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Executive summary 
The University of Melbourne’s Centre for Equity and Innovation in Early 
Childhood (CEIEC) has produced this report for the Australian Capital 
Territory (ACT) Government as part of the consultations on the Australian 
Capital Territory (ACT) Children’s Plan. It reports on the Consulting with 
Children Birth to Eight Years of Age Project that formed part of the ACT 
Children’s Plan consultations. This report describes the aims, background, 
methods and outcomes of this project.  
 
The consultation project was designed to support the ACT Children’s Plan 
consultation process by enhancing the ability of early childhood staff within the 
ACT to: 
 encourage children families and early childhood staff to participate in the 

ACT Children’s Plan consultation process 
 enact the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child in a practical way 

that other early childhood staff and families can emulate 
 enhance the life of families and children in the ACT by increasing their 

awareness of children’s roles and perspectives in their everyday lives 
 enable early childhood staff to improve their capacity to relate children’s 

ideas and perspectives to their everyday work 
 build the capacity of early childhood staff to share their knowledge about 

young children’s rights with children, families and the early childhood 
community in the ACT 

 generate an archive of information about a practical, strengths-based 
approach to working with young children and their families. 

 
The Project was enacted in several interconnected phases: 
 a targeted literature review that addressed why is it important to give 

children a voice in planning and what it means in practice to give 
children a voice.  

 an action learning project facilitated by the CEIEC team that was 
designed to build the capacity of early childhood staff who participated in 
the project to consult with children birth to eight on the ACT Children’s 
Plan. This was conducted over a six-week period during September and 
October 2003. It included 3 full day training days facilitated by the CEIEC 
team, email briefings and support materials for participants. Day 1 
introduced participants to the principles of consulting with young children 
ethically and to the ACT Children’s Plan. Day 2 supported participants to 
plan their consultation process with children in their services. On Day 3 
participants explored and shared the key themes and issues in what they 
had learnt from children through their consultations with them.  



 evaluation of participants’ learning through the project 
 data analysis and report writing by the CEIEC team.  

 
The CEIEC project team drew on current thinking within the literature 
reviewed on how to consult with young children in designing the detailed 
methodology of the Project. This current thinking emphasises the child as a 
competent constructor of meaning, able to report and communicate valid 
views on the world and able to actively participate in decision-making. In 
overview, the literature emphasised the importance of: 
 ethical engagement with children throughout the consultation process 
 best practices principles of listening carefully to children  
 being closely attuned to different cues to hear the voices of children of 

different ages and verbal abilities 
 using multi-method techniques to help children to express themselves 
 documenting children’s voices to share them with others. 

 
The literature also emphasised the importance of children’s right to participate 
in decisions that directly affect them and the responsibilities of those who plan 
policy for children to actively engage with them in policy development.  
 
The action learning project’s methodology and content are detailed in Chapter 
3 of this report. In overview, the content of the action learning program for 
early childhood staff within the ACT that formed the core of the project was 
designed to help participating staff to focus on implementing the findings from 
the literature review concerning: 
 ethical engagement with children, including gaining informed consent 

from parents and children 
 best practices principles for listening to children, including the place of 

observation and photographic documentation for non-verbal children 
 using different cues to hear the voices of children of different ages and 

verbal abilities 
 using multi-method techniques appropriate to the verbal capacities of the 

children to help them to express their views and ideas through text and 
images 

 documenting children’s voices as a basis for data collection. 
 
It also focused on the strategies and processes for designing and 
implementing a consultation project using the core consultation questions. 
 
Sixteen children’s services and a total of 137 children participated in the 
project. The majority (75 of 137) of children were between 3 and 5 years old; a 
small minority (8 of 137) were two years old or less. Details of the cultural 
background of the children were only available for forty children and of that 
forty; the majority (27of 40) had an Anglo-Australian background. The children 
who participated in the Project attended a diversity of services; and several of 
the children attended more than one type of service. Types of services 
attended by the child participants included family day care, play group, long 
day care, primary school, preschool, a special education unit (school for 
children with additional needs) and a women’s refuge. 
 



FINDINGS 
Chapter 4 summarises and discusses the data from the consultations with the 
137 children aged birth to eight years old who participated in the project. The 
children were asked three questions derived from the broader consultations 
about the ACT Children’s Strategy. These questions were: 

1. What do the children think that they need for their wellbeing? (The 
practitioners who consulted with children used several words for 
‘wellbeing’, including good, happy, safe, okay, belonging, included, 
excited.) 

2. What do the children value and wish for in their lives? 
3. What makes the children feel valued? 

 
Children were invited to express their ideas and feelings in response to these 
questions using multi-media. Data generated by the children in response to 
these questions included paintings, drawings, a CDROM, poems, audio-tapes 
and text. Adults also gathered data from children in response to these 
questions through field notes of discussions with and observations of children, 
photographs and audio-recordings. In the spirit of offering children a voice 
through this project children’s artwork and texts have been included 
throughout the report to illustrate the different ways in which they represented 
their views and feelings in the consultation process.  
 
Those children who participated in the project identified what they needed for 
their wellbeing, and what they wished for in relation to three domains of their 
life: 
 family and home. Children in this Project highlighted the prime 

importance to them of safe and caring families in their lives. They 
wanted time with their families and it was key people within their families 
that made them feel safe. A home in which members of the family have 
time together and time apart was also important for many of the children. 
These needs were expressed in different ways by different groups of 
children. For those children in a Women’s Refuge being reunited with 
their family and having a place that was their family home were the 
things that they wanted most strongly. For those children who were living 
with their family in their family home maintaining the status quo was 
important. 

 the early childhood curriculum. Children valued and enjoyed the 
opportunity to have a say in things that affect them. They also 
demonstrated their capacity to express their views on those things that 
affect their daily lives. This has direct implications for how early 
childhood programs take decisions about programs for young children 
and the extent to which their voice is present in those programs. 
Children’s desire for family, for friends, for play, for time with others and 
time by themselves, for home-like spaces in which they have choices 
and for sharing their ideas and having them documented link directly to 
questions of how best to design early childhood curriculum that values 
children and that supports their sense of wellbeing.  

 the environs of Canberra and their local community. Children of different 
ages were clearly aware of the Canberra environs. The children valued 



space for play, meeting friends and being in nature. Having a safe 
environment was also important to the children.  

 
Chapter 5 summarises adult participants’ learning during the project. Two sets 
of data were sought from staff who participated in the project as part of the 
project evaluation. One set of data explores staff perspectives on the project 
during their participation. Kathrine Whitty (ACT Office of Child Care) gathered 
this data as part of her participation in the project. The other set of data 
consists of participants’ evaluations of what they had learnt during the project. 
The CEIEC Project team gathered this data at the final training session. The 
feedback from centres and participants was incomplete, however, the 
combination of responses to Kathrine Whitty’s mid-project survey, the 
evaluation forms and participants’ reflections in the final training session show 
strongly that participants valued their participation in the Project highly and 
that it had increased their desire and their capacity to consult with young 
children. They had increased their respect for and knowledge about what 
young children can and do know and their capacity to express their views; and 
had noted how much children enjoyed expressing their ideas and views in the 
consultation process. 
 
Looking forward 
The report concludes with several suggestions that could guide a respectful 
and meaningful response by the ACT Government to the children and adults 
who participated in the project. It suggests short-term responses that include a 
formal thanks to all participants and the circulation of information to 
participants about how their work will be used by the government. It also 
highlights how the lessons from this project could be used to strengthen the 
capacity of early childhood staff to take a lead role in ongoing consultation 
with young children to secure their rights to participate in decision-making that 
affects their lives. Central to this is ongoing opportunities for professional 
learning and sharing of the processes and strategies developed in this project. 
Practical strategies have also been suggested that would enable the 
outcomes of the consultations to be shared with the participants, the wider 
early childhood community and the policy makers in the ACT. Each of these 
suggestions focuses on how the outcomes of this innovative project can be 
used to contribute to the ACT Children’s Plan and in doing so also 
institutionalise processes and policies that will strengthen young children’s 
rights within the ACT in the short and long term.  
 
The young children who participated in this Project demonstrated their 
capacity to comment on a wide range of issues and policies that directly affect 
their lives and the lives of their families. In doing so, they powerfully, simply 
and often poignantly offered clear messages about what they value and wish 
for in their lives. Listening to children is the first step in enacting their rights. 
Responding respectfully and responsibly to what is offered is the second. The 
ACT Children’s Plan and the consultations with young children that have 
formed part of it offers an important vehicle through which each of these steps 
has and can be realised. 
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