has grown up. These groups are 
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united in a firm conviction about the importance of involving children in decision-making; this agenda overlaps with that of 

democratization and citizenship. Web-based groups such as Children’s Rights Information Network (CRIN), Children as 

Partners Alliance (CAPA) and 4 Nations Child Policy Network (4NCPN) connect groups and individuals all over the world 

to pursue this aim. Children have now come out as social actors playing an active role in shaping their environment. 

Children are now more competent than previously thought, in their ability to comment on their own lives and to be involved 

in making decisions (Sinclair, 2004). Involving children and young people in this way can lead to better outcomes for 

children and young people with special needs. Clark (2004) has argued that the three main benefits of listening to children 

are (i) change in the everyday routine of children as a result of listening to their views, (ii) raising their self esteem and (iii) 

development of skills and understanding.  The process of listening to young children can lead children to think about their 

own experience and better understand it. Children’s social skills can also be developed. Understanding children’s 

perspectives by involving children can help adults in providing more relevant services related to these children. 

 

Methods and techniques used to consider the perspectives of children with special needs: 

Seeking children’s perspectives has been growing trend over the 1990s. Children are now treated as participants in the 

research process, which aims to empower children and see them as the experts. This growing practical interest in children’s 

perspectives has also generated various methodologies for doing this. According to Lewis & Lindsay (2000) there is a need 

for varying approaches to enable children and young people to contribute to and participate in decision about education 

provision and individual education plans. For instance, various techniques based on pictorial representations (Jones, 1996) 

are now used to communicate with children whose problems are within the Autistic spectrum and for those who have verbal 

or written communication problems. Information technology is also widely used to enable those with difficulties in physical 

writing to put their thoughts down through word processing. The methods and techniques used with children in research are 

described as follows: 

 Questionnaires: Questionnaires are commonly used in research. Barker and Weller (2003) contended that 

children have largely been left aside in most large scale quantitative research, that is, they have been excluded from 

participating in such approaches. However, there are several positive examples of using questionnaires with children, 

including questionnaires designed by children (Walker et al, 2002; Barker and Weller, 2003; Carney et al, 2003). Alderson 

shows that children as young as seven years can fill out questionnaires if they are presented appropriately (Alderson and 

Arnold, 1999).  

 Interviews: One of the best ways to build up the understanding of children’s lives, their interests and needs is to 

interview them. Although interviews require well-developed communication skills, they are potentially very effective in 

giving children a voice. Interviews have proved effective in a number of studies designed to elicit students’ views and 

preferences (Cooper, 1993; Padeliadu, 1995; Padeliadu & Zigmond, 1996; Norwich, 1997; Thomas & Moloney, 2001; 

Norwich & Kelly, 2004; Cunningham & Glenn, 2004; Vlachou et al., 2006).  

Stimulus material and prompts in interviews can be used with young children who cannot express or feel difficult to 

communicate their views in words.  Straightforward questioning may be supplemented with prompts and stimulus material. 

Some examples include: 

(i) Controversial or representative statements to spark reactions: e.g. McCallum et al. 2000 used four ‘statements cards’ 

about learning as prompts with children aged 6 and 11  
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(ii) Focus groups may use color cards to access feelings – different colors evoke different emotions or approaches, and are a 

way to talk about positive and negative aspects of a project, whilst holding a card; when the card moves on, the feelings go 

with it.  

(iii) Timelines – participants draw a timeline and mark on it the vicissitudes of a project, their own lives, etc. These could 

also take the form of ‘confidence lines’ that show how a person’s confidence has changed over the course of a project, or 

what  they can do afterwards that they could not do before 

(iv) Ranking exercises: where children are given a set of cards or photographs of activities or issues to rank in order of 

importance. Jones (1996) adopted the use of pictures, with questions to encourage a small group of children, aged between 

six and fourteen years, to know their views on inclusion.  

 Observations:  Observation technique has been widely used in researches who have tried to seek the children’s 

views. In some studies observations have been used as a single technique with a group of children (Takai, 2004) whilst in 

other studies they have been included amongst multiple methods. There is a strong tradition of observation as a tool in early 

childhood education practice, as it is particularly useful for understanding the abilities, needs and interests of pre-verbal 

children (Clark, McQuail and Moss, 2003).  

 Mapping: Within visual techniques, mapping is very commonly used. It can be used with those children who are 

not literate. It can be helpful in providing child centered structure to enable children to describe their environment 

(Mauthner, 1997). Clark and Moss (2001) in their study  used mapping as technique and found it useful with young 

children (under 5 years) who first took photographs, reviewed them and then made maps to exemplify how they viewed 

their environment. Findings of the study highlighted their interest with rooms they were allowed in, rooms they were not 

allowed in. It also highlighted their fascination with rooms where favourite activities occurred and rooms where favourite 

people worked. The work was supported with audiotapes of the map making sessions and conveyed valuable insights into 

their worlds. This technique has also been used with children and young people with learning difficulties and has wide 

applicability.  

Novak and Gowin in 1984 used concept maps as tool to to assist learners in building their own understanding. 

Similarly Mavers (2001) used concept mapping in 60 schools, in an innovative project commissioned by the DFES/Becta to 

gain an insight into primary and secondary school pupils’ thinking about ‘Computers in My World’. Pupils were given 

instructions and 20 minutes to complete the task. Over 3,000 concept maps were submitted in total (June 2000 and June 

2001) which were analyzed quantitatively and qualitatively. Rajbhandary et al. (1999) in their study of children’s club in 

Nepal used mapping as visual technique to know more about the children’s clubs and their way of functioning.  

 Drawing and Posters: Drawing techniques have also been used with variable success (Pridmore and Bendelow, 

1995; Punch, 2002). It has been used as another avenue for young children to communicate their views and experiences. 

For example, in one school, children decorated plates with happy and sad faces. These plates were then used by the children 

on a tour to indicate how they felt about the environment and activities (cited in Clark, McQuail and Moss, 2003). Listening 

to children talking about their own drawings can disclose important insights into their understandings (Clark et al. 2001). 

Groups can produce posters collectively.  In an exploratory study, Punch (2002) used drawings to find out the aspects of 

lives of the children, which they considered as important. The researchers concluded that drawings were a valuable 

technique in encouraging children to participate in research. Art activities, such as painting and drawing, can allow children 

to express their feelings in visual rather than verbal ways, which they may find easier. 
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 Photography and Video: Photography and video making can be taken as an alternative of written words used as 

research methods and to produce images for illustration, historical evidence, visual record, or stimulus material. This 

method can be used as powerful way of allowing children to express their views and priorities. This method allows 

children, equipped with cameras, to go out and document their lives as they perceive them. Johnson (2003) used photos 

with a group of Australian school-aged children to help them to communicate what they liked about their schools (the color, 

entrance door, playground) and what they did not like (the alleyways, rubbish). Miller (1996) asked children as young as 3 

to 8 years old to take photographs of things important to them in their community for local councilors to review. As a 

consequence of their report, complete with their spelling mistakes, a new playground was planned. Similarly, Clark and 

Moss (2001) gave cameras to young children and asked them to take photographs of the places they considered important in 

their pre-school setting. 

 Role-play, Drama and Storytelling It is easier for many children to communicate their expressions through 

drama and role play than by answering questions in interviews. Drama and oral techniques such as role-play, storytelling, 

drama, puppets and music making are some of the techniques used by researchers in investigating the views of the children. 

Role-play can be an important tool for young people to express their feelings, using their whole bodies as well as words. It 

includes individual or group mimes as well as child-centered plays, which are preferably written by the children 

themselves. For example, this technique was used successfully in Nepal, where young girls performed skits about problems 

in their lives on the video ‘voices of girls’.  

Additionally, storytelling has a long history of ‘entertaining’ children but more recently used as a research technique to 

effectively develop rapport and identify relevant thematic findings. (Clark and Moss, 2001; Christensen and James, 2003).  

 Children’s writings- essays, diaries: This method is useful where children are literate and able to convey their 

opinions in written. Essays provide a huge amount of information in a short space of time. Poetry is also a powerful way of 

getting a message across. Writing diaries or journal can also be useful in recording the views of the children before the 

interviews.  

 Non-verbal or Multisensory methods: Non-verbal or multi sensory methods aim to shift the balance away from 

the written or spoken word to visual or multisensory methods, which potentially allow a wider range of children to 

participate in research (Davis, Watson and Cunningham-Burley, 2000). For instance, the Ask Us project run by The 

Children’s Society and Two Way Street, by the NSPCC has used these methods successfully to enable young people with 

disabilities to participate in and lead consultation projects. These also provide access to the emotional and symbolic aspects 

of young people’s experiences and media-related modes of expression. All these methods tend to yield data such as images 

that need further discussion and interpretation, preferably in dialogue with the child (Prosser, 1998). 

 Information and communication technology: Information and communication technology has paved a way of 

including children with special needs into research. Gettings and Gladstone (2001) reported the use of PowerPoint as a 

stimulus to child researchers interviewing other children. They also used computer-based questionnaires to attempt to gain 

the perceptions of a group of students, post 16 years, with severe learning difficulties about the role and value of 

collaborating within the Young Enterprise Scheme. 
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Conclusion 

 The paper concludes that engaging children and young people in research and listening their voices and perspectives has 

attained prominence over the past few years. Researches conducted in this area have shown positive impact of including the 

views of children. Therefore, researchers should not just hear children’s views and perspectives rather they should try to 

consider carefully how best to learn about and interpret the opinions of these children. Methods and techniques used in 

exploring the views of children should be chosen in such a way that the views, perspectives and experiences of children be 

better understood.  
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