Childhoods 2005 Conference, Oslo, 29 June – 3 July 2005 

Notes from the Symposium Sessions involving the 

Childwatch International Citizenship Research Network

Nicola Taylor, Children’s Issues Centre, University of Otago, New Zealand

Wednesday 29 June 2005 (10.30am-12.30pm)

During this first symposium session Anne Smith (New Zealand) provided a brief overview of the background to, and methodology for, the international research project on children’s perspectives on citizenship and nation building. The following papers (copies of which are available) were then given to report on each country’s social and political context and the data relevant to the study topic:

New Zealand – Nicola Taylor - Children and young people’s perspectives on citizenship and nation building 

South Africa – Ingrid Willenberg – Perspectives on rights, responsibilities and citizenship from children in Cape Town

Norway – Anne Trine Kjorholt, L Hellem, G Stordal & Pernille Skotte – Children as citizens: Perspectives on children’s rights and responsibilities in Norway

Brazil – Irene Rizzini – Child and adolescent perceptions on citizenship and their participation in Brazil

Palestine – Maisaa Abu Baker & Mohammad Shaheen – Palestinian school children perspectives on citizenship: West Bank / Jenin Camp

Australia – Anne Graham, Brad Shipway, Robyn Fitzgerald & Jenni Whelan (paper presented by Richard Harris) – Children and young people’s perspectives on rights, responsibilities and citizenship in Australia

[It was noted at the symposium that Lee Jane Kaufman and Sue Limber are currently collecting the USA data, but were unable to attend the Childhoods 2005 Conference].

Wednesday 29 June 2005 (1.30-3.00pm)

This symposium focussed on the work of the Childwatch International research network exploring child participation in Asia. The following papers were presented:

China – Chen Chen & Ju Qing – Development and present status of Chinese children’s participation

Thailand – Nittaya Kotchabhakd – Socio-cultural contexts of child participation in Thailand

India – Usha Nayar – Child participation in India: Socio-cultural differences in understanding and practice

India – Amil Kumar - Socio-cultural contexts of child participation in the Asia/Pacific region

Possible collaborations between the citizenship and child participation international research networks were informally discussed.

Thursday 30 June 2005 (10.30am-12.30pm)

This session commenced with a paper by Roger Hart on Building citizenship with children and youth in Columbia. Key points made by Roger included:

There is huge attention on participation, but not much on the structural issues. We need to talk about agency and structure at the same time. There is a lot of youth participation activity, but much less for children. 

In Columbia the young children need to be engaged with differently. We emphasise, too much, children’s participation in formal programmes and give insufficient attention to their participation in daily life – play, cultural activities, family, community (c.f. Barbara Rogoff’s keynote presentation at the conference).

Geographic place is really important to bring clarity to a person’s identity. When people are displaced (as a result of war, violence etc) they lose a coherent connection. There are millions of displaced children in the world. Columbia alone has three million displaced persons.

Agency and social co-operation are both important components of participation. The benefits of participation differently affect different groups of people. Social theory and psychological theory need to merge. 

Peer relationships are important to look at as they provide a special opportunity for bi-directional relationships which are different from adult-child relationships. 

We need to give children and young people the space to gather together with adults on the sidelines. Guided participation by adults can be important.

Vaccine against violence – water sachets which a child pours into their parent’s mouth – a unique way of getting children to discuss violence with their parents.

New Voices of Citizenship programme – involves pre-school teachers trying to invent democratic classrooms in dialogue with parents. The children produce a book with their parents on their family history. The children then visit each others’ homes throughout the year. The children also create a script about what is the appropriate way to greet a stranger. Doing things in a sequence makes it easier for children e.g. how do you greet a guest at home – the children give their ideas and talk about which ones they prefer etc.

Schools are an obvious place for interaction on participation issues – a curriculum has now been developed in Columbia (as in the UK), but the problem is that schools are still authoritarian. There are some child-centred schools in Columbia. There are much higher levels of social capital in the communities where these schools have operated for the past 30 years.

Children’s freedom in public space is grossly limited now. Leadership programmes are not really participation programmes.

Intergenerational programmes (mixed ages) are a good way to proceed, supported by a theoretical framework.

Participation programmes need to be evaluated, because not many currently are. There is a difference between evaluation and research.

Structure and structural opportunities need to be talked about – the roots of children’s marginalisation and victimisation (violence, poverty etc). We need to engage children in the physical conditions of their lives (e.g. water).

Roger thought that ideally the Childwatch citizenship research project needs to be broadened.

Anne Smith then presented an overview of the key findings from the international research project on citizenship and nation building, with a focus on the similarities and differences between the six countries. Some of the differences that Anne thought emerged in the research reports included:

Australia - the flag exercise  generated  the more abstract concepts of freedom, peace and democracy from the students (as these did not really emerge in the focus group discussions). 

Brazil – had great success in accessing children at both the privileged and underprivileged ends of the spectrum and showed there was little understanding between the two groups; sexuality issues and the prevention of pregnancy were raised in Brazil, but hardly in any of the other countries.

Palestine – the importance to children and young people of defending their land, of liberating their land from occupation and not having restricted movement; safety and security of their family.

South Africa – there was a strong emphasis on children’s obedience to authority at home and at school; great concern for protection rights and personal safety.

New Zealand – there was a strong emphasis on participation rights amongst both the 8/9 and the 14/15 year olds; and one group of 14/15 year olds had a sophisticated discussion about how the imaginary country should be established (laws, decision-making processes, economy and land ownership).

Norway – the definition of citizenship in Norway is different to other countries; greater emphasis on making an effort for your country, taking responsibility for the well-being of others and not just yourself.

Anne then listed a number of Issues To Discuss:

Where to from here?

Feedback to study participants

Presentation of data from other countries to children in your own country

Alternative research questions

Alternative research methodologies

How do we link to the sociocultural context – especially school and human rights curriculums?

Policy implications

An open discussion between the research team and symposium participants followed:

Kim Sabo (USA) - Agreed it was important that there was some feedback to the children and young people who participated in the research. It would be a good way to remind them of the concepts they talked about and to highlight the issues raised by children in different countries. Possibly some of the children themselves could help to create the feedback document. 

Anne Smith (NZ) - It would be nice to include some photos from each country as well as examples of the flags the participants drew.

Natasha (Victoria, Canada) – said the research was a great effort, but we should hesitate on the conclusions. There is a lot of variance depending on where the researchers came from. We need to locate our responses in the research context. It is dangerous to make generalisations based on the comparative data.

Pernille Skotte (Norway) – agreed that the research team needs to contextualise the data.

Roger Hart (USA) – said he would be very frightened to make cross-cultural comparisons with the data at this stage. We need to deal with semantic definitions and can’t assume commonality across all six countries (e.g. the Norwegian definition of citizenship is quite distinct). We need to problematise this issue of definition at the first stage.

The Norwegian presentation differed from those of the other countries as they picked out the discourses they heard. We need to look at the local and the particular rather than make generalisations.

South African woman – Roger Hart talked about children welcoming a stranger during his presentation – used sequential discussions. We need to be looking more at methodologies. Combine participatory methodologies with children talking about citizenship.

Anne Graham (Australia) – reminded everyone that the research was a pilot project and that we are now trying to consider ‘where to from here?” What are we hearing? What do we have to problematise now? It is critical to get some clarity on these more nuanced issues.

Joachim Theis (UNICEF Thailand) – suggested that we should consider making contact with an IDS research group in Sussex which is also looking at citizenship – www.ids.ac.uk/logolink/index.html
Nittaya (Thailand) – the involvement of government and local community leaders is important. Also need to consider the long-term impacts.

Roger Hart (USA) – raised a collaborative study between two of the most dangerous cities in the world (Soweto, and Kali in Columbia) which initially measured social capital. Then the youth were put together in youth organisations in each city and developed plans for social mobilisation to change the social capital over a three year period. Roger was somewhat sceptical of this initiative as the groups were not intergenerational which he considers important to sustain change, but it was an interesting study nonetheless. Roger will send the references for this study and other relevant research.

Anne Smith (NZ) – discussed the overt and covert school curriculum. We need to document best practice – find examples of where the curriculum is being used to teach children about citizenship effectively.

Kim Sabo (USA) – said she usually works in out-of-school settings because schools can constrain what you are doing and trying to achieve.

Nicki Taylor (NZ) – discussed a case-study she had done in a NZ school exploring the impact of school culture in reducing violence and bullying. Respect for students’ rights and well-being was an essential component of this. Nicki can email the research report to anyone who is interested in the study.

Anne-Marie (UK) – what about training others to deliver the curriculum?

Anne Graham (Australia) – there is a huge national investment in the human rights/citizenship school curriculum, but it has been a spectacular failure.

Natalie – what is the citizenship study group really trying to achieve? What is actually being explored here? To develop better citizens via the school curriculum? To enhance children and young people’s emerging understandings of citizenship? We seem to have a local and glob connection, but very little at the national level.

Anne Smith (NZ) – suggested that the research network is exploring what it is about environments that influences children’s understanding of citizenship. We all share an interest in UNCROC and in applied research.

Arab Gulf States man – How much can we generalise from our study? The Arab Gulf States are often left out of international research because they are perceived as not needing help and have a high income already. But the Gulf countries do have problems – children and youth are quite isolated in public areas. Think about involving the Gulf States in research like this.

Anne Smith (NZ) – said the study group had no intention of generalising from the research data, and explained that the participating countries had collaborated due to their Childwatch International connection. Anne thanked everyone for their very helpful comments and said she hoped the study group would be meeting within the next few months: 

· to work on data analysis with the pilot project research findings;

· to decide how the results would be written up and disseminated; and

· to plan the next stage of the research.
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