Article 1:         Copyright 2004 Guardian Newspapers Limited

                     The Guardian (London) - Final Edition

                                 March 23, 2004

SECTION: Guardian Society Pages, Pg. 2

LENGTH: 1570 words

HEADLINE: Society: Youthful outlook: Put youngsters in charge of their own social policy research, argues a new theory, and you will discover what they really think of the world around them. Juliet Rix investigates

REPORTER: Juliet Rix

BODY:

    Eleven-year-old Selena Ryan-Vig sits calmly in front of 18 other children and several adults. "We'll be posting our research to Fifa (the governing body of football) in the next couple of weeks," she says. Her friend Ben Davies, also 11 and in matching school sweatshirt, is beside her. "Adults don't usually listen to children," he adds, "but we hope they take notice of this."

    The two are addressing a group of 11- and 12-year-olds - the first members of the new Children's Research Centre (CRC) at the Open University (OU) in Milton Keynes. Ben and Selena took part in a pilot for the project and are explaining their research, on children's attitudes to mixed-gender football, to the new intake.

    Their talk is part of a regular CRC session. It could almost be a school lesson - but not quite. There is no wriggling, no chatter; a couple of minds are clearly wandering, but most of the 18 children are attentive. Terms such as "ethical", "hypothetical", "observational" and "independent variable" have been flying about and all interaction is meticulously polite. Everyone is taking this seriously.

    The session is led by the slight, soft-spoken figure of Mary Kellett, OU lecturer in childhood, development and learning, and founder of the CRC. Having been a children's social worker, a full-time mother (for 10 years) and a primary school teacher before becoming involved in research, Kellett has brought all her experience and skills together to form the CRC.

    She has a mission - to enable children as young as 10 to undertake properly designed original research of their own choosing.

    She has already had some success. A peer-reviewed paper including the work of three of "her" children - on the social aspects of television viewing, and on the effects of parents' jobs on children - has been accepted for publication by the journal Children and Society. It has already been published online and will appear in the printed journal in November.

    Seven children presented their research at Westminster Institute of Education's Research in Practice conference last year and Ben and Selena are set to speak to an audience of children's services professionals in Ealing, west London, in June.

    Such interest reflects the fact that Kellett's work appears to be unique. "Since the UN convention on the rights of the child," she says, "there has been a huge increase in the amount of research about and with children. They are used in research as participants, but the research is always adult-led, always from an adult perspective. I would like to empower children to do their own research. "

    Older teenagers have very occasionally been given control over a research project, but as far as Kellett is aware, no one has handed the reins to children. "Adults think kids can't do it, so they haven't bothered to try," she says. "Most adults need formal training to carry out empirical research. It seems to me that the barrier to children carrying out research is not their age but their lack of research skills - so why not teach them?"

    The CRC programme consists of two 10-week terms. The first is a taught course in research skills, the second is the period for the children's own projects (though, as Ben and Selena discovered, this can spill over into succeeding months).

    The current participants are a socially mixed group of year 7 pupils. They were put forward by eight local primary schools as being particularly able and likely to both benefit from, and contribute to, the CRC scheme. Kellett prefers to run her sessions outside school, she says, as classroom power relations have the potential to interfere with her aims. Sympathetic headteachers are, however, crucial in contacting suitable children and providing cohorts on which they can do their research. CRC sessions take place once a week after school and the present group of children are part way through the first 10 weeks.

    Today, the session is on experimental research - its design, aims, advantages and disadvantages as well as ethics. One group is given a hypothetical situation: research is requested into a "miracle" growth drug for people of short stature. After some discussion of how an experiment could be designed and what extraneous variables would have to be considered, the question of ethics is raised. Dominic Cole -a round-faced lad with a stud in one ear - is instantly on the case. Shortness is hardly life threatening, he says, so it is uncertain that experiments on animals, let alone on humans, would be ethical. The group finally decide that this is not a piece of research with which they would wish to be involved.

    Chris Murphy, 11, plans to research what it is like for children arriving for their first day at school. He would observe them, talk to them alone and in groups, and interview their teachers. A grown-up researcher would get different findings, he believes. "I think reception children would tell me a bit more than they'd tell an adult. I think I could dig under the skin more," he says.

    By next term, each child, or pair of children, will have chosen a topic for their own research. At that point Kellett and her colleagues shift from teaching to supervising and helping. Kellett admits that the children need a lot of help.

    Most do not want to take reams of notes, so dictaphones and cameras are provided to record observations. Adults will help with transcription and, if necessary, with typing up results. It is certainly labour intensive.

    So why do it? Can't adults find out at least as much as children, more quickly and more easily? In some cases the answer is yes, and Kellett is the first to agree that adult research is essential. But, she argues, "if we are really interested in children then there is a whole body of knowledge that is missing at the moment, which is children's knowledge. Undoubtedly many adults have greater knowledge than many children in many areas of life, but with regard to childhood itself - in the sense of what it is like to be a child - it is children who are the experts."

    Children undoubtedly see and interact with the world differently from adults, and adults can never fully regain that child's-eye view. "They notice different things from us," says Kellett. "And different things matter to them. Their research may not always feed directly into adult concerns about policy and practice, but it will tell us about their needs and wants. It gives us a window on to their world".

    Most of the research carried out by the children so far is, inevitably, limited in range and scale. It is probably fair to say that in its present form the CRC is doing more for the children involved than for the wider community or the sum of human knowledge - but it is early days.

    Kellett is keen to spread the word as far and wide as possible. If funding can be found, she wants to train other adults to take the idea out into the community - especially to poorer areas, disabled children, those who most lack a voice. Already there is contact with the Milton Keynes Council of Voluntary Organisations. As part of the government's programme for five- to 13-year olds, the CVO is running a Children's Fund project involving six disadvantaged Milton Keynes estates. It is trying to get children involved in setting priorities, applying for funds and getting things done in their own communities.

    Molly Tyler-Childs, team leader of the community mobilisers who run the project, agrees with Kellett that adults constantly underestimate children: "People expect kids to come up with, 'we want a McDonald's', but they don't. They ask for a wildlife site or a breakfast club."

    She already has a group of six children, aged eight to 12 (and representing some 40 kids), managing a budget of more than £6,000 to organise a summer activity on their estate.

    Tyler-Childs would like to use Kellett's techniques with the children in her project. "In order to identify needs, you have to do research," she says. "People on these estates think research is done by other people, they see consultation as extractive. If the children did the research then they would be setting the agenda."

    And with proper research behind them they would be better placed to apply for funds to do whatever was most important to them.

    In one recent meeting, Tyler-Childs reports, the youngsters were discussing the feasibility of a community cafe. Asked whether it would end up vandalised, they asked: "If we are running it, why would we vandalise it?" - a very practical version of Kellett's "empowerment".

    Certainly Ben and Selena feel their research was worthwhile. "We learned a lot," says Selena. "To begin with we didn't really think 10- and 11-year-olds could do research in this depth." Ben nods: "But we have."

    The two are now thinking of repeating their research next year when they get to secondary school where, according to the Football Association, they should not be allowed to play mixed-gender matches because they are older than 11. The pair want to campaign for a mixed Premier League.

    Meanwhile, they are satisfied with what they have done. As a result of their research, more girls at their school play football, mixed games are normal and no one is afraid to join in. "We feel proud of what we've done," says Ben. "Even if it is only in our school, we have made a difference."
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