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In line with its Communicating Information Well Policy, the 
Northern Health and Social Services Board is committed to 
making information as accessible and equitable as possible 
and to promoting positive and meaningful dialogue with 
local people.

Alternative Formats

In an effort to make information as accessible as possible, 
the leaflet �Listening to Children� has been produced in 
large print.

The leaflet can also be made available in the following 
alternative formats:

��Large print (size as required)     � Computer Disk
� Audio Tape     � Translation

For an alternative format, please contact:
The Patient/Client Information Service
Telephone Number: 08457 626428
Text phone: 028 2531 1001

Additional copies can be obtained by contacting:

Northern Childcare Partnership
Northern Health and Social Services Board
County Hall
182 Galgorm Road
BALLYMENA  BT42 1QB

Telephone Number: 028 2531 1231
Fax Number: 028 2531 1100/028 2531 1238
E-mail: elaine.wilmot@nhssb.n-i.nhs.uk
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Foreword
The Northern Childcare Partnership is keen to promote 
the importance of listening to children and incorporating 
their ideas and contributions into everyday practice in 
early years settings.  In 2004 we carried out a 
consultation exercise with children in playgroups and 
summer schemes and gained some useful insights into 
what children enjoy and what concerns them about the 
transition from pre-school to school.  Consultations with 
children have informed policy at all levels in the past and 
will continue to do so in the future.  

This booklet is designed as a guide for a wide range of  
practitioners on how  they can consult with children of 
any age in a meaningful and fun way.  It has been put 
together by a small group of early years specialists from 
PlayBoard, the North Eastern Education and Library 
Board, the Northern Ireland Childminding Association, 
Early Years - the organisation for young children, and 
co-ordinated by Northern Childcare Partnership staff.  
We hope you will find the book informative and 
enjoyable and that it will encourage you to find out more 
from the organisations listed at the back.

Kevin Keenan
Northern Childcare Partnership Chairperson
Director of Social Services (Acting)
Northern Health and Social Services Board
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Introduction
Under the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
children have the right to express their opinion freely and to 
have that opinion listened to and taken into account in any 
matter or procedure affecting them.

Children are experts in their own lives and can therefore 
share with us a lot about their experience even from a very 
young age.  Listening to children should always be part of 
good quality consistent early years practice.  This guide is 
designed to encourage you, as practitioners, to consult with 
your children and allow them to communicate their thoughts 
and ideas in a meaningful way.
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Why consult 
with children?

�Tell me and I�ll forget; show me 
and I may remember; involve me 
and I�ll understand.�  Chinese 
proverb

6

BLU68337 New Booklet:Layout 1  14/4/08  21:54  Page 6



Practitioners are being encouraged as part of their 
practice to reflect and listen to children and as a result 
respond to their ideas.  It is fun for both you and the 
children in your care.  It is motivating for both staff and 
children, stimulating and challenging, and creates a 
climate of mutual respect, understanding and partnership.

 It offers children the chance to express their own 
feelings and needs.  It is only when they can do that, 
that they can then consider the needs and feelings of 
others.

  When children�s ideas, feelings and capabilities are 
treated with respect, their confidence and self-esteem 
grows.  �Self-esteem is related to our sense of 
significance and value� (Rosemary Roberts 2002).

  It allows children to develop a range of skills such as 
communication, debate, negotiation and compromise.

Children can build on existing skills and develop new 
ones.

Children can bring fresh perspectives and ideas.

�

�

�

�

�
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As a result of adults listening to children�s views, 
changes can be made to routines, experiences and 
learning.  The curriculum provided will therefore be 
more focused and relevant.

It provides children with the opportunity to play an 
active role in shaping their environment both within 
their own setting and the wider community.

Being part of such a process can prepare children for 
the democratic nature of the world in which they live.

The listening process can assist children towards 
thinking about their own experiences and as such 
gain a deeper understanding of their learning.

Participation increases children�s sense of ownership 
for their environment, activities and rules.  Children 
are more likely to co-operate with and support 
provision in which they have a say.

Services provided will be relevant to and meet the 
needs of children and can be adapted to reflect 
changing needs.
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The consultation/listening process can provide 

opportunities for practitioners to reflect on their practice.

Practitioners should have a better understanding of 

children’s wants, needs and interests.

Children become more competent and confident when 

they have had a say.

The children are more involved in the thinking and 

planning process and there is a better opportunity to 

improve the relationships between children and staff.

Quotes from Teachers from the ‘School Council Project’.

The whole process (of 

consultation) has helped 

children to appreciate that their 

voice is important and can 

effect change

The children enjoyed 

the process and were 

very eager to 

participate

Children were 

interested and 

enthusiastic
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How do you 
consult with 
children?
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Consulting with children is not necessarily a natural 
gift.  Flexible and varied approaches need to be 
adopted.  The process may also require a trained and 
practiced ear.  For those less vocal children, keen 
observational skills will be required.

There are a number of ways of consulting with 
children, many of which are embedded in everyday 
practice.  Early Years - the organisation for young 
children run a course called �The Voice of the Child� 
and for other organisations it is their policy to consult 
and listen within their everyday practice.

The Revised Northern Ireland Curriculum places great 
emphasis on listening to and including children within 
the learning process, in order to ensure that their 
education is meaningful and relevant.  The following 
list gives a very brief description of some of the 
methods used and is designed to inspire you to find 
out more.  Your Early Years Advisor (NEELB), NICMA,  
Early Years - the organisation for young children or 
PlayBoard representatives can give you more advice 
and information.
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Use of creative 
methods for 
�Listening to 
Children� 
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Children of all ages are very capable of expressing their 
own definite views when appropriate data collecting 
methods are employed.

These can be with individuals, pairs, or small groups of 
children. They can take place during circle time and 
through observation.  They can be spontaneous or 
planned, and with permission could be audio or video 
taped.  Here are some useful questions you might like to 
ask:

  Tell me what makes you happy in ...........?

  Is there anything that makes you sad?

 How do you think we might change............?

 How do you think we could make our home corner        
better?

 What would you like to see in your outdoor area?

Simple use of open ended questions

�

�

�

�

�
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The use of games can encourage and stimulate dialogue 
and discussion and give children the opportunity to have a 
say in the decision making process.

Creating 3D models as part of their play can be a useful       
method of planning.

Children post views and ideas into the post box of what they 
want to be taken into consideration.

Children can hang a photograph of themselves that 
illustrates them feeling happy, sad, angry or scared.

Games

Use of Play
The open ended nature of play allows children to create 
their own space and shape their own learning and 
experience.

3-D Models

Post Box

Tree of Feelings

The Wish Catcher (Penny Lancaster 2003)
The wish catcher offers young children an opportunity to 
express their aspirations, hopes and ideas about what could 
be different or changed in the world around them or indeed 
their individual setting. Children choose the materials they 
want to use and begin to represent their wishes, once they 
have finished they peg or place them on the wish catcher so 
their wishes are �caught�. 

Examples of creative methods are:
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Mosaic Approach

Graffiti Wall

The Mosaic Approach (Clark and Moss 2001) is a 
framework for listening which is multi-method, 
participatory, adaptable, focused on children•s lived 
experiences and embedded into practice.  Each listening 
tool provides valuable insights into the views and 
experiences of children.  When the individual pieces of 
the mosaic are brought together, a more detailed picture 
is created for children.  These individual pieces of the 
mosaic make-up a rich source for developing 
understanding of young children•s experiences and 
priorities.

Children are asked to express their views and opinions 
to particular questions by writing these on post-its etc 
which are then put up on the wall.

Story Telling, Story Sacks & Treasure Baskets

Puppets

These can be used to stimulate children to engage in 
dialogue.  Opportunities can be provided to listen to the 
children•s opinions, ideas and experiences.

Puppets can be used within a variety of contexts. 
Sometimes children will talk to a puppet easier than to 
an adult as they see it as less threatening.  This is 
particularly pertinent to children who have additional 
needs.
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Media Initiative
This initiative aims to encourage young children to 
respect and include others who are different to 
themselves.  As a co-ordinated educational programme 
using a combination of 60 second television messages 
and pre-school curricula, it focuses on three types of 
differences: physical, racial and cultural differences 
used by sectarianism.  It hopes to develop within very 
young people:

   the ability to recognise instances of exclusion 
without prompting;

   the ability to understand how being excluded 
makes someone feel; and

   willingness to play with others, including those who 
are different to themselves.

Box of Feelings - Kog, M. Moons, J. and Depondt, L. (2004)
This resource is designed to support the social-
emotional development of children aged two to seven.  
The set is built around four basic feelings: happiness, 
fear, anger and sadness.   Increased communication 
about feelings develops social competence, emotional 
health and a positive group climate and even becomes 
part of the dialogues at home to the benefit of all.  
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Photographs

Drawings

By encouraging children to take photographs or reflect 
on photographs of their environment and friends a 
better insight can be gained into their perspective on 
things.  Photographs can offer a powerful new 
language for young children - a language that children 
can use to convey their feelings as well as information 
through the silent voice of the child.

Children can express thoughts and ideas through 
drawing and artwork.  This may be particularly useful 
where verbal expression might be difficult.

Reggio Emilia
The Early childhood programme of Reggio Emilia, Italy 
has become recognised and acclaimed as an 
outstanding system of education.  Reggio educators 
show their genuine respect for children who are viewed 
as strong and competent.  Very early in life children 
demonstrate that they have a voice, but above all they 
know how to listen and want to be listened to.

•Listening   takes the child out of anonymity, .......... 
enriching both those who listen and those who produce 
the message (and children cannot bear to be 
anonymous).Ž  Carlina Rinaldi, Executive Consultant 
for Reggio Children.
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Children•s 
Committees
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Setting up a Children•s Committee can be an effective 
method of involving children in decision making.  This may 
be embraced in a number of settings such as:
 After School Clubs;
 Extended School Projects;
 Clubs within the wider community;
 Schools;
 Breakfast Clubs etc.

Set aside some time each month and gather the children 
together in a comfortable environment;
Work with the children to draw up an agenda;
Facilitate the first number of meetings - you will want to 
step back from this role when the children are confident to 
take this over;
Assign a chairperson and minute taker which can be 
rotated;
Help to create an environment where all children•s voices 
are heard and their input valued;
Respond positively.

These are some areas the children might like to discuss, 
but remember they may have ideas of their own:

Things they want more or less of in the club;
Things they want to change in the club;
Discuss the ground rules and work with children so they 
draw up the ground rules;
Evaluate the programme and activities so you can put 
into action some of their ideas.

How could I set up a Children•s Committee?

�

�
�

�

�

�

�
�
�

�
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A number of local after school clubs have set up 
children•s committees.  Here are some quotes from the 
children of  Draperstown about their committee and 
some photographs of them in action.

•Our committee is good because we get to pick what we 
want to do.Ž  (Michael)

 •I like it because if we have any problems they are 
sorted out.Ž  (Fionnuala)

•We get to choose our own food for snacks.Ž  (Petrina)

•It makes us feel we own the Afterschool club.Ž (Gemma) 

•We get to choose games and play with them.Ž  (Adam)

•We get to make our own decisions.Ž  (Leah) 

•We get to make our own rules.Ž  (Ellen) 

•The staff listens to what we choose in our committee 
and plans for us.Ž  (Jack) 
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Confidentiality
It is important to remember the child•s right to 
confidentiality must be respected at all times.  If you 
wish to pass on their ideas/comments you must 
always ask their permission or for very young children 
their parents• written permission.  Policies and 
procedures should also be adhered to in relation to 
children taking photographs of each other.
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Conclusion

The advantage of embarking on the process of 
listening to children is that it can be carried out and 
have an impact at different levels.  All  children•s views 
and opinions should be sought, respected and 
considered if they are to become valued and valuable 
members of the society in which they live.
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Where can I 
find more 

information?
Your Early Years Advisor (NEELB), Early Years 
Team (Social Services), NICMA, Early Years - the 
organisation for young children or PlayBoard 
representatives can give you more advice and 
information.
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Early Years Advisor                 Early Years Headquarters
NEELB   6c Wildflower Way
Antrim Board Centre   Apollo Road
17 Lough Road            Belfast
Antrim                                      BT12 6TA
BT41 4DH

Tel: 028 94482222    Tel:  028 90662825
Website: www.neelb.org.uk   Website: www.early-years.org
 

NICMA
16/18 Mill Street   59-65 York Street
Newtownards   Belfast
BT23 4LU   BT15 1AA

Tel:  028 91811015   Tel:  028 90803380
Website: www.nicma.org         Website: www.playboard.org

Northern Childcare Partnership
Northern Health and Social Services Board
County Hall
182 Galgorm Road
Ballymena
BT42 1QB

Tel:  028 25311230
Website: www.northernchildcare.com

  PlayBoard NI

28

BLU68337 New Booklet:Layout 1  21/4/08  09:43  Page 28



Early Years Teams within the Northern Health and 
Social Care Trust

Antrim/Ballymena area                Causeway area
Audley Terrace       Suite 7
27 Ballymoney Road       River House
Ballymena       Castle Lane
BT43  5BS       Waterside
                                                    Coleraine
Tel:  028 25641207       BT51 3DR

      Tel:   028 70358158

Larne, Carrickfergus & Newtownabbey area
Ellis Street
Carrickfergus
BT38 8AZ

Tel:  028 93315112

Magherafelt/Cookstown area
Sperrin House
43 Queen•s Avenue
Magherafelt
BT45 6BX

Tel:  028 79301700
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