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YOUNG CHILDREN’S SOUNDSCAPES

• How do sounds influence children’s experiences of early childhood settings?

• What are the possible implications of these understandings for designing early 
childhood spaces?

• To what extent and how can visual/sensory methods allow young children to 
examine the ways in which sounds affect their views about different spaces and 
places?

• How can practitioners draw on these methods to use sound as an educational 
resource?



PROJECT TEAM

• School of Education

• School of Architecture

• Centre for the Study of Childhood and Youth

• Doncaster Civic Trust

• The Bower Wirks

• Woodfield Primary School (Foundation Stage)



RESEARCH DESIGN

• Participants: 3 children and parents / 2 practitioners

• Sound walks with young children and parents 
Physical set up:
• Parent and child both wearing iPods to video record the walk
• Child wearing directional microphone
• Parent provided with iPad
• Fiona carrying map

• What can you hear? 
• What’s it sound like?
• How do you feel?

• Sound workshops in the early years setting 

• Semi-structured interviews with early years practitioners



VISUALLY REPRESENTING THE SOUNDS
SOUNDS AS MARKS/MOVEMENTS



VISUALLY REPRESENTING THE SOUNDS
MULTI-MODAL/SENSORY EXPERIENCING OF SOUND



VISUALLY REPRESENTING SOUND
IMAGINATIVE STORYTELLING



Using sound in the 
environment as a starting 
point for imaginative 
storytelling



‘Mummy bird telling her 
babies to eat their dinner’

‘Happy sound - like blowing 
out birthday candles’

‘Butterflies flapping 
their wings’

‘Sunshine noise!’ ‘Someone walking the 
long way home’

Storying  
Sounds

We played a recording of birds tweeting.  Here is how it was interpreted by different children in Doncaster…

29 January 2016 
2pm until 4pm 

@ darts  
Doncaster Community Arts 
The Point, 16 South Parade, 
Doncaster, DN1 2DR 

To book a place please go to: 
http://storyingdoncastersounds1.eventbrite.com 

Storying Doncaster Sounds part 1 is 
a FREE event showcasing work from 
the Sounds of Childhood project, a 
collaboration between Doncaster 
Civic Trust, the University of 
Sheffield and the Bower Wirks.  

Since March we have worked with 
young children in Doncaster. We 
have found that sounds from the 
built environment are a great 
resource for imaginative storytelling. 
Based on the work produced by the 
children, this event launches some 
of the exciting outputs from the 
project including: 

• A Storying Sounds toolkit for 
early years practitioners  

• An exhibition of young 
children’s sound visualisations 

The Storying Doncaster Sounds 
event will include talks by members 
of the project team, opportunities to 
engage with the ‘Storying Sounds’ 
toolkit and exhibition and 
refreshments including tea, coffee 
and cakes. 

If you’re a member of Doncaster 
Civic Trust, an early years 
practitioner, an architect, city 
planner or designer, or are just 
interested in the project, please sign 
up and come along.  

We endeavour to make this event as 
accessible as possible. Further 
details regarding access can be 
found at the eventbrite page.

Storying 
Doncaster 
Sounds 
Part 1   
Using Sounds from 
the Built Environment 
in Young Children’s 
Literacy Learning
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NEXT STEPS
A DIGITAL 
TOOLKIT

• Developing a supporting digital toolkit (most likely 
in the form of an app) 

• Connecting sounds with images along a timeline

• To be used by practitioners to engage children 
with the built environment

• A participatory project involving MA Education and 
Architecture students, young children and early 
years practitioners, digital industry experts



Child-led sound walks Artist-led workshops Practitioner interview

Initial reflections on the data
Fiona Scott, Researcher, School of Education, The University of Sheffield



Child-led sound walks and workshops

Three parent-child sound walks (average length: 38 mins)

Date: One morning in June 2015
Aim: To explore how children perceive sound in an everyday environment
Data: iPod video recordings of the walks and conversation from the child’s 

perspective
High-quality audio of the heard sounds and conversations
Photographs of the “sounds”

Rosie and Jenny (daughter and mum)*
Noah and Jackie (son and mum)*
Grace and Amy (daughter and mum)*

*All names have been anonymised in the interests of protecting the identities of our 
participants



• Our three children were each unique individuals and their experiences and 
interpretations of sound and responses to sound were varied

• Our data suggests that young children's’ experiences and descriptions of 
sound are deeply entangled with other dimensions of their experience:

Their life experiences
Their place-specific memories and associations
Their in-the-moment preoccupations
Their imagination 

Initial reflections on the sound walk data



• When asked to talk about what they can hear, our data suggests that 
young children are inclined to draw on literary devices to describe 
sound:

Metaphor 
Simile 
Synesthesia 
Onomatopoeia

• Our data suggests that children are also inclined to create vivid 
narratives, drawing on both their experiences of sound and entangled 
associations 



A lion snoring (sewage plant)

Our tummies (a car)

Bears in the sky made out of clouds

Baby lion baby lions eating breakfast now

Putting food in our tummies

Toast

Trumpets (birdsong)

ROSIE:



GRACE: Shake, shake, shake, shake (trees)

Ice cream man! (wind chime)

Sqwishle
Raaaaah (“dinosaur”) 

Sunshine sounds

This is where all the insects come from



NOAH:

Grrrrr (nasal, growly sound) (lawnmower)

Pssssst (bubble noise)

Neeeeeee, nee-naw, nee-naw, nee-naw (siren)

Happy birds

Fishy noise

Ruff! Dog. Quiet dog. 



Artist-led workshops
Three post-walk individual workshops (average length: 22 mins) and one group sound-
making workshop (60 mins)

Date: Two mornings in June 2015
Aim: Individual post-walk workshops were held to explore the things the children 

heard on their sound walks. A group workshop two days later was used to 
explore children’s experiences of sound in the school environment and to explore their 

creation of sounds. 
Data: Workshop discussions audio

Child created photographs and art work

Rosie and Jenny (daughter and mum)*
Grace and Amy (daughter and mum)*

*All names have been anonymised in the interests of protecting the identities of our 
participants



• The children did not find it very easy or natural to immediately ascribe 
words to sounds or complete some of our adult-devised tasks (e.g. ‘where 
might this sound live’)

• They were, however, very capable in using sound as a trigger for further 
imaginative work – their drawings were linked to creatures and stories that 
the sounds on the walk had inspired

• They continued to entangle sounds, objects and actions when trying to 
communicate either visually or aurally. It seemed easier, when they could 
combine different senses at the same time. When drawing hard, thick 
marks, Noah liked using onomatopoeic words ('clunk, clunk, clunk', 'ding, 
ding, ding'), which seemed to feed into the drawing. 

Initial reflections on the artist-led workshops



• For all three children, the representation of a particular sound could 
change when working creatively - what was originally a happy sound on 
the walk, became a sad sound when describing it later in the classroom 
(Grace describing birds for example)

• The children were generally much more comfortable and creative in their 
sound-making practices in spaces outside of the school. Their seeming 
reluctance or inability to make sound in the same way inside school 
seemed related to the norms associated with these spaces (i.e. teacher 
and adult reinforced notions of what is ‘appropriate’ sound in different 
spaces)



ROSIE:
Noises from the walk (sewage plant) inspired her 
story of a monster with a grumpy and rumbly belly

NOAH:

Thick, hard marks for ‘big sound’, and 
skeleton-like drawing for a noise he made 
by hitting the metal bars. He also used this 
sound to trigger his imagination ('that was 
the zombie’)



Practitioner interview

One group interview with two practitioners (45mins)

Date: One morning in June 2015
Aim: To explore practitioner perspectives to sound in the school environment and  
Data: Interview audio

Hannah and Claire (two female teachers at the school)*

*All names have been anonymised in the interests of protecting the identities of our 
participants



• The teachers reminded us that some of the children have limited vocabulary and 
were unsurprised by the children’s inability to ascribe words easily to sounds

• Sounds have unique and mutually understood connotations in the school setting, 
e.g. the morning bell, music for tidy up time

• The teachers are very aware of sound in the school and are conscious that they 
use sound in their practice both as a means of control (using quiet voices instead 
of shouting) and a means of evaluation (is the noise ‘productive’ and 
‘purposeful’?)

“If you’re trying to calm somebody down, why would you shout? Because if you’re 
loud, then they’re gonna respond by getting louder, whereas if you’re calm and speak 

to somebody in a calm way...” 

Initial reflections on the practitioner interview



• The interviews confirmed our working theories about how teachers create 
binaries between ‘good’ (‘purposeful’) and ‘bad’ (‘just noise’) noise made by 
children, although these binaries seem quite slippery and very related to 
space and place. It is interesting to see how children’s sound making is 
classified in these ways by teachers in terms of perceived learning outcomes

• The teachers supported the notion that sound helps children learn without 
question, and were very positive about the idea of a sound toolkit, possibly 
that would encourage children to use sound as a stimulation for further 
creative work or something that could encourage parents to think about 
sound at home with their children (especially something that could bridge the 
home-school divide)

• They shared our own desire that it should be useful and not be another object 
that simply ‘sits on the shelf’


