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ABSTRACT This paper explores some of the documents on ethical requirements to lay the framework for further
interrogation regarding ethical considerations with school-based social research involving children. The researchers
argue that within the context of educational and social research, the current ethical framework policies provide
insufficient understanding and protection for diverse categories of children in early childhood development (ECD).
The researchers argue that as vast attention is shifting towards ECD research, it is imperative that appropriate
policies addressing children’s rights as participants are put in place. The researchers also argue that current ethical
framework policies, which appear to originate from a purely medical and health perspective offer insufficient
protection for children at various ECD centers visited during a research fieldwork. The paper proposes that formal
national ethical framework policy for social and educational research involving children be formulated to guide
researchers in this specific field of study. Further recommendations have also been made.

INTRODUCTION

In many disciplines, research has become an
issue of ethics and responsibilities. However,
unlike the medical and allied health professional
and non-professional research where the ethical
principles guiding research involving ‘human
subjects’ are well established (Department of
Health 2006; National Health Act 2013; World
Medical Association 2013; Akpabio and Esikot
2014; Nortjé and Hoffmann 2015b), the situation
appears very different for educational and so-
cial research. Given that school-based educa-
tional and social research differs significantly
from say, a medical research, the researchers ar-
gue that current ethical framework policies, which
appear to originate from a purely medical and
health perspective offer insufficient protection
for educational and social research involving
children. This appears to inform why the World
Medical Association (2013: 1) notes, “consis-
tent with the mandate of the WMA, the Declara-
tion is addressed primarily to physicians. The
WMA encourages others who are involved in
medical research involving human subjects to
adopt these principles”. The absence of ethical
principles that specifically target educational and
social researchers may mean that when children
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are involved in such research, their rights would
either be undermined or taken-for-granted.

Educational and social research with chil-
dren proceeds in subtle ways quite clearly dis-
tinguishable from medical and other allied re-
search processes (Flick 2006; Fossheim 2013;
Nortjé and Hoffmann 2015b). At the moment,
only the Minister of Health in the Republic of
South Africa possesses the mandate to permit
or authorize research that is classified non-ther-
apeutic (National Health Act 2013: 98-99). Space
does not permit discussion on whether educa-
tional and social research may be classified non-
therapeutic in the clinical sense. However, it
suffices to mention that the environment in
which educational and social research involv-
ing children is carried out, the nature of the in-
teraction from such research, the kind of data
obtained and the analyses thereof are not sus-
ceptible to such classification. Given that the
“Minister of Health may not give consent in
circumstances…” (National Health Act 2013: 99),
questions are raised over how specific aims and
objectives that resonate through educational and
social research with children may be interpreted
from a medical and paramedic standpoint.

Educational researchers need to protect their
research participants, develop a trust with them,
promote the integrity of the research (Steneck
and Mayer 2010; Nortje and Hoffmann 2015a),
guard against misconduct and impropriety that
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may reflect on them and their institutions, and
cope with challenging and surprising problems.
Issues such as personal disclosure, authentici-
ty, credibility, the role of the researcher in cross-
cultural contexts and the issues of personal pri-
vacy (Broch 2013; Creswell 2014) create a mi-
rage of complexities. These complexities are fur-
ther deepened by the inclusion of children in
the research process. Coady (2001: 64) cautions
that researchers need to be especially heedful
of young children’s vulnerability as children are
heavily represented among victims of research.
Even well meaning researchers can cause harm
to child participants in research (Mukherji and
Albon 2010; Brostrom 2012).

Since the 1980s, the promotion and creation
of children’s protection through the United Na-
tion Convention on the Rights of the Child (Unit-
ed Nations 1989) has created a new environ-
ment for researchers whose participants include
children. This landmark policy outlines rights
for children and expresses vision and hope for
children all over the world. In four fundamental
and universal rights statements, children have a
right to survive, a right to develop to the fullest,
a right to protection from harmful influences,
abuse and exploitation, and the right to partici-
pate fully in family, cultural and social life (Bros-
trom 2012: 258). It is through these rights and
expressions that children have moved from the
traditional view of being seen as ‘objects’ in the
research process, to now being seen as active
participants within a new type of childhood, char-
acterized by ideas of individualism, self-forma-
tion and human beings responsible for their own
learning (Brostrom 2012). The implications this
has for educational researchers are that children
should be given influence and should be seen as
active participants in the research process.

SOME  FRAMEWORK  POLICIES
RELATING  TO  THE RIGHTS  OF
CHILDREN  IN  SOUTH  AFRICA

The protection and special care granted for
children stems from the very roots of South Af-
rican policy. The Constitution of South Africa
sets the foundation for the provisions and care
that South Africa’s children are entitled to (Kotzé
1996; Republic of South Africa 1996). After years
of neglect and discrimination against specific
groups of children in South Africa, the Consti-
tution laid the basic principles and values for

dealings with all children. The new government
saw a ‘Bill of Rights’ as central to the new Con-
stitution. According to Section 12c, subsection
2c of the Constitution, every child has the right
“not to be subjected to medical or scientific ex-
periments without their informed consent” (Re-
public of South Africa 1996: 5). The Bill of Rights
is based on the notion of fundamental equality of
all women, men and children, irrespective of age,
gender, race or color. The Bill of Rights protects a
range of civil, political, economic and social rights,
which were denied to the majority of South Afri-
cans during apartheid years (Hatchard and Slinn
1995). Civil rights include the right to life (not
defined), human dignity, privacy, freedom, secu-
rity and the prohibition of torture of any kind, or
cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punish-
ment (Hatchard and Slinn 1995). Fundamentally,
the provisions above have many implications on
how children are seen, and how they are protect-
ed in South African society.

Since then, the South African Children’s Act
(Department of Justice 2006) provides detailed
aims and objectives regarding the protection and
care of children. The objectives of this policy
among others are to:

…Develop and strengthen community struc-
tures, which can assist in providing care and
protection of children, protect children from
discrimination, exploitation and any other
physical, emotional or moral harm, provide
care and protection to those children who are
in need of care and protection, recognize the
special needs that children with disabilities
may have, and promote the protection, devel-
opment and well-being of children (Department
of Justice 2006: 18).

These provisions have implications for both
educational researchers and others who engage
with children in the research environment. For
instance, Kjorholt (2013: 23) suggests, “a child
perspective in research presents particular chal-
lenges”. This is because children are described
as vulnerable participants (Neaum 2013) and
therefore, require educational researchers to take
extra care when considering ethical decisions
and principles on which interactions with them
are based. The Act also expresses that if it is in
the best interests of the child, the child’s family
must be given the opportunity to express their
views in any matter concerning the child. This
principle can be seen reflected in the current
ethical considerations that are taken when work-
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ing with children in the research environment,
through the necessary consent and permission
needed from children’s guardians or parents
(Coady 2001). However, if children are to be “tak-
en seriously as participants in the research pro-
cess and seen as competent ‘subjects’ with valu-
able knowledge, views and ability to communi-
cate” (Kjorholt 2012: 25), serious ethical implica-
tions may result in a situation when adult family
member takes the role of the child in a research
situation. In the context of educational and so-
cial research, the credibility of findings emanat-
ing from such process may be questionable on
many grounds.

Other framework policy guidelines relating
to research involving children are the guidelines
for good clinical practice (Department of Health
2006) and the National Health Act (2013). Al-
though the two documents emanate to guide
therapeutic and non-therapeutic research from
a medical perspective, however, various sections
of both documents are found to relate to the
conduct of educational and social research. Gen-
erally, drawing from the Helsinki Declaration
(WHO 2001), the Department of Health (2006)
established 13 ethical principles for good clini-
cal practice (GCP) that all clinical and other re-
search must be based on. Within these princi-
ples resonate the responsibilities of the research-
er for all research participants including minors.
On the other hand, Sections 71 to 73 of the Na-
tional Health Act (2013: 96-101) fully explain in
detail the responsibilities of the researcher for
various types of research involving minors.
While Section 71 (2a-d) stipulates how minors
should be treated in a therapeutic research, and
subsection 3a (i-v) discusses how minors should
be handled in a non-therapeutic research (Na-
tional Health Act 2013:98-99). Although some
Faculties of Education in South Africa’s Univer-
sities have adapted most (if not all) of the ethical
principles from both the Department of Health
(2006) and the National Health Act (2013) in es-
tablishing their own research ethics, however,
research may be required in order to understand
various implications of such adaptation in the
conduct of school-based research with children.

Notwithstanding, it has already been sug-
gested elsewhere in the paper that school-based
social research differs significantly from health
or medical research. From the psychosocial
standpoint, it is well obvious that children per-
ceive and verbalize ideas differently from adults

(Boddy 2013) in social interactions. Again, Kjor-
holt (2013) argues that instead of making adult
members of a particular family answer for the
children, it becomes imperative for social re-
searchers to create meaningful environments
that would enable children to be able to answer
for themselves. One way social researchers can
achieve this during a research process is by be-
ing able to reflect on the kind of questions they
ask and the methods with which they do so.
Otherwise, it will be very questionable how con-
sent and permission, particularly pertinent to
research in ECD that focuses specifically on
children and educational practice, would be
achieved through a third party.

While this may be necessary and possible in
a medical or health research where perhaps the
efficacy of a new product to be tested on chil-
dren requires certain level of precautionary in-
tervention, such practice may be meaningless in
a social research. Traditionally, there appears to
be a tendency to objectify children, teachers and
school stakeholders by creating a perceived
‘gap’ between research participants and the re-
searcher. Unfortunately, in many instances, chil-
dren are still seen as objects in the research pro-
cess. However, more and more social research-
ers are finding usefulness and sincerity in al-
lowing participants who are children to have a
voice and to be seen as active participants in
the research process (Brostrom 2012). This pa-
per will detail ethical principles and values that
allow for effective and reciprocal relations be-
tween the researcher and children participants.
But before the researchers analyze these rela-
tionships, the uniqueness of children as research
participants has been explored.

UNIQUENESS  OF  CHILDREN AS
PARTICIPANTS  IN  EDUCATIONAL

RESEARCH

Social research that involves children is a
relatively new dimension to research and re-
search that involves preschoolers is novel to
South Africans. Related to this is the “lack of
debate about ethical dilemmas involving pre-
school children in relation to how researchers’
decisions and behaviors in the field can affect
children, and the communication between the
researcher and children” (Skanfors 2009:8). Re-
searching children raises particular concerns
regarding ethics, due to the vulnerability status
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that children are afforded. Children can be vul-
nerable in two ways (O’Reilly et al. 2013). There
are children who are vulnerable because of their
more limited knowledge and physical weakness
that render them dependent on adults, although
this changes as they grow and develop. Chil-
dren can also be seen as structurally vulnerable
because of a lack of economic and political pow-
er (Lansdown 1994). Notwithstanding, social
research with children can come with numerous
benefits. Mwaipopo (2006: 1) notes that such
research is necessary because it enables re-
searchers “to reach out to a section of society
disadvantaged by age in terms of their repre-
sentation in societal issues”.

Traditionally, researchers have seen children
who engage in the research process, in one of
four groups (Munford and Sanders 2004; Stel-
lenberg and Dorse 2014; Nortjé and Hoffmann
2015b). Different conceptualizations and opin-
ions have been used by scholars to identify
these groups or categories. Christensen (2004)
describes four categories of the child in a re-
search process to include: child as an object,
subject, social actor, and participant or co-re-
searcher. The first two categories represent the
traditional research paradigm, while the last two
represent the more contemporary research para-
digm. The most traditional of these approaches
is ‘the child as object’, which tends to relate to
research which is conducted on or about the
child. Like a real object, a child in this category
would have no say or active role other than to
be submissive to the will of the researcher(s).
This category of children as research objects
stems traditionally from a more scientific research
paradigm, when children were subjected to ex-
periments without consideration of any trauma
that the experience could result in. Such model
according to Backe-Hansen (2012: 100) “presup-
poses a stable and asymmetrical power relation-
ship between researchers and the researched”.
This kind of situation results in an exploitative
relationship in which the child comes second
best. This argument is also supported by an ear-
lier finding by Mwaipopo (2006: 1) who had ar-
gued, “theories about children and childhood
evolved from the traditional assumptions that
viewed children as naturally passive, otherwise
immature and hence, incompetent persons who
required training as they developed into adults”.

In the second category, ‘the child as sub-
ject’, the image of the child is an improvement

from the first. In this category the child is no
longer seen as an object but as a person with
some form of subjectivity (Christensen and Prout
2002). The problem with this view is that al-
though the researcher’s perception of the child
has improved considerably, the child in practi-
cal research is still an object—with subjectivity
(Johansson 2012). It is therefore understood that
within both of these groups of children’s partic-
ipation in research, the child is seen as an object
in the research process. The child as a social
actor denotes the view that children are the sub-
jects of research, and they are seen even more
deeply as social actors with their own under-
standings and their own experiences. One of the
vital movements that resulted from this under-
standing of children in research is that children
were given the freedom to make their own deci-
sions in the research process, particularly, with
regards to whether they wanted to participate in
the research or not (Christensen and Prout 2002).

The fourth perspective, ‘the child as a par-
ticipant or co-researcher’ has been largely influ-
enced by the United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989), dis-
cussed earlier. In this perspective, children are
viewed as citizens with an active participatory
role in society. This outlook emphasizes the agen-
cy of the child. These categories and movements
in ethical considerations regarding children par-
ticipants describe how the status of children in
research has been changing over the years in
response to socio-political changes in specific
countries as well as globally. Children’s partici-
pation in social research has evolved from be-
ing objectified, as was common in traditional re-
search processes until recently, to participants
or co-researchers in the research process. Ac-
tive participation of children in social research
has led to the notion of children as researchers
in their own right, hence the perspective of ‘the
child as a co-researcher.’ More so, Backe-Hans-
en (2012: 98) notes that the notion of children as
co-participants derives from the fact that “bring-
ing children’s citizenship centrally into adult
thinking and practice, then will foster a climate
of mutual respect and support across the gener-
ations that will benefit all”.

Furthermore, it can be argued that with these
dramatic movements in how researchers under-
stand children’s participation in research, comes
a revelation from the researchers side; the appli-
cation of ethics (Munford and Sanders 2004).
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How ethics are or can be applied to children
participants remains a contested and debated
terrain. It can also be argued that the four groups
or categories coexist, and that there is no defi-
nite progression, but rather that these under-
standings continue to exist alongside each oth-
er in contemporary, modern research (Christens-
en 2004). The main challenge for contemporary
research with children is not how to progress
from perceiving ‘the child as object’ but how to
lessen the co-existence of the different perspec-
tives of the child in contemporary research. Dif-
ferent perspectives cause inconsistent treat-
ments of children in research, depending on what
the researcher’s perspective of children is. A shift
towards the perspective of children as social
actors and co-researchers uplifts the status of
children in society (Johansson 2012). Promot-
ing the perspective of children as social actors
facilitates a more positive engagement of chil-
dren in research and prevents the violation of
children’s rights that is often associated with
research on or about children. Following these
debates and realizations, this paper will present
ethical principles and their challenges when en-
gaging with children in the research process.

Despite some of the downsides of research
with children, Mwaipopo (2006), Ball (2012),
and Urban (2012) suggest that doing research
with children as co-participants comes with
numerous gains. Research activity in which
children are treated as active social actors
would positively impact the quality and rele-
vance of the findings of such research. When
children are engaged in research as active par-
ticipants, decisions about intervention to mat-
ters concerning them are informed by less
speculative assumptions.

ETHICAL PRINCIPLES AND  ISSUES
IN  RESEARCH  WITH  CHILDREN

Research ethics is particularly interested in
the investigation of ethical issues that are raised
when people are involved as participants in re-
search, and with children such issues can be
very sensitive. According to Mwaipopo (2006:2),
ethical principles entail that researchers consid-
er “how child participants could be enabled to
participate in and not be exploited by the re-
search as well as ensuring that their rights are
protected”. Now, the researchers describe some
specific and relevant principles that should guide

all interactions with children when engaging in
research. It also opens a platform for further dis-
cussion and thoughts regarding a national frame-
work for South African research involving chil-
dren participants. The key ethical principles in-
clude the following.

Assent of the Child Participant

The issue of assent becomes necessary with
the understanding that the child is a person who
has not attained the legal age that allows him or
her to consent to research. Child assent stipules
obtaining an agreement from the child to par-
take in a research process. The importance here-
in is that the child him/herself must personally
offer to be a part of the research after the re-
searchers have successfully communicated all
aspects of the research to the child. There has
been a growing interest about the ways in which
children themselves assent to participate in re-
search. Issues of assent relating to children have
been the focus of extensive deliberation (France
2004; Alderson and Morrow 2004; Skanfors
2009). This interest was initiated as a result of
dissatisfaction about traditional approaches to
ethical considerations and the accepted view
that adults can decide on behalf of children, by
way of informed consent to participate in re-
search (Munford and Sanders 2004).

Factors to be considered in ensuring that
the child is duly informed of research processes
and principles include age, general cognitive
ability, emotional status and knowledge (Lind-
say 2000; Urban 2012). Coady (2001) cautions
that according to legal definitions, children can-
not consent, but the child’s legal guardian can
give consent on behalf of the child. Yet, contem-
porary approaches to research ethics in which
children are allowed to assent to participate, can
be justified on the basis that parents’ consent
does not guarantee the child’s willingness to
participate. Within the human rights framework,
seeking the parents’ consent alone in order for a
child to participate is insufficient and in viola-
tion of the child’s right not to participate in re-
search. If children are treated as participants in a
social research it is necessary to seek their as-
sent. In keeping with the United Nations Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child, the research-
er should ask the child to assent to be involved
in the research (Coady 2001; Kellet 2005; Mur-
ray and Urban 2012; Urban 2012).
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The ‘Complete’ Well-being of Children
Participants

The well-being of participants is arguably
the most important principle in research with
children. This principle is meant to protect re-
search participants from physical, emotional and
psychological harm. Non-maleficence, accord-
ing to O’Reilly et al. (2013), refers to avoiding
harm and how researchers should aim to pro-
duce net benefit and reduce all risk of harm when
planning and conducting their research. There-
fore, while the researcher has to fulfill the rigor-
ous methodological requirements of a study,
there is also an obligation to apply rigorous
means to ensure protection of participants (Jo-
hansson 2012). Hence, the researcher must be
sensitive to the unique needs of all individuals,
participants and their own activities in the re-
search process (Nairn and Clarke 2012). While
ensuring the physical well-being of children in
research seems rather simple, many researchers
are often puzzled when children tell them in in-
terviews that they are victims of physical abuse
(Nairn and Clarke 2011). This means researchers
must plan in advance the means to convey sen-
sitive messages of abuse that are reported by
children during interviews.

Perhaps one question to ask here could bor-
der on what ethical issues may arise from this
sort of dilemma. On the one hand, the researcher
has been signatory to confidentiality and priva-
cy principles that warrant that he or she pro-
tects the child participant to the extent that dis-
closure might be injurious to the participant. So
should the researchers remain mute just because
he/she has signed the privacy and confidential-
ity documents to protect the child while allow-
ing the abuse to continue? From the perspec-
tive of conscience, disclosure may necessarily
be the option “if the anticipated benefits justify
the risk” (Department of Health 2006:67). This is
one way of making children benefit from the re-
search particularly since there had been specu-
lation over the years that most research with
children tends to benefit researchers only (Lynch
et al. 1999).

Ensuring children’s emotional and psycho-
logical well-being in research is probably the
most complex and challenging ethical consider-
ation to adhere to. Not only is it difficult be-
cause researchers cannot be sure about what is
harmful to different children, particularly in a

multicultural context like South Africa, but also
because emotional and psychological suffering
could be experienced long after the interview
had been done or the research completed. Along
these lines, it is vitally important that the re-
searcher strive for best ethical practice and re-
sponsibility for any upset during the recruitment
phase of the research, during the fieldwork, and
once the research is deemed complete (Kjorholt
2012; Nairn and Clarke 2012). It takes additional
consideration as researchers and educational-
ists to completely undertake such challenges
when planning the research design.

Privacy and Confidentiality when
Working with Children Participants

Most professionals working in the early
childhood field are aware of the need to main-
tain confidentiality about children and their fam-
ilies (Coady 2001). Ensuring the confidentiality
of research data or evidence and anonymity of
children participants in the research process is a
vital component of conducting ethical research
with children. Children should be informed about
the limitations of confidentiality before partici-
pating in research. This will allow them to give a
fully informed consent (Fargas-Malet et al. 2010).
The important element in this consideration is
that children themselves must decide which in-
formation remains between the child and re-
searcher and which information could be shared
with other people. However, there is debate
among researchers and academics about wheth-
er sensitive information that results from inter-
views regarding, for example, child abuse or vic-
timization (Coady 2001) should be disclosed
against the child’s will. As the researchers have
already argued above, if the benefit of disclos-
ing such abuse will outweigh the risk for the
child, then such abuse must be disclosed
accordingly.

Having said that, Lynch et al. (1999) suggest
that sensitive information such as sexual abuse,
derived from an interview with a child, should
be reported to relevant stakeholders even if this
means breaching the confidentiality code agreed
upon prior to the interview. On the other hand,
Fargas-Malet et al. (2010) maintain that sensi-
tive information or any information given by a
child should only be disclosed or shared when
the child assents to that, after having discussed
it with the child. In practical situations it would
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seem unethical for a researcher to allow himself
or herself to be oblivious to the suffering experi-
enced by a child participating in a study. In child
abuse cases the breaching of the confidentiality
code agreed upon by the researcher and the child
at the beginning appears inevitable. Although
this kind of scenario may put the researcher into
a very complex situation, in a very serious crime
as child abuse, the researcher will hold no legal
obligation to uphold the confidentiality agree-
ment other than to disclose crime.

Power Relations between Researcher and
Children Participants

The age difference between the researcher
and the participants alone shifts the power to
the researcher. Power relations determine how
the participants will respond to the researcher
and how they conduct themselves throughout
the research process (Christensen 2004). It is on
this assumption that ethnographic studies are
said to be inappropriate for research with chil-
dren. Ethnographic studies “suggest that child-
hood is an exotic foreign land that adults visit,
just as colonial ethnographers…ventured to
‘other’ cultures” (Randall 2012:40). While eth-
nographers visit the research setting with good
intentions, participants have a predisposition
to perceive the researcher as someone who
‘knows better’ or in other words, is more power-
ful. Even worse, an ethnographer could be per-
ceived as someone who uses covert means to
obtain information from the participants. Under
these circumstances, children might withdraw
or act in ways that do not display their true char-
acters. This means the researcher has to find
ways to relinquish some of his or her perceived
power.

Mandell (1988) proposed three principles for
shedding some of the perceived power that a
researcher enters the research setting with. Man-
dell’s principles have been summarized by Ran-
dall (2012:40) to include minimizing “the social
difference between adults and children, value
the children’s social worlds as being as impor-
tant as those of adults, and find shared meaning
with children through social activities such as
play”. Minimizing the social differences entails
“suspending the notion of children and view
them simply as social members” (Mandell
1988:436). Minimizing social differences means
researchers should not stand on the outside,

observing or looking in on children and their
childhood. Rather, they should attempt to un-
derstand how children experience being children
and living their childhoods (Randall 2012).
These assertions show that the researcher’s
mindset has a great influence on how power re-
lations are negotiated between the researcher
and the child. A researcher’s preconceived ideas
about children’s incompetency and intellectual
immaturity will act as barriers to positive engage-
ments with children.

The second principle of Mandell relates to
the need to minimize the perceived power by
valuing the children’s social world. This de-
pends on the researcher’s ability to “gain knowl-
edge of children’s views and of the ways in which
children accept and challenge adult perspec-
tives” (Mandell 1988:436). Similarly, Randall
(2012:42) asserts that in order for researchers to
minimize their adult power, they should believe
that a child’s social world is as real, valid and
vital as those of adults. This viewpoint is signif-
icant as it emancipates children from the state of
vulnerability and makes their voices heard. This
is an important move from the traditional view of
children as research participants and encompass-
es the modern take on ethical considerations
with children in research. This view is also im-
portant because it favors the notion of conduct-
ing research with children rather than about
children.

The last principle proposed by Mandell is
that the researcher should attempt to have gen-
uine or ‘real’ interactions with children to find
shared meaning, through social activities such
as play or arts-based participatory methods (Ran-
dall 2012). The contemporary perspective on
children is necessary to achieve this objective.
It is also clear that only a researcher who views
children as competent human beings, who de-
serve to be listened to, will be able to conduct
research with children in a humanistic and ethi-
cal manner. To evaluate research with children,
research reports the need to include discussions
of how the researchers addressed Mandell’s prin-
ciples. Researching children requires practitio-
ners to be aware of the relevant ethical codes
and guidelines, but furthermore, to be able to
judge the relative importance of conflicting eth-
ical principles that arise from working with this
special group of research participants (Lindsay
2000). Evidence shared by children is influenced
by how social differences are minimized, the per-
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ceived value the researcher places on the chil-
dren’s social worlds and how children are en-
gaged in the research process (Randall 2012).

DISCUSSION

Ethical Framework Policy for Social Research
in ECD in South Africa

As social research differs significantly from
health and medical research, the researchers ar-
gue that existing ethical framework policies do
not fully capture the nature of interactions con-
tingent upon social research. Kjorholt (2012) ar-
gued that although national ethical guidelines
are important, they are not sufficient when do-
ing research with children in cross-cultural con-
texts. According to Herczog (2012), the United
Nations Convention on Child’s Rights is the first
legally binding human rights treaty. Within the
Convention (UNICEF 2011) are four specific ar-
ticles namely: Articles 3, 4, 12 and 18 that to-
gether point towards “the full recognition of the
rights of all children to early childhood educa-
tion and care” (Herczog 2012:549) as well as to-
wards the respect of the views of the child. How-
ever, it is important to point out that although
the Convention accords full recognition to the
right of every child to early childhood educa-
tion and care, it did not specifically address how
children should be involved in the type of edu-
cational and or social research currently taking
place within the domains of ECD.

Martin (2012) documents the progression of
a policy framework on early childhood develop-
ment in South Africa from 1994 to 2011. Howev-
er, as important and unique as these develop-
ments may appear, a major weakness of such
policy development was that each failed to spe-
cifically address the negative impact the socio-
economic developments have had on African
children in the country. Moreover, while some
of the policies have had some focus on ECD,
many others have only contributed minimally.
The present researchers argue that ethical poli-
cy frameworks on research that uniformly target
every South African child without recognition
given to the apparent diversity and the differen-
tial socio-economic circumstances under which
most South Africa’s children currently live, would
tantamount to inequality of access. Ethical con-
cerns when conducting social research with chil-
dren from low-income or disadvantaged back-

grounds may differ significantly from ethical
concerns when dealing with children from more
affluent backgrounds. There is no evidence to
suggest that current policy has dealt with these
issues adequately. When working with children
in disadvantaged schools, fieldworkers are of-
ten exposed to and have to confront harsh real-
ities and environments in which these children
live. It is obvious that researchers from the do-
main of humanities and social sciences would
require dealing with different ethical issues that
may require different ethical principles.

South Africa’s progression towards a com-
prehensive early childhood development policy
framework began in 1994 with the Reconstruc-
tion and Development Program (RDP) of 1994.
Although the RDP was not specifically target-
ing ECD, a key provision that addressed an ECD
matter was that of free healthcare for children
under the age of 6 (Martin 2012). The RDP also
failed to define what ECD entails. The White
Paper on Education and Training (DoE 1995;
Martin 2012; Saloojee and Slemming 2012) clear-
ly spelt out what ECD means for South Africa,
but was specifically silent on how educational
and social researchers working with children ei-
ther as participants or as ‘subjects’ should re-
late to them. The gap persists. The Interim De-
partment of Education Policy for Early Child-
hood Development (DoE 1996) defined ECD fol-
lowing the White Paper on Education but also
established a pilot project for a universal recep-
tion year (Martin 2012). However, as with the
previous interim policy, there are no provisions
for specific research issues involving children
in the domain of humanities and or social sci-
ences. The National Program of Action for Chil-
dren in South Africa, which developed follow-
ing the ratification of the United Nations’ Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child, simply ac-
knowledged the interim policy.

Other policy frameworks that target the rights
of the child in South Africa include the White
Paper for Social Welfare (Department of Welfare
1997), the White Paper for the Transformation
of the Health System in South Africa (Depart-
ment of Health 1997; 2006), the Child Support
Grant (Department of Social Development 1998),
the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of
the Child, which South Africa ratified in 2000
(Martin 2012), the UNESCO Education for All
2000 (Martin 2012; Saloojee and Slemming 2012),
the Education White Paper 5 on Early Childhood
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Development (Department of Education 2001),
the White Paper 6 on Inclusive Education (De-
partment of Education 2001), the the National
Integrated Plan for ECD in South Africa 2005 –
2010 (UNICEF 2005), and the National Health
Act (2013). It must be noted that this plan was
the first national action plan for the ECD sector
in the Republic since 1994. According to the plan,
ECD refers to a comprehensive approach to pol-
icies and programs for children from birth to nine
years with the active participation of their par-
ents and caregivers (Martin 2012:13). A mention
must be made of the Guidelines for Early Child-
hood Development Services (Department of
Social Development 2006) and the National Ear-
ly Learning and Development Standards for
Children Birth to Four Years (Department of Ba-
sic Education 2009), which focuses on the de-
velopment of quality learning for children be-
tween 0 to 4 years.

Although these policies have made tremen-
dous progress in the area of children’s rights to
education in particular and early childhood de-
velopment in South Africa generally, it remains
doubtful whether ethical issues relating to
school-based social research were addressed in
any of these policy frameworks. Moreover, with-
out a unified and binding national policy on ear-
ly childhood development and education for
South Africa, the important issues relating to
the ethical principles involved in social research
involving children may never be effectively ad-
dressed. An important aspect of ethics in chil-
dren’s research in a culturally diverse society
such as South Africa is the question of how to
address ethical issues when conducting re-
search among children with a history of vul-
nerability including violence, abuse, neglect,
poverty, disease-stricken, family instability, il-
literacy, and rural dwelling. It is obvious that
researchers in the domain of humanities and
social sciences entering the spaces of such
children will have a different ethical mandate
from those who may be entering the spaces of
children from affluent communities. For instance,
if transformative radical research is meant to
challenge the assumptions made about such
vulnerable children, their families and communi-
ties (Barnett 2010; Ball 2012; Urban 2012; Stel-
lenberg and Dorse 2014; Strode et al. 2014) then
the researcher(s) would require different sets of
ethical frameworks that enable them to navigate
more sensitive territories as they progress with

the research. By doing so, the gain of such re-
search could possibly be the emancipation of
such children and their communities.

Experience from a just concluded field re-
search would support the notion that rural re-
search with children requires a new ethical con-
sciousness. At the moment, no rural-specific eth-
ical requirements are known to exist anywhere
either in the Province or in the Republic for re-
searchers in the domain of humanities and so-
cial sciences. It is therefore necessary to begin
to interrogate such a possibility. Herczog (2012:
542) suggests that “a rights-based approach
consists in a set of values and standards and a
comprehensive and inclusive manner that apply
to all children and their best interests, and the
development of their capacities”. Given this fact,
only framework policies on ethical requirements
that specifically target educational and social
research with rural children can best protect and
serve the interests of those children as well as
those of the researchers themselves.

In considering an inclusive ethical policy
framework for educational and social research
with children with a history of vulnerability, it is
plausible to suggest that a different set of ethi-
cal considerations is a necessary step to guar-
antee the trust that has been hitherto denied to
most children involved in social research. Such
an ethical framework policy must take the nature
of the researched children into account. Even if
the research process is explained and under-
stood by the child participants as suggested by
Kjorholt (2012), such research may still not have
considered the nature of the child. Social research
process in which the nature of the child is prop-
erly considered would first attempt to under-
stand how the entire research might impact the
psychosocial well-being of the children in-
volved. Most often, educational and social re-
searchers are so preoccupied with obtaining rich
and thick data from the researched children that
they fail to cater for the impact of such research
on the psyche of the child participants. That is
why Broch (2012:64) notes, “children involved
in research must be given an adequate, informa-
tive orientation about the proposed research
project, its methods and intended outcomes”. A
functional ethical framework must clearly stipu-
late responsibilities for the researchers to dem-
onstrate understandable evidence of how the
child participants are supported even after the
study has been terminated, noting that the out-
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come of the study may have negative effects on
the child participants.

An inclusive framework policy on ethical
principles for school-based research with chil-
dren will reflect the context of the child. More
so, because the post-1994 experiences of the
South African child are contextualized in terms
of rural versus urban, poor versus affluent, pa-
rental affect, family stability and instability, vio-
lated and abused, language deficient, low so-
cio-economic status, disease-stricken, and child-
parent. A functional framework policy on the eth-
ics of social research must reflect these realities
and researchers entering the social spaces of
the affected must be made by policy, account-
able and responsible. Without much digression,
it appears reasonable to think that most current
ethical requirements are transported from across
the Atlantic with undeniable Eurocentric under-
tone. For example, interpretations of individual
rights in current ethical principles appear to be
Western orientated. Backe-Hansen (2012:122)
argues that “a predominantly Western focus on
individual rights may actually be detrimental to
the interests of young people in public care un-
less an ethic of care is developed alongside the
rights perspectives”.

The age and competency differential amongst
children, and between children and adults, chil-
dren’s potential vulnerability to exploitation, and
power relations between children and adult re-
searchers are various elements that necessitate
proper and carefully structured framework policy
on the ethics of educational and social for re-
search with children and for early childhood de-
velopment research. Although the researchers are
not against the giving of gratifications to the
child participants or their communities for that
matter, ethical considerations would call for the
rationalization of such practice especially with-
in the domain of humanities and social sciences.
For instance, what do such gratifications mean
to the vulnerable and rural dwelling child partic-
ipants against the urban dwelling and affluent
child participants? What are the likely impacts
of such gratifications on both the research pro-
cess and on the researched child participants?
These issues raise very serious ethical ques-
tions for consideration if social research may
achieve its objectives without leaving behind
negative and permanent influences on the child
participants. There are many more issues, how-

ever, space is limited for a full discourse in this
very important subject.

CONCLUSION

From the domain of humanities and social
sciences, it is obvious that research involving
child participants raises many ethical questions,
problems and challenges. It therefore, becomes
imperative to address the issue of research eth-
ics specifically targeting researching the empir-
ical social world of early childhood development.
Addressing such an important area would facil-
itate the establishment of a genuine and mean-
ingful research culture that allows for the full
acknowledgement of the rights and interest of
the child participants in ECD research. It is there-
fore essential for all stakeholders to engage in
debates aimed at devising a more transparent
framework policy on the ethics of social research
that effectively accentuates the responsibilities
of the social researchers in South African early
childhood development research.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the discussions above, the re-
searchers would recommend a conceptualization
of ethics that refer to conducting social (not
medical) research in ECD contexts. There is the
need for multi-sectorial debates on what ethics
mean for social research and researchers in ear-
ly childhood development. Research institutions
and universities must engage with the concept
of ethics in social research with children in order
to come up with a child-specific framework pol-
icy document suitable for the conduct of educa-
tional and social research in early childhood
contexts.

Researchers entering the spaces of children
should be made to commit and demonstrate from
the onset, how the outcomes of such research
with children would benefit those children and
their communities. A good example here is the
case with teenage pregnancy. As it is known,
many academics have been involved in this kind
of research for years, and many have also risen
from the ranks to become full professors, yet
teenagers are still getting pregnant.

Gratifications in research involving children
remain under scrutiny. Experience has shown
that gifts may impact the credibility of the find-
ings of particular studies. The researchers rec-
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ommend that gratifications to children and/or
their community for their participation in a re-
search be avoided. While this may work for some
types of research, it is obvious that when it comes
to social research and the kind of data sought,
gratifications may pose serious credibility is-
sues. Participants in research must be free to
contribute to particular research based on their
understanding of how such research may bene-
fit them and their communities and not only be-
cause of the evidence of gratifications.
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