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FOREWORD

As I write, it feels like the world is on fire. Strife explodes in many corners of
the globe. . . Foreboding surrounds dire changes in weather. . .In liberal
democracies, we face an increasing erosion of trust in virtually all institutions
meant to hold the promise of the economic and political system.

And then there are the world’s children. Living in incredibly different cir-
cumstances. Some who can engage with their rights but many who cannot.
Thousands upon thousands of children looking at the sky for bombs rather
than for sunshine. Thousands upon thousands hoping for, not expecting, a
good meal for the day. Yet children, in all their diversity, have at least this in
common. . .Their parents, their communities, their countries, their faiths and
their cultures would hold that they are precious.

The book you are about to read is, in my mind, an urgent call to action.
Think of our world as a kite. A kite taken by the wind. Careening this way and
that, with every gust, wildly out of control. Children have the ability to be the
string to that kite. To hold that kite to the ground and guide it.

They cannot do this without the intentional and active support of adults
who touch their lives. In terms of rights, children have the ‘right to participate’,
and adults in every country of the world are the ‘duty bearers’ of this right.
This means that adults have the obligation to ensure that children can
meaningfully participate in the decisions that affect them. Imagine how taut
and firm that string to the world’s kite would be if adults chose to focus on
listening to children more than they did. How might this shape decisions –

such as initiating a war?
Listening to children’s voices is possible because, wherever you sit reading

this book, I know you have been taught that children are precious. Just by
being precious, children can influence and change the adults in their world.
‘Influence’ to a change maker is an important form of change. Influence is a
change in a way of thinking, and isn’t this the key factor in what we might call
‘fundamental change’?

I remember as the Child Advocate for my Province in Canada, I had the
opportunity to sit with a group of 8-year-old First Nation children in their
community called Wikwemikong. The community, like many in Canada, was
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suffering under the yoke of history and colonialism, including residential schools.
I sat with the children as they described their community to me and what they
saw. . .Until at one point, one of the little girls spoke up, ‘excuse me’, she said, ‘I
think you don’t need to worry about us. You need to worry about the teenagers,
because kids like us, we aren’t old enough to know we have no hope’.

Boom!
Years later, I can picture and hear that little girl. Her comment has stayed

with me and keeps me stopped dead in my tracks each time I remember her
forcing me to reflect. She was a change maker. I will hold her comment in my
memory for the rest of my life.

It is absolutely certain that children can practically impact the world.
Paolo Freire, the great educator from Brazil talked about the ‘oppressed’ as

being rendered ‘objects’ not ‘subjects’ in the world. He argued that it was the
process of ‘voice’ and ‘agency’ that gave human beings their humanity. Janusz
Korczak, the Father of children’s rights, wrote that ‘children are people today,
not people tomorrow’. Upon these, and so many great thinkers, rests this
book. It is a call to action.

We all must support children in participating in their own lives, in their
own communities, in their own countries and in their own world. In order for
this to happen, we must cease to understand children as property, as objects,
but understand them as human beings, as subjects.

We must learn to approach the world with ‘love’. I use the word ‘love’
because I am thinking about how a 15-year-old told me once, she knew her
counsellor cared about her. ‘My counsellor is curious about me’ she said, ‘and
I think it takes a lot of humility for adults to be curious. Humility, that does
not come easily to you all’.

We can all be humble and curious. I believe it is within us. I’m thinking that
to find those qualities, we will have to follow the lead of children, who by
nature are both humble and curious.

So, read this book.As an Indigenouswriter, ThomasKingmight say, ‘You can
reflect upon it. You can write a response. Send the authors a letter or an email.
You can give it to a friend or colleague. You can do nothing. But, you can never
live your life again as if you have never read the book. You have read it now’.

Irwin Elman
Officer of the Order Of Canada

Senior Fellow, Laidlaw Foundation
President, Defence for Children International Canada

Senior Global Advisor, Save Ukraine (Kyiv)
Strategic Advisor, Abrar Mental health and Trauma Services
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1

INTRODUCING THE CHANGE MAKER

‘How can I make a difference’?
This book is our response to this question, one that we have both heard

repeatedly from children in schools and community settings, undergraduate
students who are working towards a career with young people and adult
practitioners.

We are writing this book to inspire you, as adults, to:

Part 1: advance your thinking – by reflecting on and revisiting the way you see
children as participants.

Part 2: increase your confidence – by engaging with guidance, practical
examples and activities to strengthen collaborative opportunities with
children.

PRESENTING THE CHANGE MAKER

We recognise that certain terms can carry different meanings to different
people. Thus, we aim to present our view of a Change Maker here at the
beginning, offering a foundation upon which the rest of the text builds.

‘Change Maker’ is a sense of identity.

It is a way to think about ourselves as free to access and maximise
opportunities that are meaningful in shaping how we view our
participation; contributing to positive change(s) in our
communities (micro or macro).
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It is a definition that centres around how we make sense of ourselves and
form (and re-form) our identities. How we think about ourselves and how we
come to think about others influence actions and frames experiences. Identity
reflects (1) the view we hold of ourselves but also (2) how that view alternates
and is (3) shaped by others and the spaces we are in (Jenkins, 2004). In short,
identity formation and re-formation are a constant part of our day to day,
informing our actions and reactions (what we do and what we don’t do).
Consequently, we assume multiple identities as we position ourselves in the
varied settings and interactions that form part of daily life. Within the context
of participation, this sense of identity then serves as a filter for:

• how we interpret the actions/inactions of others towards us.

• how we make sense of our acts/inactions towards others.1

Our exploration of the Change Maker centres on the relationship between
how we see ourselves (our identities) and what we do (our participative
engagement). We acknowledge there may be children who do not want to
engage in ‘change’ and we are not seeking to responsibilise these children.
Rather, we are opening up a space to unpack possibilities to explore the
freedom we (both children and adults) have to be a Change Maker. As a result,
we have framed three guiding statements to direct our journey:

(1) Our [children and adults] identity as a Change Maker is informed by how
connected we feel to the social world around us.

(2) Our sense of identity as a Change Maker has implications for the meaning
we attach to our participation.

(3) Our sense of identity as a Change Maker expands with an awareness of
our own personal capabilities – freeing us to access and maximise
meaningful opportunities.

Before we move on to unpack these statements, we want to highlight an
observation that is worth mentioning. There seems to be a perception that
children 121 years old can engage as Change Makers, but not children under
this age due to an assumed lack of competency. We have noticed that young
children under the age of 12 years frequently want to be included and engaged
but are often silenced because they are deemed ‘too young’. We disagree that
young children lack competency, and we believe that they too can engage as
Change Makers. As a result, the messages that we present in this book are
unique for various reasons, but especially because they are relevant to young

4 Children as Change Makers



children (as well as children over the age of 12 years old). Below we begin to
unpack our notions about children as Change Makers.

Statement 1 – Our Ident i ty as a Change Maker Is In formed by How
Connected We Feel to the Social World Around Us

A driving force throughout this text is an ambition to create a paradigm shift
that repositions how we view children’s capacity as participants. This is
necessary because socially constructed ways of thinking about the child have
limited or restricted how we see the role of children in society (both in terms of
how some children may see themselves but also, how they are often seen by
adults). We mark this in Chapter 2, by contrasting two competing perceptions
of participation characterised by the Muted Citizen and the Change Maker.
We explore the landscape for children’s social engagement, looking at some of
the narratives that constrain children’s participation, as well as those that can
enable it. By exploring these images of children within society, alongside the
motivation we have as adults for enabling children’s involvement, we start to
get a sense of how children experience opportunities. What becomes clear is
that these experiences remain constrained by dominant assumptions, which
requires a change in perspective, a paradigm shift, if they are to be unlocked.

This focus, captured in Fig. 1, illustrates the connection between societal
attitudes towards children and learning and how this affects individual iden-
tity. Having explored this in a separate text, Learning Allowed (Frankel &
Whalley, 2023) which we will return to below, we realised how the same
principle could be applied in relation to participation, see Fig. 2. This con-
tinuum, therefore, seemed to offer a useful illustration to help us highlight the
fluidity associated with participation, impacted by the context we find our-
selves in (both the people we are with and the spaces we are in).

Source: Frankel and Whalley (2023).

Fig. 1. Connected Learner Continuum.
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Although our focus in Chapter 2 is on the landscape from which we define
our sense of connection, and therefore, our levels of engagement, it forms the
foundation for a greater exploration of the continuum in Chapter 4 as we
increasingly think about those elements (internal and external) that shape
meaning making. We use value, voice and vision, see Fig. 3, as a prism to help
make sense of social connection. Here we take thinking applied to learning
identities (Frankel & Whalley, 2023) and reflect on this in relation to the
participant, showing how value, voice and vision adds to an assessment of
meaning making with important implications for the Change Maker.

Statement 2 – Our Sense of Ident i ty as a Change Maker Has
Impl icat ions for the Meaning We Attach to Our Par t ic ipat ion

The evolution of perspectives, over a number of years, on children’s partici-
pation and their rights demonstrate the dynamic shifts in the emphasis that has

Source: See Frankel and Whalley (2023).

Fig. 3. Value, Voice, Vision.

Fig. 2. Participatory Continuum.
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been placed on the child as a participant. Notably, a major change has been a
shift in adult ownership of what participation is and what it means to an
acceptance that participation is meaningful to children in their own right. This
chapter reviews these developments and asks how/where (and if) our view of
the Change Maker (as defined in Chapter 1 and explored through our three
statements) fits in. This highlights the change narrative around participation
and how that has interlinked with an understanding of children’s rights.

We further outline three key models of participation (Hart (1992), Shier
(2001), and Lundy’s (2007) models), including their evolution and how they
are useful. However, we also address what is missing within debates about
children’s participation, emphasising the importance of practical application
that is relevant to their lives. We explain how a re-conceptualisation of chil-
dren as change makers (in the way we define it) can further enhance under-
standing about participation and possibilities. This chapter highlights the
importance of children’s identities and how they can impact opportunities for
participation/change-making.

Statement 3 –Our Sense of Ident i ty as a Change Maker Expands With
an Awareness of Our Own Personal Capabi l i t ies – Freeing Us to
Access and Maximise Meaningfu l Oppor tuni t ies

Being a Change Maker does not require us to pass an exam or reach a certain
stage in our life journey, but it does require us to recognise our potential as
participants. Through equipping individual children to expand their own
capabilities, it creates a freedom to exploit and expand opportunities to
practise ‘change making’. To drive this, it is important that children are in
touch with knowledge of the capabilities they can bring to a social encounter.
We acknowledge that various social lines of difference will impact the
opportunities that children have, but the goal here is to focus on awareness
around personal capabilities as a starting point.

Recognising the variety of characteristics and skills which contribute to an
individual’s sense of identity, our focus here centres on four key capabilities.
These capabilities are valuable in extending how we view the freedom to ‘be’
Change Makers. Through extending an awareness of these capabilities, it
enables (1) the individual to more freely reflect on themselves as a Change
Maker as they respond to the social context that forms part of their everyday
lives and (2) strengthens a focus for those who might facilitate changemaking
opportunities.
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Our four capabilities, as set out in Fig. 4 and described below are as
follows:

(1) Being a Learner: the ability to manage, make sense and take control of a
learning journey – as the individual connects with their value, voice, and
vision.

(2) Being a Pathfinder: a knowledge creator, passionate about researching
and designing ways to explore/share knowledge and understanding –

instigating, collaborating, and facilitating innovative expressions of our
everyday lives.

(3) Being an Influencer: a deep awareness and practical ‘know how’ to
communicate and share their knowledge. This includes an understanding
of different platforms for amplifying a message, as well as skills to
express, explain, and listen to ideas and opinions.

(4) Being a Connecter: Relationships are key to change. Being able to read
others and use this as a basis to frame an interaction/encounter is key to
being a Change Maker. Pathfinder skills allow knowledge to be gathered,
the ‘connector’ can then assess that knowledge, empathise with it, and
seek to make connections that result in change.

This is summarised here in Table 1. We will come back to this a number of
times in coming chapters.

Through highlighting the capabilities discussed above, within the context of
the changeable way in which we form, present and re-form our sense of
identity, our aim is to increasingly unlock freedom for children to explore
what it means to be a Change Maker in their communities, maximising the

Fig. 4. Capabilities.
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