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Abstract 
Representing participants’ perspectives faithfully is a fundamental principle for collaborative 
ethnography (Lassiter 2005). Collaboration is difficult to achieve, however, when the 
participants are young children who do not share a language with the researcher. This article 
presents an innovative methodological approach that was employed during a twelve month, 
ESRC funded research project that aimed to explore the communicative practices of young 
children in a super-diverse, early years educational environment. In addition to writing field 
notes, the researcher sketched cartoon strips of the events being observed and shared these 
with the children. The paper describes how the cartoons facilitated a more collaborative 
approach to ethnographic research as the children became engaged in their creation and 
interpretation. The findings suggest that cartoons provide an accessible medium that opens up 
spaces for developing dialogue around the research process. This has important implications 
for any research that endeavours to listen to the participants’ perspectives, but particularly 
where the participants are young children or in cases where the researcher does not speak the 
languages of the participants fluently. 

Introduction  
This paper describes how cartoons were used to address methodological 
challenges encountered during a particular ethnographic study working with 
four and five-year-old participants from diverse backgrounds. While 
conducting the research I became increasingly aware of the multi-faceted 
power imbalance between: adult-child, researcher-participant, English 
speaker- speakers of English as an additional language. While early years’ 
researchers are becoming ever more conscious of children as active social 
agents, and accordingly, the necessity to include children’s opinions in the 
research (Brooker 2011), questions regarding how to do this remain. The 
method described in this paper is readily available to all researchers as it does 
not require special expertise or resources and it has the potential to facilitate 
dialogue between the researcher and children, or indeed any participants 
who may find it difficult to access the researcher’s notes. Though debates 
around wider participatory research exist, the focus of this paper will be a 
specific methodology that emphasises the need to include participants 
throughout the research: collaborative ethnography (Lassiter 2005).  

Aim  
With the above introduction in mind, the aim of this paper is to demonstrate 
how I used cartoons in a specific research project and to explain how this 
method relates to the four domains of collaborative ethnography, as outlined 
by Lassiter (2005). 
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To achieve this aim, the next section will discuss the context of the research, 
after which the concept of collaborative ethnography will be summarised.  I 
will then look in detail at four challenges for collaborative ethnography and 
explore how I used cartoons to address each challenge. 

The fieldwork  
The method discussed here developed in response to methodological 
challenges faced during a particular research project. The research is funded 
by the Economic and Social Research Council and aims to explore the 
communication practices of children in a super-diverse, early years 
environment. The participants are super diverse in that they come from 
countries across the globe, they speak English to varying degrees, they came 
to the school through multiple channels of migration, they had a variety of 
educational experiences before attending this school and many more 
variables besides (Vertovec 2007).  

The principle method of data collection is ethnography as it is widely used in 
educational research (Bloome and Green 1997). Ethnography is also 
particularly appropriate for exploring interactions as they occur in ‘natural’ 
(as opposed to laboratory) conditions (Hymes 1974). My aim was not only to 
observe the children’s interactions, but also to provide maximum 
opportunity for the children to be active participants in the research (Kirk 
2007). Conducting research with young participants presents numerous 
challenges, particularly in terms of power relations between the researcher 
and the children (Christensen 2004). Issues of representation are common as 
the researcher endeavours to listen to children’s voices in order to understand 
and portray their perspectives accurately (Tangen 2008). I wanted address the 
unavoidable power imbalance that exists between myself as an adult and the 
children, and myself as a researcher and the participants (Lahman 2008); 
(Graham et al. 2015). With these aims in mind, I adopted a collaborative 
ethnographic approach. 

When using the term ‘collaborative ethnography’ I am specifically referring 
to the methodology developed by Lassiter and Campbell (Lassiter et al. 2004). 
While all ethnographic studies are,  to a degree, collaborative,  the 
collaborative ethnography  model emphasises the deliberate process of 
collaboration with the community (Lassiter 2005). In this respect, issues 
concerning who has the right to be represented by whom and for what 
purpose date back to colonial anthropology, and collaboration as a response 
can be traced back to the renowned anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski, 
who encouraged researchers to ‘step off the veranda’ (Malinowski 1922). 
Since then, ethnography has developed an increased consciousness regarding 
the politics and ethics of representation.  
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Current collaborative ethnography is designed to overcome four key 
concerns: 1) ethics and moral responsibility, 2) ethnographic honesty, 3) 
accessible writing, and 4) collaborative reading, writing and co-interpretation 
(Lassiter 2012, pp. 77-154). Whilst these domains of concern are potentially 
difficult to navigate in any ethnographic research project, in my investigation 
the difficulties were intensified by the nature of my participants - namely 
young children from diverse cultural backgrounds with varying 
competencies in the English language.  

Collaboration through cartoons in theory  
The idea of using cartoons with the children evolved from the overall 
collaborative ethnographical research approach that I had decided to adopt.  
The aim was to engage the participants (i.e. the children in the class) in 
dialogue around the ethnographic texts being produced in order to gain 
deeper insights into their perspectives.  In adopting this approach, I recognise 
that I was, in no way, absolving myself of responsibility for the decisions I 
made, rather, by providing a mutually accessible platform for 
communication, I was able to address collaborative ethnography’s four 
domains of concern (as indicated above), and thereby help to balance the 
unavoidable unequal power relation between myself and the children 
(Flewitt 2005).  Each of these four key domains will now be considered.  

The method discussed here developed in response to methodological 
challenges faced during a particular research project. The research is funded 
by the Economic and Social Research Council and aims to explore the 
communication. 

• Ethics and moral responsibility 

While according to Lassiter, “Collaborative ethnography is first and foremost 
an ethical and moral enterprise’ (2005, p. 79), there are many aspects of 
collaborative ethnographic research which pose particularly difficult ethical 
dilemmas. Firstly, the agenda of the research project must, of itself, be ethical. 
In this respect, my research project is designed to illuminate the 
communication practices of four to five-year-old children in a super-diverse 
environment. The participants are vulnerable, firstly because of their young 
age. I contend that childhood holds value in itself (Qvortrup 2004) and that 
children are active social agents, not just incomplete adults (Uprichard 2008). 
The participants are of minority ethnicities and most of them speak English 
as an additional language. Thus, the participants are subject to ‘intersecting 
marginalities’ (Lahman 2008, p.282), making them a particularly vulnerable 
and under-represented community due to their young age, their minority 
ethnicities and their varying levels of English competency. Key to the design  
of the research project was the goal of listening to the perspectives of the 
children (Christensen 2004; Brooker 2011). 
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In this respect, the research is aligned with the United Nations Convention 
on the Rights of the Child which encourages adults to listen to and involve 
children when making decisions that affect them (UNICEF 1989). 
Practitioners and researchers engaged in the early years’ education are 
increasingly adopting the view that children are active social agents and 
stakeholders with valid opinions and perspectives (Qvortrup 2004; Brooker 
2011). As such, children have the right to speak, and researchers have the 
responsibility to take what children have to say seriously (Brooker 2011). 
Thus, the use of cartoons is a way of establishing dialogue between the 
researcher and the children through which it became easier to listen to the 
latter’s perspectives on all aspects of the research.  

In addition to the child-adult relationship, an inevitable power imbalance 
exists between the researcher and the participants. In the case of Lassiter’s 
work, an ethnographic study had been conducted in Muncie, or 
‘Middletown’ as the researchers called it that almost entirely excluded the 
African American population of the town. The researchers had the power to 
choose what to include and exclude from their report, thus it was the task of 
Lassiter, Campbell and their team to address this power imbalance by 
conducting collaborative research, involving the participants at all stages of the 
research project (Lassiter et al. 2004).  In the same way I, the researcher, had 
the power to include or exclude information thus by employing a 
collaborative ethnographic approach I was able to take steps towards 
addressing challenges presented by the research-participant relationship. 

Despite the inherent asymmetry, there were times when a child took the 
pencil and paper from me and drew on my notes. By doing this the ‘power’, 
embodied by my pencil and paper, was not fixed, but fluid and could shift 
between us (Christensen 2004). This led me to ask the children to draw a 
picture of themselves, and from that point on I used their own self-portraits 
as the characters in the cartoons.  In this way, I established a channel through 
which the children could be co-creators of the ethnographic texts I produced.  

More broadly, research with young participants is riddled with ongoing 
debates around consent (Gallagher et al. 2010). With this in mind, and in 
addition to gaining formal consent from the children’s parents or carers, I 
chose to ask the children explicitly for their consent, as recommended by the 
British Education Research Association guidelines (British Educational 
Research Association 2011). Whilst obtaining consent prior to the start of a 
research project is typically referred to as ‘informed consent’, it is doubtful 
whether the consent was, in reality, fully ‘informed’.  This reflected the 
exploratory nature of the project and, hence, the absence of a clearly defined 
direction of travel as well as to the participants’ young age and their 
associated difficulties in fully understanding the research project and its 
consequences. As a result, I used the more appropriate term ‘provisional 
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consent’ (Flewitt 2005, p.4) - in other words that the participants’ consent was 
provisional on the basis that the research would remain within agreed 
boundaries, and the tenets of confidentiality and anonymity would be upheld 
throughout. This provisional consent was achieved by providing the children 
with a cartoon strip that summarised the research process, and where 
possible by using translators armed with the use of the cartoon as a visual aid 
to explain the project and its consequences to the children in their own 
language.  

Initial consent is necessary when conducting research, but not sufficient 
(Graham et al. 2015). It was vital that I remained sensitive and responsive to 
the children’s reactions to my presence and thereby, negotiating ongoing 
consent rather than assuming that their initial provisional consent held fast 
for the entirety of the research project (Flewitt 2005). In this respect, I found 
that by sharing the cartoons with the children I was, in effect, continually 
reminding them of my role in the classroom as a researcher, and this also 
resulted in the children being given regular opportunities to respond to the 
research, in positive or negative ways. As an example, when I shared a 
cartoon I had just drawn with one boy, he hid his face behind his hand and 
peered at me around the edge of his fingers - a clear indication that he was 
not happy for me to include that particular cartoon into my study, and it was 
withdrawn from the data bank. 

The final ethical benefit of using cartoons is that of anonymity. Research 
participants of all ages have the right to confidentiality, yet researching with 
children, especially in schools, can make confidentiality difficult as many 
adults may be curious or concerned for the children (Graham et al. 2015). 
Photographs and videos are often used to document research with children 
and can be a powerful tool for capturing observations  (Thomson 2010; 
Murray 2012; Chesworth 2016), however, according to my ethical agreement 
with the children and parents, these could be published as the children need 
to remain anonymous. Additionally, as a primary school teacher, I am 
personally uncomfortable taking any form of digital images of children for 
use outside the classroom, as this has been ingrained in me after years of 
following safeguarding procedures. Thus, cartoons enabled me to use a 
visual medium for representing the children that maintained their anonymity 
and yet was able to act as a valuable research medium. 

• Ethnographic honesty 

Ethnographic honesty requires the researcher acknowledges the inter-
subjective nature of the research process. Thus, they should recognise that it 
will require them to step out of the shadows, and to shine the light on their 
own positionality and experiences (Hammond and Wellington 2013). Whilst 
writing about oneself runs the risk of becoming either self-indulgent 
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(Mukherji and Albon 2010) or simply futile (Johnson and Duberley 2003), 
(Lassiter 2005) argues that, on moral and ethical grounds, it is necessary to be 
open about the researcher’s own experience whilst conducting the 
collaborative ethnography. In this respect, ’traditional’ ethnographers have 
been criticised for using a purely ‘etic’ approach in which they were the sole 
interpreter of situations that were outside their own experience and for 
monopolising the dialogue by reporting their opinions as ‘fact’ (Dietz 2011). 
An alternative position that is commonly adopted is that of the ‘participant 
observer’, yet (Tedlock 1991) explains the term in itself is an oxymoron as to 
be involved as a participant implies a relationship with the participants of the 
research, while observation implies a metaphorical distance between the 
researcher and the participants. To overcome this confusion of roles, Tedlock 
recommends the use of the term ‘observation of participation’ (Tedlock 1991, 
p.78), which places the ethnographer at the centre of the observation, and 
acknowledges that one’s own experiences will shape one’s interpretations of 
situations, settings and interactions.  

A further complication to the researcher-participant relationship in my 
research project was that I am an adult and the participants were children- a 
relationship that is often fraught with cultural notions of power and control 
(Christensen 2004), compounded by the site of research being a school where 
there tends to be an established hierarchy of rights. In order to identify the 
role I would take on it was important to interrogate the often taken-for-
granted social constructions ‘adult’ and ‘child’(Heywood 2001). According to 
Geertz, the notion of a “chameleon fieldworker, perfectly self-tuned to his 
exotic surroundings”, is a myth (Geertz 1983, p.56). I realised early it would 
not be possible to pass as a child and instead strove to perform the role of an 
adult ‘friend’ (Fine and Sandstrom 1988, p.17)– a role that meant I could 
remain an adult, yet I was different from the teachers and teaching assistants 
the children interacted with as I was not there to ‘teach’ them or to manage 
their behaviour. Over time, I realised that the children tended to talk to the 
teacher and teaching assistant about work or activities they were completing, 
however, when they spoke to me their conversations were much less formal. 
Thus, I endeavoured to highlight my involvement by including myself in the 
observations thereby ack the influence I had on the events. 

• Accessible writing 

In order to engage the participants in dialogue around the ethnographic texts 
being produced, the texts must be created in a clear and accessible format 
(Lassiter 2005). The participants in my research are children aged between 
four and five years old, and thus I could not share written observations with 
them, as they would not be able to read the texts. I considered reading the 
written observations aloud to the children, and then asking them to confirm 
its accuracy, however, the ability of the children in my study to [understand 
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and] speak English varied from extremely fluent to absolute beginner. 
Therefore, conversing with the children in English would create a scenario in 
which the voices of those who spoke English well would be heard clearly, 
while those who were less fluent would potentially be ignored. I therefore 
needed to use a medium that was accessible to all participants, regardless of 
their age and ability to speak English. 

One of Vygotsky’s principle ideas was that in order for humans to convey 
experiences and thoughts to others a ‘mediating system’ is required 
(Vygotsky 1962).  Whilst Vygotsky names speech as the primary mediating 
system through which communication is conducted, he also listed both art 
and drawings among other mediating tools (Brooks 2009). In this respect, 
drawings are a mode children use to ‘talk’ about their worlds, and children 
become ‘fluent’ in the language of drawing from a very young age (Anning 
and Ring 2001). This is exemplified by young children who incorporate 
drawings into their imaginative play as a meta-communicative tool for 
mediating collaborative activities (Wood and Hall 2011). 

This use of visual aids as a communications medium has been taken up by 
teachers and practitioners who them when working with children who speak 
English as an additional language, often employing software such as 
‘Communicate: In Print’ which creates low modality cartoon pictures of 
everyday objects. Such visual aids are available in every classroom at the 
school where the research was conducted, and children who do not speak 
English refer to these when trying to communicate, for example, that they 
need a pencil or the toilet.  Cartoons, such as those produced by Social 
StoriesTM are also widely used by practitioners to communicate with children 
with Autism Spectrum Disorders (The National Autistic Society 2004). While 
I do not claim that the needs of a child with autism are the same as, or even 
similar to, the needs of a child learning English, parallels can be drawn from 
the use of cartoons to improve social understanding while simultaneously 
helping parents and professionals to understand the perspectives of the 
student (Glaeser et al. 2003). 

Thus, it has been established within both the literature and in practice that 
cartoons are accessible to young children, and that linguistic interaction is not 
necessary to interpret their meaning. This made cartoons an appropriate tool 
for sharing my observations with the children, and for facilitating dialogue 
around these observations. 

• Collaborative reading, writing and co-interpretation 

In order that ethnographic texts represent the participants’ perspectives 
accurately, collaborative ethnography argues the participants should be 
involved in the reading, writing and co-interpretation of the texts. Thus, 
(Lassiter et al. 2004) discovered that they gained much deeper insights and 
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understandings using this approach than if they had tried to analyse and 
interpret situations without consulting the participants. The rationale for this 
is the simple belief that: “if you would like to know what is going on it is best 
to ask the people involved” (Roffey et al. 1994, p.15). Similarly (Parker 
Webster and John 2010) draw on Vygotsky’s notion of the ‘Zone of Proximal 
Development’ which is a space between people (in this case between the 
researcher and the participants) that symbolises the level of potential learning 
that is achievable through collaboration. Thus, while (Field 1999) 
acknowledges that collaboration at this level is not always achievable or 
possible, it should at least be attempted – and my research has been designed 
with this goal in mind. 

The core task that I faced was to actively involve the children in the research 
by creating a stimulus to facilitate dialogue. (Lassiter 2005) outlines 
numerous strategies for facilitating collaborative reading, writing and co-
interpretation however, these methods were inappropriate for my 
participants. The practical issues that arise when conducting research with 
young children are widely documented (Ryan and Campbell 2001); Brooker 
2001; Fleer 2013), and in the case of this research it would, for example, be 
difficult to conduct a focus group with children aged four to five as they are 
often unwilling to sit for lengthy periods of time in order to answer questions. 
The practical challenges were compounded by the linguistic and cultural 
boundaries between the participants and myself as outlined above. However, 
cartoons provided a visual medium that can open up dialogue, thus allowing 
discussions to occur around their messages, meaning and interpretations 
(O’Brien et al. 2014). 

Collaboration through cartoons in practice 
The first phase of the analysis was aimed at interrogating the methodology 
and seeing in what ways the cartoons, in combination with interviews and 
observations, enabled the children to meaningfully participate in the 
research. This lead me to categories that will be discussed in an forthcoming 
publication, however for the purposes and scope of this article, I will select 
cartoons that enable me to demonstrate how the four pillars of collaborative 
ethnography (Lassiter 2005) are met by employing this research method. The 
second phase of the analysis is still ongoing and aims to answer the central 
research questions of the project by similarly adopting thematic analysis 
through a constructivist grounded theory approach (Charmaz 2014). The 
children selected their own pseudonyms, hence some interesting choices of 
names! 

Vignette 1: Ethics and Moral Responsibility 
This vignette shows three children of Pakistani origin however, Kaylo Ren 
and Caterpillar have lived in Sheffield since birth and Aman Ali moved here 
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when he was a baby. Kaylo Ren, who is sitting on the carpet, making a fist 
with his thumb out horizontally to Aman Ali. Aman Ali notices the gesture 
and asks Caterpillar what it means. Caterpillar translates the gesture for 
Aman Ali, explaining it means “a little bit friend, a little bit not”. This lead to 
Aman Ali going to sit next to Kaylo Ren to work out why he was only a ‘little 
bit’ friend, resulting in a reconsolidation of their friendship culminating in a 
full ‘thumbs up’. 

  
Vignette 1: ethics and moral responsibility 

I have selected this vignette to demonstrate ethics and moral responsibility for 
several reasons. First, the vignette depicts a situation that could potentially 
appear trivial to an adult, as children often seem to fall out with each other 
and make friends again. Furthermore, the way Kaylo Ren communicated he 
was cross with Aman Ali could also be dismissed easily as a typical childish 
gesture- yet these are the very assumptions that imbue discourse around the 
child-adult dichotomy and need to be interrogated in order to take children 
seriously. I have argued that childhood is an important state in itself, and not 
just a stepping stone to adulthood (Qvortrup 2004) and that children are 
active social agents (Uprichard 2008) possessing the fundamental right to 
have an opinion (UNCRC 1989) and to have that opinion taken seriously 
(Brooker 2011). Thus, seemingly trivial interactions, such as the one depicted 
above, are actually significant events in the lives of children for whom 
friendships are incredibly important (Roffey et al. 1994; Rubin et al. 2008).   

Secondly, the vignette shows how I have incorporated the children’s self-
portraits as ‘avatars’ in the cartoons. This came out of an event when I had 
drawn a cartoon and showed it to a child, pointing out which of the stick 
figures represented her. She took my pencil and drew herself saying 
“(referring to my drawing) that’s not me, (referring to her drawing) that’s 
me!”. The children drawing their own self-portraits meant they felt an 
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element of ownership over the cartoons and they appeared to be more vocal 
in their opinions of how the cartoons should look. 

The next concern for ethics and moral responsibility that I will explore using 
this vignette is that of consent. There are two principle stages where the 
researcher must seek the participant’s consent: initial, formal consent and 
ongoing consent. Initial, provisional consent was obtained from the parents 
and the children using a form with a cartoon to illustrate the purposes of the 
research. The cartoon provided another channel of communication and 
instigated dialogue around the project’s aims. However, a key part of consent 
is the constant negotiation and renegotiation of ongoing consent (Graham et 
al. 2015). By showing the cartoons to the children, I was able to gauge how 
comfortable they were with me using that scene, and there were occasions 
where children reacted in ways that showed they did not consent, such as 
hiding their faces or shaking their heads. 

The final reason this cartoon demonstrates how I have considered ethics and 
moral responsibility is to do with a basic human right that is key to any 
research project that claims to be ethical: anonymity. The children recognised 
their own avatars, but I did not share these with others, which enabled me to 
share the preliminary findings with interested adults, without divulging who 
was involved in the scene.  

Vignette 2: Ethnographic honesty 
The next vignette demonstrates how I upheld ethnographic honesty by 
acknowledging and reporting my influence on events. The vignette depicts 
Caterpillar, whose family speaks Urdu although his main language is 
English, playing in the role-play area with Aman Ali (who speaks Pashtu and 
Urdu), and some other friends who were not Urdu speakers. I heard 
Caterpillar call the other children ‘buday’ which means ‘old people’ in Urdu. 
I thought it was interesting that Caterpillar was speaking to the children who 
were not of Pakistani origin (and thereby did not speak Urdu), so I asked 
Caterpillar if the word ‘buday’ was his language. In honesty, I asked this 
because I was wondering if he was aware that the word ‘buday’ was not an 
English word and consequently not everyone would understand him. Aman 
Ali overheard my question and stated that his language was Spanish. I found 
this surprising, so I inquired further asking him to say something in Spanish 
and Aman Ali responded by singing a football chant for Yaya Toure. 
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Vignette 2: ethnographic honesty 

The scene was interesting with regards to my own research questions as it 
showed how Caterpillar has Urdu words in his repertoire that he used, 
despite his audience not all being able to understand Urdu. Through my 
probing, I was able to ascertain he has an awareness that Urdu is a different 
language to English. Furthermore, the interaction between myself and 
Caterpillar lead to a conversation with Aman Ali that raises some interesting 
questions regarding what it means to “‘know’ a language” (Blommaert 2010, 
p.102) and whether knowing a football chant constitutes knowing a language. 
These discussions fall outside the scope of this current article; however, it 
does demonstrate the point: had I not interfered, this dialogue would not 
have arisen. I was very much a participant in the research at this point, while 
remaining observant (Tedlock 1991). Furthermore, I was not judgemental or 
critical of the children’s understanding of languages and in this way I 
attempted to be an adult ‘friend’ (Fine and Sandstrom 1988, p.17). 

Vignette 3: Accessible Writing 
The following vignette shows how cartoons can assist communication with 
participants, especially those who do not speak the same language as the 
researcher. The two boys, Darth Vader and Igor are Roma and their families 
are originally from Slovakia. Both speak English at a very basic level. The 
class had taken a trip to the local Mosque in the morning and I was interested 
to know how much the boys had understood about the Mosque, given they 
are not Muslim, nor are they from a majority Muslim country. I asked them 
if they knew what ‘Muslim’ meant. Darth Vader began to flex his upper arms 
saying “my dad”, Igor copied Darth Vader’s actions. I realised they had 
understood ‘muscles’ instead of ‘Muslim’, so I asked if he knew what a 
‘Christian’ was. In response both Darth Vader and Igor demonstrated their 
understanding by performing the posture Christians adopt when they pray. 
I knew from this action that they understood the term ‘Christian. I asked if 
they knew why Christians prayed and Darth Vader said “Devloro”, which I 
was later able to confirm with a Roma translator is the Romani word for God. 
I then referred to the sketch of the children performing a Christian praying 
and again asked if they knew what a ‘Muslim’ was. It appears that providing 
them with the context of prayer and God, and by looking at the visual images 
they were able to recall the meaning of the term ‘Muslim’ and they began to 
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act out how Muslims pray. First Darth Vader declared, “You have to do like 
this!”, and then Igor replies, “I know about that!” and copies Darth Vader 
(figure 4.1). When I was leaving the field, I gathered all the participants and 
showed them a short presentation of some of the cartoons we had created to 
show to all the children and to generate conversations around what had 
worked well and what could be improved upon in the future.  Several 
Muslim children immediately commented, “They’re praying!” and began to 
discuss different ways of praying and the ways their families pray. 

 
Vignette 3: Accessible Writing  

The cartoon method was particularly appropriate in this instance because, as 
the children involved in the scene did not speak much English at the time, 
they relied heavily on gestures and performance to communicate their 
meaning (Gullberg 2006). I could have written a detailed description about 
their actions and poses, however using a visual image is better suiting to 
capture physical gestures. As they did not speak much English at the time, 
and I do not speak Romani, cartoons served as a medium for sharing my 
perception of the children’s conception of religious identities without having 
to depend solely upon words. The cartoons created a space for dialogue, 
facilitating the evolution of the conversation from a basic misunderstanding 
(‘muscles’), to a more sophisticated exchange involving multi-modal 
embodiment of the message they wanted to communicate. Furthermore, 
when I shared the vignette with the rest of the participants, their response 
was instantaneous as they recognised the gesture of praying and this 
generated further conversations around the different ways of praying in 
different religions. 

Vignette 4: Collaborative reading, writing and co-interpretation 
The final vignette demonstrates how the cartoons enabled me to open up 
spaces for dialogue with the children and to revisit events so they could help 
be interpret what was happening. In this scene Tomng, a Christian boy from 
the Tigray region of Ethiopia who spoke Tigrinya was talking to Asad, a 
Muslim, and Somali girl. Tomng does not have an avatar as he left the school 
shortly after my research began and I did not have the chance to ask him to 
draw one. Tomng announces that he found treasure in the sandpit. Asad tells 
him “say Wallah!” to which Tomng replies “um… Wallah?” in a very unsure 
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tone of voice. Asad look very confused. It appeared Tomng was simply 
repeating the word ‘Wallah’ because he had been told to say it, but it seemed 
that he did not understand why he was saying it. 

 
Vignette 4: Co-interpretation 

I drew a sketch of the conversation, as I did not want to interrupt the flow of 
their dialogue. When they both returned to playing individually, I showed 
them the cartoon to help them recall the interaction. Tomng confirmed he did 
not know what Wallah meant. Asad suddenly understood why Tomng had 
repeated the word ‘Wallah’. She explained that ‘say Wallah’ means ‘tell the 
truth’ and that her mum is always telling her sister to ‘say Wallah’ when she 
lies. This explanation helped Tomng and myself to understand what had 
occurred and how communication had broken down. ‘Wallah’ is actually a 
common phrase not only among Arabic speaking communities, but also 
among Muslim communities worldwide, thus as Tomng was neither an 
Arabic speaker, nor Muslim, he was unfamiliar with the word ‘Wallah’. The 
children’s co-interpretation of the situation was vital to my own 
understanding. While Lassiter (2005) recommends sharing written 
observations and co-interpretation through interviews, these methods would 
be inappropriate with such young children (Ryan and Campbell 2001); 
(Brooker 2001; Fleer 2013) thus the cartoons facilitated the goal co-
interpretation through a different, more accessible medium.  

Conclusion 
In this article, I have shown how I used cartoons to assist the process of 
collaborative ethnography. I have argued for the need to address the power 
imbalance between the researcher and the participants who, in this case, are 
in a potentially vulnerable position due to their young age and their low level 
of English. Although the findings I present here are from one specific research 
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project, there are multiple possibilities for applying a similar methodology to 
other research contexts as, I would argue, all social science research should 
attempt to engage with the participants and cartoons provide a powerful 
medium around which dialogue can develop.  

I do not claim that I have unlocked the secret to eliminating the inherent 
asymmetry that exists between adult/child and researcher/participant. Nor 
do I believe I have created a tool that deems language and cultural barriers 
obsolete, as I recognise that ultimately, conversations around the cartoons 
relied on spoken language for clarification. I see cartoons as a vehicle that 
helps the researcher move towards balancing the power imbalance by 
creating a space where participants can engage with the research process 
through an accessible medium.  
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