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We would like to dedicate this publication 
and the work carried out in this project to 
all the children we met during this beautiful 
time, most especially to the child-members 
of the Children’s Council, the Young Persons’ 
Council, the Consultation Groups and the 
National Eurochild Forum. We are truly 
honoured to work with you, to dream with 
you, and to share our passion. You are our 
inspiration. 
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The wellbeing of children and young people is central 
to so much of the work that is carried out by the 
President’s Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society. 

When I launched the Foundation five years ago, the 
Children’s Hub began its groundbreaking work here 
in Malta to create safe spaces where children and 
young people could be empowered and treated with 
respect.

We believe it is essential for us to listen to what 
children have to say.  This is not only because involving 
children in our discussions is beneficial, but most 
importantly, because such participation is their right. 

For this reason, children and young people must be 
acknowledged as essential contributors in our society, 
with the ability to make valuable contributions.

Children and young people are the experts when it 
comes to their own experiences, and for this reason, 
my Foundation coordinates various initiatives to 
highlight their concerns and aspirations.

The ‘You Matter No Matter What’ consultation is 
one example of the work being done to promote 
child participation and child wellbeing. 

During this initiative, the team of the Children’s Hub 
met with thousands of children from various schools 
in Malta and Gozo.  Their aim was to promote 
a deeper understanding of the United Nations 
Convention of the Rights of the Child, and to give 
children the opportunity to share how effectively, or 
not, they are being heard in today’s society. 

The key question asked to the children during this 
project was “What makes you feel heard and what 
stops you from being heard?”

I hope that the findings presented in this publication 
will inspire others to undertake similar initiatives 
and to work harder to create opportunities for child 
participation and the promotion of children’s rights. 

As adults, it is our responsibility to include children 
in our discussions and to provide them with the 
necessary support that they need to participate. By 
creating child-friendly processes which empower our 
children, we are ensuring that children continue to 
remain involved and engaged. 

1. FOREWORD BY HER EXCELLENCY 
 MARIE-LOUISE COLEIRO PRECA, 

 PRESIDENT OF MALTA
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The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 
Child, which is one of the most widely signed human 
rights document in the world, should be a guide for 
our authorities and institutions, to ensure that the 
rights of all children are respected and enforced.

Let us celebrate the 30th anniversary of the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child by promoting 
and prioritising the voices of our children, to 
effectively safeguard the dignity of each and every 
child. 
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The President’s Foundation for the Wellbeing of 
Society seeks to actively listen to the ideas and 
opinions of people themselves. Listening to people 
is fundamental for the Foundation as through this 
process, we can identify what gives people wellbeing 
and what hinders it. Listening to children’s opinions 
has always been important for the Foundation. 
Without the input of children, the Foundation would 
only produce research and findings based on adults’ 
opinions, and we firmly believe children’s opinions 
count.

Over the past four years, the Foundation, through 
its Children’s Hub, met with about 10,000 children. 
We also set up the Children and Young Persons’ 
Councils and four consultation groups, through which 
children are regularly consulted on various topics. 
The Hub works hard to promote children’s rights 
and wellbeing, and strives to give children the voice 
which is theirs by right.  We feel that our approach 
towards child participation makes the Foundation’s 
work extra special.  As a Foundation we also work 
with other child rights organisations both locally and 
abroad, and count Eurochild as one of our invaluable 
collaborators. 

When the Foundation was approached to lead one of 
the National Eurochild Forums, a pilot project launched 
last year, the Hub consulted with the Children and 
Young Persons’ Councils who thought up the ‘You 
Matter No Matter What’ project that was launched.  
Through this project, the Foundation focused on 
Article 12 of the United Nation Convention of the 
Rights of the Child that states that children have the 
right to be heard and for their opinions to be taken 

seriously. A national consultation was carried out 
with children from schools all around Malta, where 
they were asked to share their opinions on what 
would make a child feel heard and what stops them 
from being heard. Outlined in this document are 
the outcomes from this consultation, including data 
analysed by children themselves. 

There is still a long way to go before we can consider 
the participation of children as part of any standard 
process.  We hope that our experience inspires more 
organisations and entities to consider the opinions 
of children to be as valuable as those of adults. We 
believe that through child-adult collaboration, our 
whole society can benefit and so we should continue 
to work hard to put children’s rights and wellbeing 
high on the national and community agenda.

2. FOREWORD BY DR RUTH FARRUGIA, 
 DIRECTOR GENERAL OF THE PRESIDENT’S 

 FOUNDATION FOR THE WELLBEING OF SOCIETY
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This consultation process would not have been 
possible without the hard work of the Children’s Hub 
Team, the school authorities and teachers for their 
openness in allowing the students to participate, and 

the children who shared with us their thoughts and 
opinions about this subject. We hope you find it as 
interesting and informative as the process itself.
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3. FOREWORD BY JANA HAINSWORTH, 
 SECRETARY GENERAL OF EUROCHILD

Eurochild advocates for children’s rights and well-
being to be at the heart of European, national and 
local policy-making. Eurochild is passionate about 
achieving positive change in the lives of children.  The 
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child provides 
the frame for all our work. 

We recognize that children and young people 
themselves need to be actively involved in shaping the 
change, and that adults can learn from their insights 
and experience. That is why child participation is at 
the heart of Eurochild’s work.

Eurochild’s work on child and youth participation 
is both a means to an end, and an end in itself. In 
this sense, we are very pleased that our member 
organization, the President’s Foundation for the 
Wellbeing of Society, has set up one of the first 
National Eurochild Forums, which has reached out 
to school children across Malta. 

We believe it is important that we gather the ideas 
and opinions from children at a local level in order  
to make create a link between issues of local/national 
relevance and European debates and policies. The ‘You 
Matter No Matter What’ project has clearly shown 
this link: children from across Malta have been able 
to share their opinions on their right to participate in 
decisions that affect them; opinions which have then 
been presented at the European Parliament and have 
been taken to the United Nations General Day of 
Discussion on Children as Human Rights Defenders. 

The reflections of the children on their right to 
be heard and listened to,  presented in this report, 
clearly reflect the 9 child participation requirements 
based on Article 12 of the UN Convention on the 

Rights of the Child. These 9 requirements stipulate 
that child participation should be transparent and 
informative; voluntary; relevant; facilitated with child-
friendly environments and working methods; inclusive; 
supported by training; safe and sensitive to risk; and 
accountable. To ensure meaningful participation, 
children need to be listened to and their views must 
be given serious consideration.

At the end of October 2018, Eurochild’s conference 
on children’s participation in public decision-
making was held in Croatia. It involved over 300 
participants, 100 of which were children below the 
age of 18. The outcomes of this conference are in 
line with what the Maltese children have asked for. It 
is recommended that every government in Europe 
makes teaching about children’s rights to participate 
a mandatory part of the curriculum in every school. 
Every government in Europe should also implement 
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an inclusive participation strategy for all children 
that obliges local, regional and national decision-
makers to take children’s views into account.  And 
lastly, governments in Europe should be obliged to 
provide evidence of the impact of children in setting 

the agenda, influencing decisions and following these 
through.  This means a change in the burden of proof. 
Governments have to give evidence in case they do 
not involve children in decision-making processes.
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In 2014, when the President of Malta took office, she 
shared her vision to create a safe space for children 
to exercise their voice, be empowered, have fun, relax 
and receive informal education.  A safe and respectful 
space, which enables them to be effective and active 
citizens in today’s world, also contributes towards a 
better future. 

The first step to bring us closer to this vision was 
the setting up of the President’s Foundation for the 
Wellbeing of Society. Soon after, the Children’s Hub 
came into being. From its initial stage, the Children’s 
Hub was supported and encouraged to design 
meaningful activities that put child participation into 
practice. 

‘Child participation’ is term we are very familiar with. 
It is a term that is widely used, but very few people 
actually implement this important right, one of the 
fundamental children’s rights.  Amongst the first safe 
spaces created on a national or regional platform, 
one finds the President’s Secret Garden, and the 
Children’s Council and Young Persons’ Council. 

The children’s positive reactions are what motivates 
all of those who work in the Children’s Hub. Children 
have dreams and ideas. Those who participated in 
our first activities proved that when they are active 
participants, engaged in the process, they rise to the 
occasion and even more, they flourish. The children 
felt empowered knowing that their views were taken 
into account.

Participation on this level enabled the children 
to explore constructive ways of sharing their 
own aspirations, concerns and capabilities. These 

measures proved to be a success, so much so that 
the 2016 edition of the President’s Secret Garden 
was designed by the children’s own contributions, as 
leaders and creative collaborators of a number of the 
activities. 

In 2018, Eurochild chose Malta, along with Bulgaria 
and Estonia, to work on a pilot project and form a 
National Platform for children living on the islands. 
Children were invited, applications were filled, and the 
National Eurochild Forum (NEF) started operating. 
‘You Matter No Matter What’ is the first activity to 
mark the 1st year of the NEF in Malta.  

Child-members of the NEFs know they have a voice 
and use it both nationally and on a global level. The 
little voice that flourished in the President’s Secret 
Garden is now the voice of good practice. Their 
voices have given the concepts of wellbeing and 

4. A MESSAGE FROM THE PRESIDENT’S FOUNDATION 
 FOR THE WELLBEING OF SOCIETY 

 - CHILDREN’S HUB TEAM
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child participation a totally different meaning; a new 
and profound meaning, which we, as the President’s 
Foundation, are privileged to share.

‘You Matter No Matter What’ was designed to give 
children residing in Malta and Gozo a voice. The 
project focused on an outreach programme with one 
specific question: what makes children feel heard and 
what stops children from being heard? 

The sessions brought us in touch with thousands 
of children from schools all over Malta and Gozo.  
The children participated. They spoke. They shared 
their insight, loud and clear, and shared the things 
that make them feel heard.  What they shared is an 
eye-opener and a contribution to future research, to 
further understand our children. 

Children need constant support from the adults 
around them. They need reassurance and a healthy 
lifestyle. They know the importance of family.  They 
need to feel trusted and allowed to speak.  They 
are aware that participation is a key factor to their 
wellbeing, and they believe that education gives 
the child the language they need. They understand 
that communication skills must be acquired before 
the voice can be exercised effectively, skills of 
communication must come first. 

Children highlighted the fact that the education 
system in its current form is contributing to a lot of 
stress in children.  They need adults who are patient, 
create a sense of peace and promote harmony. They 
want to feel a sense of belonging to their communities, 
religious traditions, schools, villages and homes. 

We encourage our readers to explore the content of 
this publication and to become part of this beautiful 
process that the children themselves have started. 
The process will continue to evolve and transform 
every time someone decides to listen to these little 
individuals and their big, strong voices.

As the Children’s Hub Team, we would like to thank 
Her Excellency Marie-Louise Coleiro Preca, President 
of Malta, for her constant support. We are privileged 
to have worked alongside Dr Ruth Farrugia, with her 
inspiring energy, and our colleagues at the President’s 
Foundation. We must also thank all the people we 
have worked with nationally and internationally, and 
our great colleagues at Eurochild.

Together, we are a group of people who share the 
same vision, who feel the same passion, and who 
speak the same language of Child Participation and 
Children’s Rights.
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The President’s Foundation for the Wellbeing of 
Society (PFWS) believes that children and young 
people should be able to enjoy the right to be heard 
and be taken seriously as individuals. Children can 
form and express their opinions from an early age. 
They have vibrant and energetic attitudes towards 
life which often produce brilliant ideas. Their ideas 
need to be listened to along with those of adults. Her 
Excellency Marie-Louise Coleiro Preca, President 
of Malta, gave her full support and encouraged her 
foundation to design a safe space for children and give 
a tangible meaning to the term ‘child participation’. 
Such a term is widely used. However, this fundamental 
children’s right is not often implemented. 

Child participation is one of the core principles of 
the United Nations Convention on the Rights of 
the Child (UNCRC), which asserts that children and 
young people have the right to freely express their 
views, and that there is an obligation to listen to 
children’s views and to facilitate their participation in 
all matters affecting them within the family, schools, 
local communities, public services, institutions, 
government policy and judicial procedures, amongst 
others.1 Although much progress has been made, 
the right to be heard for some children remains 
unrealised. 

Children and young people are one of the main 
priority areas for the President’s Foundation for 
the Wellbeing of Society. The Children’s Hub, one 
of the very first branches that was set up within 
the Foundation,  focuses on creating a safe,  non-

judgmental space for children and young people. Since 
the Foundation was launched in 2014, the Children’s 
Hub met with over 10,000 children through various 
activities and initiatives.  There are also around 90 
children who form part of the Children and Young 
Persons’ Councils and the Consultation Groups 
who meet on a regular basis.  These children are also 
given opportunities to participate in conferences and 
public lectures, amongst other activities, both locally 
and abroad. Children are consulted about various 
topics through the Foundation’s Children and Young 
Persons’ Councils and the Children’s Consultation 
Groups. The Children’s Hub within the President’s 
Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society works 
mostly with children and for children.

One of the research entities within the Foundation 
is also dedicated to children. The National Institute 
for Childhood (NIC) aims to promote children’s 
wellbeing through research, consultation with relevant 
stakeholders and active participation in debates on 
matters concerning children and their relationships. 
In so doing, the research entity endeavours to create 
spaces in which children’s voices may be represented, 
or otherwise have their diverse voices acknowledged.

As an organisation, the Foundation strives to give 
children a voice, the voice which is theirs by right. 
The Foundation believes that through participation, 
children acquire skills and gain confidence.  The right 
to express views and have them taken seriously is a 
very powerful tool. 2

1 https://www.unicef.org.uk/what-we-do/un-convention-child-rights 2 https://www.unicef.org/rightsite/files/uncrcchilldfriendlylanguage.pdf 
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5.1  THE CHILDREN’S HUB

The Children’s Hub within the President’s Foundation 
for the Wellbeing of Society is crucial to the 
implementation of the child participation process. It 
creates a safe space, encouraging and enabling children 
to have a voice, and at the same time, helps adults 
understand children’s issues through the children’s 
eyes. Through the setting up of the Children’s 
Council and Young Persons’ Councils, the President’s 
Foundation effectively puts child participation into 
practice. 

The young members of the councils are supported 
to form and express their own ideas, opinions and 
thoughts. Children feel empowered knowing that 
their views are taken into account. This process 
of putting child participation into action allows 
children to learn constructive ways of sharing their 
own visions, dreams, concerns and capabilities. 
The members of the Children’s Council and Young 
Persons’ Council continuously prove that when the 
proper, safe environment is created, they are better 
equipped to engage with their peers, families and 
communities. 

Child participation is an issue that has featured as a 
priority in many different areas related to children. It 
is a subject widely discussed and spoken about, and 
many attempts have been made to “use” and include 
child participation in events.  We have seen the rise of 
the idea of child participation in published literature, 
on the media, especially in the language used amongst 
adults, with a special focus amongst adults in “power”.

The Children’s Hub is committed to promoting 
authentic child participation and to shun tokenistic 
initiatives that undermine the right. 

5.2 WHY IS CHILD PARTICIPATION 
IMPORTANT?

In recent years, child participation has gained ground. 
Today, the importance of listening to children and 
young people is recognised as fundamental to their 
development as active members of society. 

The methodology adopted by the President’s 
Foundation is equally rooted in the UN Convention 
on the Rights of the Child, with particular focus on 
the right of the child to participate and the right of 
the child to play. It is also motivated by principles 
drawn from peace education, maintaining a non-
coercive orientation towards all interactions and a 
healthy respect of differences, which seek to enhance 
cooperation and shared experiences. 

Child participation helps children understand they 
have a voice, the voice as guaranteed to children by 
the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.  Their 
commitment aims at encouraging other children 
to be active contributors to the community life of 
children. Every child should grow up safely, happily 
and healthily. The child-members of the councils and 
the members of the Children’s Hub work together 
as a team to create opportunities for children and 
young people to share ideas on a national as well as 
an international level.
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 ‘YOU MATTER 
NO MATTER WHAT’ 

–
 THE METHODOLOGY

6
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6.1  THE INITIATIVE

The President’s Foundation for the Wellbeing of 
Society is always searching and striving to include 
initiatives to consult with children and listen to 
their views and ideas. During the past years, the 
Foundation has worked closely with many different 
international organisations, including Eurochild. 
Eurochild is a network of organisations that 
advocate for children’s rights and wellbeing to be 
at the heart of policy-making. Striving for a society 
that respects the rights of children, it influences 
policies, builds internal capacities, facilitates mutual 
learning, and exchanges practice and research.  The 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 
Child is the foundation of all its work. Eurochild is 
based in Brussels. The President’s Foundation for the 
Wellbeing of Society has been an active member of 
Eurochild since January 2015.

The Eurochild Children’s Council (ECC)

In 2017, Eurochild launched a new branch within 
their organisation – The Eurochild Children’s Council 
(ECC). The ECC is made up of 11 individuals aged 
between 10 and 17 years coming from various 
countries around Europe. All members have been 
endorsed by a member organisation of Eurochild.  
The President’s Foundation endorsed a 14 year old-
girl to be part of the ECC.  The Eurochild Children’s 
Council, together with the Child Participation 
Reference Group (CPRG), aim at working 
towards mainstreaming children’s voices through all 
of Eurochild’s work, with a focus on events, advocacy 
and strategy planning.   

The National Eurochild Forums (NEFs)

As part of Eurochild’s Child Participation Strategy, 
Eurochild has also set up three National Eurochild 
Forums (NEFs). In 2017, these were piloted in 
three countries: Bulgaria, led by National Network 
for Children (NNC); Estonia, led by Estonian Union 
for Child Welfare; and Malta, led by The President’s 
Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society.

As soon as the Foundation was approached to set up 
the NEF,  an open call was circulated amongst children 
aged 12-18 years. Once the group was formed, 
regular meetings were scheduled. The children who 
undertook this commitment are passionate about the 
voice of the child and the importance of empowering 
children to speak. The first activity designed by the 
children-members of the NEF, aimed at reaching 
children through a National Consultation. The main 
focus was on finding what makes children feel heard 
and what stops them from being heard, keeping in 
mind Article 12 of the UNCRC.3 

It was agreed that the National Consultation would 
focus on school children through an open invitation 
to all schools in Malta and Gozo.  The child-members 
of the PFWS Councils came up with the title ‘You 
Matter No Matter What’ because to them,  all 
children in the world matter no matter their race,  
gender,  age,  status,  sexuality or religious beliefs. 
A proposal was sent to Eurochild, the project was 
discussed further and the activity was approved.

3 Article 12 (Respect for the views of the child): When adults are 
making decisions that affect children, children have the right to say 
what they think should happen and have their opinions taken into 
account. 
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This initiative was aimed at instilling a deeper 
understanding of the United Nations Convention of 
the Rights of the Child (CRC). The objective of this 
activity was to give children the opportunity to share 
how effectively they are being heard in today’s society.  
The key question asked to the children during this 
project was “What makes you feel heard and 
what stops you from being heard?” The data 
from this consultation shall feed into Eurochild’s 
Child Participation Strategy for the identification of  
appropriate measures to increase the participation 
of children and young people on both a national and 
European level. 

6.2  THE LAUNCH

The activity was launched on the 16th November 
2017, and marked the Anniversary of the UN 
Convention of the Rights of the Child.  An email 
invitation was sent to all schools in Malta and Gozo 
through the Ministry for Education and Employment. 
The launch commenced with a very interesting video 
on children’s rights, followed by a very heightened 
discussion with the children, the participating 
audience. The discussion was supported by the 
core team members of the Children’s Hub under 
the guidance of Dr Ruth Farrugia, who shared her 
passion and knowledge on the UNCRC in a child-
friendly version.  The children responded with very 
interesting questions and shared their experiences 
and understanding of the UNCRC in their individual 
context. 

Each school was later provided with a resource 
pack that included two t-shirts, a set of acrylic paints 
and informative material about children’s rights. 
The children were asked to return to their school 
and discuss with their classmates and schoolmates 
about the main theme, including what makes them 
feel heard and what stops them from being heard. 
Students were asked to design the t-shirts according 
to the outcomes of these discussions and then 
present the designed t-shirts on the second part 

of the activity. Schools were encouraged to allow 
as many children as possible to participate. 31 
educational institutions, including state, private and 
church schools, participated in this first activity.

Since the Foundation aimed at including the views 
of as many children as possible and at ascertaining 
the active participation of most schools in Malta, it 
was decided to reach out to schools that were not 
present during the launch at San Anton Palace. The 
Children’s Hub Team held meetings with College 
Principals during their meetings to encourage more 
schools to participate in this project. 

6.3  MEETINGS IN SCHOOLS

The Children’s Hub Team organised visits in various 
schools around Malta. During these visits, the team 
met with large groups of children and their educators. 
During most school visits, the groups were so large 
that the activity was held in the school hall. The 
school visit always followed the same programme: a 
video and a presentation about the UNCRC followed 
by a stimulating discussion with the participating 
audience. Something worth mentioning is the fact 
that during the discussion about children’s rights, the 
participating audience included the children present 
as well as their educators. During the discussion, the 
children focused more on the importance of knowing 
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their rights, whilst the general comments from the 
educators focused on “teaching children their rights 
with an emphasis on the responsibilities”.  

Schools were given the freedom to work on 
this initiative in the way they deemed fit for their 
particular schools. We had schools where a couple 
of classes were joined to work on this project and 
other schools who involved all the students in their 
school.

The second part of the activity was held on the 11th 
December 2017 at San Anton Palace, where children  
presented the t-shirts designed by their schools. 
Since some of the schools could not be represented 
during this presentation, a third session was held on 
the 1st March 2018 in order to give the children the 
opportunity to present their t-shirts and share the 
outcomes. 

42 schools across Malta, involving an estimate of 
2,400 children, took part in this initiative, resulting 
in the creation of 80 t-shirts containing messages 
from the children on what makes them feel heard 
and what stops them from being heard. 

During the outreach programme, we met children 
whose passion and enthusiasm for the subject stood 
out. During and after this project, a number of the 
participating children approached the Foundation 
showing interest in committing to projects similar 
to the ‘You Matter No Matter What’ project under 
the Children’s Council. Today, these children are 
active members of the children councils within the 
Foundation.

6.4  THE EXHIBITION 

When all the t-shirts designed with the children’s 
messages were collected, the data collection phase 
was initiated. All the t-shirts were thoroughly 
documented in detail in the creation of a document 
together with photos. The data was transferred to a 

database that was specifically created for the project. 

After the documentation phase, the Foundation, in 
collaboration with Eurochild, focused on getting the 
children’s message to a wider audience through an 
exhibition. 

The primary audience this exhibition needed to reach 
was policy-makers. Therefore, the idea was to go to 
the central political hub in Europe; the European 
Parliament in Brussels. 

The exhibition was fully supported by the European 
Parliament Intergroup on Children’s Rights.  Dr 
Caterina Chinnici, Member of the European 
Parliament and co-chair of the Intergroup, launched 
and hosted the exhibition. The exhibition was 
launched on the 26th June 2018.

The exhibition stand included 30 t-shirts chosen 
by the child-members of the Council, and posters 
including narratives and photos of close-ups of the 
t-shirts. 

Two members of the PFWS Children’s Council 
travelled to Brussels for the launch of the exhibition.  
Their speeches of welcome to those present turned 
into a beautiful explanation of the process they went 
through from the creation to the exhibition phase 
of ‘You Matter No Matter What’. They also shared 
and emphasised the importance such an exhibition 
carries, and the need for politicians and decision-
makers to listen to the views and opinions of children.  
The children had the opportunity to meet various 
MEPs including the Maltese MEPs who were present 
at the launch. 

Child-members of the President’s Foundation 
Children’s Council accompanied by team members 
of the same Foundation, visited the Eurochild 
secretariat where they met the team and discussed 
the ‘You Matter No Matter What’ project, other plans 
and future events.
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The Exhibition was also displayed during other 
international and national events, including 
conferences such as Children as Actors Transforming 

Society (CATS) in Switzerland, and at the United 
Nations Headquarters in Geneva. 
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6.5  WORKSHOPS

All data collected from the t-shirts was initially 
discussed during two workshops organised by the 
President’s Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society 
with a group of five children from the Children and 
Young Persons’ Council, the Consultation Groups 
and the National Eurochild Forum.  The ages of the 
children that participated in this exercise range from 
11 to 16 years. Dr Maureen Cole, Chairperson of 
the National Institute for Childhood, one of the 
research entities within the President’s Foundation. 
and Dr Sharon Attard De Giovanni, Research Entities 
coordinator who is an anthropologist by profession, 
were present at the workshops. 

The aim of the workshops was to ensure the full 
understanding of the data gathered. The Foundation 
felt that the data should reflect what the children 
said and felt and not the interpretation of the adults. 
During the workshops, the children were provided 
with colourful graphs summarising the data gathered 
from the t-shirts. 

During the workshops, the children worked, 
discussed and agreed on ways to process the data 
using a guiding question:  “What do you want the 
adults to understand from all this data?”

Both workshops were recorded on video and 
minutes were also taken. Although two members of 
the Children’s Hub Team were present during both 
meetings, the children lead the workshops themselves.
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OUTCOMES

7
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7.1  DATA INTERPRETATION 
 BY THE CHILDREN

The children who participated in the workshop 
decided to keep all entries separate.  For them, 
each data entry has its own level of importance and 
an individual meaning, and the children wanted to 
emphasize each one of them. So it was decided to 
focus on each one as a standalone reason. 

All quotes cited are from the child-members of 
the Children and Young Persons’ Councils of the 
President’s Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society.

What makes you feel heard?

a.	 External factors

	 Time

 The Children discussed how time is very 
important to make children feel heard: time 
spent at school, at home, in the community, 
especially time spent in the presence of adults. 

 “When adults make time for you, that makes 
you feel heard”. 

 Quality time with family and friends might also 
help children to speak and share their views on 
certain topics.  They remarked that nowadays, 
we are living a very busy life but one still has 
to find time to have face to face conversations. 
Adults should be there for children emotionally 
as well. 

	 Safe	space

 The children said that having a safe space 
to speak would definitely help when sharing 
opinions. and having adults around them that 
truly want to listen would make a child feel 
heard. 

 The idea of a safe space was mentioned quite 
a lot all throughout the conversation. Children 
feel that a safe space is one of the basic needs 
for any child to grow and develop healthily.  To 
the children, a safe space means a space where 
children can voice their thoughts and opinions 
and adults listen to them. It also means a space 
where they can have fun and be themselves 
without the fear of being judged.

b.	 Being Healthy

 The children commented that health is of 
utmost significance. 

 “Health makes an individual feel happy and 
energetic. It might also help when it comes to 
self-confidence. Being healthy might make you 
feel physically able to say what you need to say. 
Psychological, physical and emotional health 
need to be taken into consideration. If a child 
has mental health issues, they might not be 
taken seriously and adults might consider their 
opinion as invalid”. 

 They elaborated further, adding the fact that 
being healthy makes children feel heard. They 
added that if the adults around them are 
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healthy, they might listen to them more.  Adults 
should do everything possible to make sure 
that children are healthy.

c.	 Adoption

 Children maintained that being part of a 
family is a fundamental right.  Adoption ties 
in with other issues, such as support and 
encouragement from family and friends.  The 
children argued how family means safety and 
support. 

 “If a child cannot stay with the biological family 
for various reasons, they should be fostered 
and later adopted. Being in a safe family makes 
you feel accepted and heard”.

d.	 Equity

 “Equity, fairness and justice make children 
feel heard. Everyone should have equal 
opportunities and everyone should feel 
included. Making sure that children know their 
rights can be very crucial when it comes to 
equity”. 

 A concrete example mentioned was the fact 
that the education system is a ‘one size fits 
all’. This does not help children who have 
different abilities as all students still have to 
sit for the same exam. In some cases, having 
equal opportunities might still lead to lack of 
participation as certain differences can create 
obstacles. 

e.	 Freedom of speech and being 
independent

 “The freedom to speak and share ideas helps 
make an individual feel heard. Freedom of 

speech is a form of safety, as there are still 
countries that ban people from speaking up.  If 
a child feels independent, they might feel that 
they can be taken seriously”. 

 The children discussed that with independence 
come responsibilities.

f.	 Education

 “Education can be interpreted in two ways. 
Being at school might mean having people 
around you who might listen, such as educators, 
peers and friends. Education can also mean 
children are more informed and therefore can 
give their opinions regarding various matters. 
Education does not only mean children going 
to school and sitting for exams. Children feel 
more confident sharing their views if they are 
knowledgeable about the subject” 

g.	 Trust

 “Trust makes children feel heard”. 

 The children stated that when they are trusted, 
they feel that their opinion is of value. 

 “Trust might empower the children to speak 
more. Trust in this context can also mean 
children trusting the adults around them”. 

 The children explained that if they trust the 
adults around them, they are more open in 
speaking and sharing their opinions. 

 “Trust is very important both ways when it 
comes to children feeling heard”.

 The children commented that trust as an issue 
did not score very high and this might mean 
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that children do not feel trusted enough or 
that they cannot trust adults around them.

h.	 Language and communication

 “It is very important that communication is 
two-way. Children and adults need to listen 
to each other. Using child-friendly language 
is very important. Children might feel too 
embarrassed to communicate back if the 
adults around them talk to them in a way they 
can’t understand.  Lack of time and presence 
can hinder communication as well. If the adults 
are always absent (at work, abroad), one may 
find it difficult to speak to them.  An adult can 
be physically around but seem distant, or might 
not find the time to listen to children. Swearing 
and using foul and rude language will stop the 
children from feeling heard”. 

 “Language barriers make a child feel unheard. 
Therefore, it is very important that when 
communicating, one uses a language which both 
parties can understand and feel comfortable 
expressing themselves in.  At school, students 
should not be treated as numbers instead 
of persons. Educators should make time to 
communicate and listen to the students” 
(PFWS Children’s Council, 2018).

i.	 Adult-child cooperation

 The children discussed this area intensely, 
insisting that adults and children need to be 
seen as equals and work together. Adults 
treating children like they actually matter, and 
giving them enough space and safety to work 
with them, would help a child flourish. 

 “Mum used to give us chores; nowadays, it just 
comes naturally to help out”.

 They emphasised that cooperation would 
lead to spending time with each other and 
connecting:  adults would realise that spending 
time with children would make space for 
a child to feel heard.  This can empower 
children.  The children focused on trust and 
time in this entry as in their opinion, they are 
two main ingredients for a healthy adult-child 
cooperation.

j.	 Happiness

 “Being happy can help you be heard.  You might 
not be happy in your life because your basic 
needs are not met, amongst other reasons. 
When you are happy, you might be more open 
in speaking and sharing your views. A smile 
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might also help to attract people to listen to 
you”. 

k.	 Community 

 “Feeling part of a community makes you feel 
included and heard. Feeling part of a group, be 
it family or friends, might help when children 
are sharing their views and opinions. Having 
people who can relate to what you are saying 
makes you feel more at ease when speaking. 
Inclusion is vital when it comes to feeling 
heard”. 

l.	 Success and achievement

 “When the children themselves or the people 
around them are successful, they might feel 
more empowered to speak.  A child’s self-worth 
and self-confidence might increase if they feel 
successful.  The success and achievement of 
the people around them might be inspirational 
and might improve their way of living. Children 
might feel more at ease speaking if the adults 
around them show them that they are proud of 
them. Success and achievement also ties in with 
being healthy and being happy. If you are healthy 
and happy, you might have a better chance at 
succeeding, and if children feel successful, they 
feel more empowered to speak”. 

m.	 Feeling safe

 “When children feel safe, it is easier for them 
to share their opinions. A safe environment 
makes it secure enough for children to speak” 
(PFWS Children’s Council, 2018). 

 The Children discussed that when feeling 
“safe”, one knows they are not judged for what 
they are saying. 

 “Feeling part of a community gives you safety. 
Safety is more easily accessible if all children 
know their rights”. 

 The children explained that for them, safety 
depends on the way of living of that particular 
child.  All children should have at least one safe 
space where they could share their opinions 
and feelings openly. One of the children 
present also remarked that sometimes, having 
a different nationality or religion might make 
you feel unsafe to speak.

n.	 Patience, peace and calmness 

 The children argued that those taking part in 
the project must have mentioned patience, 
peace and calmness because they know what 
the opposite feels like. 

 “These have to do with body language and 
the way we communicate with each other. 
Nowadays, life has become very fast and 
calmness seems to be getting lost. In a school 
environment, these are very important to be 
found for the children to be able to speak and 
feel heard. Adults can choose to remain calm 
and patient even if the circumstances are not. 
Every individual has to work for peace not to 
be disrupted, while patience and calmness have 
to be worked for”. 

o.	 My Religion respected, diversity and 
inclusion

 “Everyone has a right to practice their own 
religion.  All the children should feel included 
in their own environment”. 

 The children said that to them, diversity is 
beautiful. If everyone were the same, life would 



n 34 n

be really boring.  If all children felt included, 
they would find it much easier to speak and 
share their opinions. 

 “Adults should make sure that no child suffers 
bullying or exclusion”. 

p.	 Eye contact and body language

 This entry came up in different phases of the 
conversation. Children agreed that the lack of 
eye contact and body language are one main 
factor of which stops children from being 
heard. 

 “Eye contact and body language are very 
important when communicating with children. 
The body language of an adult speaking to a 
child makes a lot of difference, since children 
are physically smaller. Body language also ties 
in with patience and calmness. If one becomes 
edgy and impatient, a child will find it difficult 
to communicate with that individual”. 

 The children discussed how eye contact helps 
children feel heard. By looking at someone, 
you are showing interest and giving them your 
time.   

q.	 Self-confidence

 “If a child is confident in oneself, they might find 
it easier to communicate and speak.  Adults 
should always speak to children with dignity 
and respect. Everyone should have a safe 
space and time to speak. By allowing children 
to speak and give their opinions, one will be 
helping them become more self-confident”. 

r.	 Knowing my rights

 The children were all in agreement that 
everyone should know their rights. They were 
surprised when the core team members of 
the foundation revealed that they met some 
children during this campaign who, although 
they had heard the term ‘children’s rights’, did 
not know what their rights were. 

 During the outreach programme, children in 
schools were very surprised to learn that they 
have a right to play, for example. During the 
workshop, the children said that if their peers 
knew their rights, they would find it easier to 
speak and give their opinion.  After all, it is one 
of their fundamental rights to do so.

s.	 Play and Sports

 Children might express feelings through play, 
especially at a younger age. Play and sports 
might be seen as a way to discover themselves 
and make up part of a team or a group. Play 
and sports help children feel accepted and 
included, and also offer a safe space where 
children speak freely.

t.	 Support and encouragement from 
family and friends

 “Children should feel supported by the adults 
around them like family and educators. Having 
individuals who encourage children and support 
them would help the children feel confident in 
speaking and sharing their opinions”. 

 Adults should encourage children to participate 
in any activities that help them voice their 
opinions, and support them in any way they 
can. 
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u.	 Heard, understood and taken seriously

 “Adults should find time to listen to children 
and make them feel heard.  When children 
are heard, understood and taken seriously,  
they feel like their opinion is meaningful and it 
counts”. 

 The children emphasised the need to be 
consulted, especially when decisions that 
concern them are being taken. Having 
meaningful conversations with children helps 
make them feel heard.  The children agreed that 
this ties in a lot with adult-child cooperation.

v.	 Respected and loved

 The final entry in the first graph focuses on 
being respected and loved.  The children ended 
the conversation by adding that this approach 
can:

 “Be tied to all the entries in this graph. Everyone 
should be treated with love and respect:  these 
two main focuses can help a child flourish as 
they will help them feel safe enough to speak 
and share their opinions”. 



n 36 n



n 37 n

What stops you from being heard?

a.	 Distrust from adults

 “Adults might not trust children … They might 
consider children and young people to be naive. 
Children might have a different point of view 
on things and adults might not agree to the 
children’s opinion. Children usually have simple 
and unbiased ideas unless they are influenced 
by the adults around them.  When children are 
not trusted, they might feel insecure and their 
self-esteem might be lowered as they feel their 
opinions are not valued”. 

 The children agreed that if they feel they are 
not trusted or taken seriously, then they will 
not bother to say anything in the first place.  
The issue ‘Made to feel tiny’ relates very much 
to distrust from adults.

b.	 Tension and stress

 “Tension and stress might be caused by various 
factors”. 

 The children discussed points that are 
triggers of tension and stress: such examples 
are parents going through a divorce and the 
difficulties encountered when trying to speak 
openly to the adults around them.  They agreed 
that when children lack self-esteem, it causes 
tension and stress and blocks them from 
speaking up. 

 School and exams might also  trigger tension 
and stress in children. A child might also feel 
nervous when talking directly to an adult 
directly might trigger off feeling nervous.  The 

tension and stress caused by other various 
factors might also make children and young 
people feel tiny.

c.	 Mental Health

 “When a child has mental health difficulties, 
they might feel that their opinion is invalid 
or not taken seriously because of the 
circumstances. A person with a mental health 
issue might have a difficulty to communicate 
or to approach a person in the first place. In 
these cases, the children might require more 
effort to communicate and one has to be 
open to communicate in different ways and 
using different means and methods.  Each child 
needs to be treated individually. One must 
not patronize or pity a child who has such 
difficulties”. 

 The children also discussed the possibility of 
children being affected if an adult around them 
has mental health difficulties and how this 
experience is perceived by the child. 

d.	 No eye contact

 “An adult is usually physically bigger and 
taller than a child and this might give the idea 
that adults are superior to children. When 
an adult does not keep eye contact when 
communicating, it might make the child feel 
as if the adult does not have enough time for 
them and make the child feel burdensome. Eye 
contact is a very simple thing”.

 The children mentioned parents not looking at 
them when they are communicating. One child 
talked about what it feels like when adults are 
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always using and looking at their mobile phones 
when they are meant to be communicating 
face-to-face. 

e.	 Bullying

 The children argued that bullying is a cycle. 

 “A bully might have been or is still being bullied. 
If parents do not treat their children right, the 
children might end up not treating others right. 
Sometimes, values are reciprocated. Bullying 
ties in with making someone feel tiny and with 
unhappiness”.

 The children agreed that prevention is better 
than cure and that adults should listen to 
children and take action immediately when 
needed. The children discussed adult-child 
bullying and added that it can happen in any 
context, for example at home or at school. 

f.	 Injustice and discrimination

 “If children or the adults around them 
experience injustice and discrimination 
the children might feel helpless, put down 
and drained emotionally.  Injustice and 
discrimination can be linked to most of 
the entries in the data.  Children might feel 
excluded and worthless because of all this. 
Injustice and discrimination in all their forms 
and ways make children feel unheard.  These 
might also make them stop believing in 
themselves”.

g.	 Rights not respected

 “All children’s rights need to be taken into 
consideration and respected. If adults do 

not respect children’s rights, then they are 
disrespecting the child”. 

h.	 Unhappiness

 “One has to see why the child is feeling 
unhappy. This ties in with most of the other 
data entries. One has to look at the situation a 
child is living in, such as out of home care”. 

 Other factors that lead to unhappiness that 
were discussed by the children are:

	 •	Lack of time with adults;

	 •	Lack of stability;

	 •	Loneliness;

	 •	Mental health issues;

	 •	Tension and stress. 
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 “Adults such as parents, guardians and teachers 
should be aware if a child is unhappy and take 
action to try and help in any way they can. 
Unhappiness can be both a cause that makes 
a child feel unheard, and a result of feeling 
unheard”. 

i.	 Made to feel tiny

 The children discussed how adults look down 
at children.  They also raised the point that one 
has to keep in mind the physical aspect of it. 

 “Adults are usually physically bigger and taller 
than children and therefore, looking down 
might be a way to communicate. Looking 
down at children is wrong when it is done in 
a patronising way.  The body language of the 
person the child is speaking to can make them 
feel tiny. Adults might feel superior and not 
take a child’s opinion seriously.  When a child is 
made to feel tiny, they might feel disempowered 
to speak”. 

 The children also explained how they might 
find adults who shut them up and not let them 
speak, or disregard their opinion just because 
it is different to theirs.  They also mentioned 
the fact that some adults belittle children. 

 “Some children are also afraid to share their 
views and opinions as they think that by doing 
so, they might get into trouble”. 

j.	 External factors

 The children talked about other factors that 
could lead to a child feeling unheard.  The 
issues discussed were:

•	 Addictions: The children discussed how 
addictions in all forms can disempower 
individuals. Some people develop 
addictions while others are born addicted, 
such as babies born to mothers who use 
drugs while pregnant. They added that 
other factors that go with addictions are 
poverty, abuse and mental health.

 “Adults need to make sure children get all the 
support they need in these circumstances”. 

•	 Lack of time: This ties in a lot with eye 
contact and the fact mentioned by 
children that adults are constantly using 
their mobile phones and other devices. 
One of the children added that: 

 “Adults do not have enough time and 
sometimes we are looked at as if we are 
something to be ticked off a checklist”. 

 The children agreed that it is the duty of the 
adults around the child to make time for them 
and be there emotionally.  The lack of time 
from adults around them might make the 
children feel lonely. 

	 -	The Education System:

 “School and exams cause children a lot of 
stress. Adults in the education system might 
also discriminate between students. Teachers 
and educators should make more time for the 
children and they should listen to them. School 
is not just about lessons, the curriculum and 
exams. Children should first and foremost 
learn values such as respect. It will take a lot of 
effort to change and fix the education system 
as a lot of people are afraid of change”. 
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k.	 Abuse and violence

 “Abuse and violence shuts an individual off 
completely. Body language and aggressiveness 
in the speaking manner of the other person 
may also lead to a child not speaking up. Abuse 
and violence make a child afraid to speak. 
Victims of rape and domestic violence are 
scared into silence.  A child ends up saying 
what an adult wants to hear, either because of 
power imbalance or because they are afraid of 
the repercussions. Different forms of abuse and 
violence need to be taken into consideration. 
The fear of abuse and violence can be as 
powerful as abuse and violence themselves”. 

k.	 Disrespect

 “Disrespecting each other should not be 
tolerated. Adults and children should treat 
each other with respect. Disrespect can come 
in many forms, such as: not listening to each 
other, disrupting while talking, making fun of 
someone for having a different opinion, and 
trashing someone’s opinion, amongst others. 
Disrespect makes children feel unheard and 
they might feel like they cannot speak”. 

l.	 Social exclusion

 “Equality is very important in life. Each child 
and individual is equal. Everyone should have 
the same opportunity to speak and to be 
listened to and taken seriously. As the title 
of this initiative states, everyone matters no 
matter what”. 

  The children argued that social exclusion can 
start being tackled by making children and 

individuals aware of their rights. Adults and 
authorities need to make sure that all rights 
are respected. 

m.	 Not listened to

 The children maintained said that this item  
ties in with all the data entries in this project. 

 “If children are not listened to, they definitely 
feel unheard. Children might choose not to 
speak at all if they are not listened to. This can 
be caused by simple actions such as no eye 
contact when speaking face-to-face and not 
finding time for children, amongst others”.

 The children remarked that it doesn’t take 
much to listen to them: a safe space and 
finding adults who truly want to listen and take 
children seriously will help make the children 
feel heard. 

7.2 CONCLUSION

In their conclusion, the children remarked that:

•	 All entries in both graphs are either linked or 
built up on other entries;

•	 All data is connected to the UNCRC; 

•	 All entries are tied to respect, as treating 
someone respectfully is beneficial when it comes 
to making that person feel heard. 

Another crucial point discussed by the children was 
that all the entries on what makes them feel heard 
that were mentioned in this project are things that 
do not cost any money. They are all simple things that 
anyone can do. 
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“Listening to children and making them feel heard has 
no price but infinite value.  Children’s fundamental 
rights should be given more importance and adults 
should respect them. As a child, being able to speak 
to someone, voicing your opinion and knowing that 
others will listen to you is always beneficial”. 

7.3 CLOSING REMARKS BY THE 
CHILDREN

“‘You Matter No Matter What’ provides the 
guidelines children feel adults should follow when 
communicating with them, and confirms the 
significance of the UNCRC. These guidelines are, 
in fact, none other than basic rights stated in the 
UNCRC, meaning that children are only asking adults 
to respect their rights - what they are entitled to. 
The children who took part in the You Matter No 
Matter What initiative, did not claim the need for 
materialistic factors, so the clear message is that 
children value the respect they are treated with, not 
the material riches possessed by the adult”. 
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You	Matter	No	Matter	What:  Sensitizing adults 
to children’s voices

Valerie Sollars, on behalf of the National 
Institute for Childhood

Introduction
The project entitled ‘You Matter No Matter What’, 
undertaken by the Children’s Council, the Young 
Persons’ Council and the National Eurochild Forum 
within the President’s Foundation for the Wellbeing of 
Society is indeed laudable.  All the council members 
should be congratulated for successfully planning, 
organising and conducting a project which directly 
reached out to children and young people and sought 
to listen and respond to their voices. The main 
questions asked of participants addressed the very 
core of the matter, where children themselves were 
asking their peers to identify “what makes children 
feel heard” and “what prevents children from being 
heard”.   

This chapter will analyse underlying aspects of 
this endeavour through the lens of participatory 
research and consequent benefits, especially for the 
participants.  It will focus on children as researchers, 
celebrating their abilities, skills and knowledge in 
designing their own research project, engaging in data 
collection and subsequently analysing the results. 
In addition, it will highlight the advantages which 
accrue when children and young people actively 
participate and engage in meaningful activities.  The 
evidence provided through this project should 
alert and strengthen adults’ insights and knowledge 
about working with children and young people.  
Adults should be cognizant of the personal, social 
and educational benefits which child-initiated and 
child-driven projects have, not only with respect to 

immediate gains for the participants but also long-
term implications for society.  Equipped with insights 
from this project, it is anticipated that children 
themselves will be encouraged, empowered and 
supported by adults to give young people more 
opportunities to be heard, as well as to plan for 
and create environments which will assist them in 
overcoming challenges that may prevent them from 
sharing their views and perspectives. 

However, participatory research done with or 
by children comes with its fair share of tensions 
which require careful consideration.  “Despite the 
popularity of participatory approaches, the method 
should not be considered unproblematic” (Waller & 
Bitou, 2011). Participatory research challenges adults’ 
views of children and their potential contribution 
to research and knowledge. It also challenges the 
positioning of power and requires in-depth reflection 
about ethical dilemmas and methodological choices.                

Children’s rights
Any review or analysis of children’s engagement in 
research and documentation debating participatory 
approaches, inevitably turns to Article 12 of the 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (UNCRC) (1989).  The UNCRC, which has 
received near universal ratification, makes explicit 
reference to children’s voices and perspectives. 
Article 12 proclaims that:

the child who is capable of forming his or 
her own views [has] the right to express 
those views freely in all matters affecting 
the child, the views of the child being 
given due weight in accordance with the 
age and maturity of the child. 
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Yet, implementing Article 12 presents challenges 
arising from theoretical, practical and ethical issues 
(McCafferty, 2017). There are conceptual ambiguities 
concerning the interpretation of ‘participation’ 
in addition to difficulties associated with the 
implementation of meaningful participation (Kennan, 
Brady and Forkan, 2018).  Despite an increased 
interest in social research undertaken directly with 
or by children (Morrow, 2008), a meta-analysis of 
research studies conducted with young children 
as participants indicated that only 15 (3%) studies 
included children as social actors, two articles (0.4%) 
described young children as co-researchers whereas 
in over 320 (64.6%) articles reviewed, the child status 
was of an object of research. In a further 162 (32%) 
studies, children were involved as subjects (Mayne 
& Howitt, 2015).  Thus, the picture which emerges 
from the current literature is an ambivalent one:  on 
the one hand there is recognition, acknowledgement 
and awareness about the rights of children and young 
people to be listened to; there is value associated with 
listening to children, encouraging their participation 
in research, evaluation and decision-making (Pascal & 
Bertram, 2009); but on the other hand, children are 
often “rendered silent and invisible by the attitudes 
and practices of adult society” (Roche, 1999).  A 
rights discourse is concerned with equality, power 
and democracy. 

Participatory research

Acknowledging and encouraging children’s direct 
participation in research signals that they are 
recognised by adults as “experts in their own 
lives” (Fraser, Flewitt & Hammersley, 2014, p. 42). 
This position implies that children are viewed as 
key informants, competent human beings.  Harris 
and Manatakis (2013) warn against encouraging 
children’s participation to be a matter of “aping adult 
institutions” (p. 2). Rather, children’s engagement and 
participation should be seen in light of their active 
citizenship in the here-and-now.  This reflects the 

notion of considering children as ‘beings’ rather 
than ‘becoming’.  Percy-Smith (2010) suggests that 
children need opportunities: 

to participate more fully in everyday 
community settings … through the 
actions, choices, relationships and 
contributions they make, rather than 
being preoccupied with participation 
in political and public decision-making 
processes in organisations and systems 
which are removed from young people’s 
everyday lives (p. 109). 

The research undertaken in the local project ‘You 
Matter No Matter What’ rests comfortably within 
this proposal because children listened to each other, 
shared their views and concerns, and made these 
known to the wider community. This project marks 
another successful achievement: it can be interpreted 
as children creating a space for themselves to make 
their voices heard.  Indeed, Harcourt and Hägglund 
(2013) argue that “there are few (if any) studies that 
have examined rights from the child perspective as 
seen through the lens of their everyday experiences 
of life” (p.286).      

Children as researchers

In reporting about the historical shifts in research 
involving children, Moriarity (c. 2017/2018) notes that 
over the past four decades, there has been a notable 
change from focusing on research about children, 
to conducting research with children.  Over the last 
decade, there has been a gradual but steady increase 
in research by children.    

Despite several concerns about children’s abilities 
to conduct research, encouraging children as 
researchers offers a powerful experience with 
opportunities for engaged and meaningful learning. 
Kellett (2005) identifies several reasons in favour of 
teaching children to do research.  She argues that:



n 47 n

n		 research offers “an ideal opportunity for 
pupils to engage with a subject in great depth 
and work with primary, self-generated data” 
(p. 1);

n		 participants’ metacognition and critical 
thinking are facilitated by experiencing the 
process of planning and conducting research; 

n		 children’s logical and lateral thinking is 
extended as they deliberate, discuss and 
decide upon the methodology which 
is suitable for their specific research 
questions.  Moreover,  in identifying the best 
methodology which fits the research, learned 
knowledge is adapted and applied to a real 
context; 

n		 organisational and management skills can 
improve as a result of handling vast amounts 
of data;

n		 the processes of thoroughly examining, 
deconstructing and analysing data contributes 
to higher-order thinking skills; 

n		 improved writing and communication skills 
result from the dissemination of findings;  

n		 learning is strengthened due to motivation 
and ownership; and  

n		 children are involved in the creation of 
knowledge. 

In viewing and acknowledging children as researchers, 
assumptions are made about their age, skills and 
knowledge (Kellett, 2005).  Beliefs about children’s 
competences and abilities tend to be associated 
with age – the younger the children, the less 
competent or able they are likely to be considered 
- but competences and abilities are more closely 
associated to experiences rather than age (Kellett, 
2010), and a belief in competent children is crucial in 
participatory research.   

If researchers and educators are intent on working 
with children and facilitating the process for children 
to become researchers (Mason & Hood, 2011), 
encouraging them to be co-constructors in their own 
learning through meaningful participation in research 
opportunities, children must be valued as capable 
social actors (Prout, 2002).  As researchers, children 
must be considered “competent interactional 
beings, able to participate in decisions that affect 
them” (Theobald, Danby, Ailwood, 2011).  As active 
and engaged learners, they give authenticity to the 
research undertaken as well as to the findings.   Rather 
than passive objects, children are co-constructors of 
knowledge, interacting directly and avidly.  “To involve 
all children more directly in research can therefore 
rescue them from silence and exclusion, and from 
being represented, by default, as passive objects” 
(Alderson, 2008, p. 276-277).  Indeed, when viewing 
situations, events and experiences from children’s 
perspectives, novel interpretations to those perceived 
or obtained by adults can be elicited.  Prout (2002) 
argues that children’s perspectives “are in danger of 
remaining invisible when research relies only on adult 
accounts” (p. 68).  

Benefits of children’s engagement and participation

The benefits of having research conducted by 
children can be broadly associated with the children/
young people themselves and with society at 
large.  Children researchers who are given space 
and actively seek to create opportunities for 
themselves and for others, learn through relevant, 
hands-on and meaningful experiences.   As involved 
participants, child-researchers acquire a variety 
of skills including team work, collaboration and 
communication.  They learn to work with each 
other in an ethically responsible manner, developing 
a sensitivity towards other participants from whom 
they seek to gather information.  They are capable 
of identifying and choosing what there is to be 
learned from the opportunities which surround 
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them.   Direct involvement helps children develop 
into active, committed and responsible citizens.  Not 
only is there value in encouraging children, facilitating 
opportunities to promote their voices and agency, 
with a view to listening to what they say, but an 
equally important aspect concerns the follow-up of 
the research.  What children and adults do with the 
information, knowledge and insights which children 
collate is crucial especially where such research is 
required to inform and influence policies and praxis.  

Conclusion

The debate around the challenges, tensions and 
dilemmas associated with children as researchers, 
co-researchers and collaborators is complex: 
ethical issues; power relations; attempts at 
striking a balance between insider and outsider 
perspectives; representations and interpretations; 
and representativeness are some of the main 
concerns. However, the benefits of engaging children 
outweigh the challenges.  They require the space and 

opportunities to voice their views and perspectives.  
In recognising the rights of children and young 
people, adults acknowledge the authenticity of 
children’s views in their attempts at interpreting and 
understanding their lived experiences and the world 
around them.  Bradbury-Jones and Taylor (2015) 
claim that “participatory approaches have become de 
rigueur in social research involving children” because 
“children as researchers are a powerful conduit 
for other children’s voices” (p. 161).  Tokenistic 
participation in research or attempts at stifling their 
research and voice renders children invisible, passive 
and lacking in self-worth.  In contrast, children as 
researchers are credited with being full members of 
their community and the wider society:  children’s 
research makes them visible, capable, agentic and 
active contributors to the here and now.  Adults and 
societies which promote and embrace the results 
and findings of child-led research value the child as 
a ‘being’ rather than as an investment in the future.

 



n 49 n

CLOSING REMARKS
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Since its inception, the President’s Foundation for the 
Wellbeing of Society has strived to adopt, implement 
and promote a deeper understanding of the United 
Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child 
(UNCRC), with a particular focus on Article 12. The 
‘You Matter No Matter What’ project, focused mainly 
on empowering children, teaching them about rights, 
and that rights based on Article 12 give a voice and 
the tools to express an opinion in all that matters. 
What is interesting is that Article 12 focuses also 
on the fact that adults should take children’s views 
seriously in accordance to their age and maturity. 

Such projects are not new for the President’s 
Foundation.  All the projects created by the Children’s 
Hub within the Foundation are mostly inspired by 
and focus on the content of the UNCRC. The most 
distinctive characteristic of this project is the fact 
that ‘You Matter No Matter What’ was created by 
the child-members of the Children’s Council, Young 
Persons’ Council and the consultation groups within 
the President’s Foundation. This project has brought 
us closer to a much deeper understanding of the 
term ‘safe space’ and ‘child participation’ as for the 
first time, the Children’s Hub gave the children the 
space to create a project from scratch. 

The children who participated in this project were 
given the space, time and opportunity to create a 
small project. Their enthusiasm demonstrated that 
they could rise to the challenge as well as create an 
opportunity for many more children to participate. 

The meetings leading to the project were interesting: 
full of colour, energy and fun; children were 
overflowing with ideas, dreams and opinions; but 
there were  concerns as well. 

The children were very concerned about rights 
and about the children who lack information about 
their rights. From the very start, they wanted their 
project to focus on human rights especially children’s 
rights. They wanted to reach out to other children 
and inform them, share with them and make them 
understand the importance of rights. They wanted 
the children to know what rights are and how they 
give children a voice. 

Ideas ranged from a questionnaire to interviews, a 
radio programme, billboards in the streets or voting 
areas in the community. Every idea had one aim: the 
children wanted to reach out to as many children as 
possible in a fun way.  They wanted to listen, to know 
the opinion of children living in Malta and find out 
what makes them feel heard and what stops them 
from being heard.  When asked why by the adults 
supporting them, the children replied that unless 
they knew what enables children to speak or what 
stops them from sharing their opinion, they couldn’t 
represent them and work for tangible change. The 
children added that they wanted to share with other 
children what they experienced when they became 
members of the Children’s Council, what they 
experienced at the President’s Foundation.  They 
wanted to open the doors and invite other children 
to understand that “YOU MATTER, NO MATTER 
WHAT”. 

The activity came to life with a video about human 
rights, a presentation about children’s rights and a fun 
pack including the t-Shirts.  The outreach programme 
involved 3 adult members from the Children’s Hub 
within the President’s Foundation who carried out 
the project as designed by the children to other 
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children in different schools and in different localities 
in Malta and Gozo. 

Every session attracted large numbers of children. 
Since activities were aimed at school children, every 
session involved the educators and other adult staff 
members of the same school as well.  The project was 
aimed at children, but the presence of adults proved 
to add more value as both groups of people engaged 
and participated together as one audience. The 
sessions brought us in touch with the importance of 
creating time for dialogue and having conversations in 
a safe and non-judgmental approach. Nothing shared 
during these sessions was considered as invalid or of 
no importance. Every participant felt empowered to 
talk and felt proud after their intervention. 

The data collected from this project is very loud 
and clear. It can be used in many different ways and 
in different areas. It can serve as an eye-opener in 
understanding children today. Children need constant 
support from the adults around them. They need 
reassurance, a healthy lifestyle and healthy adults 
around them. They know the importance of family or 
the lack of it. They need to feel trusted and allowed 
to speak. They are aware that happiness is a key factor 
to their wellbeing. They believe that education gives 
the child the language tools necessary to form their 
voice. Children know that a child without education 
is a vulnerable child. Every child needs to learn how 
to communicate powerfully and meaningfully in their 
community as part of society. They need adults who 
are patient, create a sense of peace and calmness. 
They want to feel a sense of belonging to their 
religious group, at school, in their city or village and 
at home. They want to be informed about rights, 
especially children’s rights. They are happy to know 
that play and fun are important time for their healthy 
development. They were surprised when they found 
out that the UNCRC has an article dedicated entirely 
to play and fun. 

What is most touching in what the children wrote is 
addressed specifically to us adults: they ask us adults 
to create time and space for dialogue, eye-contact, and 
body language in a respectful and loving manner.  They 
need us to listen to them and most of all, understand 
them and take them seriously. On the other hand, 
distrust, tension and stress blocks children. Children 
who care for their adults feel lonely and isolated and 
find it difficult to speak. Just like adults, children are 
affected by injustices and discrimination, when their 
rights are not respected or when they are made to 
feel tiny by the adults around them. Children argued 
that unless they are empowered to speak, how can 
we adults expect them to speak about any abuse or 
violence they might be experiencing? Or when they 
are made to feel socially excluded? How can children 
speak without an education system that teaches 
them the language encouraging them to ask for help? 

Although progress has been made, we still face adults 
who think that encouraging children to share their 
opinions and voice their views will lead to children 
being disrespectful towards the adults around 
them. We still face a reality where some adults feel 
threatened by children, by their truth. As Emma 
Harwood, educator and founder of the Dandelion 
Education, says, they are “little children with giant 
voices”. 

Adults need to make sure that children have their 
voice heard at every level of society. Children are 
the adults of tomorrow. Child participation should 
be given more importance and children should be 
able to discuss and have a say in all matters that 
concern them. Child participation is about respecting 
children as citizens in their society and adults need 
to recognize the invaluable contribution that children 
can give to society. Child participation leaves no place 
or space to make children feel ridiculed, humiliated, 
or shamed. 
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Adults should encourage deep and meaningful 
dialogue and conversations as children own unlimited 
potential. For child participation to be meaningful, 
we acknowledge that an attitude shift is necessary. 
The United Nations Convention of the Rights of the 
Child encourages adults to listen to the opinions of 
children and involve them in decision-making. This 
does not give children authority over adults but it 
gives children the right to voice their opinions and 
ideas.  Article 12 does not interfere with the parents’ 
right and responsibility to express their views on 
matters affecting their children. 

Action is needed at all levels so as to ensure that 
children’s rights are respected in any circumstance of 

the children’s lives. Opportunities need to be created 
for children to be able to express their opinions 
and views, and a safe space must be provided. When 
children are given the opportunity and the chance 
to speak and feel heard, they voice their opinion and 
participate. In a safe space, children flourish.

There should be no room for tokenistic actions 
that say they include children but fail to truly give 
them the space to be who they are. This project 
has managed to create awareness about meaningful 
child participation on a local and international level. 
We hope it is used as an example to inspire change. 
Together with the children, we want every child and 
every adult to know that you matter no matter what! 
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“There are many situations in which children should 
be heard, for example in cases of sexual abuse, 
physical abuse and emotional abuse, just to mention 
a few.  At a young age, the world seems very large for 
children and it is hard to speak to an adult or come 
forward about their problems. To be listened to 
makes children have a happier childhood.” – Lincoln 
and Jessica, St Margaret College – Senglea Primary 
School

“During one of our meetings, we were discussing a 
project to be done in collaboration with Eurochild 
as part of the National Eurochild Forum in Malta. We 
came up with the idea to get in touch with all the 
kids in Malta and Gozo to get the message of Article 
12 of the UNCRC through to everyone.” – Sebastian 
Portelli, 12 years old

“Building a bright future requires the improvement 
of the present. In order to create this present for 
children, adults must collaborate with them and listen 
to what they have to say through different media and 
in a manner which makes the children feel heard.”- 
Sharon Cilia, 14 years old

“I sincerely enjoyed my experience at the ‘You Matter 
No Matter What’ workshop. The team discussed 
several pressing issues about children’s opinions, and 
what makes them feel heard and ignored. Together, 
we came up with some very original ideas and views 
on these. I really look forward to working with this 
team in the future!” – Sam Sultana, 14 years old

“The  You Matter No Matter What project is a child-
led project which was created by children for children, 
to empower children.  As the title of this project says, 
children matter no matter what.” – Matthias Bartolo, 
11 years old

“During one of the council’s meetings we were asked 
to brainstorm ideas for this project. The name that 
was chosen was ‘You Matter No Matter What’. It was 
chosen because we all felt that we wanted to give the 
message that it’s ok to be different and that every 
child has a voice to say what they think and feel.” – 
Ella Mifsud Micallef, 11 years old
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Immaculate Conception, Tarxien

Mariam Al Batool School

Our Lady Immaculate, Óamrun

Sacred Heart College

San Anton School

San Ìor© Preca College, Floriana Primary

San Ìor© Preca College, Óamrun 

San Ìor© Preca College, Marsa Primary

San Ìor© Preca College, Pietà Primary School

San Ìor© Preca College, Valletta Primary

Savio College

St Benedict’s College, BirΩebbu©a Primary

St Benedict’s College, Kirkop Secondary

St Catherine’s High School

St Clare’s College, Pembroke Secondary

St Dorothy’s Senior School, Ûebbu©

St Francis Primary School, Msida

St Joseph, Blata l-Bajda

St Joseph Senior School, Sliema

St Margaret College, Bormla Middle School

St Margaret College, Cospicua Primary

St Margaret College, Kalkara Primary

St Margaret College, Senglea Primary

St Margaret College, Verdala Senior School

St Margaret College, Vittoriosa Primary School

St Margaret College, Xg˙ajra Primary

St Margaret College, Ûabbar Primary B

St Martin’s College

St Michael’s Foundation

St Monica, GΩira

St Nicholas College, Attard Primary

St Nicholas College, Ba˙rija Primary

St Nicholas College, Dingli Primary

St Nicholas College, M©arr Primary

St Nicholas College, Mtarfa Primary

St Nicholas College, Rabat Middle School

St Nicholas College, Rabat Primary

St Patrick’s Salesian School, Sliema

St Paul’s Missionary College, Rabat

St Theresa College, B’kara Primary

St Theresa College, Lija, Balzan, Iklin Primary

St Theresa College, St Venera Primary

St Thomas More College, Fgura Primary B

St Thomas More College, M’scala Primary 

St Thomas More College, M’Xlokk Primary

St Thomas More College, Tarxien Middle School

St Thomas More College, Ûejtun Primary B

Verdala International
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