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Ladder of Participation  
  
About the Ladder 
In 1997 the Sociologist Roger Hart wrote a book called Children's Participation: This book helped to  
launch children and youth participation in a universal context. Here is the model of The "Ladder of 
Children and young people’s Participation," as a guide. (I have adapted it for the church) 

 
Degrees of Participation 
8) Children / young people initiated, shared decisions with adults. This happens when projects,  
programs or worship are initiated by children / young people and decision-making is shared between 
children / young people and adults. This empowers children / young people while at the same time 
enabling them to learn from the life experience and expertise of adults. 
 
7) Children / young people-initiated and directed. This step is when children / young people initiate 
and direct a project, program or worship. Adults are involved only in a supportive role. 
 
6) Adult-initiated, shared decisions with children / young people. Occurs when projects, programs or 
worship are initiated by adults but the decision-making is shared with the children / young people. 
 
5) Consulted and informed. Happens when children / young people give advice on projects, programs 
or worship designed and run by adults. The children / young people are informed about how their input 
will be used and the outcomes of the decisions made by adults.  
  
4) Assigned but informed. This is where children / young people are assigned a specific role and 
informed about how and why they are being involved. 
  
3) Tokenism. When children / young people appear to be given a voice, but in fact have little or no 
choice about what they do or how they participate. 
  
2) Decoration. Happens when young people are used to help or "bolster" a cause in a relatively indirect 
way, although adults do not pretend that the cause is inspired by children / young people.  
  
1) Manipulation. Happens where adults use children / young people to support causes and pretend that 
the causes are inspired by children / young people.  
 



Legislation, Policy, Laws, Treaties and Inquiries 
 
Many decisions that affect children and young people are often taken without asking them about their 
opinions, ideas or concerns. It is important, and necessary to involve children and young people in the 
decisions that affect them. 
 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC)  
The UNCRC is an international human rights treaty, which applies to every child and young person under 
18 years old. Adopted by the UK in December 1991, it has 40 articles, all of which give direct rights to 
children and young people. For example: 
 

 Article 12 of the Convention states that children and young people have a right to express their 
views on anything that affects them, and for those views to be listened to.  

 
Hear by Rights 
The National Youth Agency has developed a framework called ‘Hear by Rights’. This framework offers a 
tried and tested framework that organisations can use to assess and improve on their practice and 
policy around involving children, young people and parents/carers. The Framework is a based on seven 
standards with which organisations can assess themselves.  
 

 

 Shared values  
 Structures  
 Strategy  
 Systems  
 Staff, elected members or trustees  
 Skills and knowledge 
 Style of leadership 

 

Positive for Youth: A new approach to cross-government 
policy for young people aged 13 to 19  

Positive for Youth sets out a shared vision for how all parts 
of society can work together in partnership to support 
families and improve the lives of young people, particularly 
those who are most disadvantaged or vulnerable.  

Young people have energy, enthusiasm, and valuable 
ideas for shaping and improving the world around them. 
Yet young people generally get a bad press. Young people 

have a right to have their views taken into account in all decisions that affect their lives. We must 
give them a stronger voice and celebrate their positive contribution and achievements. We must 
also encourage and support them to speak up when they see media reporting that they believe is 
unbalanced or unfair. 

 

 

Church of England Youth Council (CEYC) 
In April 2008 The CEYC ratified the creation of a 'Vision Statement' to enable further participation of 
young people in the Anglican Church and to support them in their spiritual journey. "Do not let anyone 
look down on you because you are young, but set an example for the believers in speech, in conduct, in 
love, in faith and in purity." 1 Timothy 4:12 
 
The Church of England through the CEYC is committed to:  

 Enabling young people to discuss and debate issues impacting on the youth of today  
 Facilitating dialogue with young people in the Church of England and the wider community  
 Developing the gifts and callings of young people within the context of the wider church  
 Enabling young people to gain greater knowledge of the Church of England and the differing 

traditions and views within it 
 Debating issues affecting all young people in order to improve their quality of life  
 Encourage and support youth participation at all levels and taking action to create change 

where needed 



 The Good Childhood Inquiry was commissioned by the Children’s Society 
and it was the UK's first independent national inquiry into childhood.  
 
The GCI aims were to renew society's understanding of modern childhood 
and to inform, improve and inspire all our relationships with children. The 
research was far reaching and included 34,000 contributions from adults, 
professionals, children and young people. This included over 20,000 directly 
from children and young people themselves. The result of this inquiry was 
published on 5 February 2009 and the impact ripple has begun. The report 
includes recommendations from the panel to parents, teachers, the 
Government, the media and society in general. For further details: 
www.childrenssociety.org.uk and follow the link to the Good Childhood 
Inquiry 
 

Individual change 
If we are going to overcome some of the fear adults have toward and for children and young people we 
will need to generate a change of attitude. We need this not only to overcome fear but to counter the 
excessive individualism in our society. In other words attitudes need to shift from, ‘Me, Myself, I’, to an 
attitude that says ‘Other people matter as much as I do’. This is especially important in our attitude to 
children and young people. Surely this echoes the second half of The Great Commandment.  

Mark 12:29-31 (New International Version) 

"The most important one," answered Jesus, "is this: 'Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one. 
Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your 
strength. The second is this: 'Love your neighbour as yourself. There is no commandment greater than 
these." 
 
Collective responsibility 
The Inquiry found that there were key areas that needed significant change in our communities as 
much as our individual lives. Those changes need to take place within our relationships and our 
understanding of love, within the way we regard children, with the values we hold and share and with 
our sense of collective responsibility. The African view that it takes a village to raise a child is one that 
the Inquiry found great sympathy for. The idea that all adults have a collective responsibility toward the 
children in their community is one that has fallen away from public support. But if all children are to 
experience a good childhood then we need to revisit the role and responsibility that neighbourhoods 
and communities can have for the children and young people who live among them. 
 
The Law of Love 
The Inquiry concluded that if excessive individualism created a lack of care toward children and young 
people in our society, that more love was the answer. Specifically, that our society should be based on 
the law of love, the principle that love should be the driving force in our society. 
 
The role the Church has to play 
There is a massive opportunity for the Church at national and local level to respond to the Good 
Childhood Inquiry and to be a part of the continuing conversation. As secularism begins to take hold in 
society, Christians can be part of changing attitudes individually, in our churches and amoungst local 
communities especially in relation to the GCI. 20,000 responses from children and young people is a 
significant voice and we need to be open again to listen and act. 
 

 

 

 

“In working wit children / young people, do not 
try to call them back to where they were, and do 
not try to call them to where you are, as beautiful 
as that place may seem to you. You must have 
the courage to go with them to a place that 
neither you nor they have ever been before.” 
 

From Vincent Donovan’s  
‘Christianity Rediscovered’ 

 

http://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/all_about_us/how_we_do_it/the_good_childhood_inquiry


Benefits of listening to the voice of children and young people and 
taking participation seriously 
  

Involving children and young people in the decision making process benefits us all where 
everyone including; small community groups, churches, statutory youth providers, schools and 
colleges, the Police, housing providers, Local Councils, Governments etc. can reap the benefits. 
Here are some of the benefits: 
 

Meeting needs 
 By listening to children and young people and acting upon their comments means that 

there is far less chance of delivering something they do not want or need. It may also 
help to avoid waste and better use resources.  

 

Greater ownership 
 Children and Young people's participation helps to create greater ownership. They are 

more likely to be interested in something succeeding, if they have helped to shape and 
create it. This includes worship and different expressions of church. 

 

Provides learning opportunities 
 Children and young people's participation benefits adult 

leaders as their views and ideas can offer a different 
perspective.  

 

 Adults and children / young people working together are more 
likely to find solutions that meet different needs. This type of 
shared learning experience can enrich all involved.  

 Adults will learn more about their organisation or community 
by listening to children / young people's experiences of it.  

 Participation can often provide an opportunity for children / 
young people who are marginalized or who don’t usually ‘fit in’ 
to have a voice.  

 Through the process of participation children and young 
people have the opportunity to learn and develop new skills. 
These skills can enable them to have the confidence to take 
more of an active part in decisions in the future and in the 
decisions they take about their own lives. 

 Increased participation amoungst children and young people also helps to increase self-
esteem and self-confidence 

 

Benefits to your organisation / the community  
 Involving children and young people in decision-making and in active participation 

sends out the message that they are a valued part of your organisation / community, 
with a role to play and a contribution to make. This helps to create a greater sense of 
belonging that can promote mutual respect and better communication between 
generations. 

 Participation in decision making gives children and young people the message that their 
opinions and needs are important.  

 Children and young people are the experts on the services they receive and are the best 
people to be involved in decisions about what should be provided.  

 Services get the benefits of using young people as a resource, rather than treating them 
as a burden. 

 Children and young people feel valued and are able to learn about their responsibilities 
as well as their rights. 

 
If we dare to listen to the voice of children / young people in relation to church it just might shape how 
church might look in the future. 



Ideas for hearing the voice of children and young people 
 

There are lots of positive ways to involve children and young people in shaping your 
organisation. It is important to choose a method that will suit the children / young people you 
work with as well as those who work with them. You will need to get permission for some of the 
methods below, especially when using a recording device to record any conversations or 
photographs / videos in published materials. Here are some ideas: 
 

Charter or policy  
 Create charter or set of policies with children / young people that explain how your 

organisation aims and intends to work with them, this can include rules and consequences. 
Any such charter or policies will need to reflect current legislation and take into account the 
practices, cultures, values and views of the organisation.  

 

Planning 
 It is good practice to involve children / young people in sharing their ideas about 

programmes, activities, events, trips, residentials, types of worship etc. It is important that 
children / young people are also involved in the evaluation process. 

 

Open consultations and Questionnaires 
 Talk with a wide variety of children / young people (internal and external) to get a view on 

how they see your organisation. It is good to have two or three open questions, or a simple 
questionnaire. You may want to include food when conducting this type of open discussion.  

 Questionnaires can be a useful way of getting children or young people’s opinions on a 
particular issue or service. Questionnaires need to be kept short and interesting, using 
things like tick boxes, word circling, pictures and symbols.  
 

Discussion, focus groups and open meetings 
 Group interviews or discussions of about eight to ten children / young people can enable 

them to talk about their issues, attitudes, choices and ideas to do with your organisation. 
 Open meetings with a larger group of children / young people can provide a way of inviting 

views about an issue that effects them (meetings can be completely open or by invitation-
only). Be aware that this type of open meeting can be harder to manage.  

 

 Youth forum / youth council/young people’s panel/ youth PCC reps / youth synods 
 Organised youth / children’s councils (including school councils), panels, discussion groups 

etc. are a way of bringing together children /young people to regularly discuss issues that 
affect them and their lives. These can be then fed into other bodies via youth reps. Always 
make it clear what the purpose of the meeting is and agree roles and responsibilities. Never 
make promises that can not be fulfilled. 

 

Meetings that would not usually include children / young people may need to adapt or change 
venue to better enable the inclusion of children / young people  
 

Drawings, artwork, design, model building, role play, play, games, drama, story and multimedia 
 Children / young people can be asked to draw, paint, build a Lego model or produce other 

artwork to express their views on a certain topic or idea. 
 Using methods such as; play, drama, Godly play, video animation, video diaries, 

photography projects etc. Can be an effective way of children / young people expressing 
their views. Multimedia presentations can be an effective way of children / young people 
sharing their ideas and views in a more succinct way. 

 

Newsletters and websites 
 News letters and websites can be designed exclusively for and by children / young people. 

However, they may need monitoring and support from adults. Websites must be covered by 
an effective ITC policy. 
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