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Abstract

In this article I discuss my growing worry over the use (and nonuse) of photographs of young children in social research. 
Taking a view of child protection as paramount, I situate the discussion in the context of ethical governance of research, 
young children as research participants, changing views of childhoods, and the juxtaposition of the Arts with/in Arts-Based 
Educational Research. The article sets out a worry over the increasing tendency to pixilate—and hence distort—images 
of young children for inclusion in research reports or presentations. This (largely unchallenged) practice is slipping into 
research conventions whilst at the same time research governance and research involving children profilerate. The article 
argues that the pixilation of photographs of children, may represent a further “crisis of representation” and is an example 
of the “Othering” of young children in research.
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Preface: The Conference 
Paper and the Seminar

Naked by the Pool? Blurring the Image? Ethical and moral 
issues in the portrayal of young children in Arts Based 
Educational Research

Thursday, July 5,
4:15 p.m.-5:15 p.m. in 35 Berkeley Sq Room 410
The abstract said:

This article borrows and creates data from the visual arts, 
original stories, anecdotal reports, and the author’s 
reflective research diaries to discuss the dilemmas posed 
by the use of images of young children in a variety of 
disciplines and forms. In the visual arts, children are 
sometimes portrayed naked, usually conveying notions 
of “innocence” and “oneness with nature” (though not 
always without controversy); whilst in educational 
research—and particularly in Early Years education pro-
vision in the United Kingdom—images of children are 
scrupulously monitored to avoid any form of possible 
exploitation so that, for example, photographs are pixi-
blurred (even where children are fully clothed). Taking 
child protection (which aims to shield children from 
exploitation and violation) as paramount, this article 
identifies some of the ethical and moral concerns that 

arise when photographs of young children are included 
in research dissemination and asks how Arts Based 
Educational Research can or should pursue a truthful 
portrayal of young children in the arts and learning.

I gave my paper in a session with two others—both narra-
tives. After the session several people spoke to me. Ed, a 
guy from California who was interested in the ethics of sto-
rying as research—touched me on the arm.

Ed: “I thank you for this . . . this is so important—so 
bold . . . and as a man I wouldn’t be able to say this”

Cathy: “I don’t see why not. . . . It’s just something 
I’m trying to work out. . hiding children’s faces 
seems wrong somehow . . . it’s not a gender 
issue”

Ed: “Cathy, using images of children in research can 
be seen by some as threatening—whether we use 
photographic or narrative imagery . . . they can be 
so easily be misinterpreted and turned into some-
thing bordering on the pornographic.”
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Cathy: “That’s not what I’m talking about—I’m talking 
about identity, voice, being true to participants . . . 
honesty and integrity in research, data and report.”

Ed: “I know that’s what you want people to hear. . . . “
Cathy: “I think you may have missed my point—

maybe I didn’t make it very clear. . . . I don’t really 
understand this. . . . ”

Ed: “Cathy, you were very clear . . . but my interpre-
tation is the one people will choose . . . “

****

In the street outside—another guy who had been in my 
session, Paul, caught up with me.

Paul: “Fantastic session Cathy. I like your stuff . . . go 
for it, publish this—though some journals won’t 
touch it”

Cathy: “I’m puzzled—people seem to think this is 
something really bold . . . all I’m saying . . . ”

Paul: “Don’t be naive . . . this is dynamite—the tab-
loid press would love it—[Paul gestured as if 
opening a newspaper] Educational Researcher 
advocates nude pictures of children.

Cathy: [laughing] . . . “that’s not what I’m saying and 
you know it!”

Paul: “I know it, you know it . . . and everyone in 
there this afternoon knew it . . . but it would make 
a great headline on a low news day!”

****

I revised the article for a staff seminar in my own depart-
ment. I used some of the photographs from the Arts project 
on a slide show—and then we moved into discussion . . .

Jenny: “It’s about sex really isn’t it? . . . It’s about fear 
that people will get excited—sexually excited—
around images of children”

Cathy: No, I don’t think it’s about sex. But as you say, 
some people with think it is. For me this is about 
proper and legitimate use of images of children—
fully clothed and engaged in real tasks. And it’s 
about doing justice to research reports that include 
photographs as data.”

Jenny: But you can’t stop people getting turned on by 
a photo if that’s what grabs them.

Cathy: So I need to work out what my responsibility 
is as a researcher . . .

Annie: “I think you’re really brave. . this needs to be 
said—I’m sick of doing presentations using photos 
and people aren’t interested in the project or the 
findings, they just—all they can ask is ‘did you get 
permission to show that photo of that kid?’”

Cathy: “I don’t see it as ‘brave.’ I just can’t go along 
with blurring out or pixilation of images of chil-
dren’s faces—that’s what the media does with 
photographs of people accused of crime. What’s 
wrong with showing images of children without 
distorting them?”

Annie: “I gave a paper at a conference and used pic-
tures of the kids—with their permission—and they 
had done this amazing stuff on identity and oppres-
sion and it was really fantastic work—their images, 
their photos—really fab . . . and I did the presen-
tation and shared the findings—what the kids had 
achieved through the imaged-based research. And 
the first question was–‘ Did you get permission to 
show the pictures of the pupils’? My heart sank . . . 
of course I got permission! That should go without 
saying! But somehow we can’t . . . we can’t get 
past that issue when we take our research out to 
others. . . . ”

Introduction
In the context of the paramountcy of child protection, the 
need to preserve researcher integrity and autonomy, and 
these in an arena of research that asks radical questions and 
seeks to break new grounds, this article discusses emerging 
issues in relation to the use of photographic images of 
young children as research data and in research reports. 
Taking seriously the British Educational Research 
Association (BERA) ethical guidelines (BERA, 2004, p. 4) 
I am seeking to explore how all educational research should 
be conducted within an ethic of respect for persons, respect 
for knowledge, respect for democratic values, and respect 
for the quality of educational research. And I am wonder-
ing how I can achieve this if data images taken with permis-
sion and their use fully negotiated are presented in research 
reports as blurred or pixilated images.

There are occasions when the difficulty of revealing true 
identities can be avoided by fictionalizing the research 
account: to remove the data entirely from recognizable 
empirics and present characters as “symbolic equivalents” 
(Yalom, 1989) or as stereotypes or otherwise functions of a 
fictionalized plot that purports “real” children only in dis-
guise. This way of working will be familiar to scholars not 
least in arts-based forms of educational research, where a 
“veil of verisimilitude” (Clough, 2010) can be used to dis-
guise and protect the identity of individuals whilst retaining 
the poignancy of apparently “real-life” events in morally 
sensitive arenas. There are times when a research audience 
can be asked to think of a particular research text as imagi-
native story, or ethnodrama, with characters not intended to 
represent actual people. In this way, fictionalization can 
open a larger space for discussion of delicate issues, as the 
text points away from “real children” who are transformed 
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into analogues or metaphors for others who reside in the 
real world.

In the present case, there are two problems with such a 
legerdemain: the first is the simply practical one of how an 
author could furnish an account with “fictionalized” pic-
tures; the second is the more important one, that such an 
approach—whilst avoiding the given difficulties—actually 
evades the very question that is at the heart of this article, 
namely, how can images of real children be used in research 
report? Indeed, somehow to fictionalize these photographs 
could even be seen as a further exacerbation of the problem— 
a sort of “symbolic pixilation.” Fictionalization does, how-
ever, offer important research opportunities (Denzin & 
Lincoln, 2005; Richardson & Lockridge, 1998) and this 
potential must also be explored by early childhood research-
ers; but that, as they say, is another story . . .

The Literature: Ethics, Images, 
and Childhood

. . . our primary obligation is always to the people we study, 
not to our project or to a larger discipline. The lives and 
stories that we hear and study, are given to us under a 
promise, that promise being that we protect those who have 
shared them with us.

Denzin, 1989, p. 83

Prompted first by a crisis of medical ethics at a major teach-
ing hospital, universities in England now operate proce-
dures for the ethical review of all research involving human 
participants, conducted by staff and students. Ethical 
review of research involving people of all ages—has prop-
erly become an established and overdue element of research 
in U.K. universities (and similar procedures for ethical 
governance are common in research institutions in Australia, 
the United States and increasingly around the world; DoH, 
2001; Lincoln & Tierney, 2004; Danby & Farrell, 2004; 
Webster, Lewis, Brown, & Boulton, 2004; Williamson, 
Goodenough, Kent, & Ashcroft, 2005; Cannella & Lincoln, 
2007, Halse & Honey, 2007). The literature on ethics is 
shot through with words and phrases that constitute calls 
for researchers to rise to the challenge of protecting their 
research participants from harm and ensuring their researcher 
“powers” are not misused for harmful purposes. Researchers 
are urged to strive for “ongoing negotiation,” “honesty and 
candor,” “mutual trust,” “respect” “integrity,” “collaborative 
coconstruction of research “stories,” “reducing vulnerability,” 
“recognition,” “anonymity and confidentiality,” “elimi-
nating harm,” and “no obligation.”

Thinking and troubling over the ethics of research involv-
ing child participants is not a new occupation for researchers 
(Christensen & James, 2008; David, Edwards, & Alldred, 
2001; Einarsdottir, 2007; Hill, 2005; Mauthner, 1997; Morrow 

& Richards, 1996). But if we look carefully at the ponder-
ings of these authors we can detect a trend toward greater 
caution—probably reflecting the “riskier times”—in which 
research is now being conducted and hence the culture of 
restriction that pervades work with children.

At the same time as the increase in ethical governance, 
there is another change in social research. Children’s involve-
ment in research that affects their lives and their views on 
issues of importance to them is increasingly acknowledged 
as essential for an inclusive research response to current 
social and educational issues; for example, the UN Convention 
on the Rights of the Child, highlights the importance of lis-
tening to and respecting children’s experiences and voices 
(Articles 12 and 13). However, as Danby and Farrell (2004) 
express it, “Research in early childhood contexts is being 
conducted in what are seen to be increasingly risky spaces” 
(p. 36), and thus there is conversely a development in the 
literature (Balen et al., 2006; Birbeck & Drummond, 2007; 
Hill, Laybourn, & Borland, 1996; Keddie, 2000; Nespor, 
1998; Nutbrown & Hannon, 2003; O’Kane, 2000). For, as 
O’Kane (2000, p. 136) has it, the move to include children 
as research participants

in part reflects a move away from seeing children as 
passive recipients of adult socialisation, to a recogni-
tion that children are social actors in their own right 
[italics added].

At a time when many parents have never been more con-
cerned for the safety of their children and when media 
reports alert us to the dangers of pedophilia, the need to 
protect children is a real and necessary concern of all who 
care for the young. Particular care must be taken around use 
of images of children who may be, for example, the focus of 
a custody suit or child protection procedures; but the major-
ity of children who participate in arts-based educational 
research are not in these situations. They are happy, healthy, 
safe, children. Ethical issues with regard to research that 
involves young children are, nevertheless, identified against 
a background (however articulated and however well-
meaning) of fear and even suspicion (Campbell, 2008). It is 
the reduction, if not the elimination, of these fears and 
suspicions—in the context of the well-being and safety of 
research participants—that underpins university ethical review 
procedures. Processes are in place to establish the potential 
“risk” of research projects to cause harm; researchers must 
consider how they will protect their participants themselves 
(and in so doing, their institutions) from potential harm. 
Some institutions, my own included, consider all research 
with children and young people under the age of 18 years to 
be “high risk”—simply because of the age of the participants 
(and other “vulnerable” groups are also similarly identi-
fied). Such a stance carries with it a particular view of “risk” 
in society as well as in research, which cannot be allowed to 
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escape scrutiny. Beck (1992) in “Risk Society” argues that 
risk comes with modernization, and as such must be either 
“eliminated or denied and reinterpreted” (p. 26) the catego-
rization of all research with people under the age of 18 as 
“high risk” is one example of an attempt to eliminate by 
renegotiation. Bauman (1993) discusses the view that a 
postmodern view of risk and ethics beings us to a new view 
of risk and crisis with new sets of rules to govern behavior 
and thus to reduce risk. Yet, he argues,

Even if we abide by such rules scrupulously, even if 
everyone around observes them as well, we are far 
from certain that disastrous consequences will be 
avoided. Our ethical tools—the code of moral behav-
iour, the assembly of the rules of thumb we follow—
have not been, simply, made to the measure of our 
present powers. (Bauman, 1993, p. 18)

Risk remains. We can seek to reduce risk in our research, 
just as we can seek to reduce risk in society, but we can 
never wholly eliminate it. In part, risk is generated by fear 
(as well as by fact). Fűredi (2002) argues that risk has come 
to mean danger and the “positive connotations traditionally 
associated with ‘risk-taking’ have given way to condemna-
tion; consequently, in many situations, ‘to take risks’ is to 
court social disapproval” (p. 18).

Key in the debate on ethics relating to children’s involve-
ment in research has been the issue of obtaining “informed 
consent” (Cocks, 2006; Danby & Farrell, 2004; Dockett & 
Perry, 2007; Heath, Charles, Crow, & Wiles, 2007) or “assent” 
(Roberts, 2000). However, I suggest that whilst researchers 
who involve children in their studies continue to trouble 
over issues of consent, the questions of whether and how we 
use photographs of children in our research go almost with-
out comment in the literature. Prosser (2000) identifies 
visual methods as having “no established history of ethical 
protocols” and for Pink (2007) ethical practices are cultur-
ally defined and collaborative research designs are more 
likely to be ethically sensitive than those that treat partici-
pants as “objects” (Pink, 2009).

Forman (1999) suggested that when using video record-
ings with young children, the video camera became a “tool 
of the mind,” which enabled them to see again their actions 
and thus think about what it was they were doing. Since 
Forman’s work, others have ventured to use film in the 
research field with children (Morgan, 2007; Plowman & 
Stephen, 2008; Robson, 2009; Thompson, 2008; Valkanova, 
Watts, & Jackson, 2004). Visual methodologies, whatever 
the age of research participants, offer new opportunities to 
researchers and generate exciting possibilities of newer 
forms of data that do not rely solely on the written word 
(Pink, 2007, 2009; Rose, 2001). And with these new possi-
bilities come new ethical challenges. Flewitt (2005) consid-
ers the importance of anonymity in relation to use of video-data 

of young children, recommending a flexible approach to 
include carefully negotiated permissions for all images used 
and—in some cases what she terms the—“‘fuzzing’ of par-
ticipants faces”(p. 559). Flewitt notes that there are some 
occasions where “fuzzing” is not appropriate—but the issue 
of pixilation is nevertheless presented as a solution—rather 
than a problem. Robson (2009), argues that informed con-
sent is not itself without difficulty and whilst her suggested 
practice of continually renegotiating consent does not wholly 
solve the problem, she does meet the issue “head-on”—in 
its full messiness and complexity.

The literature serves only to heighten concern about if 
and how images of children are used in arts-based educa-
tional research. Postman (1982), in the Disappearance of 
Childhood wrote of the pressures of “modern” childhood in 
the United States and, drawing on historical and demo-
graphic sources, argued that television media had eroded an 
“innocence” that children once had. He wrote, “ . . . the 
popular arts have rarely depicted children in an authentic 
manner” (Postman, 1982, p. 123). In Postman’s words there 
is a suggestion of distortion, manufacture, creation, the mak-
ing of images of childhood, which do not bear true resem-
blance to the children themselves.

Many present-day images knowingly trespass on what 
might be called “dangerous ground.” Setting aside appall-
ing and illegal practices of child pornography (not what this 
article is about); in the art world, and in news and advertis-
ing, there has been growth in imagery that seems deliber-
ately to set out to shock. . . . some artists have developed 
themes that may be considered “outrageous and exuberant,” 
(Holland 2004, p. xiii). In Picturing Childhood, Holland 
examined popular images of children, particularly in rela-
tion to a consumer culture and wrote of this “dangerous 
ground” . . . the “dream of childhood and its persistent night-
mare.” Holland draws attention to the images of children 
that are created in the visual arts as sometimes “Outrageous, 
deliberately shocking . . . “ Controversy reigned in 2007 
when a photograph (owned by Elton John and taken by the 
photographer Nan Goldin), of two young girls, was the sub-
ject of investigation by the U.K. Crown Prosecution Service. 
The photograph Klara and Edda Belly-Dancing considered 
by some to fall into what Holland might describe as “outra-
geous, deliberately shocking . . . “ was eventually declared 
not to be “indecent” but the incident led Brooks to com-
ment: “Whatever the artistic import, images of naked chil-
dren are now viewed by society exclusively through a 
sexual filter” (Brooks, 2007). More recently Cumming 
(2009) took up this issue in a major U.K. broadsheet article 
saying,

In depicting children in sexual poses the old masters 
escaped complex moral and legal issues that surround 
contemporary art. But how can a culture decide when 
art becomes child pornography? (p. 6)
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In the Introduction to her study of child images Higonnet 
(1998) writes,

A book on pictures of children replays the risks of the 
pictures it is about. Despite my best intentions, no-one, 
including myself, can predict or control how this book’s 
arguments and illustrations might be used, or mis-
used. It is possible that my argument will be caricatured, 
or not read at all, sensationally described. Everything 
the book is about could be twisted into positions I 
completely disagree with. (p. 13)

Acutely conscious of the background of child pornogra-
phy and sexual exploitation and abuse of children, Higonnet 
expresses the difficulty of even discussing images of chil-
dren, whatever the context:

. . . the belief has become widespread that we live 
in a contemporary media culture whose images sexu-
alise children, and put children at real and unaccept-
able risk . . . No subject is as publicly dangerous 
now as the subject of the child’s body (Higonnet, 1998, 
p. 133)

Though a more modest attempt to explore difficult issues 
in this territory, it is possible that this article is also tackling 
a “publicly dangerous” subject. Though this article is not 
about using images of naked children in research, seeking 
to discuss the use of photographs of young children—even 
fully clothed—risks controversy. And this kind of danger, 
Fűredi (2006) suggests, is borne of fear where children are 
sometimes endangered because a “culture of fear” prevents 
well-meaning adults from acting as moral citizens. He argues 
that people regard others with suspicion and such a culture 
of fear estranges people from one another (p. xvi)

Cunningham (2006) leads us from the full-on protection-
ist mode, to think about the way we see children. Urging 
that we think about the restrictions which “protection” 
places around children, how their freedom in childhood and 
play is stultified in the interests of their safety, he writes,

To think of children as potential victims in need of 
protection is a very modern outlook, and it probably 
does no-one a service. (Cunningham, 2006, p. 245).

And this plea for less restriction, connects with growing 
concerns that few children play outdoors without adult 
supervision—largely because of fear of abduction. Few 
children talk with people they meet but do not know—they 
are told from a young age to avoid “strangers.” Fewer chil-
dren play outside their homes unsupervised than did so in 
generations past. Parents who take their children to the park 
or to the beach watch their every move and warn them 
against straying too far. Relatively rare incidents of horrific 

abuse, exploitation, abduction, and murder of children (though 
of course even one is too many) have led to increased legis-
lation on child protection and parents taking personal mea-
sures to keep their children safe. Some such measures still 
fail fully to protect all children (Laming, 2009) and harm 
done is known to be done by those known to a child as well 
as by strangers (Fűredi, 2006) Yet Cunningham’s words 
suggest that extreme levels of protection stifle children and 
it is, in a sense, this notion of distortion of childhood that 
also worries me.

The Worry
What I present here as a worry may perhaps be best described 
as a “structure of feeling” (Holub, 1992; Taylor, Evans, & 
Fraser, 1996). It is now not uncommon for researchers 
focusing on aspects of early childhood to involve children 
as participants in their projects, and children’s photographs, 
words, drawings, and personal details are used increasingly 
by social researchers—both in terms of data collection, 
research report, and dissemination (Christensen & Prout, 
2002; Cook & Hess, 2007). Children provide researchers 
with a large amount of data and children are also the sub-
jects of much of these data. This is particularly the case in 
studies that focus on young children’s involvement in the 
arts, and/or in qualitative studies, which increasingly mine 
the rich seam of arts-based methods (Clark & Moss, 2008; 
Flewitt, 2005; Nutbrown & Jones, 2006; Pahl, 2007). Such 
research practices help to ensure that the “voices” and views 
of participants are identified and faithfully portrayed, both 
in the development and implementation of projects and in 
their report (Grover, 2004; Hill, 2006; James & Prout, 
1997; Komulainen, 2007). Of course, when adults interpret 
data that feature their child participants, they are not neces-
sarily telling us how it is but rather, how they see it. As 
researchers we can only see through our own adult eyes, 
even when we do our best to “walk,” as it were, “in the 
moccasins of our young participants.” As Denzin and 
Lincoln (2000, p. 19) put it, “ . . . there is no clear window 
into the inner life of an individual. Any gaze is always 
filtered . . . .” There is, Lahman (2008) argues, an inevitable 
“Othering” of children in research; something which 
Christensen and Prout (2002) might see being addressed by 
striving for an “ethical symmetry between children and 
adults” where shared values need to be worked out. Such an 
ideal may not be achievable, partly because the “power 
dynamics of age” (Mauthner, 1997, p. 19) affect all rela-
tionships between children and adults. Researchers who 
involve young children in their research must acknowledge 
that there is always a danger of objectifying the children so 
involved. Children’s words, drawings, and images as well 
as the children themselves can become the objects of 
research if dynamics of power are not recognized, acknowl-
edged, and addressed. Balancing issues of “protection” with 
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the right to “voice” are matters for constant discussion 
(Danby & Farrell, 2004) within the context of the societies 
and cultures where the research takes place.

In the context of arts-based educational research (Barone 
& Eisner, 2006), I have been worrying if and how the ethics 
of “art” and the ethical conduct of “research” can combine. 
Is there an ethics of artistic portrayal–or—does anything 
go? Are academics free to research what they wish, using 
methods of their choice? Or does increasing research gover-
nance and new legislation around data protection, child pro-
tection, and research dissemination place ever tightening 
controls over what is researched, who research participants 
might be, and how research is created and how research sto-
ries are told?

The coming together of the visual arts with educational 
research within what is now widely termed Arts-Based 
Educational Research, together with a growing interest in 
researching the Arts as learning processes, is not an unprob-
lematic union. Bringing together the two can promise rich 
potential but can sometimes result not in fruitful combina-
tion but in uncomfortable collision; or a state where, as it 
were, two opposite poles repel, seemingly seeking each 
other out but unable to fuse. They are intensely attracted to 
one another but cannot cohabit. There is rich territory to be 
explored between the visual arts with educational research 
as Arts-Based Educational Research together with research 
in the Arts as learning processes, but there are still few 
maps to this terrain and confusion and discomfort make the 
traveling difficult.

This collision between the Arts and Research was never 
more poignant for me than when I saw a poster for the con-
troversial Jan Saudek exhibition in Prague a few years ago. 
In some of the photos Saudek’s own children are naked. In 
one, the young girls are naked and their mother clothed, 
walking down a snow-covered street. At the same time, I was 
working on an arts-based learning project in preschool set-
tings in a market town in the north of England. A key source 
of data were photographs of young children (ultimately 
some 8,000) and the young children in the project, were 
photographed over a period of months, whilst involved with 
artists in various visual and dramatic arts experiences.

Now, this, i think is my worry . . .
In line with ethical guidance on the protection of research-

ers and their participants, some ethical reviewers are so 
concerned to protect children’s identities that despite assur-
ances of permissions from parents and children and despite 
careful checking of images to be used in reports; they (and 
some members of conference audiences) suggest that images 
should be distorted beyond recognition. This distortion is 
said to be necessary to protect the anonymity of the chil-
dren, but this brings a problem. Take, for example, a picture 
of a 4-year-old, her painting apron thickly covered in paint, 
paint up to her elbows, deep smile on her face, staring with 
shining blue eyes straight into the camera lens. Through my 

adult eyes what I see in this image is her joy, her discovery, 
and her “immersion” in this experience. If pixilated, this 
rich image would be turned into an unrecognizable blear of 
brown and blue—or worse—just her face would be dis-
torted in this way—the picture would leave me with nothing 
to interpret and this 4-year-old girl would be masked to me 
and, to my mind (if a picture is a thousand words), 
“voiceless.”

Yet at the same time—in public art, photographs of chil-
dren are displayed for public consumption—and the artists 
responsible have submitted their work to critical comment 
postexhibition not necessarily or routinely to a process of 
seeking permission to click the shutter and display the 
work. Or of course, the legislative processes are invoked as 
in the case of the Goldin photograph mentioned earlier.

So why am i worrying?
Art is art and Educational Research is educational 

research ? Yes?
No—not when it comes to Arts Based Educational 

Research. Not when we seek to borrow—one from the 
other—to merge and develop the fields—taking one from 
another, borrowing, reforming, remaking, redeveloping . . . 
So, I do not find a solution to my difficulty—there’s no 
haven for my trouble in the world of Arts Based Educational 
Research—except for the very important “safe-harbors” 
found in the conferences where such concerns can be shared 
and developed.

I’m worrying for three main reasons. . . .
First we must, above all else, protect children wherever 

they are, whatever our profession, and if this means com-
promising our research—so be it. The “risk society” (Beck, 
1992) is such that measures of child protection are a neces-
sary fact of life and their safeguarding is paramount. Yet, 
with all of this, there still arose recently in the United Kingdom, 
a case of abusive images being taken by a nursery worker 
and posted on the Internet. This horror of inexcusable viola-
tion of young children was not prevented by existing child 
protection legislation and it was not a stranger, but a trusted 
adult who was convicted of heinous crimes of abuse. So, the 
point here is that—though it is probably never possible 
wholly to protect all young children—no research, however 
interesting, however important, should knowingly put chil-
dren at risk and researchers who involve children in their 
enquiry must remain aware that they carry a constant duty 
of care to their young participants.

Second, pixilation, blurring the image, masks what is 
real and changes it to something more distant, moves it from 
the original “truth.” However, as a researcher interpreting 
data I am already changing a “truth.” I re-present what the 
data provides and use the images to, albeit in a mediated 
way—show the reader/viewer what children have experi-
enced using the pictures as “clues.” Pixilation takes some-
thing drawn from a life truth (the face of child covered in 
paint, the toddler with paint all over her legs) and turns it 



Nutbrown 9

into a lie. Images thus manipulated tell lies about the research 
and the researched. Pixilation is a distortion—a dishonesty—
a technique sometimes used to protect identities of those 
(often) suspected or accused of wrongdoing—a way of con-
cealing identity for a number of reasons. Pixilation adds to 
the layers of obscurity that inevitably increase in the pro-
cess of interpreting meaningful data. Adult researchers who 
focus on children have to acknowledge that they change the 
meaning of data when they draw their own meanings from 
it, thus taking it further from its original truth but still making 
honest attempts to offer a faithful portrayal of what they see.

My third worry is that something “good” is in danger of 
being turned into something “bad” . . . There is nothing 
wrong with healthy, happy, safe, naked children. . . .

It was during an AERA meeting in Chicago, April 
2007 that I started troubling over issues of image and 
portrayal of research data involving young children. 
During that week I had attended several Arts Based 
Educational Research sessions and also, in time 
out—went to the “Cézanne to Picasso” exhibition at 
the Art Institute of Chicago. One of the (perhaps) less 
striking but (for me) most meaningful pieces was 
small a bronze sculpture by Pierre Bonnard—depicting 
a group of women and their young children—play-
ing, naked, around a pool. At dinner that evening—
worrying over the ethics of imagery and the merging 
of “art” and “research,” I talked with another confer-
ence-going colleague about using photographs of 
young children and ethical governance—and how the 
worlds of art and of research were far apart in terms 
of what was acceptable and not. It was from then that 
I began to work on seeking to understand what 
divided the arts and educational research in terms of 
ethical approaches.1

Pierre Bonnard’s sculpture, Surtout de Table: Children 
on the Terrace—portrays, in bronze, around a mirror, a lei-
surely, happy tangle of children and women. They are all 
naked—around the pool. Safe, happy, naked children. 
Nudity in some religious art is a means of portraying inno-
cence, or heavenliness. The Christ child is often naked or 
seminaked in the arms of the Madonna. This naked child 
with his mother is at once innocent, pure, holy, and yet also 
human.2 Nudity in the greeting card trade—at least child 
nudity—is usually employed to portray a “cute” or “cheeky” 
message. The bare bottoms of babies often inviting humor-
ous captions and the baby in a nappy asking “does my bum 
look big in this!” Somehow—photographs of children in 
these contexts are acceptable, yet photographs of children 
in their ordinary, everyday lives are in danger of being elim-
inated as data that cannot be shared.

What we have then, in the United Kingdom, is such con-
cern to guard against abuse of children that they can no 

longer (at least in public) feel the water on their skin, they 
can no longer play naked by the pool. This, I think, is what 
Cunningham meant when he argued that protection stifles 
children. And so, in our bid to protect, sometimes it is only 
possible to view pictures of children through a blurred and 
pixilated lens even when they are fully clothed. We look at 
children through a lens that turns facial expressions into 
masks of obscurity.

So where does all this take me in my worrying about 
images of children in Arts Based Educational Research and 
Arts Based learning? What is it that I am actually worrying 
about?

I think it is this . . . I think I am worried that we may 
reach the point where children’s faces in research are obscured 
from us: even when their faces tell us so much about their 
responses to the arts. As a researcher, I use photographs to 
help me interpret what has happened during research events 
focusing on children’s learning experiences. So, if still and 
moving images of children are distorted in, or even omitted 
from, research reports (in an attempt to protect identities), 
there is a danger that the potential for arts-based enquiry is 
closed down (And this at the same time as other damaging 
images of children are obtainable illegally, at great harm to 
some children and risk of prosecution.) I would argue that 
all images, even if they are restricted in use, are open to 
further use/abuse and such perverse and illegal misuse 
should not stop researchers from continuing to take and use 
photographs as data and in research report with no malin-
tent and with clear practices for safeguarding participants.

How Can We Seek a Solution?
I am in search of solution, which means we can use unex-
ploited images of children in Arts Based Educational 
Research that helps us to learn about their lives and their 
learning, which values children as research participants, 
and which does not mask them to the point of insignificance. 
I am in search of a solution that does not deny researchers 
ways of interpreting children’s experiences and their 
voices-in-image. Focusing on issues of children’s compe-
tence to give “informed consent” Roberts (2000) suggests 
that reliance on children’s competence might move us toward 
more children having a “voice” in research; she warns, “There 
are some groups of children literally or metaphorically 
without a voice” (Roberts, 2000, p. 236). If social science 
research does not resist the present tendency to blur images 
of children’s faces in research report and dissemination, 
increasing numbers of researchers may become constrained 
in the ways in which they can learn of (and report on) chil-
dren’s lives and experiences. And children may become 
“vulnerable to representations that others impose on them” 
(Barron, 2000, p. 33). Arguably, pictures can be more open 
to multiple interpretations than words. Tullis Owen, McRae, 
Adams, and Vitale (2009) write that
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As life writers, we must consider who we might harm 
with intimate confession(s) as well as who we might 
help. Telling the truth is not always the ethical thing 
to do because choices of truth affect writers, readers, 
and communities. With life writing, truth telling is a 
messy, risky endeavor.” (p. 194)

I suggest that those who work with photographs as data, 
especially those who use photographs of young children as 
data, are engaging in a kind of truth-telling, which is also “a 
messy, risky endeavor” . Equally, showing the photo is not 
always the ethical thing to do (e.g., the adult may be embar-
rassed at the photograph of her younger self in a book; some 
images of young children may be sources of humor to 
adults). Conversely, not showing a photo could be equally 
problematic and may, in itself, be unethical—in that it omits 
part of a research story given by a participant.

Clough (1999) writes of his exploration of “ways of 
researching/writing that might do a rich justice at the same 
time to “my” “subjects” as to myself as the organizing con-
sciousness” (p. 445). This “rich justice” constitutes an attempt 
at a form of truth telling, which bears honest relation to the 
events being portrayed. My argument here is that “rich jus-
tice” can only be done to young children if photographs as 
research data can be presented—unadulterated—in research 
report. The difficulties we encounter when we seek to do 
this may well indicate that we are on the threshold of 
a(nother) “crisis of representation” (Denzin, 1997) where 
our means of report do inadequate justice to the lived expe-
riences of the researched or the research.

So, how to do this . . . . .

“(Not) Ethical Guidelines”
Most researchers agree that attention needs to be given to 
obtaining informed consent and to issues of confidentiality 
(Davis, 1998; Dockett & Perry, 2007; Mauthner, 1997; 
Thomas & O’Kane, 1998). Gaining access to child partici-
pants and protecting their privacy are also commonly dis-
cussed issues (Mauthner, 1997; Robson, 2009) and increasingly 
there are concerns that overzealous ethical governance pro-
cedures may lead to limited research involving children 
because they are categorized as “vulnerable” and thus the 
research with them carries heightened potential for “risk” 
(Fűrdi, 2006; Hill, 2005; White, 2007).

Perhaps, by confronting my worry—troubling and trou-
bling over the “right” way to do justice to young research 
participants and perhaps keeping my worrying in focus (and 
inviting others to worry with me) is the main task here. 
Perhaps it is all I can do. Keeping the issue centre stage is 
the responsibility of those whose research involves these 
new metho-ethical challenges, but further, it is possible to 
develop, not yet another set of potentially restrictive ethical 
guidelines, but rather to offer a working position, points of 
ongoing consideration by researchers.

When we involve young children in our research, there 
are the usual things we well know that we must attend to—
issues of access, informed consent, anonymity, confidenti-
ality, protection, safety, and well-being. I fully acknowledge 
the importance of these broadly discussed concerns that do 
not need further rehearsal here. Discussions of these themes 
are well served in the literature (Cocks, 2006; Danby & 
Farrell, 2004; Dockett & Perry, 2007; Heath et al., 2007) 
and the arguments are not only well known but (quite 
rightly) continually troubled over in the forefront of debate. 
Indeed they must form part of the moral fabric of anyone 
working with young participants in research.

There are some even more difficult, more complex, and 
harder issues to resolve–acutely central to ethical research 
with young children—especially where using photographs 
of them is concerned. Three things need some thought: 
(a) the need for “guardians” of young research participants, 
(b) the place of “care” in research practices, and (c) a view of 
children as “Other-wise.”

1. Not “Gatekeepers” but “Guardians”

Underneath the more obvious issues of how we obtain 
access to young research participants, if and how we gain 
their “informed consent,” how we ensure their protection, 
safety, and well-being, and how we protect their identities 
lies the issue of the “gatekeepers” (Balen et al., 2006). When 
we research with young children, we also engage with a 
family member whose role it is to safeguard their interests. 
Balen et al. (2006) argue that “researchers need to engage 
with the gatekeepers of research to ensure that the laudable 
effort to protect potentially vulnerable participants avoids 
overprotection” (p. 29). Because, as Cannella and Lincoln 
(2007)remind us, “research ethics will never be clearly 
definable” (p. 315); we must continually seek to develop 
research practices that care for those with whom we research.

And so, we enter into relationships—of one kind or 
another—with the adults who hold (or assume) parental 
responsibility for the children who participate in our 
research. Gaining access to child participants means gain-
ing the trust—not only of the child, but of the parents too, 
and where research is conducted in kindergartens and 
schools, it means engaging with the people who are respon-
sible for the children there too. So we need to think about 
our relationships with the “gatekeepers.” But is this the 
right word? Where young children are concerned these 
adults are not so much “gatekeepers” but “Guardians.” 
Their role is not so much simply to keep us out or let us 
in—but their responsibility is, to an extent, to be healthily 
suspicious of researchers—and to ask searching questions 
of our intent. We must be prepared for questions from the 
Guardians—Why my child? Why this kindergarten? Why 
photographs? Why now? Why 4-year-olds? Why? Where? 
What? What if? When? How? And what? And what for? 
And how? And how long? And if the Guardians don’t ask 
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these questions readily—we have to think about whether 
and how we offer answers to them anyhow. We must think 
about our duty to ensure that the Guardians play their role to 
the best of their ability and having let us in continue to play 
an active role in promoting the interests of their children. 
This is one way of creating an ambience of “fidelity,” as 
Noddings (1986) suggests “Fidelity is not . . . faithfulness to 
duty or principle but a direct response to individuals with 
whom one is in relation” (p. 497).

2. Not overprotective—But deeply caring

Ethical governance procedures promote “protection” of 
participants and researchers. But we can do better than this 
if we look beyond “protection” to a culture of caring, vigi-
lance, sensitivity and, fidelity. Noddings (1986) and Schulz, 
Schroder, and Brody (1997), can help us here. Taking 
Nodding’s ethic of caring, and reflecting on their own 
research Schulz et al. (1997), argue that “At the very least, 
Noddings urges us to weigh the effects that our research 
decisions have on the development of the other as a caring 
person and of a community of caring” (p. 473). I suggest 
that we can only reach a resolution as to how pictures of 
young children can be used in research if we adopt an ethic 
of care as researchers. But as Schulz et al. (1997) argue, 
“Conducting research with a caring ethic is, however, not 
the norm in the general literature on research methods. 
Making ethical and moral compromises is often portrayed 
as natural or common.” (p. 475). And, they further suggest,

Ethical dilemmas arising from complex human relation-
ships cannot be resolved by invoking rules and protocols. 
. . . . . Researchers need to struggle continuously with 
the larger questions of how to care for persons in the 
research and how to share their stories in meaningful 
and ethical ways. (Schulz et al., 1997, p. 483)

We can scrutinize our research designs and practices by 
asking “Are we caring for our participants?” And this means 
not only before and during the process of gathering data but in 
our analysis, our reporting, and beyond. We can ask (How)/
Am I caring for the children who featured in my research from 
20 years ago? How will the children in my current studies feel 
about my portrayal of them when they are living their adult 
lives? Can I create a way of being in my research, which 
remains vigilant to the possible futures of my work? How can 
I continue to “care,” to be sensitive to their future selves 
and—at the same time—faithful to the moment? These are 
difficult questions—but I suggest that they can be addressed 
by a disposition—not of (over)protection but of deep care.

3. Not “Othered” but “Other-wise” . . . . .

When we involve young children in our research, we 
have to hold a clear awareness of ourselves in the research 

project. Our own positionality, what brings us to the proj-
ect, and what we really think about children are central. We 
have to be clear about our values, the importance we give to 
children’s actions and views, how we value their percep-
tions, and how useful their view of the world is. This  
calls for self-reflexivity, for integrity, and for honesty. 
Lahman, (2008) argues that children are always “Othered” 
by researchers, whatever sensitivities might be present. For 
her, however good a relationship between the adult 
researcher and researched child, the child will remain 
always Othered. (p. 286) This view feels like a stop point. 
But if we see children, not as Othered, but as Other-wise—
having a different way of knowing—we can hope to learn 
what that wisdom might be.

Honest, reflexive research with children means viewing 
children not as “Othered” (Lahman, 2008) but as Other-
wise. They are research participants who hold a different 
kind of wisdom, the sort of wisdom which—as Socrates 
advised—”begins with wonder.”

We Are Never “Done” . . .
And how can we do all this? We are engaged in work that 
demands rigor, respect, and responsibility. We are never 
“done” but always on duty. We have a researcher responsi-
bility which goes beyond the duration of the project—the 
door can never really be closed on any of our research. It’s 
difficult. We have to find creative responses to new prob-
lems and take “good risks”—always keeping the interests 
of our participants uppermost. Difficult, yes, but not so dif-
ficult as to make us stop.

Perhaps we won’t find young children playing naked and 
safe “by the pool,” as they do in Bonnard’s sculpture, but 
perhaps through continued questioning of the pictures we 
use, and vigilance over how we use such photographs in 
dissemination, we can still avoid the need to blur children 
out by masking their faces thus limiting our interpretation 
of their meanings.

I know I have not solved the problem, in fact, all I can 
say is that we must hold these issues under constant scrutiny, 
and we must talk about these things. The worry remains but 
perhaps I can expose it a little, bring it into the open, chal-
lenge the silent elimination of images of children. And 
in talking about it then maybe, in Postman’s words “Perhaps 
one may also serve by trying to understand why it is 
occurring. . . . “ And I should add that in trying to under-
stand, we might just remain alert to the dangers of blurring 
images of children as well as the dangers of showing young 
faces . . . crystal clear.
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Notes

1. This is an extract from my notebook.
2. See, for example, Madonna and Child Pompeo Batoni ca. 

1742; The Madonna of the Cherubim ca. 1485 Pinacoteca di 
Brera, Milan; Madone aux anges Andrea Della Robbia: 15th 
century
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