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Young Children as Active Citizens in Australian Local Government: Possibilities and challenges from 
an Australian perspective.  

Abstract 

Despite considerable research and discussion regarding children and young people's rights 

and citizenship, the participation of young children in community decision-making is still 

limited. In this exploratory research, a case study is reported on how ideas about young 

children as active citizens are interpreted within one local government context. Data were 

collected and analysed from nine local government staff who completed an online survey. 

The survey focused on issues with respect to: services and programs for young children; 

inclusion of young children in local government policies and plans; how local government 

defines active citizenship; how children could participate as active citizens; and an open-

ended question regarding the avenues and possibilities for young children to express their 

opinions and be involved in local government decision-making. The findings suggested that 

while older children and adolescents may be involved in consultation processes, this local 

government did not have effective mechanisms for enabling young children to readily 

participate in their communities as active citizens. The conclusions offer some ideas about the 

possibilities for change. In particular, greater collaboration between local government and 

early childhood education programs is important if young children are to be equipped and 

involved in the local government decisions affecting them. 

Keywords: Active citizenship, young children, participation, local government, early 

childhood education, Australia 

Résumé 

En dépit d’un nombre considérable d’études et de discussions menées au sujet des droits et de 

la citoyenneté des enfants et des jeunes, la participation des jeunes enfants à la prise de 

décision de la communauté reste encore limitée. Cette recherche exploratoire rapporte une 

étude de cas qui s’intéresse à la façon dont les idées sur la participation des jeunes enfants 

comme citoyens actifs sont interprétées dans un contexte de gouvernement local. Les données 
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cueillies et analysées proviennent de neuf membres du personnel d’un gouvernement local 

qui ont complété un sondage en ligne. Le sondage portait sur des questions concernant les 

services et les programmes pour jeunes enfants, l’inclusion des jeunes enfants dans les 

politiques et plans du gouvernement local, la façon dont le gouvernement local définit la 

citoyenneté active, la façon dont les enfants pourraient participer comme citoyens actifs, et 

une question ouverte sur les approches et les possibilités pour les jeunes enfants d’exprimer 

leurs opinions et d’être impliqués dans la prise de décisions du gouvernement local. Les 

résultats suggèrent que tandis que les enfants plus âgés et les adolescents peuvent être 

impliqués dans le processus de consultation, ce gouvernement local n’avait pas de 

mécanismes permettant effectivement aux jeunes enfants de participer facilement à leurs 

communautés en tant que citoyens actifs. La conclusion offre quelques idées de possibilités 

de changement. En particulier, une plus grande collaboration entre le gouvernement local et 

les programmes d’éducation de la petite enfance est importante si l’on veut que les jeunes 

enfants soient préparés et impliqués dans les décisions du gouvernement local qui les 

touchent. 

 

Resumen 

A pesar de la considerable investigación y discusión acerca de los derechos y ciudadanía de 

niños y jóvenes, la participación de niños pequeños en la toma de decisiones dentro de la 

comunidad es todavía bastante limitada. En esta investigación exploratoria se informa de un 

caso de estudio que analiza cómo se interpretan las ideas de los niños como ciudadanos 

activos en un contexto de gobierno local. Los datos analizados se recogieron de nueve 

empleados del gobierno local que rellenaron un cuestionario en línea. El cuestionario se 

centraba en los siguientes temas: servicios y programas para niños pequeños; inclusión de 

niños pequeños en pólizas y planes del gobierno local; cómo define el gobierno local la 

ciudadanía activa; cómo podrían participar los niños como ciudadanos activos; y una 

pregunta abierta sobre las vías y posibilidades para que los niños puedan expresar sus 

opiniones e involucrarse en la toma de decisiones en el gobierno local. Los resultados 

sugirieron que, mientras que los niños más mayores y los adolescentes pueden ser partícipes 

en procesos de consulta, este gobierno local no puso en práctica mecanismos efectivos para 

permitir que los niños más pequeños participaran fácilmente en sus comunidades como 

ciudadanos activos. Las conclusiones presentan algunas ideas sobre las posibilidades de 

cambio. En particular, es importante que haya una mayor colaboración entre el gobierno local 
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y programas de educación de infancia temprana, si se quiere preparar e involucrar a los niños 

pequeños en la toma de decisiones del gobierno local sobre temas que les afecten. 

Introduction 
Contemporary interest in young children as citizens is gaining momentum. However, research into the possible 

involvement of young children in local government decision-making is still scarce. This situation is partly 

because “The idea of children as citizens in their own right, and as independent bearers of rights, is a fairly 

recent one” (Stasiulis 2002, p. 508). The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) (1989) 

provided increased currency for the idea of children as citizens. While citizenship is not explicitly mentioned in 

the CRC, many contemporary debates about children’s participation and citizenship draw on children’s rights to 

express views, as outlined in the first point of Article 12 where it is stated that “the views of the child be given 

due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child”.  

The research presented in this paper is a study of the adult attitudes to the participation of young children 

in local government decision-making and is framed by international definitions of early childhood referring to 

children between birth and eight years. It is currently perceived that the younger the child, the more difficult it is 

to involve them as citizens (Neale 2004). The paper begins with a brief outline of the Australian local 

government context then proceeds to examine the existing literature about young children as active citizens 

(focusing on local government contexts) before turning to our study in one local government setting in South 

Australia. As this is an exploratory study, the review of the existing literature makes up a significant part of the 

paper. The paper concludes with some suggestions regarding possible strategies for more inclusive interactions 

between local government and young children. 

The research context: Australian local government  
In Australia, there are three levels of government – federal, state/territory, and local (also called councils or 

authorities). In 2015 there were 571 local government councils across Australia, 74 of which were located in 

South Australia (Department of Infrastructure and Regional Development 2015; Local Government Association 

of South Australia 2015). Councils are responsible for providing essential services, such as libraries, recreation 

facilities, and waste management, and developing planning initiatives within their local geographic area. 

Councils manage many facilities that host services and programs for young children and their families and fund 

a diverse range of initiatives to strengthen communities and enhance the wellbeing of children and their 

families, such as neighbourhood centres and parks. 
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The research project from which the paper draws is titled Young Children as Active Citizens. The impetus 

for the research emerged from a university partnership within a state government initiative known as the 

“Adelaide Thinkers in Residence program” designed to bring world renowned experts, in particular fields, to 

South Australia with the aim of generating new thinking and inspiring change. As part of this program, Carla 

Rinaldi (President of Reggio Children) was invited to provide feedback on South Australia’s early childhood 

strategies. Given that a key concept of the Reggio Emilia approach is that from birth the child is recognised as a 

citizen (Rinaldi 2013), the researchers valued the opportunity to collaborate with Carla Rinaldi in order to 

examine how the idea of young children as active citizens has been interpreted in an Australian local 

government context.  

Active citizenship and young children 
The increased attention and extensive debates regarding children’s citizenship and participation is illustrated by 

the number of special issues of journals specifically focusing on this topic that include: The International 

Journal of Children’s Rights (“Investment and citizenship” 2008); Citizenship Studies (“Citizenship, learning 

and education” 2009), The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science (“Child as Citizen” 

2011), the International Journal of Progressive Education (“Education for Active citizenship 2012), Global 

Studies of Early Childhood (“Actualisation of children’s participation rights” 2013, 2014).   

In much literature and public discourse about citizenship, children are constructed as citizens of the 

future and “not-yet-citizens” (Lister 2007, p. 54; Moosa-Mitha 2005). Moosa-Mitha (2005, p. 371) argues that 

children should be considered using the concept of different-centred citizens, which means “taking seriously 

their citizenship status without reference to adults as a standard by which their citizenship is measured”. 

Similarly Cohen (2005, p. 234) argues that children are located in a “middle ground” where they “are citizens by 

certain standards and not by others”, thus they can be viewed as semi-citizens with “partial membership”. Both 

positions are useful in thinking about how children’s status can limit their access to particular avenues of 

citizenship. However, while it might not be their intention, by placing adults at the centre of “real” or full 

citizenship, both positions construct children as “lacking” and “deficient” (“different” from and “semi”).  

The research project from which this paper is drawn is framed by the concept of “active citizenship” as 

defined by Phillips (2011) in that the focus is on the opportunities for children to be “social agents expressing 

opinions, making decisions, and enacting social actions as an expression of civic responsibility” (p. 779). The 

difference between active and passive citizenship is made clear by Phillips (2010): “Citizenship is prefaced with 

the word active to explicitly articulate concern for citizenship participation and not passive citizenship, which 
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implies simply being counted as a citizen” (p. 5 see also Ross 2012). While children do not have “full rights”, in 

that they cannot vote or personally receive social security benefits, they can act as citizens by participating in 

collective decision-making (Lister 2008). Alongside citizens having a say in decision-making, Michels and De 

Graaf (2010, p. 489) highlight the importance of “democratic citizenship, that is: the development of civic skills, 

the increase of public engagement, and the opportunity to meet and discuss neighbourhood issues and 

problems”. 

Citizenship for younger children is often viewed as less straightforward than for older children who can 

engage in “‘adult’ modes of behaving and communicating” (Neale 2004, p. 15) because the “ways to engage” 

are less often accessible to young children. Even the UN CRC (1989) Article 12 (quoted above) emphasises that 

children’s rights to express their views is dependent on them being “capable of forming his or her own views” 

and their views should be “given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child”. Despite this 

frequent positioning as “not yet able” to engage, there is a growing body of research providing evidence that 

young children are capable of expressing views on issues affecting them and can meaningfully inform policy 

making, when provided with the appropriate opportunity (MacNaughton et al. 2007). With their unique 

perspectives, knowledge and experiences, children are competent reporters of their own worlds (Dockett and 

Perry 2007; Smith et al. 2008).  

The Reggio Emilia approach to early childhood education provides an example of children's active 

citizenship in that it recognises young children as citizens of the present and not just the future. Rinaldi (2013, p. 

18) writes that “The key concept for us in Reggio Emilia is the concept of ‘child as citizen’ right from birth. Not 

just the child as a private subject (the son or daughter of ...) but as a citizen”. She advocates that from birth 

children are capable of expressing their views and engaging with others (Rinaldi 1998, p. 114). This perspective 

was elaborated when Rinaldi stated in one of our meetings with her “when a baby cries, it is a political act” 

(personal communication, August 27, 2012). 

However, there are numerous barriers to young children’s participation as active citizens. The scope for 

young children’s active citizenship is restricted by the prevailing view among many adults that young children 

are immature and therefore incapable. When children are conceptualised in this way their participation and 

interaction with adults is limited (Phillips 2011). Thus, the particular “image of the child” that adults hold is 

crucial in how they view children and their active citizenship (Rinaldi 2013).  

Adult images of childhood arise from the discourses circulating within societal structures. It is beyond 

the scope of this paper to address the multiple discourses that construct particular “ways of being” for young 
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children in contemporary societies. However, to illustrate, we draw from two examples. Millei (2008) 

challenges the notion that Australian children can be active citizens within existing organisational structures. 

This is evident within corporatised childcare centres, where the voices of children may be “rendered invisible” 

by the focus on “parent-provider transaction” (Woodrow and Press 2007, p. 323). A second example is the 

relationship between young children and the “welfare” state when children are constructed as being in the “care 

of the state”. This construction creates an anomaly regarding children’s citizenship and welfare (Neale 2004) 

and between children’s rights to active citizenship and rights to protection (Stasiulis 2002). 

Much research about (active) citizenship and young children’s participation emanates from education 

settings. For example, Dahlberg et al. (1999) refers to early childhood institutions as “forums located in civil 

societies” that are able to make important contributions to many projects of “social, cultural and political 

significance” (p. 7). In the Australian context, the possibilities for this democratic work are framed by 

curriculum expectations. Across the birth-8 year age group, Australian educators work with two different 

curricula. In the birth-5 year age group, The Early Years Learning Framework for Australia (Department of 

Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, 2009) articulates the importance of “belonging” and 

“becoming”. These outcomes can be seen as elements of active citizenship. The General Capabilities section of 

the Australian Curriculum (2009) articulates the importance of the individual as an “active, informed citizen” 

but do not stipulate particular content or pedagogies to achieve this outcome. 

There is evidence in the literature that some early childhood educators intentionally plan opportunities 

for young children to enact citizenship and often do this as a response to young children’s interests. For 

example, an Australian class of 6/7 year old children in a socioeconomically disadvantaged school participated 

in a critical literacy curriculum which contributed to a local urban renewal process (Comber et al. 2001). 

Students began investigating their neighbourhoods and after undertaking fieldwork, the children requested 

information from local government and then forwarded their suggestions for redesigning the local reserve. 

Another Australian example is a publicly documented project about bilbies (an Australian native animal 

threatened with extinction) with 4-5 year olds (Gambino et al. 2009). After an outdoor learning experience 

highlighting the plight of bilbies, young children influenced their parents and other family members to take 

actions to help save the bilby, such as donating to campaigns and buying bilby-themed chocolates at Easter time. 

A third example is Phillips’ (2011) research which involved a social justice storytelling program with 5-6 year 

old children. Phillips told ten social justice stories (with themes such as fairness, inclusion, consideration for 

others, and injustice) to a class of children and engaged them in whole class discussions and small group 
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activities such as drawing and dancing in response to the stories (p. 783). Phillips argues that through their 

interactions, the young children and adults were able to collaborate together to develop skills and 

understandings to initiate social change.  

Active citizenship and young children in Australian local government 

Although there are attempts to involve young children in decisions which affect them, Australian urban policy 

frameworks tend to omit children’s views regarding their needs and experiences (Woolcock et al. 2010). 

Attitudes regarding the value of children’s views are variable and “On the rare occasions when children’s views 

appear in public debates, they are rarely regarded as being of equal value to those of adults” (MacNaughton et 

al. 2007, p. 466).  

The Reggio Emilia approach offers a useful perspective for envisaging how Australian children could 

more meaningfully contribute to, and participate in, their local communities. Reggio preschools and infant-

toddler centres are managed by the municipality (local authorities) or managed for the municipality by non-

profit cooperatives/organisations (Rinaldi 2006, p. viii). A reciprocal relationship between community and 

education settings is strengthened because “preschools and infant-toddler centres see it as their responsibility to 

give back to the community that invests in them and to make their work, and their ideals and aspirations for 

young children, visible within the city and understood by all” (Thornton and Brunton 2009, p. 64). Furthermore, 

Rinaldi (2013, p. 43) writes that “provision of programs and spaces such as hospitals, theatres, swimming pools, 

the town square, schools, streets and the architecture of our homes can be redesigned with deeper thinking about 

children’s rights”. In the Australian context, it is important that this deeper thinking involves ongoing 

collaboration between educators and local government agencies. 

There is an increasing number of international and Australian research studies specifically focused on 

children’s engagement in local government decision-making. Freeman and Aitken-Rose’s (2005) New Zealand 

survey of planners’ attitudes to children’s involvement in local government developments concluded that 

“although children and young people are not currently prominent in planning, an overwhelming majority of 

those planners surveyed wish to be more actively engaged with them” (Freeman and Aitken-Rose 2005, p. 244). 

In the United Kingdom, Matthews (2003) identified three key barriers to children’s (of various ages) 

participation as citizens in local decision-making: the nature of the schemes, adults’ views, and characteristics of 

young people. He argued that “without a combination of political will, and the development of effective political 

and civil structures - particularly at a neighbourhood level - young people have little chance of being heard 

within the political landscape” (Matthews 2003, p. 275).  
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In Australia, Whitzman et al. (2010) examined the Child Friendly Cities initiative in five Victorian local 

governments and found that while these cities were more likely to recognise children as having rights, they had 

little in the way of specific targets and monitoring systems and strategies were limited to specific services and 

departments rather than a whole of government approach. Four Victorian local governments have developed 

“Children’s Plans” to take up some of the ideas in the Building Child Friendly Cities (UNICEF Innocenti 

Research Centre 2004). In the City of Port Phillip’s Early Years Plan (2012) it is stated that this is “a city where 

childhood is honoured and all children are cherished and supported as active citizens with a voice of their own, 

secure in their identity and culture” (p. 5). Children’s viewpoints and drawings are shared via formal reports and 

PowerPoint presentations (City of Port Phillip 2007), and on the website (www.portphillip.vic.gov.au). The 

Cities of Melbourne (2010), Hobsons Bay City Council (2009) and Greater Bendigo (2008) all consulted with 

significant groups of children from 3-12 years in order to develop their specific Children's Plans (e.g. Greater 

Bendigo consulted with 500 children (Malone and Rowe 2009)). The City of Greater Bendigo was also involved 

in the development of The State of Bendigo’s Children Report (Bendigo Child Friendly City Leadership Group, 

2011).  

Employing an action research approach, the Australian Capital Territory (ACT) government collaborated 

with early childhood staff to consult with children between 0-8 who were attending children’s services (e.g. 

childcare and playgroup). The children's views were captured via interviews, drawings, photographs, and field-

notes which subsequently informed the development of a shared vision for a child friendly city (MacNaughton 

et al. 2007; Saballa et al. 2008).  

The South Australian state government utilised university researchers in collaboration with early 

childhood practitioners to consult with approximately 350 3-8 year old children in the Children’s Voices Project 

in eleven state government regions (Harris and Manatakis 2013). Methods such as talking, drawing, painting, 

sculpting, photography, dance, drama, and storytelling were used to consult with the children who identified 

nine key themes as important in their worlds: the environment (natural and built); family, friends and people; 

activities and playing; animals and creatures; food; emotions and feelings; transport; the future; and 

participation. These consultations were part of the 2010 review of South Australia’s 2010 Strategic Plan. 

The South Australian Study: Research aims and method 
The aim of the research described in this paper was to examine how ideas about young children as active 

citizens are interpreted within one local government context. The research involved conducting an online survey 

of some staff from one council in southern Adelaide in order to examine council staff understandings of young 
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children’s inclusion, participation, and citizenship in the council documents and consultations. This particular 

council was chosen because the university is focused on building strong connections with its local community. 

In order to ensure the anonymity of the staff involved in this research, the council name is not used. The 

demographic profile of this council, at the time of the research (2012), shows that it had over 85,000 residents. 

Children 0-4 years old comprised just fewer than 6% of the population and children 5-9 years old made up just 

over 5% of the population (Community Profile, 2014).  

Following university ethics approval, the survey was sent to the twelve council staff (identified by the 

mayor) whose work involved families and young children. Nine staff responded to the survey. Seven of the nine 

respondents stated that they were involved in the planning, provision, and management of services and programs 

to young children in some way. All responses remained anonymous.  

The survey comprised of a combination of multiple choice and open-ended questions and the instructions 

explicitly stated that young children referred to 0-8 year olds. The survey consisted of sixteen questions about 

the following topics: services and programs for young children; the inclusion of young children in local 

government policies and plans; how the local government defined active citizenship; and how children could 

participate as active citizens. The survey concluded with an open-ended question regarding the avenues and 

possibilities for young children to express their opinions and be involved in the local government’s decision-

making. All respondents were emailed a summary of the survey results. 

Findings and discussion 
Analysis of the data revealed both opportunities and limitations for young children’s active citizenship 

participation in this local council. In the following sections, responses to the questions are summarised. For 

open-ended and multiple choices questions, the data reported indicates the total number of staff who responded, 

and the number of individuals who made a specific response (e.g., 6/9 respondents indicates that 6 individuals 

gave that response from a total of 9 respondents to that question). 

The first question sought information regarding the types of services and programs provided by the 

council. The analysis of the data confirmed that all participants (from a multiple choice selection) identified 

community centres, libraries, library programs, obesity prevention programs, playgrounds, school holiday 

activities, and toy libraries. Other services and programs identified by most staff were community development 

programs, cultural programs, recreation programs, reserves and parks (8/9 respondents), and immunisation 

services (7/9). 
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Inclusion of young children in plans and policies 
In response to a question regarding the inclusion of young children in the council’s strategic plan, staff indicated 

that young children were not specifically mentioned but most respondents (5/7) stated that some broad local 

government strategies would be relevant to children. Several staff members identified themes in the strategic 

plan and suggested they related to young people (although not specifically children) even if not directly 

referring to them:  

Our strategic plan uses 4 pillars of sustainability to guide council [local government] activities and 

resource allocation, these are: community wellbeing, cultural vitality, dynamic economy and healthy 

environment. Although young people are only specifically mentioned once in our current strategic 

plan ..., the intent of our strategic plan is to ensure we are a community which is safe and 

nu[r]turing of young people. We are also a member of the World Health Organisations' Healthy Cities 

Alliance - demonstrating our commitment to contributing towards a healthy city and community for all 

people. (emphases added) 

While this participant identifies “young people” as being mentioned once in the strategic plan, the 

respondents' comments reflected the researchers' conclusion that the strategic plan has little mention of children, 

although they can be presumed to be included in several of the broader discussions. For example, according to a 

community consultation and engagement document, the council has made a commitment to “listen to all 

voices”.  

In response to a question regarding which specific council policies specifically mention programs for 

young children, it became evident that local government staff tend to assume young children are included. 

Specific policies reported by respondents as mentioning young children include the Opal program (a nationwide 

anti-obesity program focused on nutrition and exercise for 0-18 year olds), Play Space (playground) strategy, 

immunisation services, libraries, neighbourhood centres, the community garden policy, community engagement, 

and open space and recreation strategy. The Youth Policy and Youth Plan were also mentioned, although these 

are for an older age group. Two local government staff members stated they were not aware of any policies 

specific to young children, and two did not respond to this question about services and programs for young 

children being mentioned in policies.  

Avenues for young children’s active citizenship 

The responses to a question regarding the avenues that are available for young children to express their opinions 

reveal that although the local government consults with school-age children and young people there are limited 
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avenues for younger children to express their opinions independent of their parents/carers. Potential 

opportunities for young children to have their voices heard appear to be within general community consultations 

or specific projects. Five out of the six respondents to this question offered avenues where young children could 

express their opinions, although many of them did not seem feasible for the 0-8 age group. Some suggestions 

offered much potential to connect with young children's interests, such as community consultations about play 

spaces, but respondents mentioned methods less suitable for young children, such as completing feedback forms 

or writing letters. Many suggestions specifically related to school-age children, teenagers, or young adults: 

We engage regularly with our community. We have recently completed a comprehensive community 

engagement process and this included visiting a number of schools to gain input and views from young 

people. We also have a Youth Advisory Committee [comprising young people aged 12-25]. Some year 

5 students [aged approximately 10] recently visited a General Council meeting to present their views 

on a specific issue. 

Two staff suggested that the views of young children were provided by their parents or carers and similar 

suggestions were given when respondents were asked about how young children could be involved in their local 

government’s decision making. Suggestions were given such as involvement via feedback forms and websites, 

generic community consultations, and participation via Youth Advisory Committees (even though this is 

specifically for 12-25 year olds). Two respondents also pointed to involvement via the Opal program. One 

participant provided a response more connected to active citizenship: “through engagement processes lead by 

Council that include pre-schools, schools, young children's groups using community facilities”. 

Although young school-age children appear to have been consulted in the development of the local 

government’s current strategic plan, it appears that few 0-5 year olds were: “As part of the community 

engagement process for our Community Plan we met with students from a number of schools of which a small 

proportion were young children”. 

The question “Does your council have a working definition of ‘active citizenship’”? elicited two 

affirmations. Of these, one respondent did not provide a definition and the other referred to a statement about 

building connections and collaborations through a community-centred approach and shared responsibility, and 

referred to a governance policy document. A further five respondents did not know if there was a working 

definition of active citizenship.  

In summary, the key ways respondents suggested that young children could participate as active citizens 

in the local government were via school leadership programs, participating in programs/activities and providing 
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feedback, speaking with their local neighbourhood centre or youth group, providing feedback to local 

governments planning and programs, writing to elected members, attending local government meetings, and 

participating on a Youth Advisory Committee (currently for a much older age group). Many of these 

suggestions are unlikely to be accessible for the 0-5 age group.  

Imagining possible futures: Education, partnerships, and collaboration 
In terms of bringing about any change in the situation, the respondents indicated that community governance is 

currently under review and one respondent suggested that “there is capacity to explore the ways young children 

can be involved”. A willingness to develop this capacity was evident, with a different respondent commenting: 

“It would be great to tap into the 0-8 year old age group more and any opportunities to do so or upskill/train 

staff how to do so would be greatly appreciated”. 

In summary, the analysis of the data revealed that young children are provided for to some extent by 

local government, yet this tends to be in the form of services provision rather than being engaged as active 

citizens. It appears that when local government does seek to increase the participation of “hard to reach” groups, 

such as the young, a lack of clarity over which consultation processes and tools are most effective appear to 

hinder their efforts (Brackertz and Meredyth 2009). The respondents in our study acknowledged their lack of 

knowledge regarding very young children’s competencies and expressed a desire for change. There was a 

willingness and desire to learn better strategies for involving young children in both consultation and decision-

making processes.  

Conclusions: Young children, active citizenship, and local government in 

South Australia and beyond 
Our study of a local government in South Australia, combined with a review of the literature, indicates that local 

government could be more inclusive of young children. We acknowledge that the small number of survey 

respondents is one of the limitations of this research. However, as a small case study, it offers possible 

directions for enhancing young children's future active citizenship in local government contexts. The research 

makes an important contribution to new knowledge in that it makes explicit the attitudes, opinions and 

knowledge of local government staff to young children's active citizenship. The research has confirmed that 

there are currently limited opportunities in local government afforded to young children to be actively involved 

in decisions relevant to their lives and in ways that are meaningful to them. It appears that a cultural and 

political shift is required to reposition young children as active citizens.  
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The first recommendation drawn from our research is that enacting and realising active citizenship with 

young children at local government level may be more effective when done in collaboration with early 

childhood university researchers working in educational settings such as playgroups, preschools and childcare 

settings. Many of the examples outlined in the literature review demonstrate the benefits of local councils 

collaborating with early childhood practitioners and/or researchers. In many cases educators consulted children 

on behalf of the government (e.g. City of Port Phillip 2012; Smale 2009; Smith et al. 2008). Consultations and 

decision-making forums need to account for the differences between groups of children which can make 

participation in active citizenship more difficult. Smith et al. (2008, p. 30) highlight that there are hierarchies of 

citizenship between children, not just between children and adults, where “children living in poverty, or children 

who have English as a second language, have a disability and/or are under five years of age have less 

opportunity to participate as citizens”. Early childhood educators have particular skills in addressing these 

inclusion issues. 

Collaboration between early childhood educators and local council staff could involve young children as 

active citizens through more innovative consultation processes. Young children provide a unique and informed 

perspective that is invaluable for planning the programs, facilities, and services that local government provide. 

For example, by gaining feedback on facilities such as public spaces, neighbourhood centres, libraries, parks, 

and playgrounds, local governments can ensure their initiatives are cost effective and will actually be used by 

young children. Positive outcomes would likely emerge through strengthening partnerships between local 

government and early childhood education.  

A second recommendation relates to the need for shared professional learning between local government 

staff and early childhood educators, to facilitate Rinaldi's “deeper thinking” about young children's rights. Early 

childhood educators could be more proactive in promoting young children's potential contributions to the 

communities in which they live by seeking collaborative partnerships with local governments. Barriers to 

involving young children more fully as active citizens in their local communities could be at least partly 

redressed by initiating shared learning opportunities between local government staff and early childhood 

educators. In our study there appeared to be a willingness and interest to participate if such opportunities were 

provided to local government staff. As Cohen (2005, p. 236) argues more broadly, “adults are not generally 

intentionally oppressive of children so much as they lack the conceptual or practical tools that would be 

necessary to give them any political autonomy”.  
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To address a lack of engagement of young children as active citizens, it appears useful to provide local 

governments with examples of how young children can be involved in consultations and as active citizens. To 

utilise one of the principles of Reggio Emilia, children can be viewed as having a “hundred languages” that they 

can draw on to communicate, 99 of which are non-verbal, and thus relevant to even the youngest of children 

(Rinaldi 2013). The Australian local and state/territory government examples of consultations provided in the 

paper demonstrate that a wide range of consultation processes have been used such as conversations, one-to-one 

interviews, group interviews, movement and role play, art work (e.g., drawing, painting, sculpting), 

photography, information technology, music, dance, drama, song, storytelling, and writing or dictating to adults 

to write. Methods for consultations need to be documented and shared so they can be accessed by others, 

adapted in a local context, and have their effectiveness evaluated. The ability to involve young children as active 

citizens also needs to go beyond tokenistic inclusion where, for example, a small number of children are viewed 

as representing all children’s views or outcomes from children’s consultations are not taken up in policies and 

plans. 

The findings from this small case study offer the potential to open up possibilities for re-thinking young 

children's active citizenship. The value in local governments supporting and encouraging the views of young 

children is that they have expert knowledge about their own lives (Dockett and Perry 2007; Smith et al. 2008). 

The development of innovative consultation methods and the provision of shared professional learning for local 

government staff with (early childhood) educators are pertinent if the dreams, hopes, and fears of our youngest 

citizens are to be heard.  
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