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Abstract:
Modern research concerning childhood has been developing mostly based on the concept of 
children’s rights, which is seen not only in the topics of research but also in the objectives and 
methodological aspects. The aim of the paper is to show how respecting children’s subjectivity 
and their right to voice opinions in matters that affect them are reflected in childhood studies 
by means of the specific epistemological perspective, which is seeing the reality through chil-
dren’s eyes, and the preference for some methodological solutions, i.e. the types of research and 
the applied methods that are useful in obtaining reports, opinions and assessment of children. 
The analysis of scientific and research discourse allowed identification of several preferred 
methodological types of childhood studies, i.e. ethnographic, meta-analytical using big data, 
survey and longitudinal research. It also allowed indication of the current which is developed 
in research on childhood and is related to promotion of participatory research with children.

Keywords: childhood studies, methodology, research with children, participatory research 
with children.

Introduction

The modern discourse on childhood studies is significantly based on the concept 
of children’s rights. Of note, the origins of what is now referred to as childhood 
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studies are linked to the development of many earlier currents of research on 
children. They are strongly associated with research on the history of childhood, 
including Philip Aries’ groundbreaking views on childhood as a socio-cultural 
construct (Aries, 1995; Śliwerski, 2020), the development of the new sociology 
of the child (Corsaro, 2015), and ecological psychology (Melton et al., 2014). 
They are significantly based on the currents of anti-authoritarian and liberal 
pedagogy and the introduction of democratic ideas to educational relations 
promoted by thinkers and pedagogues, including Janusz Korczak. In general, 
childhood studies are rooted in all types of research on children and childhood, 
dating back to Darwin’s work (Prout, 2005) and developing within the mul-
tidisciplinary interests of psychologists, pedagogues, sociologists and cultural 
researchers (Garbula & Kowalik-Olubińska, 2012).

In its current form, the development of research on childhood began in the 
1990s soon after the Convention on the Rights of the Child was adopted (Weller 
et al., 2014; Archard, 2015). According to researchers, the Convention, as an act 
of international regulation giving children a new legal and socio-cultural status, 
was a key factor for changes in the field of childhood research (Ben-Arieh, 
2014). Not only did it give the impetus for the previous research on children, 
but it also had an influence on a change in its specificity, i.e. ontological and 
methodological identities, including a change in the way of its realization. The 
Convention expressed and imposed the necessity of respecting children’s rights 
in research, i.e. giving them the subjective status and subjective participation in 
research, as well as the necessity of respecting children’s rights in the context of 
the methods used in research (Beazley et al., 2009; Vanobbergen, 2015).

Research on the situation of children based on the imperative of children’s 
rights referred to as childhood studies, children studies, children research is 
characterised by specific features. The identity of childhood studies was defined 
in the early descriptions of this research form that were published in the 1990s 
(James & Prout, 1997, p. 8) and further textbooks (Qvortrup et al., 2009; Melton 
et al., 2014). Next to the ontological basis of childhood studies establishing the 
subjective and socially and culturally active status of the child and childhood 
as the essence of the reality under study (Honig, 2009), childhood studies are 
based on several fundamental principles. The first and the most important one 
is related to the teleological targeting of research to the identification of the 
manner of children’s perception, evaluation and the meaning of reality and the 
adoption of this approach as the basic epistemological perspective. In childhood 
studies, the predominant methodological rule of the cognition of the reality is 
the perception and understanding of reality by children analysed on the basis 
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of their direct reports, assessments and opinions expressed by children. The 
second fundamental feature is the principle of children’s active participation 
in research not only to obtain from them direct reports on reality, but also to 
make them involved in data collection and even in the realization of the entire 
research process. The third principle is related to the social significance and 
impact of research, which means that such research is fundamentally aimed at 
changing the situation of children (Morrow, 2008) and is focused on improving 
their situation. Therefore, it is believed that the basic aim of childhood studies 
is to be praxeologically oriented (Weller et al., 2014). As the specificity of the 
research conducted within the childhood studies profile, its feature of interdis-
ciplinarity is also emphasised, which means the involvement of different dis-
ciplines and professionals representing different points of view in research on 
children and the holistic assessment of children’s situation or problems (Prout, 
2005; James & James, 2008; Melton et al., 2014; Moody & Darbalay, 2019). 
High ethical standards on the applied methods and the rule of a subjective ap-
proach to the children under study are also significant specific features of this 
current of research (Hill, 2005; Beazley et al., 2009; Ennew et al., 2009; Powell 
et al., 2012; Maciejewska-Mroczek et al., 2018; Alderson & Morrow, 2020).

Discourse analysis – methodological aspects

In the analyses and research on childhood studies and the specificity of this cur-
rent, the following issues are less frequently undertaken: who the child is, how 
the child develops, what childhood is, and how it differs from adulthood. Howe-
ver, this discourse is still present. At present, it is provided with new ideological 
perspectives, such as multiculturalism or postcolonialism (Liebel, 2017), which 
often allow for the development of a discourse that is critical to the approaches 
that were developed in the 1990s (Oswell, 2013). In many papers which show 
the issues related to childhood studies, next to undertaking the discussion abo-
ut the formation itself, the thematic perspectives related to childhood and the 
situation of children are predominant in the topic profiles. They include, for 
instance, leisure, culture, migration, ecology, crime, life-support environments 
and institutions, corporeality, sexuality, violence, health, well-being, religiosity, 
spirituality, consumerism, economics, and politics (Oswell, 2013; Melton et al., 
2014; Vandenhole et al., 2015; Ruck et al., 2017). Topics related to the metho-
dology of research are less frequently visible. Therefore, the aim of the analysis 
presented in this paper is the issue of methodology of childhood studies. The 
intention was to present the results of review research conducted in the profile 
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of a free (unsystematic) meta-analysis of the discourse. The aim of the research 
was to identify the preferred methodological solutions in childhood studies and 
in the discourse related to childhood studies. By means of a review meta-analy-
sis, an attempt was made to identify the preferences for this current of research 
regarding the general types of research and the methods used. Assuming that the 
studies presented here were of a preliminary and review nature, the systematic 
and controlled approach to the selection of material for the analysis was aban-
doned at this stage in favour of a more free selection of studies that exemplified 
the discourse of childhood studies and studies that presented research conduc-
ted within the ontological and methodological profile of this current of research. 
This type of solution is also used by other authors who set themselves similar 
goals and who conduct review meta-analytic methodological research (Qvor-
trup, 2000, Kehily, 2009; Lange & Mierendorff, 2009). The analysis covered the 
papers from the journals dedicated to the dissemination of research that can be 
included in childhood studies1, articles on childhood studies, monographs that 
show the subject area in a compendious manner2, and reports on the situation of 
children3. In a teleological sense, the review analyses aimed to identify patterns 
of preferred and recommended research types and to identify detailed methodo-
logical solutions found and promoted in childhood studies.

Methodological patterns of research in childhood studies

In the light of the concept of children’s rights, it is assumed that the procedures 
and methods used in research on children should be conceptualised, constructed 
and used as those that enable children to express freely their own perspecti-

1 As far as journals are concerned, the review analysis focused primarily on the international 
scientific journal specializing in the dissemination of childhood studies, i.e. “CHILDHOOD”. 
Retrieved 25 October 2020 from: https://journals.sagepub.com/home/chd, but also was 
partly focused on other substantively relevant journals (e.g. “Child Indicators Research” and 
“International Journal of Children’s Rights” or “Children and Society”).

2 The review covered the following: Vandenhole et al., 2015; Melton et al., 2014; Ruck et 
al., 2017; Radkowska-Walkowicz et al., 2018; Montgomery et al., 2016; Milne, 2013; Archard 
2015; Qvortrup et al., 2009; Ben-Arieh et al., 2001; Ben-Arieh & Frones, 2009; Ben-Arieh et al., 
2014; Christensen & James, 2000; James et al., 2005; James & James, 2004; James & James, 2008; 
Kehily (Ed.) 2001, Berman et al., 2016; Invernizzi et al., 2016; James et al., 2005; Prout, 2005; 
Wyness, 2006; Gheaus et al., 2019; Todres & King, 2020.

3 Reports published by UNICEF and Save The Children from 2000 to 2020. Retrieved 
from: https://www.unicef.org/research-and-reports; https://www.savethechildren.org/us/about-us/
resource-library.
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ves and opinions about situations or problems they experience (Beazley et al., 
2009). For this reason, in studies showing specific research, descriptions of the 
detailed research methods and techniques often occupy a very prominent place 
(Alderson, 2000; Clark & Moss, 2005; Lange & Mierendorff, 2009; Beazley, 
2017; Wessells & Kostelny, 2017). Much attention is also paid to the descrip-
tions of specific principles of how these studies are conducted (Punch, 2002; 
Soffer & Ben-Arieh, 2014; Maciejewska-Mroczek et al., 2018).

Due to the specificity of childhood studies, a significant shift in preference 
for the research methods was reported in their methodological dimension com-
pared to traditional studies on children. The shift was related to the change from 
methods in which children were the research objects (Mayall, 1999) towards 
those methods that enabled and emphasized the subjective research relationship 
with children (Melton et al., 2014; Honig, 2009; Lange & Mierendorff, 2009).

As a result, researchers reached for methods and techniques that had previ-
ously been considered inappropriate or even impossible to use in research on 
children, such as questionnaires, interviews, discussions, method of episodes 
(vignettes), participant observation, written accounts, stories or diaries (Clark & 
Moss, 2005; Green & Hogan, 2005). In addition, new research methods began 
to develop as part of childhood studies. They allowed researchers to capture 
children’s accounts, such as recording audio, video, or photographic accounts 
by children, transect walks with children, or other methods that allow research-
ers to enter into a specific relationship with children to learn about their reality 
(Lange & Mierendorff, 2009).

A review analysis of the research discourse identified several general types 
of research preferred in childhood studies which include the following: ethno-
graphic research, macroanalytic research, survey (population-based) studies of 
children, and longitudinal research.

1. Ethnography in childhood studies
The ethnographic approach seems to be the most preferred manner to conduct 
research in the domain of childhood studies. The broadly understood ethnogra-
phic approach, as the one that includes the use of different approaches that ena-
ble researchers to capture and highlight an understanding of a given social and 
symbolic reality (of a given ‘world’) by its participants (Lange & Mierendorff, 
2009), is considered to be particularly useful against the background of the pre-
viously presented assumptions guiding childhood studies. This approach allows 
to consider children’s perspectives and their “voice” in a direct way, and to gain 
insight into their understanding of the world and their world as such (Prout, 
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2002; Emond, 2005; Lange & Mierendorff, 2009). The ethnographic approach 
used in childhood studies allows children to speak in a direct research relation-
ship about their own opinions, perceptions, understanding, and meaning of the 
analysed situations, problems, or environmental conditions in which children 
live (James & Prout, 1997; Jenks, 2000; James & James, 2004; James & James, 
2008; Soffer & Ben-Arieh, 2014). Thus, the ethnographic approach makes it 
possible to capture what is particularly important in childhood research, i.e. 
the subjective images of reality that are reported by children (Kirby & Webb, 
2020). Moreover, it is an approach that favours the participatory participation of 
children in research, which is generally aimed at in childhood studies (Corsaro 
& Molinari, 2000; Lange & Mierendorff, 2009).

Ethnographic approaches are used in childhood studies for different pur-
poses, for instance to analyse childhood in terms of its nature, or to show the 
status of children in a community or institution, or children functioning in dif-
ferent specified socio-cultural conditions and communities and to describe spe-
cific children’s cultures by analysing their codes, meanings, values, and norms 
(Emond, 2005). They are also useful for capturing the nature of the social or-
ganization of the children’s world in specific social or situational conditions that 
determine their functioning (LeVine, 2007; Melton et al., 2014).

Ethnographic approaches are realised in research practice through differ-
ent specific modes of research. Observation, individual or focus interviews, 
vignette studies, graphic techniques are frequently used. Less conventional re-
search approaches include photographic or video techniques as well as other 
specific research techniques used depending on children’s abilities (Alderson, 
2000; Clark & Moss, 2005; Green & Hogan, 2005; Greig et al., 2013; Soffer & 
Ben-Arieh, 2014; Favretto et al., 2018).

2. Macro-analyses
The role and importance of macro-analyses in childhood research were indica-
ted for instance by Jens Quortrup (2000). According to him, such studies are in 
fact macro-diagnoses based on specially developed indicators and often based 
on the so-called big-data. They make it possible to show the general situation 
of children in demographic, social, health, educational and legal dimensions. 
Macro-analyses are used in childhood studies both in a fundamental way and as 
a background for detailed explorations presented by researchers for the purpose 
of concrete determinations and showing specific situations or problems of chil-
dren according to subjective or participatory rules. The use of “big data” allows 
for different interpretations of situations or problems of children in relation to 
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different general contexts (e.g. the type of society, the nature of culture, econo-
mic conditions, economic or civilization processes), even by referring to histo-
rical periods or different generations of children. Such research presents diffe-
rent features and conditions of the realization of childhood, such as education, 
affluence, health, home conditions, institutionalization of childhood, etc., and 
explores the determinants of its course. The examples of such research include 
analyses and reports presented by worldwide organizations for children, such 
as UNICEF or Save the Children (UNICEF, 2020). Macro-analyses are used in 
childhood studies as research that presents the situation of children from a gene-
ral, objectivist perspective, and as research that makes it possible to establish or 
verify certain correlations. Macro-analyses of childhood often take the form of 
occasional or systematic reports that monitor the situation of children in relation 
to their phenomena, problems and living conditions. They are most often based 
on established standardized indicators showing the general situation and the 
quality of life of children (reports available on the UNICEF and Save the Chil-
dren websites) or they illustrate the situation of children in some specific aspect, 
such as subjective well-being of children (SWBC) (Ben-Arieh, 2012; Casas et 
al., 2013; Ben-Arieh et al., 2017), health condition, or child labour. The research 
procedures as part of macro-analyses of childhood are based on research known 
as big data that takes advantage of various large-scale research (conducted on 
very large populations of children or adults e.g. parents, teachers, doctors, etc.) 
and are administrative research based on data obtained from existing statistics 
conducted by various agencies and departments (George & Lee, 2014). Thus, 
macro-analyses primarily use a variety of macro data, administrative, statisti-
cal, and institutional data, and also the data from various detailed studies and 
reports (Bradshaw et al., 2013). A key issue in macro-analytic research is the 
selection of indicators showing the situation of children. Their type and quality 
are important. The examples include the traditional indicators which have been 
used for a long time to monitor the situation of children (e.g. used by UNICEF 
such as the under-five mortality rate; U5MR), enrolment rate, the prevalence 
of risky behaviours among children or life satisfaction (UNICEF, 2017). Of 
interestingly, he issue of indicators showing the situation of children or their 
well-being, which are the basis (subject) of macro-analyses, has become a field 
of dynamically developing sub-discourse and research (Ben-Arieh & Goerge, 
2001; Ben Arieh et al., 2001; Ben Arieh, 2006; Ben Arieh & Frones, 2009; Ben-
-Arieh et al., 2009; Ben-Arieh & Frones, 2011; George & Lee, 2014). Currently, 
it is a specific current of research within childhood studies which is termed “the 
child indicators movement” by some people (Ben-Arieh, 2008, 2006). It should 
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also be added that in line with the principles of childhood studies, the participa-
tory role of children in the processes of creating and establishing macro-indica-
tors depicting childhood is now strongly emphasized (Ben-Arieh, 2005).

According to Jens Qvortrup (2000), macro-analyses offer many opportuni-
ties for revealing the nature and quality of childhood, especially when used in 
a variety of comparative settings (as comparative research) and in the dimen-
sion of historical, intergenerational or cross-cultural analyses. Macro-analyses 
are also a functional methodological approach in the perspective of their use 
in comparative studies which are based on the country cases (countries as in-
stances or case countries). In the former, individual countries are the examples 
representing the situation of children or their problems in different or similar 
state realities. Comparative research on changes in childhood in both parts of 
Germany (East and West) and in the Netherlands, from the perspective of ana-
lysing factors such as institutionalisation of childhood, individualisation, chil-
dren’s autonomy, children’s activities and the use of social networks, and the 
analysis of childhood in these dimensions in the context of its environmental 
differentiation (i.e. realisation in big cities, towns and villages) is given as an 
example of countries as instances by Qvortrup (2000). 

 In the latter, when the research is based on case countries, the analyses are 
related to situations or specific problems of children in a comparative overview 
of several different countries representing the groups of countries which are 
similar to each other due to certain geographical, socio-cultural, economic and 
other features. Research on the occurrence and risk factors of violence against 
children conducted in different countries (Vietnam, Italy, Peru and Zimbabwe) 
is an example of case countries (Maternowska et al., 2016, 2018).

3. Population survey research among children
Another type of research common in childhood studies includes quantitative 
research (population research) based on samples of children representing larger 
groups or other collectivities. It is used to show life situations of children, their 
behaviours, problems they experience, their quality of life or well-being repor-
ted or explicitly assessed in their subjective perspective (Greig et al., 2013). 
This research constitutes an important current in childhood studies allowing for 
the quantitative characterization of phenomena, the generalization of conclu-
sions and the verification of some conditions and relationships (Bradshaw et al., 
2013; Casas et al., 2011; Casas et al., 2013). It can be conducted through the use 
of different techniques and tools. One example is questionnaire surveys based 
either on typical but child-matched survey questions or on measurement sca-
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les. The examples of the latter are standardized scales used worldwide, such as 
The Overall Life Satisfaction (Casas & Rees, 2015), Briere’s Trauma Symptom 
Checklist for Children (Greig et al., 2013) or Children’s Subjective Well-Being 
Index (CWEBI) (Grane et al., 2019). The first example is a scale of childre-
n’s subjective assessment of their life, evaluation of their functioning condi-
tions, while the second scale is based on the assessment of the degree to which 
children experience some problems. In turn, CWEBI is a proposal of Spanish 
researchers who used a questionnaire consisting of 50 items in 7 thematic gro-
ups to examine well-being of almost three thousand children and compared 
the results for Spanish provinces. Of note, survey research is often used as part 
of childhood studies in the comparative profile. Another example is related to 
comparative research on the subjective well-being of children under 13 years of 
age conducted in several countries such as Algeria, Republic of South Africa, 
Israel and Spain (Gonzales-Carasco et al., 2018). This research is conducted as 
part of a broader initiative known as International Survey of Children Well-Be-
ing (ISCWeB)4, which includes the implementation of systematic comparative 
studies of children’s well-being in different countries. This research uses the 
same methodology and tools (scales as part of questionnaires given to chil-
dren). The subjective well-being of children is correlated with various variables, 
i.e. individual, environmental or territorial features of children (Rees et al., 
2017), or, for example, with the religious context of children’s functioning (Ko-
sher & Ben-Arieh, 2017). This research has also been conducted in Poland since 
2016 (http://www.isciweb.org/?CategoryID=157; Strózik et al., 2016).

To ensure the participatory profile of population research postulated in 
childhood studies, researchers more increasingly consult or cooperate with chil-
dren to form the questions and questionnaires that are used in such research.

4. Longitudinal studies
Longitudinal studies are also used in childhood studies. They are aimed at sho-
wing the transformation of childhoods in a temporal profile or showing the im-
portance of different social, socio-economic or political breakthroughs on the 
quality of childhood or certain characteristics or parameters of childhood in 
the same groups or cohorts of children (Qvortrup, 2000; Dworsky, 2014). As 
an example of such research, Qvortrup indicated the research by Kirchhofer 
(1998), who conducted studies for some period of time from the early 1990s 
in a group of children in East Berlin to capture the significance of the political 

4 For a description of the ongoing project, see: http://www.isciweb.org/?CategoryID=157. 
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transformation from socialism to capitalism for the quality of childhood and the 
conditions of children’s functioning.

In childhood studies, longitudinal studies are based on the data obtained 
directly from children. They are often related to the consequences of some phe-
nomena or processes in the developmental context, which are monitored for 
some time in a particular group of children under study. Studies that focus on 
specific populations of children, such as children who take advantage of the 
welfare system, those who participated in some therapeutic or early intervention 
programs (Dworsky, 2014), children at crime risk or children with other specific 
features (Pells et al., 2016) are common.

On the status of children in childhood studies and its ethical 
significance

The concepts of children’s rights, emancipation of children, their subjective 
and equal status on the basis of which childhood studies develop (Vanobbergen, 
2015) result in the fact that respecting children’s subjectivity, protecting their 
rights and realizing their participatory rights as research participants (Corsaro, 
2015), including aiming at active participation of children at all stages of rese-
arch are crucial for the methodology next to the solutions indicated in the paper.

This means that children should cooperate with adult researchers at every 
stage of the research process, from its design to its description and the use of its 
results in social practice. Therefore, there is a methodological transformation in 
childhood studies involving reorientation of the position of children in research 
compared to previous research on children. There is a shift from research “on 
children” or “about children” to research “with children”. Children are not ob-
jects of research but gain the status of researchers of their reality (children as 
researchers) (Ben -Arieh, 2005; Kellet, 2010; Mason & Danby, 2011; Habashi, 
2013; Greig et al., 2013; O’Reilly et al., 2013; Dahl, 2014; Mason & Watson, 
2014; Shier, 2015).

In various characteristics of childhood studies (Shier, 2015) attention is 
also paid to encouraging young people to investigate problems that concern 
them independently and only with the support of adults. The rule of research 
participation of children implies the recognition of children as those who are 
entitled and capable of initiating research about their reality and problems, con-
ducting research as independently as possible, only with the support, help or 
assistance of adults (research by children) (Kellet, 2010; Bucknall, 2012; Dahl, 
2014; Shier, 2015). In demonstrating the change in the status of children in 
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research, Mary Kellet (2010, pp. 22, 23, 83) systematized the research rela-
tionships between adults and children that can be identified in the history into 
research on, about, with and by children. 

Childhood studies are part of the current of new research methodology 
related to the realisation of the concepts of democratization and social eman-
cipation (in terms of group and community dimensions) that is participatory 
research (Boyden & Ennew, 1997; Jason et al., 2004; Veale, 2005). The change 
of the position of children in research has ethical significance in addition to 
methodological meaning. The use of participatory research with or realised by 
children, especially as participatory action research has a particularly strong 
ethical dimension (Boyden & Ennew, 1997). Then children’s subjectivity is 
deeply understood, respected and realised. Moreover, it becomes ethically sig-
nificant that participation in research has both personal and group-related ben-
efits for children (Kellet, 2010; Greig et al., 2013; Dahl, 2014). Participatory 
research with children is recommended not only because it allows for obtain-
ing a true, accurate picture of childhood and a better understanding of chil-
dren’s experiences, but also because it provides children with an empowering 
experience by fostering a sense of their own subjectivity. Moreover, children 
learn the importance of research in solving various problems. They also learn 
different research activities through which they can develop their competence 
as co-researchers and researchers of their own reality and problems over time 
(Greig et al., 2013). Thus, participatory research is an empowerment activity, as 
it develops and strengthens active attitude of children in acting for themselves, 
their environment, their social group and generally teaches an active attitude in 
solving various problems.

Conclusions

Undoubtedly, the methodological patterns of childhood studies identified and 
presented in this paper do not exhaust the rich field of different methodological 
possibilities that the researchers representing this current of research reach for. 
In the light of the presented analyses and proposed systematization, it may be 
concluded that methodological solutions applied in childhood studies consti-
tute a rich area of possibilities for investigating and showing the image and 
problems of childhood. Based on the established features, i.e. methodological 
principles of this current of research, researchers can reach for various solutions 
and they do so. At the same time, to a large extend, but not exclusively, they are 
guided by a concern to reconstruct in research the subjective image of reality 
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experienced by children. With this intention, the group of methods, including 
visual methods, is more widely applied gaining popularity and is dynamically 
expanded. Also, the current of including children in the research process (chil-
dren as researchers of their own reality) is dynamised.

When exploring the issue of the methodology of childhood studies, re-
searchers can and should certainly refer to the various methodological specifi-
cations on this subject, which can be found in the global discourse, the authors 
of which present various other proposals for systematization (Qvortrup, 2000; 
Lange & Mierendorff, 2009; Corsaro, 2015). The author’s proposal result-
ing from an overview analysis of the discourse on childhood studies and the 
research discourse as part of childhood studies is certainly characterized by 
shortcomings and is not perfect. Nevertheless, the aim of this study was also 
to develop a methodological discourse on childhood studies in which there is 
some shortage and to inspire other researchers to join in. The area of childhood 
research methodology analysed in the paper should definitely be perceived as 
dynamically developing, the monitoring of which seems to be an interesting 
research task in itself.
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