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  Foreword 

  It was with great pleasure that I agreed to write a short Foreword to 
this volume that explores visual research methods in research with 
children for I believe this book will make a significant contribution 
to advancing the field of childhood studies in a number of ways. Not 
only does it introduce the reader to a range of innovative approaches 
to carrying out visual research but, uniquely, it also engages with those 
who are in the business of producing or curating the visual materials 
and artefacts – films, toys, digital devices, exhibitions – that children 
and researchers might use in their research conversations. This moves 
the thrust of the book way beyond being a simple manual of ‘how to do 
visual research’ with children. Instead here is a collection that reflects 
critically on the processes of production, interpretation, meaning and 
sense making that take place in the visual realm, for children in their 
everyday lives and, therefore, for the researchers who seek to under-
stand these processes. 

 Back in the day – in the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s – when childhood 
studies was still finding its feet and taking its first tottering steps into 
the realms of academic respectability, most researchers adopted research 
methods that had already been tried and tested in research with adults. 
Indeed, the announcement of the ‘new paradigm’ for childhood research 
in 1990 advocated, for the social sciences, that ethnography might be a 
preferred method for carrying out research with children. Later, partly 
due to the constraints on research time and funding, child-centred 
interviews and research conversations were to become the mainstay 
of the sociology of childhood. However, within this burgeoning body 
of research relatively little attention was given to the visual aspects of 
children’s lives; instead, the main emphasis was on gaining children’s 
perspectives on the world through verbal means. While children’s draw-
ings might have been used to illustrate a written account, very few 
researchers were, at this time, using children’s drawings as a research 
method in and of itself. Indeed, it was only in developmental psychology 
that drawings and other visual methods, such as picture-ranking tech-
niques, were used. Here, they were employed largely as experimental 
tools; for example, to assess children’s friendship preferences or their 
attitudes to disability or race. 
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 Looking back, this omission seems really rather odd given children’s 
mostly enthusiastic interest in and engagement with the visual in all 
its varied forms. Indeed, in the early 1990s, I can remember sitting, one 
wet playtime, with a group of children around a classroom table. In the 
centre was a box of crayons and a pile of paper. Without exception the 
children picked up a few crayons and a piece of paper and began imme-
diately to draw. Nonplussed, I followed suit, but found myself frozen in 
the act of drawing – what should I do? ‘What are you drawing, Allison?’ 
one girl asked as she busily coloured in her own picture. I had no answer 
for, as an adult, I had forgotten what it feels like to be able to draw 
one’s ideas with a pencil, so used had I become to articulating these just 
verbally. 

 Latterly, however, things have begun to change dramatically. This has 
been instigated, on the one hand, by the move to the inclusion of more 
participatory methods in research with children, where researchers 
have adopted a range of visually based techniques, within the interview 
context or ethnographic setting, to access children’s own world views 
and understandings. On the other hand, the explosion of interest in the 
visual itself, made possible through the development of a raft of new 
technologies, has meant that children and researchers no longer just 
have TV, films, paint and crayons at their disposal; there are now myriad 
other visual avenues for expression and meaning making on offer. 

 And it is these that this volume celebrates. Here we see children 
working with researchers to create meanings together; children using 
artefacts and technologies in ways which shed light on the sense they 
themselves attribute to places, spaces and things; and we hear also how 
some of those responsible for the production of new digital media are 
not just seeking profits, but are working with children to design prod-
ucts that can enhance and encourage children’s own creativity in and 
with the visual sphere. 

 As the Introduction describes, much of the research discussed in 
this volume comes from the work of members of the Visual Research 
Group, based at the Centre for the Study of Childhood and Youth (CSCY 
University of Sheffield. As a recently retired Director of CSCY, this is 
another reason why I was so pleased to write this Foreword. 

 This book is a symbol of the commitment, enthusiasm and energy 
that this new generation of childhood researchers have brought, and 
will continue to bring, to research with children. 

 Allison James 
 Professor Emerita 

 University of Sheffield 
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    Preface 

 Our ideas about visual research methods for children and young people 
developed through our membership of the Visual Research Group at 
the Centre for the Study of Childhood and Youth (CSCY), University of 
Sheffield. The members of this group, many of whom are contributors 
to this book, are concerned with extending visual research methods so 
that the experience of being a part of projects that use visual methods 
resonates with children and young people. In particular, through our 
work in children’s emerging literacy practices and digital play (Yamada-
Rice) and social media research and design education (Stirling) we are 
aware that visual tools, interpretation and production of images play an 
increasing role in the lives of young people. 

 The dialogue between the visual industries and the Visual Research 
Group began back in 2013 at a workshop at the University of Sheffield 
entitled ‘Revisioning the visual: using visual methods with children and 
young people’. The aim of this workshop was to share practice between 
those researching children and young people using visual methods 
approaches and those creating visual outputs for children and young 
people. As a group we were debating and problematising a range of ideas 
and issues do to with the visual mode and children. We thought that 
there are lots of people who already have expertise working with visuals 
and children, and we wondered if they were struggling with similar 
issues. And so the dialogue began. 

 Within this volume, we have called the industry partners  visual indus-
tries , in order to foreground the visual mode. We acknowledge this group 
of people is more commonly described as the  creative industries  or  creative 
arts practice . 

 This book is not a how-to guide but takes the format of reflections 
on past research with children and/or young people. It is divided into 
three sections: ‘Meaning making and production’, ‘Creativity, remixing 
and mess’ and ‘Beyond ethics’. Each of the sections has an introduc-
tory chapter that provides a context for the overarching theme. This is 
followed by empirical-based chapters that offer insights into the use of 
visual methods across a range of different settings. These chapters end 
with a set of questions, which are designed to engage the reader, or to act 
as a stand-alone task for teachers using the book on taught courses. Key 
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theories and issues rising from the chapters are discussed in reflective 
Q & A style discussions, between industry professionals and ourselves, 
which form a concluding chapter to each section. In using this book, 
we invite you to read a chapter relating to your research project or read 
it in its entirety. We hope to engage us all in furthering the discussion 
on using visual methods in research projects with children and young 
people. 
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