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This article uses the sonic geographies of childhood as an entry point into long-standing and
important debates in the sub-discipline on “voice’. The article uniquely explores children’s
voices from the past through considering a different type of research material — archival
audio recordings. It argues that literally listening to past children’s voices (and noises,
sounds and silences) can offer fresh insights into the concept of voice that tends to be
associated with contemporary contexts. Drawing on archival encounters with ‘second hand’
field recordings of children across different schools and playgrounds in London in the 1960s,
this article engages and extends wider theoretical debates about childhood, voice and
memory. The article calls for more attention to the unique characteristics of sound and wider
soundscapes of childhood. The article critically reflects on the possibilities and tensions
associated with such work.

Introduction

What does childhood sound like? How do we engage with children’s sounds and voices from
the past? Why does this matter for children’s geographers? This article interrogates these
provocative questions and contributes to work in children’s geographies through exploring
the sonic geographies of childhood and voices from the past. Specifically, it considers these
questions through the example of sounds, noises and silences made by a number of children
from 1960s London. These were recorded in a primary school teacher’s pedagogical research
project in schools and playgrounds, with material currently held in an archive of children’s
folklore. This article uses archival encounters with this ‘second hand’ research material as an
entry point into some wider theoretical debates about childhood, voice and memory in the

context of past childhoods.
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Clearly, not all childhoods ‘sound’ the same and neither do children’s voices. Childhood is
widely recognised as a social construction and children’s lived experiences are not universal,
but rather are shaped by political, economic, social and cultural dynamics over time and
space (Jenks 1996; James, Jenks and Prout 1998, Holloway and Valentine 2000; Ryan 2012;
Holloway 2014). A wealth of literature from children’s geographies and the new social
studies of childhood has sought to unpack these characteristics and differences, and has done
so through an overwhelming focus on children’s voice (as discussed by Kraftl 2013; see also
Holt 2004 and Philo 2011). Indeed, a key conviction of work on geographies of children,
youth and families as an intellectual project with diverse threads and histories (Holloway
2014) has been to challenge the refrain that “children should be seen and not heard”
(\Valentine 1999) and to champion methodological approaches that prioritise children’s voices
to redress power imbalances. As researchers that (largely) seek to elicit or create space for the
views and experiences of children and young people to emerge through oral speech and
conversation, one could therefore describe the majority of work in the sub-discipline as being
facilitated by, or involving, sound. Indeed, it is hard to imagine most research projects in this
field — even those that involve creative visual methods — without the recorded sound files of

interviews, or without ‘voices’ (of both the researcher(s) and the researched).

For other geographers however, sound and noise have been more than a necessary social
interaction to the fieldwork process, or more than a philosophical approach and conviction to
listen to children’s voices, but have instead been the focus of their studies. Michael
Gallagher’s insightful work on school, power and discipline (2010, 2011) did not deploy a
methodology merely attuned to the sounds of school life or attempt to simply capture those,
but instead considered sound, noise and hearing more broadly (leading to wider disciplinary
contributions on phonics and audio geographies, see Gallagher and Prior 2014; Gallagher

2015). Other recent work in the sub-discipline has considered young people’s engagement
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with radio and music projects as both a platform for youth voice (Dickens and Lonie 2013;
Wilkinson 2015a, 2015b) and as a vehicle for participatory political engagement (Benwell et
al. 2013). Running parallel to these empirical foci on sound, music and radio have been
further theoretical contributions on childhood, voice and memory that are discussed more

fully in the next section.

In this article, I seek to invigorate and extend the above debates through some new entry
points and the consideration of a different type of research material — audio recordings from
the past. I explore how these past sounds of children’s voices and spaces of childhood might
challenge some dominant ideas within the sub-discipline. | argue that historical data can offer
a fresh insight into the concept of voice that immediately tends to be associated with
contemporary children and childhood(s). Closer attention to the sonorous may also open up
spaces of childhood that have thus far been difficult to access for adult researchers. This
article is therefore an attempt to engage imaginatively and creatively with past research
material that has theoretical threads and implications (Horton and Kraftl 2005) as part of
growing (yet relatively limited) work on the historical geographies of childhood and youth
(e.g. Ploszajska 1996; Gagen 2000; Nicholson 2001; Karsten 2005; Cameron 2006; De
Leeuw 2009; Philo 2016). Furthermore, this article also chimes with ongoing debates beyond
children’s geographies: first, on soundscapes and audio cultures in cultural and historical
geography (e.g. Anderson et al. 2005; Lorimer 2007; Peters 2011; Revill 2016); and second,
research by historians on childhood, memory and archives (Stearns 2008; Tesar 2015;
Gleason 2016) as well as sensory histories of education (Burke and Grosvenor 2011;

Goodman, 2016).
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The next section of this article outlines relevant debates in the literature introduced above,
followed by a methodology section. This article’s central argument on the sonic geographies
of childhood and children’s voice is then structured in two analytical sections. These draw on
empirical accounts of children’s lives in 1960s London to embark on a wider contribution as
outlined above. The article concludes with a summary of its contributions, as well as

reflections on future debates and ethical questions.

Exploring voice and memory: geographies of childhood, sound and space

A cornerstone (if not ‘mantra’, see Kraftl 2013) of children’s geographies has been that
children and young people are the experts of their own lives and therefore a focus on their
voice is fundamental to research practice in the sub-discipline (and more broadly, see James
2007, Holloway 2014; Wilkinson 2015b). Indeed, contemporary discourses of participation
and rights are cemented in children and young people’s lives at multiple scales and revolve
around the notion of “voice’. Holt (2004) explains how listening to young people’s voices
acknowledges their rights and agency, yet cautions that all knowledge is partial and that the
practices of ‘empowering’ research are complex. Philo (2011) has described the ‘taboos’ and
uncomfortable relationship the sub-discipline may have surrounding when not to listen to
children, and Kraftl (2013) has made an impassioned call for moving ‘beyond’ voice in a
recent article on children’s emotional geographies. These articles are not suggesting a move
away from child-centric research that has provided rich and stimulating work in children’s
geographies, but rather each has provided a critical engagement with theory and praxis for the

sub-discipline’s future (see also Vanderbeck 2008; Holloway 2014).

Here, | want to engage and extend some of these ideas about listening to children and young

people’s voices by considering those from the past. | do not mean an engagement with
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contemporary adult voices through oral histories that excavate memories about childhood
(Riley and Harvey 2007), or carving out space for children’s voices and agency in written
historical material (Gagen 2001; Mills 2012; Gleason 2016). Rather, | am describing an
equally valid (yet fraught) engagement with the actual recorded voices (and sounds, noises
and silences) of children from the past captured on file. Access to this type of research
material may seem rare, but it is certainly not a complete absence from the historical record
or archival landscape; audio material is increasingly available to the researcher in formal and
personal archives. To be able to listen to children’s voices from the past provides a material
and methodological opportunity — however rare or partial — to engage with past childhoods.
Indeed as Kraftl (2016) notes, there are inherent tensions in accessing past childhoods and
sub-disciplinary dilemmas that have yet to be resolved. One contribution here in this article
then, is to challenge how most reflections on voice in the sub-discipline relate to first-hand
contemporary fieldwork with children and young people. What can be garnered from the use
of audio material that unlocks past (children’s) voices — literally — through audio archives? |
argue this type of project can provide unique opportunities for exploring past childhoods,
despite the dilemmas of using second-hand material that this article grapples with. This
article is also concerned with a specific type of voice, that of pupil or student voice, as the
audio recordings are of primary schoolchildren (see Bragg 2007; Robinson & Taylor 2007).
This distinction is important for context, but also at a conceptual level, discussed later in
relation to the history of education (and educational research) as a historical and
methodological counterpoint to Cremin et al.’s (2011) visual methods work on

problematising pupil voice.

Inevitably, a project of this kind sparks questions about the ability of an adult researcher to
‘re-enter’ childhood and its ‘otherness’, to accurately listen to and represent children’s lives.

These questions have long concerned children’s geographers (Aitken 1994; Philo 2003; Jones
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2001, 2003), but are important to highlight in the context of this article, especially because of
methodological debates on memory, auto-ethnography and our own (past) childhoods (see
Horton and Kraftl 2006, 2012; Kraftl 2016). In engaging with original recorded source
material from the 1960s, | do not assume that adult researchers today can unproblematically
understand and represent past children’s voices any ‘easier’ than it is to understand or
traverse children’s worlds in the present. Yet, | call for more sustained attention to the sonic,
sonorous and aural expressions that might push us closer, whilst recognising the futility of
trying to capture the entirety of childhoods (see Philo 2003) — whether these are
contemporary or historical. It is also worth highlighting here that debates on memory in the
sub-discipline are connected to literature on children’s imaginative geographies and
(un)truths (e.g. Philo 2003; von Benzon 2015). Engagements with creative child-centric
historical material therefore complicates popular understandings of archival data and archives
themselves as housing objective ‘truths’ (Mills 2013). | argue that just as it is impossible for
those working in contemporary contexts to ascertain the ‘absolute truth’ in interviews with
children and young people (or importantly any human participant regardless of age), accounts

in historical material by ‘young ghosts’ are also partial (Mills 2012).

In calling for more attention to the sonorous and aural dynamics of children’s voice
recordings, | want to outline recent literature debates in cultural geography on sonic
geographies. A focus on the senses as a way of knowing and representing the world has been
a long standing area of human geography, with important work on sound in relation to the
cultural politics of music (Smith 1997) for example. However, a number of cultural
geographers have recently discussed the ‘geography of voice’ that focuses on the politics of
listening / speaking (Gallagher, Kanngieser and Prior 2016; Kanngieser 2012; Bennett et al.

2015) as well as exploring music in different contexts (e.g. Anderson et al. 2005), sound
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archives (Lorimer 2007), radio cultures (Peters 2011), sonic geographies (Matless 2005), the
spatial distinctiveness of sound (Revill 2016) and its emotional and affective geographies
(Doughty, Duffy and Harada, 2016). In this article, | consider the difference audio material
makes to ideas about children’s voice and the qualities and characteristics of (past) sound that,
as hinted earlier, shape representations of childhood and the re-telling (or re-hearing) of
children’s experiences. To define or describe sonic geographies is complex;as Revill (2016)
notes, sound is both medium, method and modality. | argue that there is a real need to
examine these dynamics in children’s geographies research where a focus on voice has been
so central to scholarship. Finally, there are wider sonic geographies of childhood played out

in society and space that are discussed throughout this article.

97-013/AC (Audio Cassettes): Methodology and sonic archival encounters

This article draws on fieldwork at the Nigel Kelsey Collection of Children’s Folklore held at
the Special Collections Department, University of Sheffield Library. This is a small
collection that holds 44 sound recordings (39 cassette tapes and 5 open reel items) alongside
written material, in contrast to some larger formal sound archives. The material is the result
of Nigel Kelsey’s pedagogical research (1966-67; 1982-84) and a lifetime’s interest in
children’s folklore. Kelsey (1919-1990) was a primary school teacher and later headmaster in
London who began to informally record playground ‘language’ and then embarked on a
Diploma in Education at the University of London (awarded 1969) with a thesis on children’s
speech (Wiltshire 2001). His fieldwork across a number of schools in London was followed
by an extensive but unfortunately unfinished monograph project in the 1980s on children’s
folklore (although see Kelsey 1981 for a published article). Both periods of fieldwork were
dominated by sound, with material later bequeathed to the University of Sheffield’s Archives

of Cultural Tradition (University of Sheffield 1999; Wiltshire 2001; Widdowson 2014).
7
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In my engagements with these original sources, and specifically on those from the 1960s, |
was not focused on regional children’s folklore per se, but rather on the childhoods enfolded
into this sound-making project. Kelsey was trying to preserve original playground sounds and
‘the oral traditions circulating, dying out and being produced, by children aged about ten’
(Kelsey, cited in Wiltshire, 2001: 84). We can read this as an attempt to capture the
‘collective’ or “separate’ culture of childhood in playground games and songs that James et al.
describe (1998: 99; see also Opie and Opie 1959; on playgrounds more broadly see Gagen
2000; Harker 2005; Bergin Wilson 2014). There is a sense throughout the whole archival
collection that Kelsey was collecting, recording, and seeking to rescue this (childhood)
folklore (on such practices, see MacDonald 2011). In addition to these playground sounds,
Kelsey’s tapes also recorded original indoor focus-group style data collection. The competing
playground noises must have influenced his decision to conduct small focus groups inside
schools as a less organic but clearer way of capturing individual ‘snippets’ of folklore. Here,
Kelsey recorded speech, language, rhymes, songs, jokes and riddles, as well as prompting
free conversation and some use of set questions with children from both working-class and
middle-class families. This fascinating secondary data source therefore gives an insight into
these children’s everyday lives in 1960s London, frozen in time. In that sense, it is important
to locate these recordings within the wider post-war architectures of childhood in Britain
(Kozlovsky 2013) and broader social, political and economic change during the 1960s
(Marwick 1990; Rycroft 2011). However, | argue that audio archives involve much more
than simply storing and capturing time (or childhoods) through technical media (Kittler
1999), but rather enable a re-performance of traces from the past (see Gallagher 2015;
Gallagher and Prior 2014). This type of archival work with audio materials involves the re-
enactment — often repeatedly — of events and conversations, as well as songs and riddles in

this project on the sonic geographies of childhood.
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The archival fieldwork for this project involved listening to each tape at least three times:
first, without any note-taking or pauses to hear them as complete recordings; second, a more
intense process of listening in shorter bursts, making my own analytical notes; finally, a third
playback alongside Kelsey’s written transcription and notebooks. A number of significant
recordings, such as those drawn on in this article, were listened to multiple times, often
played back with small changes to the speed or volume of the recording to better engage with

the properties and qualities of sound and the children’s voices.

Cultural and historical geographers have increasingly reflected on the emotional encounters
and experiences of archival research (Bailey et al. 2009; Mills 2013). In this project, I did not
visit the schools based in London, rather acknowledging Kelsey’s original scholarship. Yet |
was transported to these educational sites, if only partially, through listening to the cassette
tapes during archival fieldwork. A surprising connection between the sounds of strangers’
childhoods in the 1960s and my own more recent childhood emerged. Indeed, sound had a
unique capacity to elicit and evoke memories and connections between Kelsey’s field sites
and the spaces of my own childhood. For example, many of the playground songs Kelsey
recorded in 1966-67 were remarkably similar to those from my primary school experiences in
the West Midlands between 1990-96. On one hand, these nostalgic connections were
comforting and humorous; on the other hand, it was troubling to hear racist and sexist songs
that had reverberated around my own primary school playground too. For example, hearing
“We are the can-can girls (of 1962)” on tape and then instantly singing out loud “We are the
Milner girls” based on memories from my school “Milner’ with similar lines about smoking,
drinking and other “‘grown up’ activities, much to the amusement of other researchers in the

room and my embarrassment.

The lyrics of playground songs reveal moral geographies of childhood in expressive,

sometimes crude, ways — challenging popular constructions of childhood and the playground

9
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as innocent. Through sound-work in the archive, there was an opportunity to listen, hear and
reflect critically on past childhoods (of others and my own) and to discuss these ideas with
family and friends. There was, to some extent, a co-production of knowledge in how I shared
(or sang) archival traces back to my parents, who were at primary school during this time
period, albeit in a different city and context. | recalled (uncensored) rhymes and tongue-
twisters with my brother and cousins. This further emphasises my earlier argument that audio
archives enable a re-performance of traces from the past, not just the capacity to store them.

I also had some difficult but important discussions with friends about the racist and sexist
songs mentioned above, once familiar echoes and performances in our own sonic geographies
of childhood. It would be impossible to research and write about such a collection of audio
material without at least acknowledging these personal (re)imaginations of one’s own
childhood, positionality, and the input of family and friends that are often marginalised in

discussions around the co-production of knowledge.

My focus now turns explicitly to Kelsey’s recordings and children’s voices to demonstrate
this article’s broader argumentation and contribution. Due to the relatively recent time period
under discussion, pseudonyms have been used for the children quoted in this article (Mills
2012) and audio material is not presented in a digital format due to copyright permissions.
Rather, | use written transcripts augmented with descriptions of sound. This inevitably creates
another layer of representation, discussed shortly, but is an important methodological
consideration and challenge. As such, | have tried to bring the reader as close as possible to
the recordings through noting pauses, background noise, pronunciation and obvious tonal

changes in accent (see Turner 2016 on these dilemmas).

10
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The representational politics of listening to (past) children’s voices

Kelsey’s tapes recorded a wealth of content, but primarily past children’s voice(s) and the

wider soundscape of school, for example:

[Tape crackles and a microphone is grabbed]...

Nigel Kelsey [NK]: Then you pass it on to the next person...you start...
Craig: Each peach pear plum, choose your best chum

[4 seconds of silence — a bell rings in the distance]

NK: Pass it on, and go round clockwise

[Children giggling]

Pauline: Ham bacon pork chop, ahh you must stop

Robert: Ibble bobble black bobble ibble obble out

Sally: Eenie meenie macaraca naar niii dominaca nika naka lollipoppa omm pomm
push out ip dip boy scout walk OUT

[More giggling and muffled repetition of Sally’s song]
NK: Go round that direction!

[Group bursts into the song “Who’s gonna marry spotty face’].}

In this written transcribed extract, it is clear that didactic adult-child relations shaped this
(sonic) fieldwork encounter. Yet these dynamics are clearer still when heard on tape.
Kelsey’s firm instructions evoke his power as an adult, a researcher, and as a primary school
teacher. However, he is not the teacher of the group of children quoted here from another
primary school in Walworth, South London. In that sense, he embodied someone that sat
between a responsible adult, observer and friend, or as Holt (2004) describes the ‘least-adult’.
The recorded interview format would have been a unique opportunity for these 10 year old

children to participate in such a project, yet perhaps not as unusual as one might assume.

11
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Tracey Skelton (2008) offers a personal reflection of when a teacher (Mr Manchester) asked
her to participate in a recorded short interview for his teacher training project, also aged 10.
She reflects on the impact of that experience on her life and career, discussing this in relation
to debates on participation and research practice. Although I cannot ascertain the impact that
Kelsey’s projects had with (now adult) participants, I return to a discussion about the

opportunity to participate in such a project and have your voice ‘heard’ in the next section.

As hinted, we lose something in the written extract above compared to hearing the sound clip.
The politics of representation has long been discussed within geography and across the social
sciences, but in the context of this type of material, we also miss the pace, timbre, pitch and
performative speed of the rhymes through the process of transcription that bursts from the
sound clip. The children’s initial hesitation and silence moves on to an impromptu sonic
‘take-over’ in this extract. This chimes with some of Kanngieser’s (2012) exploration of the
different characteristics of sound, that silence can be a “refusal to participate” but also
“mark][s] the impossibility of translation and the limitations of language, masking confusion,
fear, introversion...” (2012: 344). For the children recorded here to share their “‘own’ culture
—orally and aurally in Kelsey’s project — it needed his prompts and perhaps the realisation
that other children were sharing and singing in this space too, ultimately ending with the

children’s multiple collective performance.

In addition to the voices of schoolchildren, Kelsey’s tapes also captured (and now re-perform)
the past sounds of school life: a bell, a scraping chair, a football match, a fight, and so on. In
part, this echoes Michael Gallagher’s opening account in his contemporary study of how

early morning playground noise at a local primary school built “steadily into a raucous
cacophony, a swirling mass of laughter, shouts, chirps and screams reverberating around the
playground” (2011: 47). A similar cacophony posed a challenge for Kelsey in his recordings

across school spaces — in the playground, classrooms and corridors. Each of these spaces

12
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hosts a slightly different “architecture’ of sound: both in terms of acoustics and privacy. | was
keen to hear this wider soundscape on the original recordings — the way in which space and
sound are co-created (Kannfieser 2012; Revill 2016) — rather than the transcribed notes
prepared in the archive. | was scared about too much distance and missing context, phrasings,
utterances, background noise and all the other more-than-representational-‘ness’ that |
presumed would be on the tapes. Take, for example, this brief sound bite from 1967 of free

conversation between two schoolchildren from Marylebone, London:

Janet: Hilary hasn’t got a fear of anything because everything’s feared...scared of ‘er.
She’s like a cannon. She’d crush a rhino.

Gill: 1 like tadpoles and newts and my very big fear is Hilary.?

When reading these lines on paper, this is a humorous or at least mildly amusing exchange
between two children. However, when heard as a sound clip through headphones, the clear
emotional fear in Gill’s voice as a whisper and broken stutter is anything but humorous (on
emotional dimensions of sound, see Duffy and Waitt, 2013). Sound matters then in providing
context and layers of meaning, as qualitative researchers in the social sciences have long
highlighted in relation to the dynamics of interviews beyond the transcribed text; the
difference here is that | was never in the room in the first place. | argue that sound, and
archival audio material especially, has the power to transcend space and time. There are
however multiple “‘distances’ and processes of translation at play here: the live sounds of the
original fieldwork exchange — the recording by Kelsey onto reel-to-reel tape — the cassette
tape copies made by an archivist for preservation purposes — the listening process through my
headphones — the written extracts used in this article. This is not just an issue for a project
about childhood, but speaks to wider debates on representational politics and historical

research (Gagen 2001; Lorimer 2009). Audio archives have the potential however to bring us

13
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more proximate (Revill 2016) to (past) children’s voices through the capacities of sound — to
hear Gill’s fear about cannon-like Hilary as a whispered-stutter, rather than simply read the
statement. Here, intimacy works through the sonic qualities of the recordings themselves,

creating a moment where the listener becomes enfolded in the past (see Peters forthcoming).

The above extract from Janet and Gill also importantly demonstrates the dangers in
romanticising sound, and indeed childhood. There were times that my archival experiences
were dominated by powerful silence and uncomfortable sounds, smashing conceptions of
childhood in the past as wonderful and care-free. These included listening to children’s fears
and some isolated accounts of upsetting times in their lives. For example, these three separate
extracts from Sharon on three different days of recording at a school in Brockley, South

London:

Christmas before last my mum and my dad ........ I just come in and my mum and dad
was having a row. And all of a sudden I went upstairs in my bedroom so | would be
out of the way in case a fight or anything started and when | was up there | heard a
crash. | 3c):ome down and it was my dad. He had picked up the Christmas tree and
threw it.

My mum has something wrong with her lungs and she won’t tell us what it is.*

| wish my...brother Jeremy was still alive.®

In contrast to Katy Bennett et al.’s approach of developing “good research practices for
listening to complex stories of hardship, loss, disorientation and exclusion” through “repeated
and sustained connection with people and places” (2015: 8), in these instances in the archive
room | felt useless and struggled with the ethics of a (dis)embodied research encounter
involving a (past) child such as Sharon. I use (dis)embodied because that child was “present’

in the room through their own recorded voice and the materiality of the tape recording — but

14
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Sharon was a ‘young ghost’ (Mills 2012). The listening | was engaged with though — whilst
detached from a research participant in the flesh — was still an “active, sensuous and
embodied approach to listening” (Bennett et al. 2015: 9) that involved “ears, eyes, beating
hearts, feelings, skin, pores, tingly, hair raising moments and more besides” (2015: 9). The
above extract raises ethical questions about the types of conversations that unfolded in
Kelsey’s fieldwork, of Sharon’s ‘place’ in the archive as someone probably still alive, and
about my ability or failure to hear and listen to the different voices and contexts (Pratt 2010).
Overall, these extracts from Sharon chime with a whole series of academic debates on the
realities of children’s everyday lives as social and political beings not just becomings (see
Holloway and Valentine 2000; Uprichard 2008). They also demonstrate how space was
created in Kelsey’s project for children’s own voices, ideas | develop further in the next

section of this article.

Sounding “childish’ and ‘grown up’: having your voice ‘heard’?

Children’s voices were central to Kelsey’s sound-making project and fieldwork. During the
conversations that interject between playground songs, the children talk about frustrations
with parents, school and siblings as well as the strange, banal and imaginative. The tapes
recorded everyday experiences, memories and stories, as well as fears and hopes for their
present and future selves. In this sense, most of the research material resonated with, or had
echoes of, contemporary fieldwork on the geographies of children, youth and families. There
was a familiarity in the material that streamed into my headphones. Indeed, apart from the
direct references to Cilla Black, the Beatles and hipster skirts, most accounts could have
easily sounded like they were from 2016 (including, depressingly, accounts of poverty).

However, one must be careful here not to dilute the experiences of these children from 1960s

15
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London and reduce these accounts to similarities with contemporary childhoods, or vice versa.
There are real dangers here in merging what mattered to children then with what matters to
children now (Horton and Kraftl 2006), further deepening an adult-imposed universalising of
childhood through collapsing time as an important variable in the geographies of children and
young people’s lives. Nevertheless, there are perhaps similarities in childhood experiences
that should be highlighted: why is it that so much of the content on these tapes felt familiar?
This line of thinking runs contrary to much scholarship that emphasises change over time, or
the individual unique characteristics of children’s everyday lives. But what does it mean if so
much of the content was repetitive and ‘universal’, when as researchers we should not

‘universalise’ childhood?

Although Kelsey used some prompts to spark discussion, most of the topics from his
fieldwork came up in free conversation with a natural flow and could be described as
‘childish’. These unsurprisingly included discussions of friendships, hobbies and most of all

school. Tales of school dinners and teachers litter the material, for example:

This is [our] School. 1 like my teacher and Mr Bond takes us up the Rec [Recreation
Ground] every Thursday and Friday he takes us swimming and Alec Turner loves
Karen Buxton.®

I used to run over the playground in me pants [laughs] and 1 used to go — I used to go
over this old lady’s “ouse and eat her rotten sausages.

We can pose questions here about the murky grey area of ““untruth’, ‘lies’, “imagination’,
‘fantasy’, ‘obfuscation’, ‘exaggeration’ and “fiction’” (von Benzon 2015: 332) and childhood
‘reverie’ (Philo 2003) recorded on Kelsey’s tapes. In some cases, the repeated acoustics of
‘one-up-man-ship’ in children’s stories and tonal intonations help to identify some of these

boundaries: one can hear when the ripples of giggles begin to surface and when children were
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exaggerating to have fun with this adult visitor. “‘Childish’ tales of school life and being

naughty echo themes across a number of recorded songs, for example:

Come to our school,

Come to our school,

It’s a place of misery.

Round the corner there’s a signpost,

Saying “Welcome unto thee”

Don’t believe it

Don’t believe it

Itis just a pack of lies

If it wasn’t for the teachers

We’d be home in paradise.®
Beyond this type of material, | argue that Kelsey’s research also created a space for children
to engage in ‘grown-up’ conversations. This pedagogical research project from the 1960s can
therefore be seen as an early example of ‘giving’ children a voice. Whilst remarkably similar
to some fieldwork projects in geography today, clearly different researchers have different
impulses, epistemologies and subject-positions (Vanderbeck 2008) and | am conscious of the
distance here in making claims about Kelsey’s aims and philosophical approach. | now
present two examples of children expressing ideas in (past) research settings to further

illustrate my argument: first their opinions on school, and second on post-war leisure cultures.

On some tapes, children talk about changes they would like to see at their school. This
impulse resonates with contemporary discourses of participation and democratic citizenship
in children lives, for example the prevalence of school and youth councils in the UK that are
designed to give them a voice (Matthews 2001; Wyse 2001) — “productive’ sound and noise
on panels or committees. This is in marked contrast to the early history of schooling in the
nineteenth century when noise was regulated and punished. Kelsey’s research may therefore

represent a particular moment in the history of education (and educational research) in
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relation to pupils’ voices being sought out and noise (partly) encouraged.® Take this extract

of free conversation at a mixed-school in Brockley:

Geoff: When we go out to play we only have fifteen minutes and 1 would like (er)
thirty minutes for play.

Debbie: One day if Mr Brennan asked us into his office to ask us if we would like
anything changed in the school, I would say “I don’t like to have Geography and
History”.

Julie: 1 would like to go in the boys’ playground instead of the girls’ playground at
dinner time.

Mark: I would like to have the playgrounds mixed and more bigger and the library
and the classes bigger.

Sophie: I haven’t got anything to say.™

This extract illustrates how these children created a type of informal “forum’ with Kelsey, yet
his silence on tape about these issues perhaps reflects his lack of power to do anything about
these suggestions in the educational landscape of that time. We can ask whether these
children were really heard or listened to in the way we might envision for research with
children and young people today. Furthermore, Sophie’s remark that “I haven’t got anything
to say” is striking. We see how voice is used to express an absence of opinion, or that Sophie
did not know how to respond, had forgotten her line of thought, or perhaps had hearing
difficulties (see Kraftl 2013; von Benzon 2015; on D/deaf young people’s geographies, see
Skelton and Valentine 2003). On other tapes children mishear Kelsey or other children, play

on words, misinterpret statements as questions and vice versa.

To extend this discussion on the expression of children’s opinions through voice in research
settings, the next example on post-war youth culture also illustrates ideas about ‘sounding

adult” or “‘grown-up’. In a school in Palmer’s Green, North London, children are recorded
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passing negative judgement on post-war cultures of leisure, adopting a tone that one would

usually associate with adults:

John: 1 think these mods and rockers*! look absolute asses in these er leather jacket
things with stars and stupid things like ‘I’m a mod’ on and they go tearing about on
motor bikes and a perfect menace to the community really.*?

This “adult’-sounding description of mods as a ‘perfect menace to the community’ from a 10
year old child is a unique perspective, emphasised by the child’s serious tone on tape. |
suggest John’s critique was in part due to the ‘adult’ like setting Kelsey had created, where
children were sharing their views and engaging in the ‘art of conversation’. The discussion
continues with other anecdotes:
Kate: My brother...whenever he sees a mini-skirt he goes raving mad really and er |
don’t think mini-skirts are very attractive. On these girls who’ve got fat legs they look
really sickly...I saw a girl the other day with a plastic mac on well it — which was

quite short and it...Mum and | couldn’t stop ourselves from laughing you know it
really put me off my dinner...1 hope I don’t grow up to look like that. =3

This “‘grown up’ approach to cultures of leisure in 1960s London reflects some wider politics
and experiences of childhood: these 10 year old participants wanted to avoid growing up like
these teenagers, yet in a few short years, these leisure practices would be familiar to them and
perhaps embraced. The culture of the ‘teenager’ was also filtering down to the primary school
playground, with the following song on another tape:

Hey there darling, how about a date

Let’s go down the coffee bar, | know one that ain’t too far

Say there darling, won’t you come along
Just do what I tell you and you can’t go wrong.™
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More broadly though, these extracts from John and Kate echo Kraftl’s (2013) observation
that “some participatory processes manufacture children’s emotions into a more-or-less
acceptable form of voice”, transforming feelings into ‘reasoned’ argumentation (2013: 15).
The length of Kelsey’s tapes suggests these children enjoyed the opportunity to be part of his
educational research — most of the material sounds fun. Nevertheless, we should recognise
that the same participatory process that afforded these children a voice, could, in other cases,
have created emotional distress or anxiety (see de Leeuw 2009; Kraftl 2013), as my previous
reference to uncomfortable sounds of silence and upsetting stories demonstrated. Therefore,
we can consider the processes by which children are ‘given’ voice, or were ‘given’ voice in
the past. It is again worth highlighting the dangers of romanticising the research material used
in this article (and by extension childhood in 1960s London) when these recorded fragments
are partial. I am keen to stress that the accounts here are the experiences of these children, in
these primary schools in London, between 1966-7, captured on tapes that contain what these
children chose to reveal or not. This still though, for me, is ‘authentic’ and “valid’ research
material to use in the study of children’s geographies. However, it is vital to consider a recent
question posed by historian Mona Gleason about “those children...whose voices we cannot
hear no matter how hard we listen — do their histories ‘count’ in the same way?” (2016: 457).
I end now with a summary of this article’s contributions and reflections on the wider sonic
geographies of childhood and ethical dilemmas associated with accessing past children’s

voices.

Conclusions
This article has contributed to ongoing sub-disciplinary debates about the relationship
between childhood, voice and memory through a unique discussion of past childhoods that

considered a different type of historical data — audio material of past children’s voices. At a

20



Accepted for publication 16™ November 2016, Published Online 12" February

basic level, it is a different way in which children can ‘speak’ in our research. I hope this
article has also challenged the notion that contemporary children’s voices are heard (and
listened to) whereas those from the past are impossible to hear and are “‘trapped’ in written
material or must be accessed via oral histories with adults. The children in Kelsey’s fieldwork
have been heard by multiple audiences (Kelsey, archivists, researchers) in a relatively unique
setting. However, this article has alluded to how the voices of children in both historical and
contemporary contexts are partial, fragmented, and wrapped up in the politics of
representation. This article sought to complicate ideas surrounding the process of giving
voice, the extent to which (past) children are able to speak in research, and how audio
archives and the capacities of sound might bring us closer to those voices, without fetishizing
or romanticising them. Debates on voice and memory are worthy of more sustained in-depth
theorisation and critical debate, and I believe the sonic geographies of childhood — captured
in time, re-performed and played out in future time-spaces — can provide an entry-point for
further conversations, not least as part of genuine inter-disciplinary debate with historians. |

now provide two starting points for discussion.

First, what are the wider sonic geographies of childhood? This article has primarily focused
on the sonic geographies of (past) children’s voices, with reference to the soundscapes of the
playground and school. There is a wider relationship between childhood, sound and space
though, especially in the context of memory. Comay describes how we are living in
“memory-obsessed times” (2002: 12, cited in Tesar 2015: 103) and | want to suggest further
research on this in relation to the shifting geographies of child/adulthood. For example, the
recent popularity of ‘Buzzfeed’ — a website that hosts nostalgic ‘list” articles including “33
sounds “90s kids will never forget” and “Can you identify these Pokémon by the sounds they

make?”. Whilst clearly these articles are shaped by classed ideas of childhood in the Global
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North and popular culture (Horton 2012), the website reflects recent ideas about nostalgic re-
turns to childhood with the ‘death of adulthood’ in popular American culture (Scott 2014)
and the elasticity of age through the advent of “kidults’ (Labash 2016). These shifts are
wrapped up in often lamented changes in children and young people’s lives and generational
change (Karsten 2005). Sound and noise are crucial to these memory-fuelled ideas, and
warrant further attention in this context. Indeed, more historical *sounds’ of childhood and
youth will become available to researchers with technological advances and the passage of
time, although this will clearly be shaped by the precarious funding landscape for most
libraries and archives. Nevertheless, as archives increasingly house sound and audio content,
how do we as researchers engage with these ‘whispers in the stacks’ (Paton 1990)? As online
childhood traces from the 1990s and 2000s are currently being harvested by contemporary
historians, moral questions remain about whose childhoods are saved, stored, or silenced, and
further questions arise on the ethics of intimacy, editing, voyeurism, respect and dignity in

relation to sound that are ripe for further discussion.

Second, how do we grapple with ethical questions surrounding secondary (audio) data? In
this article, | have drawn upon research material collected by someone else having sought
permission from an archivist, based on conditions of use after Kelsey’s death. In this project,
listening to his tapes provided me with a unique (if not awkward) opportunity to listen to
someone else’s research encounter with children. This distance — of the author not collecting
the data — has inevitably shaped my analysis and interpretation. Yet | argue that audio
material, and specifically its ability to re-perform or re-enact past traces and events, has
enabled a closer, more proximate connection to both the original fieldwork encounter and the
process of analysis than written sources alone. This contemporary ‘eavesdropping’ represents

an unusual research scenario of engaging with material decades after its production,
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acknowledging its source, and analysing this in the context of a different academic discipline.
This may become a more familiar process and practice however with the increased archiving
of contemporary research material. The project Kelsey undertook for his Diploma would
have been one of hundreds across the country. What is unique is that his material was
bequeathed and deposited, given value as a piece of children’s folklore and archived
(MacDonald 2011). This raises some provocative (and perhaps unnerving) questions about
what happens to research material. Where will your (and my) recordings — tapes, CDs, digital
files — go? What will be deposited? Original sound files or cleaned written transcripts?
Whose voices will be heard? Silenced? Erased? What, then, are the sounds of children’s
geographies and what will the wider historiography of doing children’s geographies look (or

sound) like?
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