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Abstract 

 
There is a paucity of literature on the evaluation of programs addressing collaborative 

conversations with school age children. This study presents and discusses an exploratory 

evaluation of the ‘Talking Circle’ approach to listening to the voices of children in a school 

age service in Brisbane, Queensland. In particular, it uses a realist (evaluation) approach to 

understand ‘what works, how, for whom, in what circumstances and to what extent’ (Pawson 

& Tilley, 2004, p. 2) in relation to the use of Talking Circles. It asks the questions: 

 

1. What mechanisms facilitate or hinder the use of the Talking Circles guide? 

 

2. What contexts can affect the implementation of the Talking Circles guide? 

 

3. What are the outcomes that form between the identified contexts and mechanisms? 

 

It therefore emphasises causality and the way Talking Circles influence the outcomes of the 

conversations. 

Talking Circles were developed with the aim of assisting educators to facilitate 

resilience and leadership skills of school age children. The Talking Circles concept was first 

developed to help undergraduate students to ‘get to know’ children better by using a 

conversational process. It was premised on the notion that listening to the voices of children 

and providing opportunities for them to present and negotiate their identities, would increase 

both children’s agency and the development of trusting relationships between adults and 

children (Cartmel, Casley & Smith, 2017). 

This thesis is informed by a review of the literature, and with the benefit of expert 

opinion, informed by relevant substantive theory and child-participatory literature. It will 

examine what has been put forward considering listening to children’s voices within a child’s 

rights framework. Based on a realist approach, conversations were held with 13 children and 
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two educators from one school age care site and an educator from another site. Data collected 

from the children and educator perspectives of the Talking Circles process were analysed to 

find what the mechanisms of the intervention are (in this case the Talking Circles) and the 

context in which these may be triggered (the conditions in which the Talking Circles are 

effective), and how these mechanisms bring about certain outcomes (the improvements to 

children being listened to); consistent with context-mechanism-outcome (CMO) 

configurations (Pawson & Tilley, 1997). 

In developing an initial program theory (step one) the developers of the Talking 

Circles guide were interviewed. The data from this interview, the literature pertaining to 

listening to children’s voices and the developer’s rationale around the Talking Circles 

process, including the guide, informed the initial hypothesis regarding how Talking Circles 

work. This initial program theory was tested by implementing the Talking Circles at two 

school age care services and then refined based on the results of the evaluation and ensuing 

CMOs. Based on the CMOs found, a set of four recommendations to inform the broader 

sector of early childhood and school age care community about the implementation of 

Talking Circles is presented. It is further concluded that the Talking Circle approach is 

consistent with best practice principles for children’s participation in conversations with 

educators. 

 

KEY WORDS: child participation; school age children; realist evaluation. 
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Glossary 

 
Approved Provider: An Approved Provider is a person or an entity who holds a Provider 

Approval granted under the Children (Education and Care Services) National Law (NSW). 

This approval authorises the Approved Provider to operate an approved education and care 

service. 

 

Children: People birth –18 years. 

 

National Quality Framework: Australian national approach to regulation, assessment and 

quality improvement for early childhood education and care and outside school hours care. 

 

National Quality Standards: A set of seven standards that aim to promote safety, health and 

wellbeing of children with a focus on high-quality educational programs. 

 

Practitioners / educators: People employed in a range of children’s services organisations 

including school age care. 

 

School Age Care: Programs children can attend before and after school and during school 

vacation. 

 

Talking Circles: Refers to both a process and the guide. Talking Circles ( Casley & Cartmel ,2010).
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Preface 

 
I have sought to take the responsibility of honouring children’s voices seriously. I 

have endeavoured to embed a genuine respect and recognition of the importance of valuing 

the voices of the children who engaged in the Talking Circle process and kindly gave up 

some of their play time to have a genuine conversation with me as the researcher. The growth 

of the sector, the increasing awareness of its importance in the lives of children and their 

families, and the paucity of research into high-quality school age care underlies the 

importance of this research. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

 

1.1 Background 

 
I have been involved with school age care (SAC) in Queensland since the mid-1980s 

initially as a parent using a service, then as a vocational teacher and workplace assessor 

mentor, consultant, and as an academic managing and supervising placement in school age 

care services. Over the past 12 years I have also been involved in the ownership of a school 

age care service in Northern New South Wales and more recently with a family day care 

service in Brisbane, Australia. 

During my time as a vocational teacher and consultant I observed many school age 

care programs across Queensland and was curious to notice that many of these programs had 

formally structured activities, were adult-directed and had a focus on craft activities. I also 

found that the children at these services sought me out for conversations and we spent some 

time engaged in talk about themselves, their families and what they liked and did not like 

about attending school age care. I also had conversations with the educators and found many 

of them had been employed in this sector for 10 years or more. Many had no qualifications. 

Those who did have qualifications were completing a Certificate III in Children’s Services or 

were attending university and completing degrees in education or community services. The 

educators often commented that they liked the work they were doing with the children but did 

not understand the concept of child-centred programs. 

In 2007, along with a business partner, I established a SAC service in the grounds of a 

school in New South Wales. The SAC service by 2014 had never reached its potential 

capacity in relation to the number of children who attended each week. This led me to be 

curious about why local families and children did not use the service. At this time, I had the 

opportunity to be part of a collaborative project between the National Outside School Hours 
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Services Association (NOSHSA) and my service to investigate the question ‘Where do 

children go after school concludes’? This collaborative project linked the children, staff and 

SAC management. The SAC program coordinator, in conjunction with a group of 13 children 

aged between five to nine years, participated in a joint process of using Talking Circles 

(Casley & Cartmel, 2010) to discuss children’s use of SAC services. The children came from 

diverse backgrounds and told the stories about their connection to the SAC through 

participating in these Talking Circles. The children referred to the Talking Circles as a ‘Barn 

Yarn’. The children took ownership of this collaboration and appeared to be highly motivated 

to participate. 

As a university academic, I have been involved in working with students on a weekly 

basis and visiting them during their field placements in SAC services located on school sites. 

This university is the only university in Australia that has a program that include courses with 

a focus on SAC. I have observed over time the tension between the discussion I have with the 

students in relation to the rights of the child and the philosophies of many of the SAC 

services. The introduction of the National Quality Framework and the National Quality 

Standard (NQS) Rating Scale, and in particular My Time, Our Place: Framework for School 

Age Care Services in Australia (DEEWR, 2011), states that ‘School age care educators are 

responsive to all children’s strengths, abilities and interests. They value and build on 

children’s strengths, skills and knowledge to ensure their wellbeing and motivation and 

engagement in experiences … Responding to children’s ideas and play forms an important 

basis for program decision-making’ (p. 14). However, since the introduction of the 

Framework and the NQS there has been limited research about the way SAC programs are 

developed and how and if the voices of children are heard in decisions that affect them. This 

exploratory study will examine a strategy for involving children in decisions that affect them 

in SAC services. 
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1.2 Justification 

 
As researcher, I have two reasons for pursuing this exploratory study, which largely 

arise from my experiences as discussed in the introduction and now in my role as an 

academic researcher in a university setting. Following the outcomes of the ‘Barn Yarns’ 

action research project which highlighted the strengths of the Talking Circles as a tool for 

listening to children’s voices and the difference it made to the relationship between the 

educator and the children and the relationships between children and other children I wanted 

to investigate if the Talking Circles would make a difference elsewhere and why. 

This interest in Talking Circles expanded when I had the opportunity to teach a course 

at the university which had an embedded placement component where students completed a 

placement in school age care. Increasingly I observed a lack of authentic conversation with 

the children but rather the giving of instructions and directions about compliance and safety. I 

therefore felt I had a unique opportunity to use my past experiences and my current position 

to examine the Talking Circles guide as a potential resource that might be helpful to both 

educators and children in developing more genuine relationships that would lead to increased 

wellbeing. 

I recognise the value of my practice experiences cannot be overlooked or ignored and 

it is also important to acknowledge the challenges this posed in seeking to represent an 

unbiased viewpoint. I have, however, attempted to take measures to address this, using 

reflective processes and adhering to an ethical code as discussed in sections 3.5.6 and 3.6.2. 
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1.3 Significance of the study 

 
School age care (SAC) services throughout Australia provide leisure, care and 

education for children aged five to 12 years in the hours before and after school and during 

school vacation periods. The number of children using SAC services in Australia has 

increased considerably since the early 21st century (Cartmel & Hayes, 2016). Longer 

working hours, families with both parents in full-time employment (Cartmel, 2007; Hurst, 

2017) single-parent families, changing community and inter-familial care-giving dynamics 

mean that SAC services are increasingly becoming a vital conduit between home life and 

school life (Cartmel & Hayes, 2016; The Centre for Adolescent Health, Murdoch Children’s 

Research Institute, 2018). SAC in Australia has been around for over 100 years but to date 

there has been little research in Australia to enrich our understanding of SAC services and 

their activities with children. Throughout its long history there have been multiple attempts to 

increase the status of the sector and with the advent of the National Childcare Accreditation 

Council (NCAC) in 1993 it was hoped that this might become a reality. 

The quality assurance process is a shift towards continuous improvement to the 

 

quality of children’s services in Australia. The process involves services in partnership with 

families, other childcare services, government and other key stakeholders. While the child 

care quality improvement process for long day care settings was prompted by the growth in 

private operators and market-driven child care provision (Brennan, 1998, 1999), the Outside 

SAC sector embraced the notion of accreditation in order to alter the status of sector (Arnold, 

2002; Monro Miller, 2003). SAC services sought to be treated on equal footing to long day 

care and family day care services. The quality assurance process was a way to alter the 

perception that after school care was a lesser kind of care service in comparison with long day 

care services (CSML, 1999). 
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The motivation for the accreditation process has a long history, which is recorded in 

SAC peak organisations’ grassroots publications such as conference proceedings and state-

based newsletters. The funding for the OSHC1 Quality Assurance Project came as a result of 

continued and relentless lobbying by peak organisations (Arnold, 2002). In 2001, an OSHC 

Quality Assurance Working Party, comprising representatives from the NOSHSA and the 

Department of Family and Community Services, was formed to steer the development of the 

national system of accreditation for SAC (NCAC, 2003b). The development of the SAC 

accreditation process was designed to include staff, children and parents reviewing the key 

quality areas (Monro Miller, 2003). The National Childcare Accreditation Council (NCAC) 

launched the Outside School Hours Care Quality Practice Guide (OSHCQ) (NCAC, 2003a) 

which focused on eight quality areas. It involved a Self-study report that required the service 

to ‘undertake a self- evaluation of the care provided and its practices by consulting with 

management, staff, and families and where appropriate the children themselves’ (NCAC, 

2003a, p. 6). 

In 2009 a revised quality assurance process was introduced as part of the National 

Quality Standard (DEEWR, 2011a). It featured a focus on relationships with children 

(Quality Area 5) and a framework for practice that prioritised principles and practice for 

collaborating with children. SAC in its many forms has been a major source of assistance to 

families, especially women in maintaining employment (Brennan, 1998, 1999; European 

Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions [EFILWC], 2006; 

Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission [HREOC], 2007; Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2002; Press, 2006; Simoncini, 2010; 

Winefield, et al. 2011). Services and facilities are operated before and after school, during 

school term time and during school vacation periods, within schools or other venues, 

including services offered in long day care centres and by family day care providers (Cartmel, 
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2007). Research about the accreditation and quality assurance processes in this sector to date 

has focussed on long day care services for children birth to five years. 

SAC services are often perceived as second-class to the children’s services sector 

because these services attract less funding and many educators are employed on a casual basis 

(Gammage, 2003, Hurst 2017). SAC services often have impermanent premises and 

substandard service and equipment despite making ‘contributions towards the social and 

psychological capital (not to mention safety) of children’ (Gammage, 2003, p. 2). These 

anomalies are compounded by low status and limited influences in the form of legislative 

developments and strategic initiatives associated with SAC. In contrast, changes in the early 

childhood and care sector (COAG, 2009) have seen some significant shifts. In particular, 

several key frameworks to guide practice have been introduced including the Belonging, 

Being & Becoming: Early Years Learning Framework (DEEWR, 2009) and the National 

Quality Framework (NQF) entailing the My Time, Our Place: Framework for School Age 

Care Services in Australia (DEEWR, 2011b). Another influencing document has been Early 

Childhood Australia’s Code of Ethics (2016). This document has been based upon the United 

Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child (1991) and the United Nations Declaration on 

the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (2007). 

Initially, with the introduction of the National Quality Framework, SAC services 

were going to use the Early Years Learning Framework. However, NOSHSA advocated and 

the Australian government commissioned a framework suitable for SAC services. It was not 

until the development of the My Time, Our Place: Framework for School Age Care in 

Australia (MYTOP) (DEEWR, 2011b) that there was significant recognition that SAC should 

extend and enrich children’s wellbeing and development (Cartmel & Grieshaber, 2014). 

MYTOP acknowledges that children need a place to engage in a range of play and leisure
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experiences that allow them to feel happy, safe and relaxed (DEEWR, 2011b). The MYTOP 

Framework also recognises that children need time to interact with friends, practise social 

skills, solve problems, try new activities and learn life skills. In other words, it seeks to ensure 

children become active participants in their own learning and development. Staff, known as 

‘educators’, implement school age education and care programs using the MYTOP 

Framework (DEEWR, 2011b) within which there is an emphasis on providing child-centred 

programs that relate to the child’s overall wellbeing. 

As noted from the above discussion, SAC services have developed to such a degree 

that the sector has grown exponentially over the past 10 years in its response to workforce 

participation (The Centre for Adolescent Health, Murdoch Children’s Research Institute, 

2018).). In June 2017, 363,700 Australian children were reported as attending school age 

care services (ABS, 2018). Conversely there has been ‘minimal support and understanding of 

the actual circumstances of SAC because of its relatively low profile compared to other 

childcare services’ (Cartmel, 2007, p. 11). There are only three Australian doctoral theses that 

examine aspects of SAC (Cartmel, 2007; Hurst, 2017; Simoncini, 2010). These are limited to  

structural – relationships between schools and management and programming with older children 

in SAC, demonstrating a scarcity of academic research in this field.  

Internationally only a few studies have provided knowledge about children’s perspectives 

of their everyday lives within SAC services. Klerfelt and Haglund, (2014) note that this 

knowledge around listening to children’s voices is “relatively vague”(p. 120). Klerfelt and 

Haglund (2014) scoped Scandinavian SAC services to examine children’s discourses of their 

everyday experiences in SAC services. Data was constructed through ‘walk and talk’ 

conversations supported by photos from a digital camera (Klerfelt & Haglund, 2014). Their work 

has helped to deepen understanding about the activities in SAC services as well as the importance 

of providing a mutually reciprocal relationship between children and adults.  Moreover, this work 
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has demonstrated the potential of academic research to directly inform the practices used in SAC 

services. 

 The research network WERA-IRN Extended Education (formed in 2018), an 

international network of the World Education Research Association (WERA), has been 

trying to clarify and generate concepts and terms in English that are clear and understandable 

across regions and countries that operate SAC services. The aim is to promote research to 

increase clarity and achieve high recognition value of services that operate after school 

hours. Furthermore, there is little research examining the intricacies of school age care 

programs, especially in the area of children’s active participation in relation to, for example, 

program philosophy and program planning. Nevertheless, how educators engage with 

children and take their ‘voice’ into consideration is currently a focus within the children’s 

services sector, consistent with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(UNICEF, 1989). 

Talking Circles may be one such approach that builds relationships with children and 

fosters conversation in the school age care context. Talking Circles ‘are based on thinking 

about learning as a process of self-awareness and community building and providing 

opportunities for communicating with children about their ideas and perspectives’ (Cartmel 

& Casley, 2014a, p. 67). This study therefore seeks to evaluate the effectiveness of the 

Talking Circles resource in school age care settings given the central importance of 

conversations and relationships in child development, learning and wellbeing. 

 

1.4 How the Talking Circles began 

 
‘Talking Circles’ (Casley & Cartmel, 2010) was based on a guided conversation 

process that was mindful of the socio-cultural developmental characteristics of children. 

These circles helped undergraduate university students to ‘get to know’ children better by 
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using a conversational process. Each semester, students were allocated to SAC services for 

work-based learning in field education placement. In these settings, they undertook the 

guided conversations that became known as Talking Circles with children aged between five 

and 12 years. The process was intended as a two-fold intervention with mutual benefits for 

children and students. Each university student was the designated educator in the Talking 

Circles conversation (a role that helped to facilitate the conversation), which encouraged 

children to learn to look within themselves to see their inherent capabilities and discuss their 

everyday experiences. Children learn to organise their world views through interaction with 

others (Ulvik, 2014; van Nijnatten, 2013). These world views are supported through the 

development of trusting relationships between adults and children. 

The intention of the Talking Circles conversations was for children to develop a sense 

of agency and to take an active role in what happened to them. The voices of children are 

heard in the exchange of thoughts and children are given the capacity to present and negotiate 

their identities (Cartmel, Casley & Smith, 2017, p. 211). The underpinning of a children’s 

rights perspective upheld the notion that by helping children to develop perspectives about 

their past and present, and to be able to project themselves into the future, individual children 

would have an opportunity to hear from others so that barriers between them dissolved 

(Ulvik, 2014; van Nijnatten, 2013). 

The children were invited to consider and understand new perspectives, enabling them 

to make connections between each other based on their ideas and their capabilities. It was 

hoped that this self-awareness would lead the children to make positive changes in their 

circumstances and enhance their wellbeing (Cartmel, Casley & Smith, 2017). Furthermore, 

the process encouraged children to think about their role in and responsibilities to their 

families and the local community, including their school age care service. 
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The Talking Circle intervention was based in Theory U (described below) and a model 

of critical thinking that had been used to help practitioners working in the children services 

sector become self-aware, strengthen their relationships with each other and develop their 

practices in working with children and their families (Cartmel, Macfarlane, Casley & Smith, 

2015). Casley and Cartmel (2010) outlined a suite of criteria that facilitators of Talking Circles 

would need to know. They stated that facilitators would need to be knowledgeable about 

children’s learning and development, attachment theories, conversational processes and, in 

particular, Theory U (Cartmel, Casley & Smith, 2015). These ideas were based on the premise 

that practitioners understand that knowledge is socially constructed rather than acquired (Moss 

& Petrie, 2002, p. 119), and that they see the child as a co-constructor of knowledge in 

partnership with the adult and the other children. The Talking Circle Guide contained 

information about how to initiate and promote healthy relationships with and between children, 

and how educators could provide a safe space, both physically and psychosocially (Casley & 

Cartmel, 2010). 

U theory (Scharmer, 2009) describes a process whereby facilitators engage in 

intensive learning-by-doing in a range of settings as a strategy for organisations to address 

highly complex challenges, solve complex problems and explore opportunities (Hassan, 

2018). The process is based on ‘ancient wisdom’ and systems thinking, which focuses on 

shared learning that occurs between individuals in a group (Scharmer, 2009). Every member 

of the group needs to build relationships with the others and make the necessary connections 

to share what each other knows so that together they can act as a whole to co-create new 

opportunities and innovative ideas that address their most complex challenges (Scharmer, 

2009). The U-process directly informs the Talking Circle process. It affords children and 

educators the opportunity to learn more about themselves and each other (Casley & Cartmel, 

2010). The authors have linked the work of Scharmer (2009) and Yukelson (2008) to describe 
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the process and how it was used to create the Talking Circles. The three phases shown in 

Figure 1 are described by Cartmel and Casley (2014a and 2014b) as a U process where the 

phases build on each other. 

 

 

In the Talking Circles, focus is given to the listening skills required for the 

communication process. The U-process is based on a special type of listening called 

generative listening, which is defined as listening to oneself, listening to others and listening 

to what emerges from the group (Scharmer, 2009). Generative listening requires each 

individual to be focused on the conversation that is emerging from the whole group. For 

children, generative listening means that the children have to think about the life experiences 

of other children – not just about themselves. A feature of generative listening is that it means 

suspending judgement of habitual ways of thinking and to open ourselves to a sense of 

wonder (Scharmer, 2018). It also means being focused on the here and now and thinking 

about what is emerging from the ‘whole-group’ conversation. If adults can create a safe space 

for children to develop a sense of wonder, then this level of thinking helps children start to 

consider other children’s perspectives and circumstances rather than just their own 

Figure 1 The Talking Circle U process. 
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experiences. Also, children listen to and think about the ideas of others, which helps them to 

understand their own situations. Through generative talking and listening, children gain a 

sense that they are widening their perception, and they are able to feel more connected to the 

group as a whole. The group of children is able to move from hearing multiple perspectives to 

co-creating future possibilities. The children identify themselves as one group rather than a 

number of individuals. As Kahane (2002) described, we listen self-reflectively to ‘hear 

ourselves through others’ ears’ (p. 4). The educator helps the children to listen to each other. 

The children recognise and respect the diversity of values, ideas and opinions of their peers. 

The children eventually take ownership of the group processes relying less on the adult to 

support them to engage in the process of actively exchanging knowledge and ideas, 

identifying their capabilities and thinking about future possibilities. To date there has 

been no evaluation or critique of this talking circles Casley and Cartmel, 2010). 

 

1.5 Study aims and purpose 

 
This exploratory study of the use of the Talking Circles is required in order to 

examine the potential use and impact of the Talking Circles as a strategy to increase 

children’s participation and contribution within SAC services. The findings will provide the 

SAC sector with evidence regarding the potential of the Talking Circles to assist in 

supporting children’s right to be heard, consistent with outcomes intended for the delivery of 

high-quality SAC services. As previously noted, this sector provides care for a significant 

number of Australian children, underscoring the significance of research on the effectiveness 

of child engagement strategies for providers, educators, children, families and community, 

more broadly. 

The Talking Circles methodology, as used for guided conversations, is underpinned by 

the key principle of practice which is based on the concept that children are strong, powerful, 
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competent and complex individuals who are full of possibilities (Macfarlane & Cartmel 2008; 

Williams-Siegfredsen, 2005). Cartmel and Casley (2014a, 2014b) describe working with 

students completing a university field placement in SAC where it seemed in the first instance 

that Talking Circles appeared to make a difference. These differences in the children were 

described as the child’s ability to self-reflect, develop communication skills, problem solve 

and a willingness to negotiate change (Cartmel & Casley, 2014a, p. 74). However, they go on 

to state ‘a more intensive examination as described in this study is required to substantiate the 

impact that the Talking Circles had on all aspects of the service delivery with children and the 

coordinators’ (p. 2). As a researcher, I have taken up the opportunity to further examine the 

‘what works, how, for whom, in what circumstances and to what extent’ (Pawson & Tilley, 

2004, p. 2). The research question guiding this study was: 

In which situations, how, why, and for whom does the Talking Circles guide contribute 

to listening to children’s voices? 

This question was broken into three sub-questions that aimed to unpack the nuances of the 

Talking Circle process: 

1. What mechanisms facilitate or hinder the use of Talking Circles guide? 

2. What contexts can affect the implementation of the Talking Circles guide? 

3. What are the outcomes that form between the identified contexts and mechanisms? 

In examining these questions, a deeper understanding about the Talking Circles process 

will be gained and has the potential to support SAC services in their quest to engage children 

in having a voice within the program as mandated by the NQF (DEEWR, 2011a). 
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Chapter 2. Review of literature 

 

2.1 Introduction 

 
This literature review provides a summary of Australian and international literature 

related to children’s care, particularly the care of school age children. In particular it seeks to 

examine a number of themes related to school age care including children’s rights, children’s 

voices, the pedagogy of listening, strategies for engaging children, Talking Circles and adult 

power relationships. The literature review also examines the notion of research with children 

as a means to building participation and wellbeing as a core component of this study. Existing 

literature focusing on the school age care sector comes mostly in the form of government 

reports and practical strategies for practitioners relating to activities and play environments 

(Cartmel, 2007; Hurst 2017). Consequently, this literature review relies on a variety of 

sources in addition to those that relate specifically to SAC. 

 
 

2.2 Literature search methods 

 
The literature was systematically obtained for this study. A broad range of search 

methods were included that not only drew from peer reviewed material, but also considered a 

range of sources including websites, guides, and research, government, and peak body reports 

to ensure the breadth of relevant literature was located. This was supplemented with 

additional key texts from the reference lists of relevant articles and seminal and contemporary 

texts in the area of participatory research, children’s rights, social pedagogy and children’s 

voices. 

A number of academic databases were searched electronically, including Informit 

(humanities and social science collection and the health collection), Proquest (academic 
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research library, health and medical, complete, psychology journals, and social science 

journals), Cambridge Journals Online, Scopus (Elsevier), Australian Journals Online, SAGE 

Journals Online, and OECD Publications Online. The researcher’s contention has been to 

understand ‘how’ to listen to children’s voices, necessitating an understanding about ‘who’ 

listens to children’s voices and how relationships are enacted with such people, as well as 

‘what’ influences these relationships in the SAC setting. To this end, a range of key words 

were used and combined with Boolean logic such as school age child*, intervention*, 

listening*, social pedagogy*, Talking Circles*, children’s rights*, middle years*, and after 

school age care*. I also searched for specific issues and fields of practice relating to 

participation, critical reflection, communication, relationships, leadership, training, education, 

health and play. I supplemented the search of academic databases with a search of the Internet 

using Google Scholar. The websites of the Australian Research Alliance for Children and 

Youth (ARACY), the Australian Institute of Family Studies (AIFS), UNICEF and the Centre 

for Children and Young People were particularly useful. Further key texts were identified by 

searching the Griffith University library database, referring to article reference lists, and 

consulting academics at the University who had previously conducted research in relation to 

Talking Circles and school age care. 

All considerations about whether to include an article were made according to the 

articles orientation to school age children or children under the age of 18. The key emphasis 

was on children’s rights in relation to decision-making and having a voice in decisions that 

affect them being that the decisions are controlled by adults, the environment, governments 

or wider society. Given that there is an acknowledgement that children have the right to be 

heard in relation to decisions that affect them, articles that included discussion about 

relational ways of working with children were also included. 
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From this initial search, it became evident that the literature available largely 

overlooked middle childhood – five to twelve years, especially in the field of school age care, 

focusing on early childhood or the later adolescent period. Despite these gaps there was 

expansive literature about listening to the voices of children in the recent literature but little 

on ways to actually implement an intervention such as Talking Circles in SAC settings. While 

some literature referred to the importance of involving children in decision-making, there 

were minimal examples of empirical research found. 

2.3 Key findings from the literature 

 
2.3.1 Children’s participation 

 

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (1989) radically 

shifted global perceptions on the status of the child towards accepting that children are agents 

in their own right, not adults in waiting. The UNCRC is the most complete statement of 

children's rights produced to date and has 41 substantive articles. It is also the first enactment 

to focus solely on the child, regardless of gender, religion, social origin, and where the child 

was born or to whom. This focus has compelled people to find effective ways of engaging 

with children and young people including improved listening skills, better consultation 

processes and the inclusion of children and young people as active participants in all matters 

affecting them (Sinclair, 2004). In particular, Article 12 states, ‘Children have the right to say 

what they think should happen when adults are making decisions that affect them and to have 

their opinions taken into account’ p5. Further to this, Article 13 states: 

The child shall have the right to freedom of expression; this right shall include 

freedom to seek, receive and impart information and ideas of all kinds, regardless of 

frontiers, either orally, in writing or in print, in the form of art, or through any other 

media of the child's choice (UNICEF, 1989 p 5). 
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Images of the child as an individual capable of communicating meanings about their 

world have emerged from constructivist theories in developmental psychology and from a 

new sociology of childhood. In each area, researchers increasingly see children as competent 

constructors of meaning; as capable social actors, able to contribute valid and useful ideas to 

our social, cultural and political worlds and with a right to participate in it (Cannella, 1998; 

Birbeck & Drummond, 2007; Wyness, 2006). More recently, participatory methods, such as 

engaging in conversations with children, and eliciting children’s perspectives on their 

drawings, writings, or photographs, have been used to facilitate children’s participation in 

research and to investigate their understanding of the world (Bell & Cartmel, 2019; Gibbs et 

al, 2018; Hurst, 2013; O’Kane, 2008). These research methods not only provide opportunities 

for children to express themselves but are also a potential source for empowering children in 

decision-making processes that affect them. 

It can be argued therefore that by giving children a voice means giving them a say in 

things that affect them (for example research about them, planning programs for them or 

decisions in relation to rules, and truly sharing power and responsibility for decision making) 

and acknowledging that what children say should be heard (Clarke & Moss 2011; 

Groundwater- Smith; Dockett & Bottrel, 2015). Research carried out during the late 1990s  

increased the  interest in children having a voice in making decisions that affect them - this 

has led to a more modern view of children as competent. One such author, Michael Fielding 

has described the importance for young people to have a voice particularly in relation to their 

education (Fielding & Moss, 2011; Jalanago, 2010). However, given prevailing community 

attitudes, it could also be argued that an understanding of the competence of children is still 

viewed from the adult’s perspective.  Accordingly, the power imbalance between adults and 

children needs to be considered at all times. 
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Interest in giving children a voice in decisions about them and services for them has 

accompanied the emergence of new images of the young child as competent, capable and able 

to create their own context in relation to lived experiences (Clark & Moss, 2011; 

Groundswater-Smith et al., 2015; Kellett, 2011). This in turn has increased interest in 

enacting children’s rights in the public sphere, and increased research about the importance of 

children’s early experiences for their future as competent citizens, as well as their present 

competence as world citizens.  As Alderson (2000) explains, ‘Recognising children as 

subjects rather than objects of research entails accepting that children can speak “in their own 

right” and report valid views and experiences’ (p. 243). These findings led to a challenging of 

previous more traditional ideas that put forward the idea that children are too immature or too 

innocent to effectively discuss and contribute to knowledge about the social world (Alderson, 

2000). Children are viewed as competent and capable of contributing to decisions on matters 

that affect them. 

 

The early work of Hart (1992) is one such example of a model, described as a ‘ladder 

of participation’ or as levels of participation, that places an emphasis on the qualities 

exhibited by children such as non- participation to child-managed projects (Gal & Duramy, 

2015). Although Hart faced criticism in respect to more contemporary assertions about 

advocacy and outcomes, his contribution to the children’s rights discourse is undeniable. He 

not only conceptualised the notion that identified manipulative methods of ‘involving’ 

children in processes that only used them in a tokenistic way, but was able to provide a model 

that made participation ‘real’: 

 

The continued involvement of children can only be achieved, and sceptics (both 

children and adults) won over, if participation is shown to result in improvements to 

children’s quality of life. If participation becomes an end in itself, there is an inherent 
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danger that people will not be open and honest about what does and does not work 

(Leverett, 2008, p. 195). 

 

His model also differentiated between the processes of engagement that merely 

offered consultation to processes that engaged children in authentic dialogue. Through this 

model, Hart (2008) moved the debate forward by signalling that it was not sufficient to 

invite youth to speak out.  Rather he proposed that to participate in true dialogue 

acknowledges a willingness to be convinced, ‘to be changed, and to give away one’s control 

over the decision’ (Gal & Duramy 2015, p. 7). 

Cannella (1998) emphasised three ideas that resonate with such pedagogical 

approaches. These encapsulate the notion that: (i) children know the world differently to 

adults, (ii) their perspectives can assist adults in understanding the experiences of children, 

and (iii) children construct valid meanings and their place within the world as they know it 

(Cannella, 1998). It is worthwhile to note that Cannella identified that the most silent of 

voices in the construction of knowledge are often the voices of children: ‘Our constructions 

of research have not fostered methods that facilitate hearing their voices’ (Cannella, 1998, p. 

10). Kellett (2011) agreed and went further by saying that the ‘the first decade of the 21st 

century … has been marked by dissatisfaction with the tokenism of consultation’ (p. 3). 

Hart’s  (2008) revision of his ladder suggests a positive determination to consult, however 

Hart’s (2008) stance does not necessarily have children actively sharing in a decision-

making process. 

The only way to truly have ‘agentic’ involvement and child-influenced outcomes is to 

shift the focus towards participation as ‘a vehicle for involving children and young people in 

meaningful decision-making processes’ (Landsdown, 2005, cited in Kellett 2011, p. 4).  

Agentic involvement occurs when the child has ownership. The literature also bemoans the 
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fact that while consultation is an accepted position within policy and research areas, it has not 

played out as a key area at a grass-roots level (Theobald, Danby & Allwood, 2011). When 

and how consultation and genuine dialogue is possible remains an empirical question despite 

agreement in literature that children are active constructors of meaning, can voice their 

opinions with wisdom and insight, and are indeed the best source of advice about matters that 

can and do affect them (Osborn & Bromfield, 2007). 

In a report from UNICEF Australia 2014, 1500 children conveyed their own ideas 

about participation stating that the right to freedom of expression and the ability to be 

actively involved in decision-making is a rite of passage in enabling them to take 

control of their needs, take healthy risks, build resilience and set out strong pathways 

for their future (UNICEF Australia, 2014). There is an increasing interest in the rights 

of children to participate ( Gray & Murray, 2017). 

 

2.3.2 Adult–child power relationships 

 

Minimal attention has been given to power relationships that exist among adults and 

children. Critical theory necessitates an awareness of the power imbalances and the impact on 

relationships (Best and Kellner, 1991). Consistent with this critical lens is the need to 

continually reflect on power relationships when power is used in professional relationships.  

Christensen, 2004; Davidson, 2017; and Gallacher & Gallagher, 2008 allude to the 

complexities of these power-relationships between children and adults. The ways in which 

children respond to adult control can depend upon their environment, their own personality 

and the developed strategies in dealing with adult power relationships (Kellett, 2011). The 

school environment is one such context. The school is predominately adult focused in that the 

discourse emphasises adult/future-orientated needs above the child’s present lived experience 

(Devine, 2002). Therefore, the adult–child power relationship is beyond the child’s ability to 
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participate. Devine 2002 provides further illustration through this example: 

 

… legitimized by a discourse which prioritizes adult/future oriented needs and 

expectations over present lived experience. The emphasis [must] lie with the 

preparation of children as future citizens, equipped with the skills (productivity, 

competitiveness, comportment and control) to contribute as adults to the needs of 

modern industrial/post-industrial society p. 312. 

 

It is unlikely that the effects of adult–child power relations are fully reduced, but it 

needs to be at the very least acknowledged. Kellett (2011) has described the adult–child 

power relations whereby children, as a powerless minority group, struggle to have their 

voices heard or their views acted upon. She goes on to say that by reinforcing the image of 

children as non-contributors and confining children to the private spaces of home and 

family and keeping them away from the public arenas of policy and decision‐making, the 

power relationship is a dominant force from the adult perspective. Therefore, the 

perception is upheld that being given a voice is a gift from adults (Hamill & Boyd, 2002). 

Studies have demonstrated that historically, westernised children have been silenced 

either through domineering practices that prize children being ‘seen and not heard’ or by their 

voice being misinterpreted in accounts created by historians, anthropologists, sociologists and 

psychologists (Lloyd‐Smith & Tarr, 2000). It was  not easy for children, without any 

‘authorial voice’ to challenge these accounts (Hendrick, 2000). Children’s abilities have for 

too long been underestimated and thoughts about development have been rigidly prescribed. 

This becomes demeaning and condescending thus setting up an imbalance of power and is 

also connected, according to Kellet (2011), to ethics and to the rights of the child. 

Power is not just about imposing adult ideas, but also about the formation of 

knowledge. Children’s knowledge is often overlooked, especially in the area of understanding 
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childhood. If there could be an acknowledgement that power relationships exist, then perhaps 

a reflection on practice may lead to less of a negative impact. Kellet (2011) points out that the 

knowledge that children have is often disregarded which she states, ‘renders children doubly 

disempowered … and they can still be controlled by force, however benevolently adults may 

construe that force’ (p. 11). Thus, it can be said that the belief that adults have superior 

knowledge, especially regarding childhood, is upheld in the power relationship. It is unlikely 

that we will ever fully reduce the effect of adult–child power relations but it is better to 

acknowledge them than to pretend they do not exist (Kellet, 2011). This acknowledgement 

provides opportunities for the scope of knowledge to include perspectives for adults and 

children. 

Engaging with children and balancing power differences requires different emphases 

and approaches in various professional practice settings. Engagement with children in a 

medical environment for instance will have different characteristics and requirements from 

engagement with young people in, for example, a school classroom or a faith‐based setting 

(Foley & Leverett, 2007). Some generic principles apply universally across practice contexts 

including the reasons underpinning the engagement. These principles include considerations 

such as respect, inclusion and power dynamics. In terms of practice this means having a clear 

understanding of why engagement with children is necessary. This needs to be very clear not 

only to oneself but to the children and fellow professionals (Kellett, 2011). This is considered 

important as relationships built on trust for instance are characterised by confident 

expectations, with those involved interacting with integrity (Groundwater-Smith, Dockett, & 

Bottrel, 2015). However, these different characteristics and requirements are beyond the 

scope of this literature review for this study. 

A number of models have been proposed that examine ways that children can 

participate in matters that may affect them. Roger Hart introduced the ‘ladder of children’s 
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participation’ (Hart, 1992). Hart’s model (Figure 2) gained considerable attention as there 

was little written conceptually about children’s participation during this time. Hart himself 

has since written that the model was used as a yard stick by those working with children in 

regard to measuring their level of participation rather than as a jumping-off point for their 

own reflections (Hart, 2008). He goes on to say that the ladder has been engendered with 

many attributes that were never intended and that there is a need to clear up the 

misunderstandings that surround the model. The ladder itself only addresses a very narrow 

viewpoint about how children participate within their own communities and focuses on the 

adult’s role in relation to a child’s participation. Hart reflects that his initial perspectives were 

largely the viewpoint from ‘his minority world’ where children’s participation in meaningful 

community activity is largely limited to formal programming of their activities by adults (p. 

20). Hart’s critique of his ladder encourages  wider-ranging thinking around the concept of 

children’s participation in acknowledging for example, the role of children’s play and value 

building with peers. It is important to acknowledge the role that the social context plays in 

the lives of children and how these social interactions both formally and informally influence 

children’s participation. 
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Roger Hart’s ladder model (Figure 2) was an attempt to bring a critical perspective 

about child participation at a time when there was little discussion. Some criticise this model 

as implicitly sequential and others (John, 1996; Reddy & Ratna, 2002; Treseder, 1997) as 

bestowing rights to a powerless child by a more powerful adult. Hart’s model provides a 

starting point for those looking to work with young people in ways that are less tokenistic and 

to raise the level of dialogue around the increasing awareness of the importance of listening to 

children’s voices in authentic ways. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 An adaptation of Roger Hart’s ladder of participation 



38  

Shier (2001) proposes five levels of child participation in decision making ( See 

Figure 3).  His work offers an alternative to Roger Hart’s ‘ladder of participation. The five 

levels of  participation: 

 

1 Children are listened to; 

 

2. Children are supported in expressing their views; 

 

3. Children's views are taken into account; 

 

4. Children are involved in decision-making processes and 

 

5. Children share power and responsibility for decision-making (Shier, 2001, p. 110). 

 

These levels frame participation around the adult roles rather than the status of 

children within projects which is where there is a different approach to Hart’s ladder of 

participation. From the lowest level of participation according to Shier’s model, the children 

are listened to, to the highest level where children are seen to share power and responsibility 

for decision-making (Figure 3). This model reflects a Vygotskyian approach in scaffolding 

the outcomes of children’s participation. I would argue that the model reflects the support of a 

more knowledgeable adult or peer in developing particular areas of competence building 

through bridging the gap between levels three, four and five. In Vygotskyian (1978) terms 

this is the zone of proximal development (ZPD), the space between the child’s current 

knowledge and skills and the potential development of further knowledge and skills. Both 

models are based on the idea of participation through project work with children or children 

as co-researchers. 
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Both models have been widely criticised on a number of issues, one being that a 

sequential model lacks the acknowledgement that decision making cannot be attributed to a 

single level of participation but decision-making power shifts constantly within projects 

(Kirby & Gibbs, 2006). There has also been some criticism about these models in respect to 

more contemporary assertions about advocacy and outcomes. This assertion has been adopted 

by the National Youth Agency whereby they are focusing on two core principles: first, 

children have the right to have their views heard and taken seriously through a process of 

dialogue; and second, this dialogue should lead to tangible change (National Youth Agency, 

Figure 3 ‘Pathways to participation: openings, opportunities and obligations’ (Shier, 2001). 
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2005 cited in Kellett 2009, p. 47). However, as Kellett, 2009 concludes: 

 

participation is a multifaceted and complex process predicated on a human right, 

integral to which is children’s right to informed choice about participating in 

participation activity. The crucial factor is that when children do make that informed 

choice, power dynamics, gatekeeping and mediated interpretations are not mobilised 

to undermine them (p56). 

 

These models of Hart and Shier  emphasise the layered potential of ‘participation’ and 

the ways in which engaging children and young people can be a complex and challenging 

process. 

 

2.3.3 Theory-U 

 

The Theory U process developed by Otto Scharmer (2009) is based around a 

conversationalist approach to listening to multiple perspectives in dealing with complex 

challenges and realising opportunities to make change. The process is based on ancient 

wisdom and systems thinking, which focuses on the shared learning that occurs between 

individuals in the group (Cartmel, Casley & Smith, 2017). Scharmer suggests that the quality 

of the outcomes that we create in any kind of group is a function of the quality of attention, or 

consciousness that the participants in the group operate from (Scharmer, 2009). He also 

explains that each participant within any group needs to build relationships with the other 

participants to make solid connections and to listen deeply and without judgement (Scharmer, 

2009). He calls this process Theory U and within this theory Scharmer expostulates what he 

calls ‘a method for consciousness-based systems change’. A process that embeds five levels 

or ‘movements’ described as a journey of awareness about yourself and about others in the 

group. The five levels, as shown in Figure 4 below, create the opportunity (according to 
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Scharmer, 2018) to allow the group to discover each other and to co-create and co-sense the 

future. The Talking Circles guide (Casley & Cartmel, 2010) provides a platform for this to 

happen for educators and children. 

However, within these five levels, Scharmer (2018) has examined the notion of the 

‘blind spot’ that he argues can be applied to our everyday social experience. Until we can 

recognise our ‘blind spot’, moving towards co-creating and co-evolving will be difficult. 

 

The blind spot concerns the inner place – the source – from which we operate when 

we act, communicate, perceive, or think. We can see what we do (results). We can see 

how we do it (process). But usually are not aware of who: the inner place or source 

from which we operate (p. 6). 
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The view that this process can be instigated as a way of building relationships with 

children has been put into practice for the Talking Circles (Cartmel & Casley, 2014a). The 

design of the Talking Circles guide uses the theoretical underpinnings of Theory U for the 

construction of the weekly sessions and overall program of the Talking Circles. This is further 

discussed in section 2.3.6 of this study. 

 

2.3.4 Social pedagogy 

 

Pedagogical approaches that focus on children, support children’s development, and 

acknowledge equal rights and citizenship underscore the relevance of social pedagogy to be 

included in this literature review. The theoretical context of social pedagogy addresses three 

different approaches. These being ‘the approach to the individual; the social and cultural 

conditions; and the complex interplay between people and their social environment’ (Madsen 

2006, cited in Storo, 2013, p. 18). While there are many variations and understandings of 

social pedagogy, the wider context and practice of social pedagogy underpins principles that 

refer to the centrality of listening. With respect to educating children the values embedded in 

Figure 4 Theory U Process- Source: http://aositoronto.weebly.com/theory-u.html 
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social pedagogy acknowledge the child’s right to be heard (Cameron & Moss, 2011). One 

such principle is ‘the centrality of relationships and, allied to this, the importance of listening 

and communicating’ (Petrie et al., 2006, p. 22). 

As a researcher I have taken a broad view of social pedagogy, where within the 

context of school age care, social pedagogy denotes practices that provide children with a 

pathway to speak out and be heard about experiences that matter to them and that this is core 

to the facilitation of their learning. Taking the emphasis on the ‘social’ functionality of social 

pedagogy, Stephens (as cited in Cameron & Moss, 2011) provides a number of important 

elements that demonstrate the centrality of relationships in working with children. These 

elements include: concern for the individual, the group, the community and society and the 

interrelationships of all four parts. The practice of social pedagogical approaches can be 

found in most countries of Europe (Cameron & Moss, 2011). Although discussed in the 

Anglophone context since the 1990s, social pedagogy has remained mostly undiscovered or 

peripheral to dominate  approaches to working with children and young people. 

Social pedagogy has a more strengths-based view rather than taking a deficit approach 

to clients (Storo, 2013). This being an approach to people that ‘views situations realistically 

and looks for opportunities to complement and support existing strengths and capacities as 

opposed to focusing on, and staying with, the problem or concern’ (Department of Education 

and Early Childhood Development, 2012, p. 6). Social pedagogy does not minimise the 

problem itself but works on the types of interactions with clients that will develop not only 

the individual but also a socially responsible human being. 

Social pedagogy has been explained by Storo (2013) as having three elements, 

‘intervention, values and theory’ (p. 16). Intervention being the practical engagement of the 

individual, while also developing skills in problem solving and competence. Practice is also 
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guided by values, formulated according to Storo, (2013) by ‘ethical guidelines and ethical 

reflection on actions’ (p. 16). The third element sits around the practice of social pedagogy 

based on social pedagogy having a theoretical basis. The literature clearly expounds the 

theory that social pedagogic practices cares for the individual but also supports the 

development of a socially responsible citizen. 

 

2.3.5 Listening to children 

 

Since the late 1990s, there have been increasingly strong moves to listen to young 

children’s voices and perspectives in early childhood research and to build early childhood 

practices that include children’s voices. However, there is little research that actually provides 

examples of how this is put into practice and if in fact ‘listening’ increases a child’s 

wellbeing. In the school age care sector there is even less research. Simoncini, Cartmel & 

Young (2015) interviewed 164 children from Kindergarten through to Year 7 across 14 

school age care services in Canberra and Logan to gather their ideas about SAC services. 

They found that children are willing to share their ideas and that their ideas were ‘actionable’ 

and that the children’s responses ‘reflected their different lives, relationships, experiences and 

interests’ (p. 11). This is important information and supports the view that children are 

capable of co-constructing what is important in their lives in relation to SAC. Further, Hurst 

(2017) co-researched with nine older children between the ages of nine to 12 years in SAC to 

learn about their experiences of SAC services across three SAC sites in Melbourne, Victoria. 

Hurst’s study revealed a number of findings, one in particular highlighted that by researching 

from the children’s perspective, new knowledge can be created. He states that this co- 

construction established that older children are ‘more diverse and complex than the 

developmental ‘truths’ about older children suggest (2017, p. 93). Thus, by listening carefully 

and genuinely to the voice of children we can come to understand them better and we embody 
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the child’s right to be heard on matters that affect them. 

The introduction of the National Quality Framework for SAC services includes 

components about prioritising collaboration with children about the programs in SAC as a 

core principle and practice. Further, the National Quality Standard (DEEWR, 2011a) that 

assesses the quality of SAC services includes seven standards. The aim of Quality Area 5 

under the National Quality Standard (DEEWR, 2011a)is to promote relationships with 

children that are responsive, respectful and promote children’s sense of security and 

belonging. Relationships of this kind free children to explore the environment and engage in 

play and learning (DEEWR, 2011a). Details about collaboration with children are included in 

the My Time, Our Place: Framework for School Age Care in Australia. Educators are 

expected to be responsive to all children’s strengths, abilities and interests (DEEWR, 2011b). 

They are expected to value and build on children’s strengths, skills and knowledge to ensure 

their wellbeing and motivation and engagement in experiences. Educators are required to 

have strategies to respond to children’s expertise, cultural traditions and ways of knowing, the 

multiple languages spoken by some children, particularly Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander children, and the strategies used by children with additional needs to negotiate their 

everyday lives. The Framework states: ‘Responding to children’s ideas and play forms an 

important basis for program decision-making. In response to children’s evolving ideas and 

interests, educators assess, anticipate and extend children’s ideas via open ended questioning, 

providing feedback, challenging their thinking and guiding their actions’ (DEEWR,2011p. 

14). The principles and practices in the Framework require that educators consider multiple 

and innovative ways to collaborate with children. 

Listening to children gives people the opportunity to understand children’s lived 

experiences, or in fact what their reality is about. In discussing listening to children, one also 

needs to consider the notion of talking. Lundy (2007) conceptualises four elements to 
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consider: ‘children must be given the opportunity to express a view; children must be 

facilitated to express their views; the view must be listened to; the view must be acted upon, 

as appropriate’ (p. 933). These elements are used to contribute to the theoretical 

underpinnings of the Talking Circles. 

Increased interest in listening to children has coincided with political imperatives to 

protect children’s interests, for example, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 

Child (1989). Theoretical developments in relation to how children are viewed have 

influenced this upsurge in the interest in and importance of listening to children (Gibbs et al., 

2018; James, Jenks & Prout, 1998; Qvortrup, Bardy, Sgritta & Wintersberger, 1994). This has 

presented key challenges as governments view children (and their parents) in light of 

economic paradigms as ‘consumers’ or ‘users’ of educational and childcare provisions 

(Tangen, 2008). It is interesting to note that Tangen’s conceptual framework of listening ( 

generative listening) to children’s voices is presented as a ‘multi-level concept’. He defines 

listening to children’s voices as a metaphorical term that encapsulates three levels: the ‘how’ 

to listen, the listening to ‘what’ children mean, and the third level is described as having a 

knowledge of the children’s experience. This raises questions that need to be considered 

when intending to listen to children’s voices. For instance, what does it mean to understand 

children’s experiences? The way adults listen to children’s voices may need to be facilitated 

from more empathetic viewpoints rather than a consultative approach as seems to be the 

current notion of how to listen to children’s voices. Generative listening contrasts with the 

consultative approach of Hart and Shiers consultative approach. 

Approaches, such as relational and participatory methodologies, where children are 

included as ‘co-researchers’, have emerged (Clark & Moss, 2011; Goundwater-Smith, 

Dockett & Bottrell, 2015). Such methodologies consider the collaboration of both the 

‘insider’ (children) and the ‘outsider’ (the researcher) working together to produce new 
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understandings that will better inform those that work with and for children. According to 

Clarke & Moss (2011), ‘listening’ includes laying out the various perspectives for discussion, 

interpretation of those perspectives and through this interpretation, new knowledge and 

increased understanding can be achieved. They go on to describe this as a reflexive approach 

where children are fundamental to the process of listening. However, there is little empirical 

evidence that this is yet the case. 

A listening pedagogy, as a successful practice (Rinaldi, cited in Egan, 2009), involves 

recognition of children’s right to be heard and identifies the importance of children being 

active participants in their own learning and development. Advocates of the rights of the child 

have also taken this up. For example, Early Childhood Australia (ECA) has recently 

published a ‘Statement of Intent (2015–2018)’ with the first key element being ‘The right to 

be heard’. Emphasis on hearing the child’s voice using participatory processes forms one of 

the main pillars of this document, thus situating the child as an active participant in matters 

that affect them. This document focused on children birth to eight years and also has 

relevance to children five to twelve years of age. 

 

2.3.6 Talking Circles 

 

Talking Circles have been described as a method for group conversation designed 

using social constructivist, ecological and socio-cultural perspectives. Talking Circles have a 

practical application embedded in the understanding of emergent curriculum, popular 

education and experiential learning, where a facilitator is seen as a learner as well as a teacher 

(Bishop & Fay, 2004; Cowan & Adams, 2002). Casley and Cartmel (2010) used the Talking 

Circle process to have students engage with children and have stated that knowledge ‘is 

created from the children’s reflection on their own experience and deepened by discovering 

others’ knowledge through talking and listening’ (p. 1). Cowan and Adams (2002) describe 

integrative conversations as the ‘genuine exchange of ideas, feelings, perspectives, opinions, 
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and so forth where for each person involved there emerges a sense of self as part of a whole’ 

(p. 3). They have taken this approach and developed a Talking Circle structure for use in the 

business and education sector based on the Medicine Wheel, a Native American structure that 

symbolises the multiplicity and ‘interconnectedness of reality’ (p. 5). They discuss the 

reasons why Talking Circles have not been employed as a strategy for facilitating integrative 

conversations. They argue that this may be because social inclusion practices are inconsistent 

within many western approaches to education. However, with the introduction of the NQS 

and the  MYTOP it is time that more social inclusion strategies are trialled in traditional 

organisations, such as SAC services. Some further literature has described the use of Talking 

Circles as a ‘restorative justice’ approach to discipline within a school setting (Bintliff, 2014), 

moving beyond using suspensions and expulsion as a way to punish misbehaviour. The 

notion is of Talking Circles as the structure, and within that structure students are given an 

opportunity to speak openly about their experiences while the talking circle group listen and 

support the speaker (Bintliff, 2014). The article emphasises the need for the facilitator, in this 

case the teachers, to consider the power relationships and to be on an equal level with the 

students so that connections can be made and that the circle ‘allows students to feel 

vulnerable, to take risks and to speak their truth’ (p. 2). Throughout this  literature review  it 

is evident that adults need to be able to move from being authoritarian figures that have the 

power and control to ones who are on an equal footing with students. 

Talking Circles have their roots in the culture of many First Nations peoples such as 

Native Americans who ‘observed that the circle is a dominant symbol in nature and has come 

to represent wholeness, completion, and the cycles of life, including the cycle of human 

communication’(Kaminski, 2011, Object of Power: Theory section, para. 3). In Australia, 

these types of conversations are often called ‘having a Yarn’, and African tribes such as the 

people of Botswana use the term ‘A re bue’ meaning to talk (Bessarab & Ng’andu, 2010). In 
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different cultures there are different rules, language and protocols for yarning, conversing, 

telling stories, and having a Talking Circle. The community-based project implemented in 

2010 by Cartmel and Casley defined Talking Circles as: 

 

A guided conversational process used to assist children to look within themselves to 

see their inherent capabilities and current reality, hear from others so that barriers 

between self and others dissolve and new perspectives are understood, and make 

connections enabling them to make a positive change for themselves (p. 1). 

 

During Talking Circles, participants discuss and listen to each other’s ideas about 

things that matter to them. Talking Circles are an innovative technique for having 

conversations between and with children to promote and support their right to participate 

(Article 12) and to play (Article 31) (Cartmel & Casley, 2014a). The Talking Circle process 

may be an effective way to build relationships both between adults and children, and between 

children. Cartmel, Casley & Smith, 2017 discuss the emerging literature concerned with child 

participation, child behaviours and mental health pointing  towards Talking Circles as a 

process that helps to develop communication skills, including talking and listening, to build 

strong and responsive relationships between adults and children. 

Talking Circles provide children and adults with a safe environment in which to 

practise their relationship building. Being provided with opportunities to develop 

relationships is critical to children’s wellbeing. The Talking Circle process strengthens 

children’s capacity to negotiate, problem-solve and show empathy towards their peers 

(Cartmel & Casley, 2014b). Further, establishing and maintaining relationships is made 

possible in the Talking Circles through the capacity of the adult educator to create a safe 

space and the necessary time for children and adults to establish a sense of connection with 

each other. 
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The Talking Circle process (Casley & Cartmel, 2010) that is being evaluated in this 

exploratory study is underpinned by a children’s rights perspective. The process is designed to 

help adults uphold children’s rights to participate in matters that affect them. Listening to 

children gives people the opportunity to understand children’s lived experiences or in fact what 

their reality is about. This is particularly evident in the conversations between everyone in the 

Talking Circle, as there is a willingness to hear and understand each person’s experiences, 

knowledge and perspectives – which is imperative for each person to realise who they are and 

to understand their potential for responsible decision-making. This seems to be the key to 

developing leadership skills within individual children and their sense of belonging to a group 

or a community. 

In an examination of the concept of listening to children as a right, there is a need 

according to Lundy (2007) to look beyond ‘respecting children’s views as not just a model of 

good pedagogical practice but a legally binding obligation’ (p. 933). The use of the Talking 

Circles as a resource would not only provide a strategy for listening to children’s voices but 

would fulfil the legal and regulatory obligations by which services across Australia are 

governed. 

2.3.7 Brain development in childhood 

 

Neuroscience and specifically brain development research are rapidly influencing the 

way we interact and build relationships with children. Many of the documented findings from 

the science of brain development in childhood recommend that children need at least one 

charismatic adult in their life who can build a positive relationship, as this is essential for 

healthy human development from the time of conception and throughout the early years into 

adulthood and beyond (Centre on the Developing Child, 2010, 2016; National Scientific 

Council on the Developing Child, Centre of the Developing Child, 2004; Siegel, 2012). 

However, the work done by neuroscientists during the early 21st century also found that 
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children can benefit from multiple secure relationships both within and outside the home 

environment as long as there is not a constant turnover of caregivers (National Scientific 

Council on the Developing Child, Centre of the Developing Child, 2004; 2010). More 

recently, brain development research has discovered that the establishment of these 

relationships influence the architecture of the brain and the ‘serve and return’ interaction with 

another human being provides the neural pathways that sustain healthy development that 

leads to a child’s ability to learn, develop strong self-regulation and positive social/emotional 

responses to life experiences (Perry, 2013; Shonkoff, 2017). On the other hand, prolonged 

adversity without adult support can lead to alterations in the brain’s architecture that may 

 

cause damaged neural pathways to develop, thus creating difficulties for future learning 

(Centre on the Developing Child, 2016). The research that has focused on healthy brain 

development has established the view that the influence of the relationships outside of the 

family, including educators and teachers, needs to be of the highest quality in relation to skills 

and attributes needed to develop strong relationships. Stated simply, ‘children learn best in an 

interactive, relational mode rather than through an education model that focuses on role 

instruction’ (National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, Centre of the Developing 

Child, 2004, p. 5). 

Thus, it can be argued that the adult–child relationship has a long-lasting influence 

on the way the brain grows and develops. It would follow then that practitioners working 

with children would need to be well trained in how to engage with children to develop 

secure relationships and to provide environments that are favourable to listening to their 

voices. 
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2.4 Discussion of literature review findings 

 
There is a body of literature supporting the position that it is important to give 

children a voice and listen to their perspectives. The literature supports the notion that 

children are competent agents of their own lived experiences in their own right, not ‘adults in 

waiting’ and this has provided images of competent children who are able and willing to 

engage in conversation. The literature review has commented on the notion of children’s 

rights and the use of critical theory to examine the literature in respect to the adult–child 

power relationships and how these can interfere with the process of genuinely understanding 

children’s perspectives. It acknowledges the social context of childhood and the neuro 

development of children and the concept of social pedagogy and the use of u-theory. Further 

there is a genuine interest in involving children in having a say about school age services, 

however there are no mandated processes.  

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child ( UNCRC, 1989) has 

afforded children the right to express their views on matters that affect their lives. There is 

recognition that children’s lives are complex and multifaceted and that every child has an 

individual and unique experience of childhood underpinned by historical and cultural 

influences. There is much to learn about children and children’s  experiences from children 

(Dockett & Perry, 2007). Kincheloe (2004) theorises that children ‘both construct their 

worlds and are constructed by their worlds’(p. xii) as they experience everyday life. This co-

construction is supported through ongoing interactions and relationships which involves 

extended periods of time where there are opportunities to develop relationships and to build 

understanding based on shared experiences (Dockett & Perry, 2007). There are many issues 

related to power in building relationships to give children a voice on matters that affect them.  

The dichotomy found within the review of the literature demonstrates the importance 

of a co-construction approach to gaining knowledge and an understanding of children’s lived 
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experiences. Designing methods intended to give children power in decision making in their 

lives is important, however it is complex. The literature attests that it is important to 

acknowledge that participation is a form of power and it is essential to acknowledge and 

critique the power relations between children and adults. The power is vested in the people 

and the social position ( Dockett & Perry, 2007) and this has implications for the tools used 

and the roles of adults. Rather than viewing children as invisible and voiceless objects of 

concern (Smith & Taylor, 2000). This literature review contends that children be regarded as 

competent, capable and effected informants of their own experiences.  

The value of using a Talking Circle approach to assist in the understanding of 

children’s lived experience is one strategy in co-construction approaches. However, there is a 

paucity of methodological guidance available, apart from recognition that discussions and 

conversations with children are important. There is also limited information about children’s 

views about SAC programs and any studies undertaken have used the traditional methods of 

interviews, surveys and questionnaires, to demonstrate and value children’s agency. This 

literature review has also highlighted that most research about working with children is from 

the perspective of adults. Consequently, this study examined new perspectives on how 

listening to children’s voices in the context of SAC (using Talking Circles) is a way to 

encourage participation and collaboration taking a children’s rights perspective. 
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Chapter 3. Methods 

 
3.1 Introduction 

 
‘Realist Evaluation expressly recognizes what still must be learned in order to 

lay the foundations for still more knowledge’ (Merton, 1968, p. 68 cited in 

Fick & Muhajarine, 2019, p. 2). 

This chapter outlines the methodology and research methods used to examine the 

use of Talking Circles in SAC settings. It includes the theoretical framework, design of 

the study, participants and recruitment, data collection and data analysis approach, ethical 

issues, and quality in relation to rigour and trustworthiness. As an exploratory evaluative 

study, it takes an inductive qualitative approach (Thomas, 2006). Thomas (2006) 

describes how this approach allows the analysed data to be ‘guided by specific evaluative 

objectives’ (p. 238) and incorporates ‘realist evaluation methodology’ and methods (Doi, 

Jephson & Cheyne, 2015; Pawson & Tilley, 1997; Porter & O’Halloran, 2011) to 

understand how Talking Circles work to give children a voice in matters that affect them. 

The sutdy is informed by an understanding of social pedagogy and children’s right 

to have their voices heard. Qualitative approaches are appropriate for eliciting children’s 

voices and for an exploratory study, which seeks to provide new insights and a greater 

depth of understanding of the real experiences of participants (Babbie, 2013). The use of 

qualitative research methods also enables participants’ voices to be directly represented in 

research findings. 

 

3.2 Theoretical approach 

 
3.2.1 Realist evaluation 

 

This study has been informed by realist evaluation principles (Pawson & Tilley, 

1997). Realist evaluation is a theory-driven approach to the evaluation of programs or 

interventions. It has as its aim an explicit approach to conceptualising how a specific 
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program or intervention interacts with a particular context to generate particular outcomes 

(or not) of that particular program (Greener & Mannion, 2009). Realist evaluation aims to 

offer a sound theoretical framework for interpreting the circumstances that might increase 

the chance of a particular program or intervention working. As the name suggests, realism 

related to both the material and social worlds underpins the philosophy of the approach and 

has as its intent to examine the possibility and opportunities to have a real effect on the 

‘what and the how’ (Goodridge, Westhorp, Rotter, Dobson & Bath, 2015). To this end, the 

concept of ‘causality’ and its implications is considered key in the use of realist evaluation 

approaches. 

 

3.2.2 Causality 

 

The realist approach is a good fit in relation to the aims of this study given the 

focus of the study is understanding how children and educators perceive the use of 

Talking Circles and on identifying the underlying mechanisms that contribute to the 

Talking Circles outcomes as identified by the participants. There has been a focus in 

research in understanding how programs or interventions work rather than providing a 

success or failure rating assessment of how effective or not a particular program might be 

(McEvoy & Richards, 2003; Pawson, 2006; Pawson and Tilley, 1997). Realist evaluation 

aims to provide information that will assist in decision-making about the application of 

particular programs, which are called ‘theories’, and recognises that they are ‘embedded’, 

‘active’, and part of ‘open systems’ (Pawson & Tilley, 2004, p. 3). It seeks to use an 

approach to identify whether, for example, a ‘program’ or ‘intervention’ is ‘sound, 

plausible, durable, practical, and especially valid’ (Pawson & Tilley, 2004, p. 2). In this 

sense ‘causality’ is contextual, or more specifically, dependent on specific contexts, 

mechanism and outcomes. Realist evaluation has been defined as ‘a species of theory- 

driven evaluation’ (Pawson & Tilley, 2004, p. 2) but is seen as quite different to other 

types of theory-driven evaluation such as ‘program theory evaluation’ and ‘theories-of- 
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change evaluation’ as it is argued by Pawson and Tilley (1997) that realist evaluation 

takes the steps to identifying ‘what’ works in which specific circumstances and for 

‘whom’, rather than merely ‘does it work?’ (Pawson & Tilley, 2004). 

According to Pawson (2006), interventions offer resources which trigger choice 

mechanisms (M), which are taken up selectively according to the characteristics and 

circumstances of subjects (C), resulting in a varied pattern of impact (O). These three 

locations are the key source of evidence ... all three elements must be considered in order 

to address the master question, ‘what works?’ (p. 25). 

The way that Context, Mechanisms and Outcomes are understood and applied in 

this exploratory study is illustrated in Figure 5. This figure is a visual representation of 

the three phases of the research. 

 
Figure 5 The three phases of the research 

 

 

This exploratory study examined the initial ‘program theory’ areas by opening the 

resource up for inspection using realist evaluation principles. Realist evaluation provides 
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the approach to do this by allowing both the researcher and the participants to investigate 

the distinctive nature of the Talking Circles and what was involved in how they worked 

and to develop an understanding of the uniqueness of this particular program within this 

particular setting and with these particular participants. Pawson and Tilley (2004) have 

argued that a realist approach has implications for the design of an evaluation and the 

roles of the participants because realist evaluation starts with a theory and ends in a 

theory with the participants seen as embedded in a social reality that influences how the 

intervention is implemented. Therefore, as researcher I posed questions based on realist 

theory of ‘enlightenment’ content (Pawson & Tilley, 2004). These questions highlighted 

aspects of the intended outcomes of the Talking Circles (refer to chapter 1). Pawson and 

Tilley (2004) state that methodologically speaking a question such as ‘does it work here?’ 

is very difficult to answer; however, it is necessary to pursue. This realist methodology 

assists in posing questions to be able to hypothesise on the refined program theory. 

Program theories represent how programs should induce change. Westhrop, Prins, 

Kusters, Hultink, Guijt and Brouwers (2011) have provided a definition of program 

theory as it relates to a realist approach to an evaluation process; ‘programme theory 

describes the theory built into every programme’ (p. 2). Specifically, Friedman (2001) 

maps the development of program theory (also termed theory driven evaluation) as a 

proven approach to understanding programs and how they function. Program theories act 

to clarify the effects or influences of a distinctive intervention or program (Dixon-Woods, 

Bosk, Aveling, Goeschel & Pronovost, 2011). In taking a realist approach, an initial 

program theory is developed and then tested, and any refinements made. Therefore, the 

intention of the realist approach is to test the program components to build theory. 

However, there are few practical examples of how to conduct realist evaluations 

or how to construct a program theory (Linsley, Howard & Owen, 2015; Shearn, Allmark, 

Piercy & Hirst, 2017; Van Belle, Marchal, Dubourg & Kegels, 2010). With this in mind I 
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examined work undertaken by Funnell and Rogers (2011) who discuss a deductive, 

inductive and mental model approach to deriving a program theory. They suggest that a 

mixture of those three elements will provide a meaningful understanding of the program 

theory. Deductive development involves reviewing the literature and in this case the 

literature around children’s rights, listening, child participation, adult–child relationships, 

social pedagogy, Talking Circles and the science of brain development. Added to the 

research component was the current government policy including National law and 

Regulations pertaining to children’s services in Australia, and the My Time, Our Place- 

School Age Care Framework in Australia (DEEWR, 2011). Inductive development of the 

program theory according to Funnell and Rogers (2011) is based on observation of 

practice or interviews with those involved in the program itself. Mental models (Funnell 

& Rogers, 2011) from the designers of the resource and the researchers’ own experience 

with Talking Circles was used to formulate the program theory based on their 

epistemology of the development of the Talking Circles. The interviews from the children 

and educators was further explored to infer this program theory, thus using an inductive 

method. Thus, by using as suggested a mixture of the three elements of deductive, 

inductive and mental models, a thoroughly explored initial program theory could be 

achieved. 

 

3.3 Description of each phase as applied in this study 

 
The thinking through process for those undertaking a realist evaluative approach 

is to identify or ask the question ‘What works, for whom, in what respects, to what extent, 

in what contexts and how?’ (Marchal, Van Belle & Westhorp, n.d.). I developed a three- 

phase approach. The sequential nature of these phases is important to the realist 

methodology. The process begins with a commencement phase, followed by a data 

gathering and analysis phase and concludes with a reflective phase. These phases are 
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briefly described below before presenting how they were undertaken in the context of the 

current study. 

 

3.3.1 Phase One 

 

This phase is a commencement phase whereby the researcher identifies the initial 

program theory, in this study the Talking Circles, which is used as an intervention in 

supporting children to talk about what matters to them. The context is the factors 

identified as influencing the reasoning of why or why not Talking Circles influences 

children’s participation and what circumstances allow this to happen. The initial program 

theory is based on previous research that has been conducted. There were two sources of 

information used. One source was the assumptions of the designers (Casley & Cartmel, 

2010; Cartmel & Casley, 2014b), and the other was this researcher’s own experience of 

being involved in an action research project on how Talking Circles influenced children’s 

agency within a SAC setting (Egan & Smith, 2014), Thus the realistic evaluation 

approach to this exploratory study of the Talking Circle intervention allows the 

mechanisms to be identified and how these mechanisms generate the outcomes and what 

features of the context will affect whether or not those mechanisms operate. These 

findings are utilised in analysis throughout the phases and contribute to the refined 

program theory that emerges and is discussed through the final phase (described in the 

findings and recommendations of this study). 

 

3.3.2 Phase Two 

 

In this phase data was gathered and analysed. There were three waves of analysis 

to collate the collected data to assist in the development of the CMOs, firstly by collecting 

information through review of artefacts and my reflective journal, secondly semi- 

structured interviews and conversations with educators and children about their 

experience of being involved in the Talking Circles program. These interviews included a 
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semi-structured interview with the coordinator from Site Two (this site had initially 

intended to use the Talking Circles, however during the period of the research they 

indicated they were unable to undertake the whole eight sessions). The interview has been 

analysed and a CMO developed from the interview results. Thirdly, all of the collected 

data was analysed, and themes were determined to ask the question ‘in what 

circumstances’ to define the context, and more specifically the program theory, in all its 

dimensions (Marchal, Van Belle & Westhorp, n.d; Pawson & Tilley, 1997; 2004). Using 

a realist approach, the development of a set of CMOs from the revised analysis of the 

themes was determined. 

3.3.3 Phase Three 

 

This phase is the reflective phase. When using the realist evaluation approach this 

final phase consists of determining what context, mechanism and outcome (CMO) 

configuration(s) offer the most plausible explanation for ‘what works, how, for whom, in 

what circumstances and to what extent’, and suggests modifications for further research 

based on the findings (Pawson & Tilley,1997). 

The complexities of the data collection and analysis in each of the three phases are 

summarised in Table 1. This summary precedes a more detailed description about each of 

the phases. 

 

  



61  

 

Table 1.The realist evaluation process for an exploratory study for the Talking Circles guide 

Phase Source of data and activity 

Phase One – Identification of initial 

program theory. 
• information from the methodology of 

the Talking Circle process 

• focused interview with developers of 

the Talking Circle tool 

• systematic reviews of scholarly 

literature to inform program theory 

• review of grey literature regarding 

Talking Circles, including secondary 

data from the National School Age Care 

website 
• Realist Approaches literature. 

Phase Two – Testing the initial program 

theory 
• interviews and conversations with 13 

children 

• interviews with two educators 

• interview with coordinator from Site 

Two. 

• review of reflective journal 

• analyses and interpretation. 

Phase Three – Refining the program theory • refined Context-Mechanism-Outcome 

(CMO) configurations 

• how were the outcomes experienced by 

children and educators 

• what were the limitations within the 

context of this exploratory study 
• what worked – recommendations. 
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3.4 Phase One – Formulating an initial program theory 

 
The first undertaking was to become familiar with the intentions of the program 

designers of the Talking Circles guide. This was accomplished by undertaking an 

informal conversation with the two designers of the resource. This elicited a mental 

model of how they understood or had anticipated the program to work. 

As stated previously, realist evaluation involves an iterative process whereby an 

initial hypothesis is used to identify what works (or not), for whom and in what 

circumstances. Table 2 provides this by laying out the initial program theory areas. The 

initial program theory areas were formulated with the two designers of the Talking 

Circles guide through a semi-formal interview (Appendix G). The interviews explored the 

developers’ accounts of the reasoning behind the design and the key aspects of the 

implementation of the Talking Circles process using the guide; this was complemented 

through the systematic literature review. Interestingly, at this early phase of the study, the 

previously completed literature review findings also supported the idea highlighted in the 

interviews that children are both competent and capable agents of their own lived 

experiences in their own right, not ‘adults in waiting’ and this has provided new images 

of competent children able and willing to engage in conversation. 

On the basis of the literature review findings (chapter 2), and the interview with 

the designers of the resource, three main theory areas were identified. These were 

children’s rights being upheld, child participation and the professional, personal and 

private pedagogy of the educator. These theory areas were used to develop the initial 

CMO configurations (see Table 2). This exploratory study reviewed the initial CMOs in 

light of the study aims and findings from Phase One of the design process to move into 
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Phase Two – testing the initial program theory. 

 
Table 2 Initial program theory areas – drawn from interviews with designers of the program, 

complemented by the systematic literature review 

Theory area Context Mechanism Outcome 

Children’s 

rights being 

upheld 

Australia is signatory to 

UN Convention of the 

Rights of the Child, 

with Article 12 and 13 

highlighting the 

importance of 

respecting children’s 

views. 

Government 

acknowledgement of 

the rights of the child 

to have a say in what 

concerns them has 

funded projects to 

consult with 

children. 

1. Increased 

opportunities for 

programs to be 

developed to 

consult with 

children through a 

human rights lens. 

Child 

participation 

1. Child mental health 

issues have increased. 

 

 

 

2. Increased concern 

around lack of child 

participation in matters 

that concern them. 

1. Humans live in a 

relational 

environment that 

needs secure 

attachment 

relationships to 

develop resilience. 

 
 

2. Children are heard 

and have influence 

on each other and on 

educators within the 

SAC setting. 

1. Development of 

trusting 

relationships 

between adults and 

children. 

 

 

 

 

2. Children are seen 

as competent and 

capable. 

Social 

pedagogy 

The professional and 

personal pedagogy of 

the educator. 

1. Values and 

perspectives of 

individual educator. 

 

2. Underpinning 

principles and 

practices as 

described in My 

Time, Our Place- 

Framework for 

School Age Care in 

Australia. 

 

3. National Quality 

Standards (NQS) for 

Children’s Services 

1. Increased ability 

to practise critical 

reflection. 

 

2. Increased 

possibility of 

quality practice. 

 

3. Increased 

awareness of the 

importance of 

Quality Area 5: 

Relationships with 

children. 
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3.5 Phase Two – Testing the initial program theory 

 
This section describes the participants and the data collection tools used to gather 

information about the practical implementation of the intervention. It also describes the 

waves of analysis that occurred as a result of the data collected as the initial program 

theory was tested with participants. 

3.5.1 The sites and the participants 

 

The Queensland Children’s Activities Network (QCAN) was approached and 

agreed to act as a conduit to disperse an invitation to participate via email to SAC services 

in the greater Brisbane area. The email provided all relevant details in relation to the  

study design and provided information regarding ethics approval. This approach did not 

elicit any responses. I was advised by the QCAN Chief Executive Officer that she would 

approach a few services that she knew had previously been involved in action research 

projects for QCAN and subsequently four services identified as being interested in 

participating in the study and all had previously been involved in using the ‘Talking 

Circles’ or knew of the Talking Circles through the initial project implemented by the 

authors of the Talking Circles guide. After consideration was given to distance from the 

researcher, and diversity in the size of services, two were selected. Each of the services 

were staffed by a coordinator, assistant coordinator and educators. As required by the 

Education and Care Services National Regulations (2011) the coordinator and educators 

are engaged by the approved provider to undertake supervision of children in the school 

age care service. Education and Care Services National Regulations (Division 4, Section 

4.4 Regulation 123) states that there must be at least one qualified educator to every 15 

children. 

Site One – a SAC service located within the grounds of an independent school 

managed by a Board of Directors. The school is located in an urban suburb in 

southeast Queensland. 
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The school provides educational services to children from birth to Year 12, 

embracing long day care, primary school and secondary school. The School Age Care 

Service has operated for about 26 years and the coordinator has been employed in the 

SAC service for 20 years. The service has recently been moved from the preschool 

classrooms to a purpose-designed space in conjunction with other classroom spaces. The 

service provides care for 100–120 children on most afternoons with 13 educators 

employed. The coordinator and assistant coordinator are employed full-time, other 

educators are employed on a casual basis. The service has an Excellence rating under the 

Australian Children’s Education & Care Quality Authority (ACECQA) quality 

processes. 

 

Site Two – a SAC service located in the grounds of a state primary school in 

Southeast Queensland. The school has over 130 years of history and has grown 

exponentially over the past 20 years with the Parents and Citizens Association owning 

and operating the school age care service. The service has a Business Manager 

responsible for the overall management of the service. The service is staffed by 12 

educators with up to 119 students attending each afternoon. The majority of the staff are 

casual and work depending on numbers of children. This service has a rating of Meeting 

under the Australian Children’s Education & Care Quality Authority. 

The services were visited a number of times during the research process as 

summarised in Table 3. Details of each research encounters with the sites are described in 

more detail in the following sections of this chapter. 
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Table 3 Timeline of research encounters 

(please note names used are pseudonyms) 

 

Site Encounter Personnel Involved 

1 Initial Contact meeting ( 60 minutes) Researcher & Coordinator and 

staff 

2 Initial Contact meting (60 minutes) Researcher & Coordinator and 

staff 

1 Face to Face meeting- Orientation to using the TC 

process (60 minutes) 

Researcher & Nadine & River 

2 Phone Conversation Orientation to using the TC 

process (20 minutes) 

Researcher & Coordinator 

1 Group conversation with children regarding TC 

process (40 minutes) 

Researcher & 13 children & Nadine 

& River 

1 TC  8 sessions  (30-40 minutes per session) Nadine & River 

12 Children 

2 TC 2 sessions (30 minutes) Coordinator & 8 children 

1 Interview  ( 40 minutes) Researcher & 12 children 

1 Interview  ( 30 minutes) Researcher & Nadine & River 

2 Phone Interview (10 minutes) Researcher & Coordinator 

 

 

I visited both services and conducted initial information sessions that informed the 

participants about the processes, timeframes, involvement of children and perceived 

outcomes which included a conversation around the process of how the semi-structured 

interviews would be undertaken with staff and children between the ages of five and 12 

years who participated in the Talking Circles program. An information pack that included 

consent forms for staff, children and families and the Talking Circles guide, was left at 

the services for distribution, as both services agreed to conduct the Talking Circles 

program. 

Follow-up meetings took place at both sites once they had decided which staff 

would participate as facilitators of the Talking Circles. Two staff volunteered from Site 

One. A female educator with 15 years’ experience, qualified with a Diploma of Children’s 

Services, and a younger male educator with three years’ experience at the SAC service 

about to begin a teaching degree the following year agreed to facilitate the talking Circles. 

One educator volunteered from Site Two. This educator was the coordinator of the service 

and had a Diploma of Care and Education and had been at the service for two years. The 
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researcher provided an orientation to the TC process at each site as it would be the 

educators who would use the TC process with the children.  Discussion at both sites took 

place about the intended format of the Talking Circles by going through each of the eight 

sessions that included a ‘getting connected’ activity that was described in the Talking 

Circles guide as a way to help children get to know each other and build relationships, 

followed by play activities, art, music and storytelling with a closing activity that 

encouraged reflection from the children and the educator (Casley & Cartmel, 2010).  

The eight session topics were: 

 

• Getting started 

 

• Introduction to the Talking Circles 

 

• Getting connected 

 

• Listening to ourselves and to others 

 

• Seeing ourselves as part of a group 

 

• Creating the future 

• Planning our celebration – telling our stories. 

(See Appendix I for an example.) 

Each of the educators was given a journal to record their own reflections about 

what happened in the Talking Circles and how they felt about the process. These journals 

would be shared with the researcher. 

Also discussed was the role of the researcher and the process of me having an 

initial meeting with the children to inform them of the process and the interviewing of 

the children and each of the educators at the end of the process. Another topic of 

discussion was the space in which the talking Circles were designed to occur. According 

to Casley and Cartmel (2010) it was critical for the Talking Circles area to be calm for 

the children, so they are better able to concentrate and focus on communication for 

sustaining the conversations. Once I was informed that all consent forms had been 
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collated, I visited the two services and conducted a meeting with the children who had 

given consent to participate in the study. It was important to make sure that they fully 

understood the process and that they could withdraw from participating at any time. It 

was important to take a two-way approach in providing information to the children 

(Alderson & Morrow, 2011) and this was achieved through allowing the children time to 

ask questions and exchange their own knowledge. The children were happy to proceed 

and said they were looking forward to participating. 

It was disappointing to be informed four weeks into the exploratory study that Site 

Two, after conducting two Talking Circle sessions, had decided not to continue any 

further with the project. I followed up with a semi-structured interview (Appendix H) to 

ascertain the reasons, and the results of this interview have been analysed using the realist 

evaluation approach. 

 

3.5.2 Data collection methods and materials 

 

The key data collection tools used included semi-structured interviews with staff 

and children around the conversations undertaken during Talking Circles, and researcher 

field notes. This study sought to utilise multiple methods to the views and experiences of 

the children and staff about the Talking Circles process (Clark & Moss, 2001). There 

were choices for children about participation and how they would participate. The children 

were asked to both talk about and draw about their experiences of Talking Circles. This 

method acknowledges the importance of children in the construction and bringing 

together of information and it accommodated the children’s preferences and different 

interaction styles (Groundwater., Dockett & Bottrell, 2015). 

 

3.5.3 Semi-structured interviews 

 

A semi-structured interview style was used as a guide to map broad areas of the 

participant’s interest and comment about Talking Circles and the use of the Talking 
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Circle process. Semi-structured interviews allowed the researcher to use more open-ended 

questions in a conversational manner. It provided flexibility and flow of the interview and 

the interviewee could add other pieces of information (Groundwater-Smith, Dockett & 

Bottrell, 2015). This also allowed the researcher to create a feeling of natural involvement 

through an interaction between people (McQueen & Knussen, 2006). The researcher 

established a more conversational approach. This approach allowed participants to relax 

andby asking simple questions, as well as more sensitive questions, the researcher was 

better able to elicit responses that encapsulated the participants’ experiences. A group 

meeting was also used as an appropriate format to build the initial rapport with the 

children since the children’s familiarity with each other was more likely to boost the 

confidence of those who needed it and their interactions during the group meetings 

enhanced the data-gathering process. 

In a semi-structured interview, the relationship between the researcher and 

participants needs to be developed. The semi-structured interview is a ‘partnership on a 

conversational journey’ (Miller & Crabtree, 2004) and ‘usually begins as a hierarchical 

relationship as the interviewer sets the scene, asks the initial questions and follows the 

traditional rules of an interview’ (p. 96). Together, a relationship is built and so the 

hierarchy may shift and the rules may change (Holstein & Gubrium, 2003; Legard, 

Keegan & Ward, 2003; Mason, 2002; Miller & Crabtree, 2004). It can be noted that the 

relationship changed during the interview process as the researcher worked together with 

each child and staff participants to build a collaborate partnership and to construct 

meaning together. 

3.5.4 Children’s perspectives 

 

Twelve children participated in the two talking circles conducted by the 

educators at site 1 (see Table 4 for gender and ages). These children self- selected to 

participate in the talking circles and the associated interviews conducted as part of this 
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research project. I conducted semi-structured interviews with the each of the children, 

who participated in the talking circles. The child was able to exert some control over the 

pace and direction of our conversation.  

Table 4 Child Participants – Site 1 gender and ages 

Gender Number Age Range 

(Years) 

Males 9 7-12 

Females 3 5-11  

 

The interview used to collect the data for this evaluation was conducted with a 

small group of children with minimal researcher intervention or questioning (see Mayall, 

2008). Reciprocity was the defining element of the interview; this required genuine 

interest and a level of generative listening between myself and the children. The 

importance of generative listening cannot be overstated in the process, whereby the 

researcher was able to listen at a deeper level, where real understanding can take place 

(Hanlon & Rigney, 2011). This meant listening with all senses to the meaning children 

were verbalising about their experiences in the Talking Circles. 

To be able to do this with any chance of making meaning from the interviews with 

the children it was imperative to take an approach that meant being ‘present’ while 

talking with them. This entailed the ability to reflexively listen to oneself in an interactive 

active communication process, which involves listening, interpreting and co-constructing 

meanings (Clandinin, 2013; Clark & Moss, 2011 Rinaldi, 2001; Scharmer, 2009; Tangen, 

2008, cited in Casley, 2017). To make meaning out of what I was hearing, it was 

necessary for me to suspend my own judgement in relation to my own worldview and 

deeply engage in being attuned to what the worldview was for the children in the study. 
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In relation to my interviews with the educators I also needed to suspend my sense 

of judgement and open my mind to multiple perspectives from the viewpoint of each of 

the three educators as they described their own experiences of the Talking Circles 

sessions and of the children’s reactions from their point of view. 

 

3.5.5 Artefacts 

 

There were a few artefact types used to provide context for this study. Artefacts 

such as the educator journals, children’s drawings and activities conducted during the 

Talking Circles conversations (all names de-identified) were collected and used as insight 

into the way the children viewed the conversations and participated in the Talking 

Circles. These data sources assisted the researcher to ‘uncover meaning, develop 

understanding and discover insights relevant to the research’ (Merriam, 1998, p. 133). As 

I was not on site while the Talking Circles were conducted, these artefacts provide 

evidence of the activities that children undertook and they had given their consent to 

allow the researcher access. During the interviews children often were very keen to 

discuss these artefacts with me. 

Alongside the ‘lived experience’, artefacts are a set of governmental documents 

that sit as pillars that all accredited services build their policy from. These include the 

Australian National Quality Framework, including the National Law Act (Australia 

Government Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, 2010), the 

Education and Care Services National Regulations incorporating the National Quality 

Standards (Australian Government Department of Education, Employment and 

Workplace Relations, 2011a and My Time, Our Place- Framework for School Age Care 

in Australia (Australian Government Department of Education and Training, 2011b. 

These pillars of regulation and practice guides assisted to inform this researcher as to the 

nature of SAC and what guided some of the underpinning philosophy of the services. 

These combined artefacts provided important contextual information consistent with the 
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realist evaluation approach; it mapped out a sort of ‘highway code’ ( Pawson & Tilley, 

2004) when produced during the time that the Talking Circles was in place. 

3.5.6 Reflective field notes - researcher’s journal 

 

A reflective journal was used to document the researcher’s thoughts and 

reflections during the data collection stage and provided a tool to spontaneously 

document occurring events at the time the researcher spoke with children and educators. 

This method of reflexivity established a process whereby I could examine my own 

feelings and values and have a space to explicitly determine ‘what was going on for me as 

the researcher’. Keeping a self-reflective journal was a strategy that assisted this 

researcher to examine ‘personal assumptions and goals’ and clarify ‘individual belief 

systems and subjectivities’ (Russell & Kelly, 2002, p. 2). This process also assisted me to 

present my thoughts in a way that provided a clear road map of my ideas as I progressed 

through the data collection and analysis. The journal added to my reflection of why I 

chose to present my information and the way I chose to represent the research findings 

(Harrison, MacGibbon & Morton, 2001). Thus, my bias towards children’s abilities as 

capable and competent human beings was portrayed in the way I decided to have the 

children be the informants of the information around the context of the Talking Circle 

outcomes.  

 

3.6 Ethical considerations 

 
In the design of this study careful reference has been made to the Ethical Research 

Involving Children (Graham, Powell & Taylor, 2015). This document is especially useful 

in considering the balance of harm and effect on children, confidentiality and issues of 

informed consent (Alderson and Morrow, 2011). According to Graham et.al (2013), 

managing the complexities encountered with gaining consent for children’s participation 

in research is not easily obtained using the current standardised research consent 
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processes. This researcher has taken this into consideration but also holds the belief that 

that there are clear justifiable reasons why children are being included in the research, and 

the reasonable expectation that participation will not lead to harm.(Alderson & Morrow, 

2011). This was  achieved, in part, by having clear information regarding the purpose of 

the study set out in all information and consent forms for children, educators and parents 

(Appendix 1)  

As mentioned in section 1.2 it was important to acknowledge practice experience 

but to be able to transition into the role of an evaluator. I have sought to do this in three 

main ways: 

Letting go of the practitioner role: From the beginning of this study, I was 

mindful of the need to establish a clear role distinction between myself as a past 

practitioner, a role that ended in 2012 and that of an academic/researcher that started in 

2013, aligned with a change in perspective and purpose. I was very aware of the 

importance of achieving this when in contact with educators I had worked with 

previously, especially when presenting the project purpose to staff in the initial phase. 

However, when this study began in 2015 it was clear that my role as a researcher was 

clearly understood and that the study was a genuine attempt to understand the nature of 

children’s participatory role at the service. 

Establishing the researcher role: when engaging in research it is important to 

consider the role in relation to the process of the work being undertaken, the expertise 

within the field and the values they bring to the study. Through my ongoing research and 

teaching at University I have developed an interest in trying to understand the views of 

children in relation to their own lived experiences. Over the past 40 years I have worked 

with children, youth and families in schools and childcare services. I have come to this 

study informed by my past involvement in SAC services, my involvement in the design 

of this study, the gaining of ethical approval and increasing understanding of the 
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development of research methods. Increasing confidence in and identification of the 

realist approach has enabled me to assume an objective role and a sound understanding of 

my responsibilities as a researcher. My language and my relationships to others in the 

field have translated to a different approach. 

Ensuring autonomy of participants: this was clearly articulated in the research 

ethical approval that gave permission to children and educators to take part on their own 

volition or to decline or withdraw at any stage of the study without any repercussions, 

including any data that they had contributed (Appendix A). All participants including the 

children formally consented based on the information provided through an initial meeting 

followed by written consent forms. Throughout the process of investigation, consent was 

obtained prior to each data collection activity. The scope of the research and the role and 

responsibilities of the researcher were clarified, and any questions answered to the 

satisfaction of the participant(s). 

 

3.6.1 Gaining consent 

 

Qualitative data collection acknowledged the participation of the children from the 

SAC service. This meant not only designing a method that is clearly influenced by 

knowledge of child development, but also being cognisant of Article 12 of the UN 

Convention of the Rights of the Child, ‘The right to participate and be part of the decision- 

making process’ (United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child, 1989). This 

means allowing children to influence the data collection strategies if the planned design 

does not align with participant needs. 

When researching with young children, gaining parental consent is an obligation 

perceived as a necessary part of an ethical approach to the research process. Although 

parental consent can be seen as protection for the child, it could also be viewed as 

‘power-over’ or seeing the child as having no say in matters that affect them, a process 
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for marginalising children and silencing their voice. This process may cause a dilemma 

for the child–parent relationship, if for instance, the parent does not give permission, but 

the child wishes to participate. As suggested by Alderson and Morrow (2011), it can be 

harder for parents who feel disrespected or disempowered to respect their children’s 

points of view. However, from an ethical standpoint and from a respect of children’s right 

to ‘participate in decisions that affect them’ the researcher will need to consider both 

children and parents in respect to their decision to participate and seek guidance from 

supervisors should a conflict arise. Further, some children may be concerned about the 

disconnect that may occur if they are worried about what they talk about, and if they do 

not want their parents to know. This situation needs to be recognised by the researcher as 

not only a limitation but also an ethical consideration when working with young people. 

Therefore, the researcher should endeavour to make the children feel comfortable while 

respecting their wishes about what they share. Consent regarding participation was 

ongoing throughout the study as children had the opportunity to withdraw at any stage. 

 

3.6.2 Ethics approval 

 

The ethics application was approved by the Griffith University Human Research 

Ethics Committee (HSV/19/14/HREC). This entailed evidence that children’s right to 

privacy was very evident in the ethics application and is strongly reinforced throughout 

this study, both with the children, when analysing the data and in the final discussions. 

The view of UNICEF in relation to Article 12 (Respect for the views of the child) makes 

it very clear that the Convention encourages adults to listen to the opinions of children 

and involve them in decision-making and that when making decisions that affect children, 

children have the right to say what they think should happen and have their opinions 

taken into account. 

The Early Childhood Australia Code of Ethics, developed as an aspirational code 
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to guide professionals working with young children, has been informed by the principles 

in the UN Convention of the Rights of the Child (1991) and within both documents the 

protection and wellbeing of children is paramount. This researcher has adopted the ethical 

approach of this document as a framework underpinning this research. The main tenants 

underpinning this research informed by the Code of Ethics are that: 

 

• Each child has unique interests and strengths and the capacity to contribute to 

their communities. 

• Democratic, fair and inclusive practices promote equity and a strong sense of 

belonging. 

• Respectful, responsive and reciprocal relationships are central to children’s 

education and care. 

• Act in the best interests of all children (Early Childhood Australia, 2016, p. 1–2). 

 

3.6.3 Semi-structured interviews 

 

The 17 semi-structured interviews held over a period of two weeks were digitally 

recorded and are stored on a password protected external hard drive and backed up on a 

second password protected external hard drive. After being transcribed, digital audio 

recordings of the interviews were deleted. The transcriptions are held on password 

protected external hard drives. All data will be transferred to Griffith University 

Research Storage and kept for five years before being deleted. 

Utmost in this study is the need to maintain justice and respect. Ethics processes 

encapsulate that the researcher will relate to the participants, in a morally principled way, 

that will have meaning for all involved. A set of ethical values is needed to ‘guide our 

research and provide an anchor for our practice’ (Christensen & Prout, cited in 

Groundwater-Smith, Dockett & Bottrell, 2015) as well as institutional protocols for 

research. This research also followed the values presented in an Ethics Charter 
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(Groundwater-Smith, Dockett & Bottrell, 2015) that includes statements written for 

researchers and others engaged in research involving children, and who are committed to 

fulfilling their responsibility to undertake ethical research, irrespective of context (p. 3). 

 

3.6.4 Rigour and trustworthiness 

 

Trustworthiness and rigor for this study was addressed from a number of 

perspectives including the choice of  the theoretical framework for the design and 

analysis. The use of realist evaluation has some clear strengths, as it ‘stresses theory that 

is critical in moving progressively from one programme experience to another’ (Pawson 

& Tilley, 2004, p. 22). The Talking Circle process is extensively grounded in literature 

relating to collaboration with children, the research topic and methodology (Casley & 

Cartmel, 2010; Dowling & Brown, 2010; Groundwater-Smith, Dockett & Bottrell, 2015; 

Kellet, 2011; Sinclair, 2004). This will help to ensure that knowledge claims are founded 

on research, lending credibility to the program. Furthermore, I had previously worked in 

and owned a SAC service, which should provide further authenticity and understanding 

of SAC settings. 

Data analysis 

 
3.6.5 Phase Two – Data analysis methods 

 

I have drawn from realist evaluation methods (Pawson, 2004) to code and analyse 

the bricolage of data to test the initial program theory. In preparation for phase three, 

refining the program theory of this evaluation, I reviewed (along with the designers of the 

Talking Circles book and my associate supervisor) the audio transcripts from the 12 

children and the two educators, the children’s drawings and researcher’s journal. I made 

the decision to include the interview from the educator from Site Two as this perspective 

of the Talking Circles added to the data, even though the process was not completed at 

this site. It was felt that this educator’s perspective was important in her story. The de- 
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identified responses were coded, (Appendix F) to ascertain some common and unique 

trends in relation to perceptions of the participants, using ‘context’, ‘mechanism’ and 

‘outcome’ (Miller & Crabtree, 2004) to develop insight into ‘what works, how, for whom, 

in what circumstances and to what extent’ or not in relation to the Talking Circles book. 

An iterative approach to data analysis resulted in multiple waves of analysis; 

Firstly, the data was organised in relation to whether it related to the context of the 

Talking Circles, mechanisms used in the Talking Circles process or the outcomes of the 

experience of being part of a Talking Circle. The resulting typology (Table 5 and Table 

7) used to inform the thematic analysis was presented in tabular form. I developed 

categories for coding and these were used to review the transcripts of the 12 children and 

the two educators. 

In the second wave, I followed a step-wise process to explore the identification of 

causality in the participants’ perceptions of the Talking Circle and thus their evaluation 

of how the Talking Circles worked. I chose to work directly from the transcripts, 

informed by the preparatory work when having initial conversations with the children 

and the educators, I noted key words and phrases that were used to describe their feelings 

about the Talking Circle process and how these attributed to their experience of the 

Talking Circle experience. In terms of configuring the CMOs in the first wave of 

analysis I needed to relate the attributes to the patterns and flows in a basic realist 

formula. Based on these notes, I then made associations between the context, 

mechanisms and outcomes that created a plausible pattern of what works, how, for whom 

and in what context or not.  

Phase Three – refining the program theory 

 
Realist evaluation starts with a theory and ends in a theory. Phase Three of this 

exploratory study examines the analysis from Phase Two and offers a realist approach to 

causality providing a conceptual framework for determining the ‘what works, for whom, 
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in what circumstances and to what extent (Maxwell, 2012). Refined CMOs are presented 

for consideration in chapter 4 and in Phase Three the findings emerge from the 

perspective of the participants. The refined CMOs have highlighted the aspects of context 

that have triggered generative mechanisms in response to the Talking Circles program. 

These responses produced certain outcomes, and this has led to a number of 

recommendations (chapter 5). These findings and the recommendations may then be used 

to develop further insights into listening to children’s voices in school age care. The 

findings from Phase Three of this exploratory study were used to provide evidence that 

illuminated the initial program theory. However, as will become evident in the following 

chapters, the results from the data analysis led to new findings. 

 

Conclusion 

 
In summary, this chapter has provided a detailed explanation of the methods that 

were employed in this exploratory study to collect and analyse data. The rationale for 

choosing to have children participate in this study has been outlined. The voice of the 

child needed to be authentically considered and the use of the realist approach provided 

me with the tools to achieve this aim. The contents of this chapter have detailed the three 

phases of the design study to ensure a comprehensive understanding of the way in which 

this study was implemented and how this methodology takes a realist approach into an 

exploratory study of a resource used to listen to the voices of children. The methodology 

is based on conversations where 13 children and two educators were invited to give their 

own lived experiences of participating in the Talking Circle process through conversation 

based on a semi-structured interview. The methodology also included acknowledgement 

of another educator perception and lived experience of the Talking Circle resource and it 

was felt that this data was important to the exploratory study. The contents of this chapter 

have provided an overview of the process undertaken for this study, including issues of 



80  

rigour and ethical considerations, election of participants, data collection, analysis and 

perceived outcomes. 

As a final comment, it is important to note that honouring the children’s voices 

along with the educator perceptions was the driving force behind the study’s 

methodology. I aimed to hold true to listening to their voices throughout and to 

acknowledge that it is purely their own analysis of the Talking Circle process that has 

informed the findings and the recommendations. The next chapter presents the findings 

from the interviews, artefacts and researcher journal to illustrate the development and 

refining of the CMO propositions. 
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Chapter 4. ‘What works, how, for whom, in what 

circumstances and to what extent’ 

4.1 Introduction 

 
This chapter is a report of the findings of the Talking Circles process implemented 

at a SAC service in Brisbane with 13 children and two educators. It also contains the 

findings from the semi-structured interview with the coordinator from an outer Brisbane 

SAC service who did not complete the process directly. The findings are reported in this 

chapter and are supported by verbatim participant quotations from the interviews, 

artefacts such as the children’s drawings and the researcher journal. As reported in 

chapter 3, the analysis of the data resulted in the emergence of a number of CMO 

propositions, where mechanisms could be seen to link to specific contextual conditions. 

This process has already been presented in chapter 3. Here, specific examples are 

provided to demonstrate how the analysis process was focused on finding the linkages 

between contexts, mechanism and outcomes. 

The aim of this chapter is to use the CMO configuration framework as a 

formula to evaluate the Talking Circles process based on the analysis of data from a 

semi structured interview with each of the 12 children and the two educators. at the 

end of the eight talking circle sessions that had taken place over a period of five weeks. 

Further data was collected from the educator journals and the interview with the 

coordinator from site two where 2 sessions had taken place over a 3 week period. The 

educators followed the suggested conversations from the Talking Circle guide and the 

children participated in conversations and activities based on the Talking Circle guide 

process which contained eight themed sessions to guide the Talking Circle 

conversations. Each theme followed a specified process: Getting connected; In the 

Circle; Close the session. 
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Appendix I contains an example of session seven, the theme being ‘Creating the 

Future’ (Casley & Cartmel, 2010, p 17.) The Talking Circle process as identified by 

Casley and Cartmel (2010) is an intervention that will ‘assist in facilitating the 

development of resilience and leadership skills of school age children’ (p. 1). In addition, 

it will enable the initial program theory (Table 2) and CMO configurations for this 

approach to facilitating children’s right to have their voices heard, to be revised. 

 

4.2 Overview of the first wave of analysis 

 
The first wave of analysis provided a broad sweep of the context and included 

categories based on children and educator perspectives of the experience. The realist 

approach focuses on developing, refining and testing theories about how an intervention 

provides resources that can either benefit (or not) a particular setting or program (Pawson 

& Tilley, 1997). 

Table 5 below is a typology of the themes that combines both the children (C) and 

the educator (E) perceptions of the Talking Circle process using a broad CMO. Table 7 is 

coded from the interview held with Lana, educator from Site Two, as it is important to 

understand the ‘what works, how, for whom, in what circumstances and to what extent’ 

for the second site as it provides some insight into why the site didn’t complete the 

Talking Circles sessions. In view of the initial program theory and the systematic 

literature, a review of the typology of key themes was designed to search for detailed 

CMOs to explain what triggers the participant responses to the Talking Circle process. 

The key themes identified a list of elements that were initially described under the CMO 

configuration. 

The following discussion expands on the analysis as described in the previous 

chapter and illustrates the evidence on which each of the hypotheses were based. It draws 

primarily from the semi-structured interviews with the children and the educators. Quotes 
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from these conversations are italicised. Participants are identified first by letter, denoting 

whether they are one of the child participants or an educator and by number denoting 

their age (children only). 

It is noted that the function of variables in a moment of analysis (that is, whether a 

variable act as a C (Context) or as an M (Mechanism) is very much dependent on the 

focus of explanation at a given point in the analysis (Jolly & Jolly, 2014). As Dalkin, 

Greenhalgh, Jones, Cunningham and Lhussier (2015) have discussed, something which is 

a mechanism at one stage of an intervention, such as children’s rights to have a say in 

matters that affect them, also becomes an outcome in the final analysis in which the 

Talking Circles were staged. I attempted to discover whether the Talking Circle guide 

creates a pathway for children’s voices to be heard; it could be assumed that key 

outcomes will result from the reasoning and responses of the participants. 

I have described these elements in Table 5. I have analysed them from the direct 

perspective as a way of honouring the way in which the children and educators allowed 

the context to happen. The structure of the Talking Circles meant that some elements 

identify as both a context and a mechanism and finally as an outcome. 
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Table 5 Site One typology of key themes identified from participants relating to contexts, mechanisms and 

outcomes 

Context Mechanism Outcome 

Children’s rights (E) 

Fun (C) 

Helpful(C) (E) 

Gender (C) (E) 

Did not like the 

experience (C) 

Famous (C) 

Able to express 

yourself (C) 

Listening(C) (E) 

Weekly gathering (C) (E) 

Engagement (C) (E) 

Topic activities from 

manual and games (C) (E) 

Children’s rights (E) 

Group experiences (E) 

Talking (C) (E) 

Party celebration (C) 

Facilitator (C) 

Talking more/ communicating more 

(C) (E) 

Sense of self (C) 

Opening up being honest (C) 

Meeting other children /friendships/ 

belonging (C) (E) 

Uphold children’s rights (E) (C) 

Learnt things about other children 

(C) (E) 

C=Child E=Educator 

 

4.3 Thematic analysis 

 
From this first wave of analysis I then considered 10 overarching themes. This 

was accomplished by going back to the transcripts and re-reading the conversations to 

illicit themes that more than two or three children spoke about and whether reasoning or 

resource was the causal factor of the mechanism or a combination of both. According to 

Pawson and Tilley (1997) mechanisms is a combination of resources offered by the social 

program under study and stakeholders’ reasoning in response. This is an important aspect 

of the realist evaluation approach as it further demonstrates the complexity of any 

intervention being an activation of continuums, rather than a binary formula that leads to 

the outcomes. 

 

4.3.1 Children’s rights 

 

The notion of the rights of the child was important to the perspective of both the 

staff and children. More than one quarter of the children responded that their perspective 

of the Talking Circle was important to children’s rights (1.1, 1.5, 1.8, 2.1, 2.3, 2.5, 3.2, 

and 3.5, Data charts). A children’s rights perspective has been clearly documented in the 
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literature as a key component to a child’s wellbeing, although measurement of this state is 

not as clear (Randolph, Kangas, & Ruokamo, 2009; Schalock & Alonso, 2002; Seligman, 

Ernst, Gillham, Reivich, & Linkins, 2009). I have taken the view of the UN Convention 

on the Rights of the Child (1989) that the subjective domain of a child’s wellbeing should 

be the voices of children themselves. It may be argued that children’s well-being can be 

improved when their own perspectives are listened to and taken into account to inform 

SAC programs of their needs and interests. The work of Ben-Arieh, Casas, Frones and 

Korbin (2014) also points out that even though the notion of wellbeing is complex in 

nature and difficult to analyse, it has become the ‘conceptual focal point for assessing the 

state of children and the discourses on their status’ (p. 2).  

 

You got to express yourself, feelings and express what you liked and didn’t like. 

 

(Noah–12yrs). 

It is noted that the educator perspectives also focused on children’s rights and the 

concept of gender, as a right was important to the context of the execution of the Talking 

Circles. Children’s rights were important to the perspective of the children. More than 

one quarter of the children responded that their perspective of the Talking Circles was 

important to children’s rights. Nadine found the Talking Circles process was an effective 

avenue in which to acknowledge the children’s right to have a say in matters that affect 

them. 

 

Well (Nathan–8 yrs) was really happy that – they were both really 

happy that they were asked. Because I wrote somewhere in here, oh hang 

on, I think it’s the very last day. He was excited, and he said, he was 

excited because people have listened to me. He was so happy to think that 

he’d been asked his opinion. I thought that we were doing that, so it was 

that in itself for me. Sometimes because these are the quieter beautiful 

children, maybe their voices aren’t heard over, you know the 120 other 
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children. I would like [to] think that we were listening, but in small groups 

I learnt so much about these kids. He was happy that people listened, he 

said that he’d felt important and he was interested that people wanted to 

know what he thought. Yeah, see that’s interesting, because he must have 

liked that activity to do that much work yeah. Because he usually – see you 

have the bare minimums here, well that one’s a bare minimum, the ones 

who are interested wanted to add more and more in. (Nadine, Educator 

Site 1). 

Furthermore, it was noted by Nadine: 

 

I had found the boys in the group overpowering in the beginning, in the 

conversations where the younger female was drowned out a lot by the 

conversation. I took note of the strategies suggested in the Talking Circle 

guide, I asked the group what we could do to let the girls talk and the 

group came to an agreement that her perspective would be asked for and 

listened to thus acknowledging the right of others to be listened to. 

(Nadine, Educator Site 1). 

The words of one of the children brings this particular child’s rights perspective as 

the context of the Talking Circle process into focus. 

 

I wouldn’t normally share stuff like that with certain people. In the Talking 

Circle we weren’t made to share stuff, but we shared something (Eve–11yrs). 

 

4.3.2 Experiencing Talking Circles as fun 

 

In the Talking Circles guide (Casley & Cartmel, 2010, p. 7) ‘Session 2: 

Introduction of the Talking Circle’ suggests to the children to think about their own name 

and if it had a special meaning.  

The children were excited to research their own names. This conversation 
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continued for a number of days and I was amazed to see the amount of pride in 

the students as they learned about their names (Nadine, Educator Site 1). 

It was noted in the conversations with five of the children that the experience of the 

Talking Circle was highly enjoyable using the word ‘fun’ to describe their perspective. 

They perceived the Talking Circle as a fun way of getting to know other children, of 

finding out about other people’s names. ‘I found it really fun’ (Noah–12yrs). 

‘It’s about learning and fun’ (Eve–11yrs). ‘Really happy when people are around, it’s 

fun’ (Yasmine–10yrs). ‘Because everything that we did was fun’ (Nash–8yrs). Other 

comments considered the party as fun as well: 

Yeah, it was fun. We talked about having a party we talked about what we 

would like to do at the party. All the children were getting to decide what to do. It 

was great fun. We made a shopping list for the party.(John- 9 yrs). 

 

My researcher’s journal noted that when children talked about the Talking Circle 

as fun they pointed to the activities and discussed the activity of finding out what their 

name and other people’s names meant, especially the educator names. ‘We had fun when 

we found out what our names meant and what (River’s) name meant’ (Rick–10 yrs). It 

appeared that children had a sense of closeness to the adult when there was reciprocity 

within the relationship. My researcher’s journal reflects on this fun perspective of the 

Talking Circle as beginning to highlight the thought of how the children valued this 

aspect and there appeared to be a link to a positive sense of agency and control while 

participating. According to Lester and Russell (2008), Isen and Reeve (2006) and others, 

there is a high correlation between resilience and positive emotions which certainly was 

evident with the enthusiasm and general agreement from the children that the Talking 

Circles should be run in other school age care services. 
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4.3.3 Helpful 

 

Children indicated that they felt more confident now that they had participated in 

the Talking Circles and that it helped other children as well. (Eve-11yrs) expressed her 

viewpoint that the Talking Circles: 

 

… would help another child I know, someone who doesn’t tell lots of 

people stuff, so I reckon that would help her a bit. It helps people learn about 

other people. I wouldn’t normally share stuff like my feelings with certain people 

but in the Talking Circles you can. (Eve-11 yrs). 

 

Another child (Yasmine–10 yrs) talked about the way in which the Talking Circles 

were helpful ‘because when you don’t know other people you can talk to them and get to 

know them so that helps me make friends’. My reflections at this point of the data gathering 

indicated that I was hearing from both the children and the educators that the Talking Circles 

experience offered a space to build relationships. Both educators indicated that a change for 

them during the Talking Circles process included improvement in their relationships with the 

children and their ability to self-reflect with the children. 

 

After last week’s Talking Circle, I’ve reflected that I like control, planned 

and structured activities. I need to allow the student to direct the conversation 

(Nadine  Educator Site 1). 

 

In contrast to the many positive comments made by children about their 

experience in the Talking Circle only one of the children (Nick–9yrs) expressed an 

opinion about not liking the conversations. 

Didn’t like the Talking Circles. I didn’t like it because some made me 

angry. I didn’t like it – some I didn’t like. It made me feel bad and scared. 

(Nick-9 yrs). 



89  

 

This child was referring to the conversations about family times (Researcher 

Journal). This reflection required further examination, however the child was reluctant to 

continue telling me why he felt the way he did. As it was the only negative comment 

across all the interviews, I did not pursue it. However, looking at an individual CMO 

regarding this child’s perspective we might contend that an analysis would look like: 

 

Didn’t like the Talking Circle. (Context). I didn’t like it because some made me 

angry. (Mechanism). I didn’t like it – some I didn’t like. (Context). It made me feel bad 

and scared. (Mechanism). 

 

When asked ‘Did the Talking Circles make a difference to you in any way about 

knowing people or finding out things?’ Nick responded, ‘I learnt how to communicate 

better, we talk more, and I have more friends now’. So, it could be argued that the 

mechanism that provided a more positive feeling was created when the child felt more 

part of the group. When he was asked, ‘Did it work out though in the end?’ He gave a 

nod, smiled and said: ‘Yeah because everything we did was fun’ (Nick-8 yrs). 

 

4.3.4 I want to be famous 

 

Another child (Nathan 8 yrs), who had been identified as having some 

developmental delay and a diagnosis of ADHD, was very interested in the outcome of 

the research. 

When we first started, when we had to like sign the contract, I literally said 

yes to everything. I just want to be famous.(Nathan- 8yrs). 

My researcher journal noted that this child was able to experience some agency 

during the initial process of deciding whether to consent to being part of the research and 

was quite vocal in his opinions of why he wanted to be famous. This process provided an 

opportunity for this child to be visible as an important citizen, to be part of ‘the social 
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order’. Smith (2010) argues that one of the main features of childhood is the visibility 

adults have of a child, the interest that they take as predictable objects rather than subjects 

of our inquiry of them. I noted in my journal that Nathan was reflecting the fact that by 

being famous he would be visible in the adult world. 

 

4.3.5 Able to express feelings 

 

An ongoing perspective shared by most of the children throughout our 

conversations when asked the question “ where there things you liked to talk about and 

things you didn’t like to talk about?” was that of the feeling of trust between each other, 

the implicit knowledge that the group was friendly towards each other was expressed as 

children talked about being able to express their feelings and that they were listened to.  

 

About our friends and family and stuff (Nick–9yrs). 

 

I like expressing myself and I like that you get to share your ideas with other 

people, they could help you sometimes (Noah–12yrs). 

I’m expressing my feelings and everyone’s feelings, and how we feel about 

ourselves. It makes me feel happy (Yasmine–8yrs). 

 

Well I liked that we all got around in a group and we could talk to each other and 

say like – and express what we said, and everybody listened (John–9yrs). 

 

I just like expressing how I feel in them [Talking Circles] and it makes me feel 

good because I'm a person that likes expressing about myself (Rick–10yrs). 

 

4.3.6 Gender 

 

Both children and educators talked about gender in reference to the boys 

overshadowing a few of the girls in the circle. (Dan-9 yrs) (male) suggested that an 

agreement be made with the others in the Talking Circles group that (Yvonne 5 yrs) get 
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the chance to be heard. ‘This led to the children always making sure she was included in 

the conversation’ (Nadine, Educator Site 1). 

(Yvonne 5 yrs) was interviewed, and when asked about being the only 

girl in the group she responded by talking about the boys not letting her talk: 

Not always because all the boys went chat, chat, chat but sometimes they listened, 

and I felt ok when that happened (Yvonne-5 yrs). 

My journal reflections around this gender issue led me to ask a few more 

questions of the educators and both indicated that they had become aware through the 

Talking Circles process that sometimes the female voices in both their groups were not 

heard as much as the male voices. Nadine suggested that Yvonne didn’t get the chance 

to contribute last week and she wanted to make an agreement with the others that she 

get the chance to be heard. In regard to gender inequality, the Talking Circles process 

allowed for reflection from both the adults and the children and a greater awareness of 

equity for the female voice was a decision made by the children together. 

 

4.3.7 Listening 

 

It was evident that throughout conversations between everyone in the Talking 

Circles, listening had occurred, as there was a willingness to hear and understand each 

person’s experiences, knowledge and perspectives. There were multiple perspectives 

discussed: 

 

Well I liked that we all got around in a group and we could talk to each other and 

say like – and express what we said, and everybody listened (John–9yrs). 

 

Happy because they're listening to me and they're learning something different 

about me’ (Rick–10yrs). 

 

Children were also asked if they felt that the educators listened to them during the 
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Talking Circles and one child in particular made the following observation: 

 

You have to pick the right time to listen to certain children because there’ll 

be kids that will go around saying silly things that they don’t always mean (Yuri 

11yrs). 

 

Generative listening, as described by Otto Scharmer (2009), is a type of listening 

that is defined as listening to oneself, listening to others and listening to what emerges 

from the group. This deeper level of listening has emerged as a mechanism of the learning 

circle. (Nick–8yrs and Nash–9yrs) felt that the Talking Circles made a difference: We 

communicate better. We talk a lot better and we talk more(Nick–8yrs; Nash–9yrs) 

My reflections note that during the interview with (1Yuri–11yrs) he was 

expressing how he felt about the Talking Circles and made the comment You shouldn't 

make up anything and always tell the truth and don't be afraid to say anything that you 

don't want to. On talking more, it was identified that he was worried about a story he 

wanted to tell and felt he might be embarrassed, but it all turned out ok from his 

perspective because the group listened and from their perspective it was a funny story. 

He also made a point of saying I got to know what they do. When they do something, I 

know why they do it (Yuri- 11 yrs). 

 

The Talking Circles space enabled this type of listening and as Lana from 

Site Two commented: 

 

Actually, when I reflected on what happened I could see that the kids, even after 

only a few sessions, were building respect for each other and trust for each other. 

They all listened quietly to what the speaker was saying and then added their 

opinion. I listened carefully and became more aware of what was happening with 

this particular child that I hadn’t noticed before ( Lana, Coordinator Site 2 ). 
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Listening to children gives people the opportunity to understand children’s lived 

experiences or in fact what their reality is about. In discussing listening to children, one also 

needs to consider the notion of talking. Both the adults and children had listened to each 

other and it was evident from both sites that the children, given the opportunity and the 

right space, communicate better and on a deeper level of understanding. 

 

One of the afternoons one of the boys started talking about not being included in a 

group that he would have liked to be friends with. The others in the group gave him 

some suggestions about what to do and I noticed over the next few afternoons he 

tried out what others had suggested, like actually telling the group he would like to 

play with them. The group accepted his friendship and this boy seems a lot more 

settled (Lana, Site 2 Coordinator) 

Therefore, generative listening in the context of the Talking Circles meant that 

they had to be thinking about the life experiences of other children – not just about 

themselves. 

 

4.3.8 Engagement 

 

The Talking Circles configuration and explicit use of conversation mixed with 

the introduction of hands-on activities, led to the engagement of the children as a strong 

generative mechanism. The children described this engagement in various ways – this 

being their own context of the meaning of the Talking Circles: Because it [Talking 

Circle] lets the kids say what they want to say it doesn’t restrict them. You’re open and 

you can say whatever you want (Noah–12yrs). I guess you could talk and say like ‘hi’ 

you’re from the Talking Circle (John–9yrs). I’m new and now I’ve met a lot more people 

and I’ve learned a lot more about a certain person (Eve–11yrs). 

 

4.3.9 The guide 

 

The children were asked what they liked about the way the Talking Circles were 



94  

run and how they felt about the activities and conversations. 

 

We sit down and then River tells us a question and then we write it down. At the 

end we share our answers (Yuri–10yrs). 

 

Well it just depends on what we did because some weeks it – like some of the 

questions were pretty weird. But it just – it felt like a weird question to ask … But 

it would be good for your research (Noah–12yrs). 

 

We talked and then we did fun things, like drawing and jokes and stuff (Nick–8yrs). 

 

About our friends and family and stuff. We drew pictures (Yasmine–7 yrs). 

 
Figure 6 Sharing Ideas 

 
 

 

Sometimes, we just draw – like we write something and if we write something like 

 

– yeah. And then we draw it with your invisible friend. Our names mean 

something and animals (John–9yrs). 

 

One of the most favoured activities as talked about by over 50 per cent of the 

children was the ‘House of Stories’ (Casley & Cartmel, 2010, p. 7) where the children 

found out the meaning of other people’s names. We find a quiet spot and we talk about 
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the theme of the week that is in the guide (River). I made the wheel of ‘my fortune’ and 

put all the things I usually do for a day. It made me feel happy (Edward–7yrs). 

 

Well we talk about ways to keep our bodies calm and all that stuff. It was really 

interesting (Nathan–8yrs). 

 

After being asked what happened in the Talking Circles, (Noah–12yrs) stated: 

So, there’s questions that were on the sheet and then the group would write 

them down and then you’d discuss your answers… I found them fun because 

you got to express yourself (Noah-12 yrs). 

 

The work of Otto Sharmer (2009) expressly uses ‘ancient wisdom’ and systems 

thinking, which focuses on the shared learning that occurs between individuals in the 

group. This has been grounded in the framework of the Talking Circle design (Casley & 

Cartmel, 2010). The sharing aspect of the Talking Circle process has been made explicit 

in the children’s reflections of what happened in the Talking Circles.(  

 

4.3.10 Communication 

 

The findings indicate that the perspectives from both educators and children 

indicate a greater opportunity for authentic communication between children and other 

children and the educators and the children. Communication is an essential part of 

children’s daily lives and it enables them to interact with the world around them. It is also 

considered a human right, recognised by the United Nations Convention of the Rights of 

the Child (UNCRC, 1989). Consequently, the findings in this study support this right 

through providing a resource that assists the development of effective communication 

skills. The study also revealed that the ability of the educator to use communication skills 

is a strong mechanism in creating and sustaining children’s voice. (River- Educator, Site 

1) indicated that he was less able to facilitate this talking circle process. After Session 5 
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the interest seemed to drop off I didn’t really know why. In comparison, Nadine was able 

to articulate, from her perspective, more about the way children responded and from her 

journal notes described the way she changed her responses and the way she listened to 

the children communicate with each other. 

I’ve begun to really listen to what the children are saying, especially about 

their families and how for a couple of the children they wished they could spend 

more time with their Mum and Dad. I’ve learnt to be silent and really listen deeply 

to what the kids say. I’ve been surprised about their deep feelings about the world 

( Nadine, Educator, Site 1). 

Therefore, the skill level of the educator as a facilitator in implementing Talking 

Circles is a strong mechanism. 

 

4.3.11 The CMOs for Site One 

 

As discussed in chapter 3, the second wave of analysis led to the configuration of 

four CMOs that were plausible, according to realist philosophy around the collection of 

data (Pawson & Tilley, 1997). The second wave of analysis allowed me to narrow the 

contexts and code the mechanisms that were based on either resource or reasoning that 

elicited the causal pathway that created the mechanism that led to the outcome. When 

looking for mechanistic elements within an evaluation using a realist approach, it is 

important to understand that the mechanisms that as Weiss (1997) explains, are not the 

intervention or program per se, in this case the Talking Circles activities, but the response 

it triggers from participants and resulting outcome. 

The four CMOs (Table 6) provided insight into what was working in the service 

that had a pedagogy of child involvement and had an explanatory potential in a setting 

where staff were able to embed the Talking Circles process into the already established 

program and had a collaborative approach with children.  
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Table 6 Refined CMO configurations that come from the second wave of analysis 

 

CMO 1 

Context Mechanisms Outcome 

 

Trusting 

relationship 

Resource Reasoning  

Opportunity to talk 

about things of concern 

I feel safe to talk 

here 

I talk about my feelings 

 
Increase in confidence 

CMO2 

Context Mechanism Outcome 

 
 

Children listen 
to each other 

Resource Reasoning  

Children allow each 
person to have a turn of 
talking 

We are all 
valued 
here 

 

I hear interesting 
things about 
other children 

A sense of belonging with 
each other and educator 

 
I learnt things about other 
children and made friends 

CMO3 

Context Mechanism Outcome 

 
 

Engaged with 

the activities 

embedded in the 

Talking Circle 

resource 

Resource Reasoning  

 

Activities are fun and 

age appropriate 

 

I can 

express 

myself 

freely 

 

Increase self-expression 

CMO4 

Context Mechanism Outcome 

 

The right of the 

child to have a 

say in what 

affects them 

Resource Reasoning  

Educators respecting 

children’s right to engage 

in the process by making 

time each week for 

children to participate 
 

The educator’s 

confidence in building 

relationships with 

children influences the 

contribution the children 

make in 

the Talking Circle 

Educators felt 

children 

displayed 

competence and 

capability 

Increase in upholding 

children’s right to be 

heard 
 

Increased autonomy 
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4.3.12 The CMOs for Site Two 

 

Site Two had a different approach to the process of the Talking Circles, seeing the 

process as being implemented on top of an already established program of activities. This 

had a causal effect on the SAC service’s ability to continue the Talking Circles sessions 

because of the service’s interpretation of the Education and Care Services National 

Quality Framework (2011) concerning educator to children ratio of 1:15 for children over 

pre-school age(ACECQA, 2018). The transcript of the interview with the Site Two 

educator was reviewed using a CMO configuration. 

 

Table 7 Site Two: Typology of the educator interview 

 

 
Context Mechanism Outcome 

Supervision of Staff 

 

I would have a plan about 

when I could have the kids 

come to the circle then each 

time something happened 

 

Staff member would ring in 

sick and I’d have to take 

their place 

 

Reflection of Educator 

 

Children heard child’s story 

of having no friends 

 

Early Care and Education 

National Regulations 

 

Quality Assurance 

A safe space developed to 

come together 

 

Children able to freely talk 

 

Challenging to have a 

Talking Circle when issues 

with staff arose 

Supervision of other staff 

Environmental challenges 

e.g. rain 

 

Staff shortages caused staff 

to child ratio which affected 

supervision 

 

Disappointment and 

frustration, it was about the 

missed opportunity. 

Children gave suggestions 

Noisy and chaotic space 

Talked about language and 

culture 

 

Talking Circle activity not 

counted in the ratio 

 

Talking Circles abandoned 

 

When Talking Circles went 

ahead children were respectful 

and showed trust between 

themselves 

 

Listening to each other 

 

Child tried out suggestions and 

became friends with the group 

 

Children sad and upset when 

they missed the Talking Circle 
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The results of this typology showed how the context can have a direct effect 

across both mechanisms and therefore influence the outcomes of a particular intervention, 

in this case the Talking Circles process. Site Two was unable to embed the Talking 

Circles into the current program that then created disappointment for the children. The 

environment also had an effect on the outcome in this particular setting. In contrast, Site 

One was able to embed the Talking Circles into the afternoon program as part of the 

programmed activities. 

It is interesting to note that both SAC services operate under the Education and 

Care National Regulations (2011) and are both subject to the assessment and rating 

system, which rates all childcare services according to the National Quality Standard 

(NQS), (2011a). In particular, for the National Quality Standard Quality Area 5: 

Relationships with children (DEEWR, 2014b), Site Two only had a rating of ‘Meeting’2 

for this quality area. This is in contrast to Site One, which had an ‘Excellent’3 rating for 

this quality area. The coordinator at Site Two did not feel confident that she was able to 

be responsive in seeking alternative ways to provide positive educator to child 

interactions (NQS, Element 5.1.1) and respecting the dignity and rights of the child 

(NQS, Element 5.1.2). The aim of Quality Area 5 under the National Quality Standard is 

to promote relationships with children that are responsive, respectful and promote 

children’s sense of security and belonging. Relationships of this kind free children to 

explore the environment and engage in play and learning. The Talking Circles were 

responsive and meaningful interactions that build trusting relationships, which engage 

and support each child to feel secure, confident and included in the school age care.  

 

2 Meeting rating – The Meeting rating means that service meets the National Quality Standard. This is the 

median rating; there are two higher ranked ratings – Exceeding and Excellent 
3 Excellent rating – The Excellent rating is the highest rating an education and care service can achieve under 

the National Quality Framework. Service promotes exceptional education and care, demonstrates sector leadership, and 

is committed to continually improving. 
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Pawson and Tilley (1997, p. 127) believe that, ‘the hallmark of realistic evaluation 

work is that it is informed, and this continuity of intelligence gathering is the key to 

cumulation’. Although this is a small exploratory study in this way, Site One provided the 

emergence of a range of CMOs which showed the contexts and mechanisms of how the 

Talking Circles contributed to outcomes to give children a voice that enabled them to be 

listened to. Site Two provided me with some understanding of different contexts, which 

created mechanisms that afforded different outcomes. The findings provide clarity about 

‘what works, how, for whom, in what circumstances and to what extent’, albeit on a small 

scale. 
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Chapter 5. Final thoughts and recommendations 

 
5.1 Introduction 

 
This chapter provides concluding thoughts about the study and outlines four 

recommendations about the Talking Circle as an intervention to be used with children in 

SAC. The concluding thoughts describe some of the limitations of the study as well as 

highlights from the reflections of the researcher. Despite the small-scale, exploratory 

nature of this study, the findings alongside the wider literature demonstrate the value of 

Talking Circles as an approach that fosters meaningful and responsive engagement of 

children in school age care contexts. 

5.2 Limitations 

One limitation to this research process is the perception associated with building a 

relationship of collaboration within the research context of this study. Even though the 

researcher has designed the research methodology with the principles of collaboration in 

mind, this was sometimes difficult for participants; children and staff, as they were aware 

of my position and this may have led to preconceived ideas of authority which at times 

make it difficult to engage openly or in the desired manner. Reasons for these 

preconceived ideas can be linked to two key considerations. Firstly, children and staff 

may see the researcher as an ‘expert’. Secondly, the children may not have had any past 

experiences where the ‘adult’ is a fellow collaborator, and this may have caused the 

children to provide answers and comments based on what they think the researcher wants 

to hear. 

The reflexivity of my ideas recorded in the researcher journal have assisted to 

acknowledge the limitations of the research process and my perspectives. Indeed, my 

researcher journal was an important element in making sense of analysing data. I was 

very aware of the power relationship that an adult can have and that this could influence 

what children shared about their experiences of the Talking Circles process. This being 
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said, the children were observed to answer candidly and were forthcoming in their 

expression of thoughts around the Talking Circles that they engaged in. Nevertheless, as 

researcher, I was conscious of the need to be open and ‘think otherwise’ in being alert to 

different experiences in different contexts. 

The research methodology was based on the realist approach, which has a focus 

on developing, refining and testing the initial program theory about how Talking Circles 

as an intervention provides children with a platform to talk about matters that affect them, 

implemented through a series of eight conversations based on the Talking Circles guide 

(Casley & Cartmel, 2010). This exploratory study strove to use the realist approach to 

ascertain what triggered the mechanisms that led to the outcomes as described by the 

participants. This way of digging deeper into ‘what worked, how, for whom and in what 

context’ has led to a further understanding of the importance of context that may affect 

the implementation of the Talking Circles in new settings. However, in school age 

settings there are some limitations to the level of abstraction that can be drawn from the 

data collection process. These limitations need to be considered in relation to the 

somewhat limited refinements made to the program theory, given the initial program 

theory and hypotheses. Nevertheless, results generally indicated that the Talking Circles 

guide was a useful tool to enable educators to listen to children’s ideas and opinions as 

required by My Time, Our Place- Framework for School Age Care in Australia 

(DEEWR, 2011b) to ‘spend time interacting and conversing with children, listening and 

responding sensitively as they express their ideas and needs’ (p. 21). 

Realist evaluation comprises an iterative process and is often used for large 

programs across a range of settings and requires a process of discussion and debate 

throughout (Salter & Kothari, 2014). This particular study was limited to only two sites 

with one of those sites withdrawing at a very early stage of the research and without the 

ability to go back to the sites to re-engage with the children and educators. This meant 
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that only one cycle of data collection was possible for both educators and children, 

limiting the refinement of the CMO configurations. This limitation then had 

consequences on being able to look more deeply at defining mechanisms and different 

context. The extrapolation of the findings is therefore specific to the participants engaged 

in this small study but nevertheless, provides some useful ways forward for school age 

services and related settings. 

 

5.3 Discussion of key findings and recommendations 

The recommendations arising from this exploratory study are based on the 

findings that emerged from the perspectives of the children and educators that agreed to 

use the Talking Circles guide in a SAC Service. Children’s lived experience of the 

Talking Circles illuminated the importance children place on the fact that by listening to 

voice, we hear ‘the what’ in regard to the children’s feelings and beliefs about what are 

important to them as citizens. The most important understandings that emerged within 

this research have come from the children’s own reflections of the Talking Circles. 

These being: friendship, respect of both adults and children and that fun is essential. 

Each of these elements has been found to exist in the context of a safe environment. The 

evaluation of the Talking Circle process and guide has been informed by the children’s 

rights approach and through a lens that was combination of critical theory and social 

pedagogy. 

This is not an exhaustive study, however the development of the Talking Circles 

process by Casley and Cartmel (2010), working with university students as they 

implemented Talking Circles in a number of SAC services, has been refined in this study 

around what works, for whom and in what context. The findings clearly show that the 

outcomes of child engagement were expressed differently depending on the skill level of 

the educator. It also shows that multiple mechanisms contributed to engagement. In 

particular, River confided that he lacked confidence facilitation of the conversations was 
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notably less able to reflect as evidenced in some of the comments that were made in the 

two interviews. For example, River commented that after three weeks some of the 

children were less engaged. When asked about his perspective about why this occurred, 

his response was ‘I’m not too sure’. Nadine on the other hand was able to reflect on the 

circumstances of why the children were a little less enthusiastic after a few weeks. For 

instance: 

 

Well I did think the types of kids that I had, that the process seemed – over the 

weeks, the process seemed quite long. Because while we might be able to have 

some Talking Circle sessions that would go for 30 minutes each week, or towards 

the end the kids wanted to get the pen and paper out, more than have that talk. 

One of the sessions, I actually went from child to child in their own friendship 

group, in our before school care setting. I thought well I took the Talking Circle 

to them that time. It was interesting though, because the children that they were 

playing with wanted to add their opinions as well. That was lovely, it was a 

session on future. It was interesting to see how their friends in their own 

friendship circles, wanted to add to that conversation. It was good ( Nadine, 

Educator). 

 

To understand a child’s perspective, there is a need to better understand the 

children’s social condition as viewed by children rather than only from the adult’s 

perspective. This evaluation of a tool that listens to the child’s perspective is a step 

forward in having a pathway to understanding a child’s perspective around their lived 

experience. The use of the Talking Circle process including the guide, by a trained 

facilitator who has knowledge of child development, a child rights perspective and the 

ability to practise generative listening could be implemented in other contexts to assist 

those working with children. It should be noted that other literature suggests that co- 
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construction and/or collaborative approaches with children is important in gaining new 

knowledge and an understanding of children’s lived experiences (Casley, 2017). 

Furthermore, it is a way of sustaining and reframing the discourse around children’s voice 

in decision making as a more permanent and non-negotiable basic human right. 

Clear evidence was identified from the analysis of the mechanisms suggesting 

that the use of Talking Circles is a (best) practice in listening to children’s voices. The 

study was not designed to be representative of all children of school age care or in fact all 

children attending the service. However, the outcomes of this study provided insights 

regarding the use of Talking Circles as a strategy to engage children in SAC settings and 

how to consult and collaborate with children to provide responsive, high-quality 

education and care. Examining the responsibilities for both adults and children in 

circumstances where children’s voices are sought is both critical to the process and the 

theoretical position on which this study is based. 

The emphasis in this study has been to provide analysis and evaluation 

translating the voices of the children into a set of plausible outcomes thus hoping that 

from this small exploratory study the knowledge gained may promote within the school 

age sector and beyond a way forward for policy development, program development and 

children’s participation. In attempting to achieve these objectives, this study is targeting 

those leaders and professionals in early childhood education and care and the school age 

care sectors. 

Many pre-service university degrees, including education, social work and human 

services, teach students the skill of active listening, however it is not enough to support 

them to have conversations with children. Rather, educators need to learn about the skills 

of generative listening. Generative listening as described by Otto Scharmer (2018) is the 

fourth, and deepest, level of listening. The underlying principle of generative listening is 

that ‘we listen for the highest future possibility to [be present] while holding a space for 
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something new to be born’ (p27). 

This deep level listening may create a space within the Talking Circles for taking 

on board the attitudes and the emotional responses of children as they talk about things 

that matter to them. It could also be a catalyst for a deeper understanding of how children 

are feeling and what they can contribute. Generative listening could be likened to 

‘listening forward’, to be privy to the thoughts of children and to have a better sense of 

how to shape change. Indeed, the resource can assist those that work with children to 

master this skill; ultimately setting aside one’s own preconceptions of children and 

becoming fully engaged and ready to embrace the viewpoints of children, to achieve a 

common goal. 

This exploratory study of the Talking Circles as an intervention to listen to 

children’s voices has, through the use of a realist approach, enabled patterns to emerge 

that go towards answering the central question ‘what works, how, for whom, in what 

circumstances and to what extent’. The following course of action is proposed: 

 

5.3.1 Recommendation One: The process 

 

By embedding the process of the Talking Circle into daily programs it provides 

evidence for demonstrating children’s right to have a say in matters that affect them. This 

pertains to an overall approach of taking the process of the Talking Circle and using this 

to allow children to participate in a collaborative process of discussion in relation to 

matters that affect them within the school age care program. 

• It is recommended that children are given a choice if they wish to participate 

or not, as one child mentioned ‘I don’t like the Talking Circles because I 

miss out on playing with my friends’. 

• It is recommended to take into consideration the time and place for the 

Talking Circles to be implemented. 



107  

• It is also recommended that children are included in decision making 

around implementation. 

 

5.3.2 Recommendation Two: The program 

 

The theoretical propositions uncovered in this study could inform policy and 

practice, in particular, supporting high-quality practices around valuing children’s 

voices in matters that concern them in school age care.  

• It is recommended that educators be encouraged to develop their  

facilitation of the talking circle approach.  

• It is recommended that educators are provided with generative listening 

skills, while shifting away from the notions of power and control in 

allowing children more agency within the program and the mechanisms within 

the Talking Circle process that brings about change in the way children’s voices 

can be heard. 

• It is recommended that an organisational commitment is required to 

invest in educator training that will embed and support the 

development of a Talking Circle approach with the potential of 

influencing practice. 

 

5.3.3 Recommendation Three: The role of the educator 

 

It is recommended that Educators are provided with  professional development 

and support in the process of listening to children. Active listening as part of the 

qualifications, such as a Diploma in Children’s Services, does not appear to currently 

address the need for generative listening. As discussed earlier in section 5.3, the skill of 

generative listening can open up a real sense of collaboration, allowing children to feel 

more confident, take on responsibilities and have influence on decisions that affect them. 

Increased competency of the adult to engage children and incorporate what is heard into 
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programming will further sustain children’s wellbeing and sense of belonging. 

 

5.3.4 Recommendation Four: The Talking Circles guide 

 

Recommendations are also made for the refinement of the guide itself. This 

includes providing information about process and examples of how the Talking Circles 

have been used previously. Refinement could include philosophical underpinnings, 

sample weekly sessions, examples of how to facilitate conversations with children and 

between children to assist educators developing skills about how to co-construct 

conversations with children. 

 

 

5.4 Further research 

Children’s participation in matters that affect them has strong connections to the 

wellbeing of children and this exploratory study has attempted to evaluate a resource in 

which the program theory acts as a first step towards unpacking the complexities around 

hearing children’s perspectives. Future research can confirm and refine the program 

theory by testing the Talking Circles intervention in different contexts, in particular with 

children who have experienced high levels of trauma or who are experiencing challenges 

with their behaviours, specifically, how their experiences may affect trust and their own 

world view. Four key CMOs were identified as a result of this study. Each of those CMOs 

could potentially represent a research project that could be undertaken to refine the 

program theory of the Talking Circles, and then be tested through implementation across 

a wider context. An example of a specific project derived from the CMO could be: 

 

When a facilitator of Talking Circles has been trained to understand 

generative listening, for whom does the mechanism of being listened to improve 

engagement within the Talking Circle? 
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Future research may investigate refinement of the Talking Circle guide at both an 

educational level and at the implementation levels in different settings and contexts. The 

revised program theory can be applied to professional development programs to assist 

facilitators to become competent at listening to children’s voices. However, this particular 

exploratory study did not attempt to determine or draw conclusion from how the key 

mechanisms are interconnected or what their influence may be on each other. Further 

research into this area will help university lecturers and trainers to develop tools with 

which to train and educate those wanting to implement Talking Circles with children. The 

refined and/or rewritten Talking Circles guide will help facilitators to succeed in their use 

of the Talking Circles. 

5.5 Conclusion 

 
The perspectives of the children and educators shared in this small, exploratory 

study are an indication of the passion children have to participate in collaborative 

endeavours and that the educators were willing to take on board a different approach to 

working with children, consistent with a children’s rights approach. The use of particular 

protocols and practices such as the Talking Circles approach to child participation in 

matters that affect them, may create contexts where children’s meaningful engagement 

can be promoted, and where their views and perspectives can be heard and acted upon 

when educators in SAC services can commit to actively listening (Clark, 2005). This has 

the potential for building capacity to be able to honour what children have to say and can 

provide rich meaning to the social engagements in their lives. Nevertheless, caution is 

required with interpreting all study findings. Malewski (2004) states that while this 

‘demonstrates an ethic of care’ it is important ‘not to draw definite and unmoveable 

conclusions (p 220).  

On a personal level, this study gave me an opportunity to further my own 

perspective regarding the ability of children to engage in conversation and openly 



110  

communicate their thoughts about a topic. I was challenged by the contrast in the 

perspectives of the educators. One educator was able to explore the possibilities of 

listening deeply to what children had to say and was able to reflect that indeed children 

were capable and could take responsibility for decision-making. A second educator took a 

more pragmatic viewpoint and followed the process, however did not describe any insights 

into the possibilities of the Talking Circles being a strategy for realising a child’s 

capabilities in making decisions on matters that affect them. Therefore, the initial program 

theory, as articulated by the original designers, could be refined to demonstrate that the 

effects of the Talking Circle in providing a strategy for children’s voices to be heard within 

a child rights paradigm require the active engagement of a facilitator that has been trained 

to understand generative listening skills, is given the time to undertake the process and has 

training in critical reflective practice. 

A critical lens aside, it needs to be well recognised  that power imbalances are 

always going to be a factor that influences any implementation of a child rights approach 

and the role of the adult and their social position will have an effect on outcomes 

accordingly. This also has implications for how the tools used to support a child’s 

participation includes a commitment to understand the social world from the child’s 

perspective with the view that the child is competent, capable and an  effective informant 

of their own experiences. It can be further hypothesised that Talking Circles could be a 

catalyst for a child’s rights approach in school age care programs, as the mechanisms that 

were found through this study were triggers of change (for example, the Talking Circles 

guide, the educators, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989). The 

Talking Circles are able to provide ‘a far more textured understanding (Malewski, 2004, 

p.220) of children’s voices for the adults that deliver SAC services. 

The outcomes from this examination of the use of the Talking Circle guide 

(mechanism) as a tool for listening to the voices of children affirm that building 
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children’s capacity to listen to others and creating a safe space for conversations to occur 

in small groups with skilled educators, will go some way in fulfilling the notion that 

children have the right to express their views freely. Furthermore, these views should be 

listened to and children have the right to freedom of expression through a range of 

methods such as drawing, writing or orally (United Nations Convention on the Rights of 

the Child, 1989). The refined program theory has added further knowledge to the 

underpinning benefits of the use of the Talking Circles in that children’s wellbeing and 

sense of belonging is further supported and sustained. This new knowledge will inform 

the design and delivery of these approaches and hopefully lead to further investigation for 

future research and development. It has provided an opportunity to look beyond the initial 

program theory to the further possibilities that the Talking Circles guide, with some 

review, could contribute to allowing children to participate fully in programs such as 

school age care. As Pawson and Tilley (2004) remind us, everyone has their own truth 

and realist evaluation attempts to put that individual truth to work to allow for change and 

other possibilities to occur. The most memorable moment for me was when the eight- 

year-old child, who had been identified as having developmental delay and a diagnosis of 

ADHD, stated at the very beginning of the process and during my conversation with him 

during the data collection process, that he just ‘wanted to be famous so would participate 

in the study’. During a later conversation he delightedly stated that ‘people listened to 

me’ and his eyes lit up as he talked about what he said and what others had said to him. I 

hope his efforts are recognised and this study is read and contemplated by those who 

work with children to allow more children’s voices to be heard and how powerful it is 

when we hear them. 
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School of Human Services and 

Social Work 

Logan Campus, Griffith 

University 

University Drive, 

Meadowbrook, Queensland, 

4131 Australia 

Telephone +61 (7) 3382 1201 

Web 

https://www.griffith.edu.au 
 

 

 

INFORMATION & CONSENT FORM – CHILD PARTICIPANT 

 

(For the child/young person to complete if parent consent form has been signed) 

 

Mrs Kerry Smith a researcher from Griffith University would like to know from 

you what you think about Talking Circles. 

 

You can talk about your ideas, write, or share your ideas in any other way you 

would like to. Your ideas will then help us to tell people about what children think about 

Talking Circles in Outside School Hours Care and make a list of suggestions and 

guidelines for the people who work in Outside School Hours Care about how to make it 

better for children. 

 

We will be putting these suggestions and guidelines in reports, guides, and articles 

and on the Internet so people all over the world can read about how to use Talking Circles 

to make Outside School Hours Care better for children. 

 

We are asking you to share some of your ideas to help make these suggestions and 

http://www.griffith.edu.au/
http://www.griffith.edu.au/
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guidelines. If you decide to take part I will come and ask you some questions and I will 

record our conversation. I will also be asking you to help me gather information about 

Talking Circles by asking you to tell me a story, write or draw what you like and don’t 

like about Talking Circles. Together we will talk about all the information and decide 

what it means about how Talking Circles might help children be listened too at school age 

care. 

 

Would you like to share your ideas? 

 

Yes  No  

 

Please write your name here:    
 
 

If you say yes and then decide you don’t want to talk or participate any more you 

can say no or stop whenever you like and I will stop asking you. I will not show or talk 

about your individual work with your family, teachers or school unless I am worried about 

your safety or wellbeing because of something you have shared with me. If I am worried I 

will let you know that I am going to talk to someone that can help. 

 

If you would like to share your ideas about other people, I will help you do this by 

talking and choosing a pretend name (pseudonym) for them 

 

When you are finished you can look over what you said and you can tell me if you 

are happy for me to use your ideas. If you have done any writing or drawings, I will ask 

you if I can use this work and then make copies. 

 

Can we take photographs or make copies of your work? 

Yes ☺ No  
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Can we use your ideas to write about what children say for people to read and look 
 

at? 
 
 

Yes  ☺ No  

 

Can we put your work on the Internet for people to read and look at? 

 

Yes ☺ No  

 

When we write about the ideas you have shared with us we won’t use your name. 

 

Do you have a name or word you would like us to use (as a pseudonym) when we talk 

about your work? 

 

Yes ☺ No  

 

Name to be used:    
 
 

If you have any questions about what is written in this letter or anything else, 

please talk to the researcher or your parent/guardian. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

 

 
Mrs Kerry Smith 

 

Child and Family Studies Program 

 

School of Human Services and Social Work. 
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School of Human Services and 

Social Work 

Logan Campus, Griffith 

University 

University Drive, 

Meadowbrook, Queensland, 

4131 Australia 

Telephone +61 (7) 3382 1201 

Web 

https://www.griffith.edu.au 
 

 

 

Consent for Your Child to Participate in a Research Study 

Title of the Project: Evaluating a tool for child participation 

Invitation to Participate in a Research Study 

I invite you to provide permission for your child to be part of a research study 

about evaluating a tool (Talking Circles) for child participation in School Age Care 

services. 

 

Talking Circles are where a small group of children sit with an adult to talk about 

things that matter to them. Children might decide to talk about their families; their school 

experience; their social lives and their ideas about the world. Talking Circles build strong 

relationships with the adults who facilitate the conversations within the circle. 

 

This study will inform my Master of Philosophy thesis and aims to: 

 

1. understand children and educator perspectives on Talking Circles, and 

 

2.  identify the underlying mechanisms that contribute to the Talking Circle 

outcomes as identified by the participants. 

http://www.griffith.edu.au/
http://www.griffith.edu.au/
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Description of Your Child’s Involvement 

 

If you give permission for your child to be part of this study I will ask your child 

to: 

 

• Attend a brief group meeting with other child participants for 15 minutes on the 

purpose of the study 

• Participate in a Talking Circle once per week for 8 weeks while attending School 

Age Care, that will be recorded, using the processes outlined in the “Talking 

Circle” booklet provided to your child’s the Educator by myself. 

• Write or draw their experiences of participating in the Talking Circles 

 

• Participate in a conversation that will be recorded, with me about the Talking 

Circle experience 

• Participate in a group meeting to talk about the outcomes of the research 

Benefits of Participation 

By providing permission for your child to participate in this research you will be 

indirectly assisting in the evaluation of the Talking Circle as a tool that may be helpful in 

building strong relationships with the children who attend School Age Care services and 

go towards building knowledge in the School Age Care sector regarding children’s voices 

being heard. 

 

Risks and Discomforts of Participation 

 

We don’t believe that there are any risks or discomforts from participating in this 

research. 
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Compensation for Participation 

 

Your child will receive a small gift in appreciation of their participation. 

Confidentiality 

I plan to publish the results of this study. I will not include any information that 

would identify your child. Your child’s privacy will be protected and your child’s 

research records will be confidential. 

 

The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and use of your 

child’s identified personal information. The information collected is confidential and 

will not be disclosed to third parties without your consent, except to meet 

government, legal or other regulatory authority requirements. For example, if a de- 

identified copy of this data may be used for other research purposes. However, your 

child’s anonymity will at all times be safeguarded. For further information consult 

the University's Privacy Plan at http://www.griffith.edu.au/privacy-plan or telephone 

(07) 3735 4375. 

 

GU Reference Number: 2016/2017 

Storage and Future Use of Data 

The conversations will be digitally recorded. Digital recordings will be stored on a 

password protected external hard drive and backed up on a password protected external 

hard drive. After being transcribed digital audio recordings of the conversations will be 

deleted. The transcriptions and digital images of the programming documents will be held 

on both password protected external hard drives. All data will be transferred to Griffith 

University Research Storage and kept for five years before being deleted. Your child’s 

name and any other identifying information will be secured and stored separately from 

http://www.griffith.edu.au/privacy-plan
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your research data. Only myself and Dr Jennifer Cartmel (Principal Supervisor), will have 

access to your child’s research files and data. Research data may be shared with other 

investigators but will never contain any information that could identify your child. 

 

 

 
Voluntary Nature of the Study 

 

Participating in this study is completely voluntary. Even if your child decides to 

participate now, based on your permission to do so, you or your child may change your 

mind and stop at any time. Your child does not have to answer a question they do not 

want to answer. Just tell me and I will go to the next question. If you or your child 

decides to withdraw before this study is completed, your child’s data will be destroyed. 

 

Contact Information for the Study Team 

Researcher- Mrs Kerry Smith 

kerry.smith@griffith.edu.au 

Child and Family Studies Program 

Human Services and Social Work 

Griffith University 

Principle Supervisor- Dr Jennifer Cartmel 

j.cartmel@griffith.edu.au 

Child and Family Studies Program 

 

Human Services and Social Work 

mailto:kerry.smith@griffith.edu.au
mailto:j.cartmel@griffith.edu.au


138  

Griffith University 

Contact Information for Questions about Your Rights as a Research Participant 

Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on 

 

Ethical Conduct in Human Research. If you have questions about your rights as a research 

participant, or wish to obtain information, ask questions or discuss any concerns about 

this study with someone other than the researcher, please contact the: 

 

The Manager, Research Ethics on 3735 4375 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au. 

mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au
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Consent 

 

By signing this document, you are agreeing to allow your child to be part of this 

study I will give you a copy of this document for your records. I will keep one copy with 

the study records. Be sure that I have answered any questions you have about the study 

and that you understand what you are being asked to do. You may contact the researcher 

if you think of a question later. 

 

I, the undersigned, confirm that (please tick box as appropriate): 
 

 
1 I have read and understood the information about the project, as 

provided in this Information Sheet dated  . 

 

2 I have been given the opportunity to ask questions about the project and 

my child’s participation. 

 

3 I have voluntarily agreed to give permission for my child 

 

named:   
 

 
 

To participate in the project. 

 

4 I understand I can withdraw my permission at any time without 

giving reasons and that I will not be penalised for withdrawing nor will I be 

questioned on why I have withdrawn my permission for my child to 

participate. 

 

5 The procedures regarding confidentiality have been clearly 

 

explained (e.g. use of names, pseudonyms, anonymisation of data, etc.) to me. 

 



140  

   

6 If applicable, separate terms of consent for interviews, audio, video 

or other forms of data collection have been explained and provided to me. 

 

7 The use of the data in research, publications, sharing and archiving 

has been explained to me. 

 

8 I understand that other researchers will have access to this data only 

if they agree to preserve the confidentiality of the data and if they agree to 

the terms I have specified in this form. 

 

9 I, along with the Researcher, agree to sign and date this informed 

consent form in relation to giving permission for my child (named above) 

to participate in this research. 

 

 

 

 

I,……………………………  

(Name)  

of………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

…………………………………………… 

(Address) 

Hereby consent for my child 

……………………………………………………………………………… 

 

(child’s name) to be a participant of a human research study to be undertaken 

by Mrs Kerry Smith. I understand that the purpose of the research is to contribute to 

the following study: 

 

Evaluating A Tool for Child Participation. 

Parent/Guardian Signature: 



141  

Date: 

 

Researcher: 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Name of Researcher Signature Date 
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Appendix B: Service information and staff consent 

forms 
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School of Human Services and 

Social Work 

Logan Campus, Griffith 

University 

University Drive, 

Meadowbrook, Queensland, 

4131 Australia 

Telephone +61 (7) 3382 1201 

Web 

https://www.griffith.edu.au 
 

 

 

Dear (Name of Service Provider/Organisation) 

 

In conjunction with Kerry Smith we are undertaking a research project about 

using Talking Circles and we wondered if you could be involved. 

 

It would require one of the educators in your service to run a series of 8 Talking 

Circles based on a booklet we can send to you and then we would ask questions about 

how the process was for the children and for the staff. 

 

Talking Circles are where a small group of children sit with an adult to talk about 

things that matter to them. Children might decide to talk about their families; their school 

experience; their social lives and their ideas about the world. Talking Circles build strong 

relationships with the adults who facilitate the conversations within the circle.’ 

 

Here's some information about the project: 

 

The overall aims of this study are to provide insight in two key areas: 

 

1. To understand children and educator perspectives on Talking Circles, and 

http://www.griffith.edu.au/
http://www.griffith.edu.au/
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2. To identify the underlying mechanisms that contribute to the Talking Circle 

outcomes as identified by the participants. 

 

This evaluation of the use of the Talking Circle is required in order to examine the 

potential, use and impact of the Talking Circle as a strategy to increase children’s 

participation 

 

and contribution within SAC services. The findings will provide the SAC sector 

with evidence regarding the potential of the Talking Circle to assist in supporting 

children’s right to be heard, consistent with outcomes intended for the delivery of high- 

quality SAC services. 

 

The key data collection tools to be used include semi-structured interviews, 

artefacts from the SAC services such as samples of programs, conversations undertaken 

during Talking Circles, and researcher field notes. The children will be asked to both talk 

about and draw about their experiences of Talking Circles. This method acknowledges 

the importance of children in the construction and bringing together of information and it 

will accommodate the children’s preferences and different interaction styles 

 

Research team: Dr Jennifer Cartmel (Supervisor) and Kerry Smith, School of 

Human Services and Social Work, Griffith University. 

 

For more information contact j.cartmel@griffith.edu.au 
 
 

Thank you for considering our request. 

 

We now request that you confirm that your organisation has approved access to 

your staff, clients, records and facilities for the purpose of this research. 

 

Name of School Age Service: 

mailto:j.cartmel@griffith.edu.au
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Name of School Age Care Service Director/Manager: 
 

 

 

 

Signature of School Age Care 

 

Director/Manager:   
 
 

Date:   
 
 

Thank for agreeing to participate in the research project’ Evaluating a tool for 

child participation (GU Reference Number 2016/2017). 

 

Educator Informed Consent 
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School of Human Services and 

Social Work Logan Campus, 

Griffith University 

University Drive, 

Meadowbrook, Queensland, 

4131 Australia 

 

Telephone +61 (7) 3382 1201 

 
Web 

https://www.griffith.edu.au 

 

Consent to Participate in a Research Study 

 

Title of the Project: Evaluating a tool for child participation 

Invitation to Participate in a Research Study 

I invite you to be part of a research study about evaluating a tool (Talking Circles) 

for child participation in School Age Care services. 

 

Talking Circles are where a small group of children sit with an adult to talk about 

things that matter to them. Children might decide to talk about their families; their school 

experience; their social lives and their ideas about the world. Talking Circles build strong 

relationships with the adults who facilitate the conversations within the circle.’ 

 

This study will inform my Master of Philosophy thesis and aims to: 

 

1. understand children and educator perspectives on Talking Circles, and 

 

2.  identify the underlying mechanisms that contribute to the Talking Circles 

outcomes as identified by the participants. 

http://www.griffith.edu.au/
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Description of Your Involvement 

 

If you agree to be part of this study I will ask you to: 

 

• Attend a briefing session for 15 minutes on the purpose of the study 

 

• Complete a questionnaire which provides basic information on your service (15 

minutes) 

• Attend another briefing session for instruction on the protocols for the project (30 

minutes) 

• Conduct a Talking Circle once per week for 8 weeks that you will record using the 

processes outlined in the “Talking Circles” booklet provided by myself. (Each 

session will run for approximately 45 minutes). 

• Participate in a semi-structured conversation which will be recorded for up to 45 

minutes 

• Attend a final meeting with me to review the outcomes of the research (30 minutes). 

 

• It is envisaged that the total time of your involvement would be between 8-10 hours 

over a period of 3 months. 

 

Data Collection Tools 

 

A number of artefacts will be collected to assist in evaluating the Talking Circles as a 

tool for child participation. These will include samples of programs, conversations 

undertaken during Talking Circles, and researcher field notes. 

 

Benefits of Participation 

 

You may directly benefit from being in this study because you will be assisting in the 

evaluation of a tool that may be helpful in building strong relationships with the children 

you work with and your responses will go towards building knowledge in the School Age 
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Care sector regarding children’s voices being heard. 

 

Risks and Discomforts of Participation 

 

There are no foreseeable risks associated with participation in this research. 

Compensation for Participation 

For your participation in this research project, you will receive a $30.00 gift voucher. 

Confidentiality 

I plan to publish the results of this study. I will not include any information that 

would identify you. Your privacy will be protected and your research records will be 

confidential. 

 

The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and use of your 

 

identified personal information. The information collected is confidential and 

will not be disclosed to third parties without your consent, except to meet government, 

legal or other regulatory authority requirements. For example, if a de-identified copy of 

this data may be used for other research purposes. However, your anonymity will at all 

times be safeguarded. For further information consult the University's Privacy Plan at 

http://www.griffith.edu.au/privacy-plan or telephone (07) 3735 4375. 

 

Storage and Future Use of Data 

 

The semi-structured interviews will be digitally recorded. Digital recordings will be 

stored on a password protected external hard drive and backed up on a password protected 

external hard drive. After being transcribed digital audio recordings of the interviews will be 

deleted. The transcriptions and digital images of the programming documents will be held 

http://www.griffith.edu.au/privacy-plan
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on both password protected external hard drives. All data will be transferred to Griffith 

University Research Storage and kept for five years before being deleted. Your name and 

any other identifying information will be secured and stored separately from your research 

data. Only myself and Dr Jennifer Cartmel (Supervisor), will have access to your research 

files and data. Research data may be shared with other investigators but will never contain 

any information that could identify you. 

 

A plain language summary of the results of this research will be provided via an 

email request to Kerry Smith at: kerry.smith@griffith.edu.au 

 

Voluntary Nature of the Study 

 

Participating in this study is completely voluntary. Even if you decide to participate 

now, you may change your mind and stop at any time. You do not have to answer a question 

you do not want to answer. Just tell me and I will go to the next question. If you decide to 

withdraw before this study is completed, your data will be destroyed. 

 

 

 
Contact Information for the Study Team 

Researcher- Mrs Kerry Smith 

kerry.smith@griffith.edu.au 

Child and Family Studies Program 

Human Services and Social Work 

Griffith University 

Principle Supervisor- Dr Jennifer Cartmel 

mailto:kerry.smith@griffith.edu.au
mailto:kerry.smith@griffith.edu.au
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j.c artmel@griffith.edu.au 

 

Child and Family Studies Program 

Human Services and Social Work 

Griffith University 

Contact Information for Questions about Your Rights as a Research Participant 

 

Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on 

Ethical Conduct in Human Research. If you have questions about your rights as a research 

participant, or wish to obtain information, ask questions or discuss any concerns about this 

study with someone other than the researcher, please contact the: 

 

The Manager, Human Research Ethics on 3735 4375 or research- 
 

ethics@griffith.edu.au and quote Reference Number: 2017/2016 

mailto:j.cartmel@griffith.edu.au
mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au
mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au
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By signing this document, you are agreeing to be in the study. I will give you a copy 

of this document for your records. I will keep one copy with the study records. Be sure that I 

have answered any questions you have about the study and that you understand what you are 

being asked to do. You may contact the researcher if you think of a question later. 

 

I, the undersigned, confirm that (please tick box as appropriate): 
 

 

1. I have read and understood the information about the project, as 

provided in this Information Sheet dated  . 

 

2. I have been given the opportunity to ask questions about the 

project and my participation. 

 

3. I voluntarily agree to participate in the project.  

4. I understand I can withdraw at any time without giving reasons 

and that I will not be penalised for withdrawing nor will I be questioned 

on why I have withdrawn. 

 

5. The procedures regarding confidentiality have been clearly 

explained (e.g. use of names, pseudonyms, anonymisation of data, etc.) 

to me. 

 

6. If applicable, separate terms of consent for interviews, audio, 

video or other forms of data collection have been explained and 

provided to me. 

 

7. The use of the data in research, publications, sharing and 

archiving has been explained to me. 
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8. I understand that other researchers will have access to this data 

only if they agree to preserve the confidentiality of the data and if they 

agree to the terms I have specified in this form. 

 

9. I, along with the Researcher, agree to sign and date this 

informed consent form. 

 

 

 

 

Participant:     
 
 

Name of Participant 

Signature 

Date 

 

Researcher:    
 
 

Name of Researcher 

 

Signature 

Date 
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Appendix C: Questions for semi-structured interview 
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Questions for Semi-Structured Interviews 

OPENING 

Thank you for conducting this research with me. I have some questions I would like 

to ask you and as you know we are recording our conversation. I can stop recording 

whenever you say to. The purpose of the research is to understand what happens in the 

Talking Circles. I am hoping our conversation will be a genuine exploration of the topic 

meaning there are no right or wrong answers. Do you have any questions before we begin? 

 

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 

• What happens when you have a Talking Circle? 

 

• What do you do during a Talking Circle? 

 

• How do you feel about joining in a Talking Circle? 

 

• Why do you feel like that? 

 

• Is it OK to feel that way? 

 

• What is it that you like or don’t like about Talking Circles? 

 

• What happens at JPC after you have a Talking Circle? 

 

• Do you think that all After School Care Programs should have Talking 

Circles? 

• If so why? If not, why not? 

 

CLOSING 
 

Thank you for sharing your story with me today. Once the conversation has been 

transcribed and written up I will return to have you read your story to ensure its validity and 

make changes where you see fit. 



154  

 

Appendix D: Sample of data analysis 
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The first wave of analysis took place over a day’s workshop that included having the 

two authors of the Talking Circles Guide and one of my associate supervisors as part of the 

‘team’ to assist with the coding and configurations. I gave an overview of the coding process 

using CMO as the base line to begin the analysis. 
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Appendix E: Artefacts from Talking Circles 
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The children were engaged in an activity from the Talking Circle Guide for Session 

4: ‘Listening to ourselves and to others’, that asked the question: 

• What makes a person a special friend? 
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Appendix F: Sample of coding of interview responses 
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Appendix G: Conversation with Talking Circles guide 

authors 
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How the Talking Circles began: A summary of a conversation with 

the authors Dr Jennifer Cartmel and Dr Marilyn Casley. 

Talking Circles (Cartmel & Casley, 2010) was based on a guided conversation process that 

was mindful of the socio-cultural developmental characteristics of children. These circles 

helped our undergraduate university students to ‘get to know’ children better by using a 

conversational process. Each semester, the students were allocated to childcare services for 

work-based learning in field education. In these settings, they undertook the guided 

conversations that became known as Talking Circles with children aged between five and 

12 years. To assist the students to implement these circles we developed a Talking Circles 

guide let that contains a series of conversations and guidelines that we hoped would assist 

both the students and the children further develop their relationships and build leadership 

and resilience in children. 

Each university student was the designated educator of the Talking Circles conversations, 

which encouraged children to learn to look within themselves to see their inherent 

capabilities and discuss their everyday experiences. Our research had led us to 

believe that children learn to organise their world-views through interaction with 

others (Ulvik, 2014; van Nijnatten, 2013). These views are supported through the 

development of trusting relationships between adults and children. The voices of 

children are heard in the exchange of thoughts and children are given the capacity 

to present and negotiate their identities. Consequently, in the conversations, it was 

intended that children were able to develop a sense of agency and take an active 

role in what happened to them and the decisions made for them. The process i.e. 

the 8 conversations or sessions were designed to help children develop 

perspectives about their past and present, and to be able to project themselves into 

the future. We intended that the process would encourage individual children to 
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hear from others (being other children and adults) so that barriers between them 

dissolved. Our purpose for this was for the children to consider and understand 

new perspectives, enabling them to make connections between each other based on 

their ideas and their capabilities. We hoped that this increased self-awareness 

might lead to the children making positive changes in their circumstances and to 

enhance their feeling of well-being. Another purpose was for them to have 

opportunities through the Talking Circles to think about their role in family 

matters, and even their local community, which could include their school 

community. 

 

hear from others (being other children and adults) so that barriers between them 

dissolved. Our purpose for this was for the children to consider and understand 

new perspectives, enabling them to make connections between each other based on 

their ideas and their capabilities. We hoped that this increased self-awareness 

might lead to the children making positive changes in their circumstances and to 

enhance their feeling of well-being. Another purpose was for them to have 

opportunities through the Talking Circles to think about their role in family 

matters, and even their local community, which could include their school 

community. 
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Appendix H: Transcription of interview with coordinator 

(Site Two) 



164  

Phone Conversation –Semi-Structured Interview 

Length: 30 minutes 

Facilitator: 1 

 

Interviewee 1 

 

Date: 22 November 2017 

 

Time: 1.30 pm 

 

F: Thank you L for speaking with me today. 

L: That’s Ok 

F: This interview aims to assist with the evaluation of the Talking Circle tool. The 

interview will take around 30 minutes and consists of semi-structured questions. I’ll take 

note during the interview. 

 

Please remember your participation is voluntary and you can withdraw from the 

study at any time. Your information will be de-identified and remain confidential. Are you 

still happy to participate in this interview? 

 

L: Yes I’m happy to be interviewed. 

F: Thank you. 

Q1. L you emailed me to let me know that you weren’t able to proceed with the 

Talking Circles. This interview today is for me to find out the reasons why you aren’t able to 

go ahead. 
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L: We did a couple of sessions and the Talking Circle was a safe place to come 

together(M) and a chance for the kids to be able to talk(M) and we heard a lot of things 

about culture and language. (O) 

 

Q2. If the session that you had was a positive experience can you tell me a little 

about why you stopped them? 

 

L: Well, because I’m the coordinator I have to supervise the staff(C) and I found it 

really challenging to run the circle while other issues were coming up. (M) 

 

Q3. Ok – sounds a bit daunting. Can you tell me about some of the barriers to 

running the circle? 

 

L: I would have a plan about when I could have the kids come to the circle(C) and 

then each time something happened, like it rained( M) so we had to go inside(C) and it was 

too noisy and a bit chaotic (C) so the kids didn’t want to talk.(O) Another incident was a 

staff member would ring in sick and I’d have to take their place.(M) That meant because if I 

sat with say 8 of the children I was not able to supervise so the 8 kids were not counted in 

the ratio as it’s 1:15 under the regulations (M) so the Talking Circle wasn’t able to be 

counted as part of the program. (O). 

 

Q4. How did this make you feel? How did the children feel? 

 

I was very disappointed and also frustrated (M) about the missed opportunity (O) as I 

could see that it would have been beneficial for the kids to be able to talk about issues (C). 

The kids told me that they were sad that they couldn’t have the Talking Circles(O) and those 

that had been away on a day we had the circle were upset about missing out. (O) 

Q5. Even though you only had a few sessions of the Talking Circles could you see 

any potential or immediate benefits? 
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Actually, when I reflected on what happened I could see that the kids, even after only 

a few sessions (M) were building respect for each other and trust for each other (O). They all 

listened quietly (C) to what the speaker was saying and then added their opinion (O). I 

listened (M) as well and became more aware (O) of what was happening with this particular 

child that I hadn’t noticed before. On one of the afternoons one of the boys started talking 

about not being included in a group that he would have liked to be friends with. The others 

in the group gave him some suggestions about what to do (M) and I noticed over the next 

few afternoons he tried out what others had suggested, (O) like actually telling the group he 

would like to play with them. The group accepted his friendship and this boy seems a lot 

more settled. (O) There were other things like the kids gave some suggestions about what 

they liked and didn’t like in the program (C) and I will take this to the next staff meeting and 

discuss this with the staff and we might make some changes. (O) I guess that’s about all. 

 

F: Thank you L, that was very helpful and will add to the data I’m collecting for the 

evaluation. 

 

Interview completed at 2.05 pm. 
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Appendix I: Session 7 from Talking Circles guide 
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Appendix J: Peer Reviewed Conference Presentations 

 

 
The following peer reviewed presentations were 

undertaken while enrolled in this Master of 

Philosophy. 
 

1. Smith, K., Cartmel, J & Casley, M. (2017). 

Gathering the voices of children: research 

practices and possibilities. World Education 

Research Association, International Research 

network- Extended Education. Research 

Conference. University of Bamberg, Germany. 
 

2. Smith, K. & Cartmel, J. (2017). Realistic 

Evaluation of Talking Circles. International 

Journal of Playwork Practice: Research 

Symposium. Education University of Hong 

Kong. 
 

3. Smith, K. (2019). Realistic Evaluation- 

Examining Talking Circles in School Age Child 

Care. Australasian Journal of Early Childhood: 

Research Symposium. Australian Catholic 

University, Melbourne, Australia. 


