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Abstract

Digital cameras are increasingly being used in educational settings for young
children. In fact, more researchers are including photography activities into
research involving children. This paper aims to describe how young children
(aged six years) learned to use digital cameras and practiced composing pho-
tographs. Data were collected through photos taken by the children, video
recordings and conversations with the children. This study shows the capa-
bility of children to be photographers and the potential of using photography
in learning as well as in research involving young children. The introductory
phase, practice session, guidelines and safety precautions used in this study
can be a reference point for teachers, children and researchers willing to inte-
grate the usage of digital cameras for learning and research purposes.
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1. Introduction

Young children are exposed to visual images in many different ways since born,
through watching television, reading and listening to story books, viewing digital
photos, and noticing images in their surroundings. Due to the rich exposure to
visual images in their lives, it is necessary that visual images are used to enhance
children’s learning and utilized in research. Educators and researchers are in-
creasingly integrating photography activities into educational settings of early
childhood and in research concerning young children (e.g., Einarsdottir, 2005;
Blagojevic & Thomas, 2008; Byrnes & Wasik, 2009; Schiller & Tillett, 2004; Pap-
pamihiel & Knight, 2016; Bell & Cartmel, 2019). The increased usage of this dig-
ital tool by researchers is due to the possibilities of digital cameras and photo-

graphy as powerful tools for learning, communication and research.
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Previous research recorded that the use of photography in classrooms has po-
sitively impacted various aspects of children’s learning. Research indicated that
photography activities that were integrated into language lessons had helped de-
velop children’s learning of language and literacy. Children were observed to
benefit from such integration in which they improved their language and literacy
skills (Britsch, 2010; Byrnes & Wasik, 2009; Marinak, Strickland, & Keat, 2010)
whereby when children talked about their photos, they used richer vocabularies
and lengthier sentences (Britsch, 2010); hence, stimulating their literacy know-
ledge and skills. Additionally, incorporating photography into science lessons
can inspire children to engage in scientific investigation using different ways
(Britsch, 2019).

As a research tool, photography permits children to express their views,
thinking and understanding without being restricted to their verbal and written
language competencies (Bakar, Yunus, Mohamed, & Karim, 2020). This is spe-
cifically beneficial for young children who frequently struggle to communicate
with others about what they have in mind due to having limited language profi-
ciencies. An increasing number of researchers incorporated photography usage
in research with young children through photo-talks (Serriere, 2010), pho-
to-interviews (Cappello, 2005) and photo elicitation (Pyle, 2013; Ali-Khan &
Siry, 2014) to understand children’s routine and life in school and home. When
used as a data-collecting method, the photos composed by children provided a
wealth of insights about children’s lives and allowed children’s “voices” to be
“heard” and included into the studies. Including child-composed photographs
into interviews did not only shed light into children’s minds but help spark
meaningful discussions with young children (e.g., Smith, Duncan, & Marshall,
2005). In a study by Kirova and Emme (2008), conversation surrounding photos
taken by the immigrant children themselves enabled them to convey informa-
tion and facilitated the researcher to understand the children’s family culture
and their level of language development. Clearly, previous studies emphasized
on the potential of visual modes used to facilitate young children to share their
perspectives, views and express themselves.

When using digital cameras as a learning tool, of concern is children’s com-
petencies in using technology devices such as digital cameras (Pyle, 2013).
However, it was proven that children are capable photographers (Barker &
Smith, 2012) provided that they were given sufficient time, practice and expe-
rience to work with the digital cameras to compose photos (Pyle, 2013; Britsch,
2019) prior to the actual photography task. Additionally, previous studies re-
ported that children are proficient users of digital cameras and are able to
self-compose photographs that benefit their learning processes (e.g., Blagojevic
& Thomas, 2008; Byrnes & Wasik, 2009). Furthermore, researchers perceive dig-
ital photography activities as important information skills and literacy for young
children (Ching, Wang, Shih, & Kedem, 2006; Schiller & Tillett, 2004). Hence, it
is valuable to investigate how cameras can be introduced to young children to

enable them to compose useful photographs. Moreover, there is little research
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that documents young children’s learning process and practices of using digital
cameras. This study is aimed at investigating the ways young children learn to
use digital cameras and develop their photography skills, hence may add to the
literature on the practices of young children in using digital cameras in class-

rooms.

2. Methodology

This study was part of a larger study that explored young children’s creation of
visual images using digital cameras during mathematics learning. Six children
(aged six years) from a public preschool in Malacca (they were from the same
classroom), Malaysia were selected as participants in this study. Over a
four-week period, the researcher together with the children engaged in photo-
graphy activities carried out three times a week. Altogether, twelve sessions oc-
curred throughout the study to provide the children with enough opportunities
to operate the digital cameras and produce photographs themselves. The study
involved three phases; namely 1) introduction to digital cameras; 2) learning to
operate cameras and practice photographing; and 3) composing photographs.
Six digital cameras were allocated for this study in order for the children to have
sufficient opportunity, time and experience in handling the digital cameras and
produce photographs individually. The children were taught the basic operation
of the digital camera and then they were provided with ample practice time. At
the commencement of the study, the researcher ensured that consent was sought
from all parents of the participants. The entire project was documented on vid-
eo, audio-taping, photos and field notes. Photos taken by the researcher as well
as the children were used to get insight into their photography skills.

3. Findings

This article documents the learning experiences of a group of young children in-

cluding the challenges they encountered while operating the cameras.

3.1. Phase 1: Introduction to Digital Cameras

As an introduction, the researcher showed several examples of photographs that
can be found on several media platforms including websites, magazines, news-
papers and photo albums. The children were asked to name the tools or devices
used to produce the photographs shown to them. The children easily identified
cameras as the tool used to produce various types of photographs. The research-
er continued with showing the children a digital camera. Excitedly, the children
asked if they could use the cameras to take photos. The researcher agreed to al-
low the children to have the cameras in their hand, but must first recognize the
parts of the cameras, then learn how the cameras functioned, and most impor-
tantly to follow the rules and safety precaution when having the cameras in
hand.

Firstly, the researcher introduced the parts of the digital camera including the

screen (viewfinder), shutter, lens, battery, and off and on button. Then the re-
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searcher demonstrated how several important buttons of the digital camera
functioned. After that, the researcher handed over the camera to the children to
give them the opportunity to have a closer look at the camera. They were also
required to practice the function of different buttons including the on and off
button and shutter release button. Several students took the opportunity to op-
erate the cameras and took photos of their friends. Observing that the children
were very excited and could not wait any longer to experience photographing
objects themselves, the researcher reminded the children that they would be
given the cameras on condition that they must always follow the safety rules and
precaution procedures. The researcher emphasized that at all times when having
the camera in hand, the children must remember to follow three important rules
including 1) using the lanyard around the neck at all times; 2) never touch the
lenses; and 3) staying still while taking pictures. These two former rules are cru-
cial precaution and safety procedures to prevent the children from dropping,
breaking or damaging the cameras. The latter procedure ensured the children
could hold the cameras steadily when pressing the shutter and capturing good
photos.

Prior to the introduction section, the researcher asked the children about their
experiences of composing photos. A majority of the children highlighted that
often times they were the subjects being photographed rather than being given
the opportunity to be the photographer. Besides that, the majority of the child-
ren reported that usually adults are permitted to use the devices; Nadia informed
that sometimes she had the opportunity to use her father’s smart phone to take
pictures. Norman commented despite the fact that his father owned a digital
camera and frequently used them to capture family photos during vacation,
children including himself and his siblings were not allowed to use them. Ali
described the routines practiced by his parents during special events, holidays
and vacations; concluding that adults frequently ensured that they captured
good photos and kept them as valuable memories. He was not allowed to use the
cameras but was often asked to view the pictures captured by his parents and
requested to share his views about the photos (whether he loved the pictures or

not).

3.2. Phase 2: Learning to Operate Cameras and Practice
Photographing

After identifying the children’s experiences with digital cameras and photogra-
phy, the researcher invited the children to practice taking pictures. The aim of
the practice session was to familiarize the children with the parts and functions
of cameras as well as to develop their confidence in using the newly introduced
technology device. Additionally, the researcher wanted to ensure that the child-
ren could independently use the digital cameras. Noticeably, some children of-
fered assistance to his/her peers whenever they found others were having diffi-
culty in operating the cameras. The children were asked to capture photos of
numbers that can be found in the classroom. Excitedly, the children moved
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around the classroom and began their hunt. The children easily identified vari-
ous numbers in the classroom. Some children showed their pictures to the re-
searcher and continued their hunt.

Amy referred to the researcher as she noticed all the pictures she captured
were missing. The researcher suspected that she had accidentally pressed the de-
lete button causing all her previous images to be deleted. The researcher advised
Amy to be extra careful with each button and function of the camera and also
requested her to capture all the pictures again. Ruby also sought help from the
researcher as she could not find the images she believed she had recorded using
the camera. The researcher doubted whether she had pressed the shutter button
hard enough during the photo shooting. The researcher then requested her to
capture the pictures again. After capturing a few images, she viewed her photos
and was satisfied that all the photos existed.

After the children had returned the digital cameras, the researcher than con-
nected the cameras to the laptop and projected the photos in front of the class-
room using a projector. Whilst projecting the photos, the researcher highlighted
the outcome of each photo and listed several criteria that differentiated between
“good”, “acceptable” and “bad” photos. While a few children had captured
“good” and “acceptable photos”, a majority of the images were “bad photos”.
The researcher pointed out the technical errors that the children made when
capturing pictures that resulted in “bad photos”. The mistakes included not
staying still when capturing images and standing too close or too far from an
object when photographing. As can be seen in Figure 1(a), the images are blurry
because the children might not have been standing still or their hands were
shaky when capturing the photos.

The mistake that Amy made which resulted in the blurry photo of number 10
(as can be seen in Figure 1(b)) was standing too close to the object when cap-
turing the photo. Clearly, the outcome of the “bad photos” was because either
the children had shaky hands, not standing still when photographing or standing
too close or too far from the objects.

Then, the researcher showed a few examples of “good photos” captured by
their peers and discussed with the children several ways to ensure the produc-
tion of “good” photos including ensuring the correct distance between the pho-
tographers and the subjects. The researcher also told the children that photos
can be taken from different angles, hence advised the children to attempt several

trials until they obtained a good outcome for the images.

3.3. Phase 3: Composing Photographs

Despite producing images of different quality (i.e., “good”, “acceptable” and
“bad photos”), the children had grasped the basic skills to operate the cameras
and could press the shutter to capture pictures. After the researcher had ex-
plained the errors made that resulted in “bad photos” and described ways to

produce “good” and “reasonable photos”, the next task was posed.
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(a) (b)

Figure 1. Examples of “bad photos” taken by the children. (a) Blurry photo of
numbers on the classroom wall captured by Rozy; (b) Blurry photo of number
10 captured by Amy.

Firstly, the children were requested to get their friend’s assistance to capture a
photo of the child holding his/her name tag to help the researcher identify the
photos taken by each child. Then the children were asked to identify objects that
were circle in shape and recorded those images with their cameras. The children
were observed to be more confident in capturing images; only a few children
sought assistance from the researcher when they viewed that the photos were ei-
ther too dark, bright or blurry. A few times, the researcher heard the children
reminding each other to always obey the safety rules and procedures set up by
the researcher at the start of the study.

The children’s excitement increased as they were informed of different ways
to document images. Hence, they experimented in various ways of capturing
pictures by adjusting their distance from the objects and positioning themselves
in various positions to capture the objects from distinct angles. As a result, the
quality of the photos taken by the children improved gradually. Once the child-
ren were certain that they had “good” photos, they then proceeded to hunt for
other objects.

Obviously, the children focused on two important aspects when reviewing the
outcomes of their photos; 1) the objects captured, and 2) the quality of the im-
ages. The children ensured that the intended objects fitted nicely into the photo
frames. In terms of photo quality, they were only satisfied when the images were
clear and sharp; otherwise, the photos were deleted and retaken several times
until they obtained “good” photos.

As can be seen in Figure 2(a), Deliyana captured the round table very clearly.
The researcher noticed that she adjusted her distance from the object several
times until she was satisfied that the entire table was captured.

As for Nadia, she found the projector lens that was in a circle shape and care-
fully captured the image. Notice that the image was positioned nicely at the cen-

ter of the frame (see Figure 2(b)).

4. Discussion of Findings

4.1. Young Children Are Capable Photographers
The findings in this study acknowledged children’s capability in handling digital
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ey

(a) (®)

Figure 2. Examples of photos that are circle in shape. (a) Photo of round
table captured by Deliyana; (b) Photo of cover lens captured by Nadia.

cameras; hence, in agreement with previous research that indicated young
children as capable photographers (Barker & Smith, 2012). As asserted by Couse
and Chen (2010), children are proficient users of technology as they use tech-
nology devices easily and independently. Additionally, the advancement in
technology that have resulted in the production of smaller sizes of cameras that
are powerful, yet reasonably priced and practical to use, permitted even young
children to operate the digital cameras (e.g., as young as six years old as in this
study). In fact, the growing availability of child friendly cameras has made these
tools easy and practical to use by children (Orr & Suh, 2013). As observed in this
study and in line with previous studies, children learn to operate cameras and
produce photos after watching a demonstration by adults and after learning the
camera functions shown by peers (Husbye, Buchholz, Coggin, Powell, & Wohl-
wend, 2012).

4.2. Keys to Develop Young Children’s Photography Skills

This study found that during the children’s early experiences of using digital
cameras, there were great differences in the children’s composition of photos.
The photographs taken by the children can be categorized into 1) “good” photos,
2) “acceptable” photos, and 3) “bad” photos. It is not surprising that there were
challenges faced by the children when operating the digital cameras. Considering
the fact that a majority of the children had no experience working with digital
cameras and were only recently introduced to the digital cameras, several acci-
dents may have occurred (e.g., as happened to Amy and Rozy). However, with
proper assistance and following the given advice as well as helpful information
to capture “good” photos, they finally produced quality images as the final
products. The children’s effort to capture the same objects several times showed
their concern on the content and quality of the images they had taken.

Three important aspects implemented in this study include 1) the precaution
and safety rules, 2) knowledge and skills in composing useful photos, and 3) suf-
ficient exposure and practice are the keys to develop photography skills among
young children. It is vital to have the precautionary rules introduced at the start

of the study and constant reminders throughout the study to ensure the safety of
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both photographer and device. Equally important is that the children were pro-
vided with enough time, opportunity and practice to help develop their photo-
graphy skills (Pyle, 2013). Furthermore, children can produce better pictures and
become proficient photographers when they are equipped with the knowledge
and skills to compose useful photos (what makes good and bad photos).

When introducing a new device to young children, giving them the opportu-
nity to explore the camera functions and providing sufficient practice in taking
photos enable the children to become better photographers. As recommended
by Clements and Sarama (2002), children should be exposed to technology in a
developmentally appropriate way. Considering the fact that a majority of the
children had never experienced taking photos independently, making errors and
capturing dark and blurry photos are acceptable. With sufficient practice, the
children learnt from their mistakes and finally captured good photos. As hig-
hlighted by Bauer and Kenton (2005), young children should be given rich expe-
riences and opportunities to help them obtain relevant knowledge and skills for
their learning. It is through exploration, sufficient experiences in handling digi-
tal cameras and opportunities to improve their photography skills that the
children in this study learnt to become better photographers. Throughout the
study, the children showed excitement when having the digital cameras in hand
and while photo shooting various objects. The composition of a great number of
photos and their efforts in improving the quality of photos showed that photo-
graphy activities did not only provide excitement to children but motivated

them to produce good and quality work as the final outcome (Dragan, 2008).

5. Conclusion

This study acknowledged children as competent users of technology, as evident
in the children’s capability to operate the digital cameras successfully. Addition-
ally, the children’s composition of useful and good photos recognized young
children as capable photographers. It is important that the young children were
constantly reminded of the safety rules throughout the study to ensure they han-
dled the devices safely and successfully.

Photos are not only a means to bring back memories of special moments,
events and occasions, but serve as effective communication between young
children and adults. This study supported the statement of a previous study
stating the potential of using photography by young children as a means for both
research and learning in an early childhood setting. Given sufficient time and
practice, children could explore the use of the device and familiarize themselves
with the camera functions. This is important to ensure the successful use of the
newly introduced device to the children.

The safety precaution procedures and rules as well as the phases involved in
introducing the digital cameras to the children as implemented in the current
study may serve as useful reference for both teachers and researchers when in-

corporating digital cameras and photography activities into young children’s

DOI: 10.4236/ce.2021.126100

1330 Creative Education


https://doi.org/10.4236/ce.2021.126100

K. A. Bakar

learning and as a useful tool for data collection in research. Additional keys to
ensure children can be capable photographers include providing children with
sufficient exposure and practice using cameras as well as equip children with the
knowledge and skills to compose useful photos.

Further research is required to determine new possibilities and opportunities
that will nurture young students’ capability in creating visual modes to support
their learning in various subjects. Furthermore, the inclusion of conversation
surrounding photos in research enables children to convey important messages
about their lives to adults. Additionally, it is vital that the children’s “voices” be
heard to enable researchers to acquire rich insight into children’s views, perspec-

tives and understanding of their lives.
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