
© Laura Jane Menard and Doug S. Friesen, 2026 This document is protected by copyright law. Use of the services of Érudit
(including reproduction) is subject to its terms and conditions, which can be
viewed online.
https://apropos.erudit.org/en/users/policy-on-use/

This article is disseminated and preserved by Érudit.
Érudit is a non-profit inter-university consortium of the Université de Montréal,
Université Laval, and the Université du Québec à Montréal. Its mission is to
promote and disseminate research.
https://www.erudit.org/en/

Document generated on 08/10/2026 9:33 a.m.

Critical Studies in Improvisation
Études critiques en improvisation

Allowing the A-Loud
Sonic Permission, Power, and Agency in the Classroom
Laura Jane Menard ​  and Doug S. Friesen ​

Volume 17, Number 1, 2026

Sound, Meaning, Education 23

URI: https://id.erudit.org/iderudit/1126918ar
DOI: https://doi.org/10.21083/csieci.v17i1.8016

See table of contents

Publisher(s)
University of Guelph College of Arts

ISSN
1712-0624 (digital)

Explore this journal

Cite this article
Menard, L. & Friesen, D. (2026). Allowing the A-Loud: Sonic Permission, Power,
and Agency in the Classroom. Critical Studies in Improvisation / Études critiques
en improvisation, 17(1), 1–14. https://doi.org/10.21083/csieci.v17i1.8016

Article abstract
As part of an ongoing collaborative exploration, Menard and Friesen have been
led to consider the conditions for sonic permissions in public classrooms: What
is allowed and a-loud in educational space? Who—and what—determines
which sounds are un/desirable? How do the decisions made by teachers in
classroom spaces enable, or disable, students' sonic agency? It is these
questions about sonic permissions and power that we explore in this paper. We
examine how classroom sonic expectations as tacitly understood, and, through
a methodology-in-the-making, invite our reader into a descriptive review
process based on a recording of a high school classroom. Through reflection,
we describe conditions required for sincere attempts at sonic egalitarianism
both in our teaching and research practices, and invite other
teacher-researcher-practitioners into the ‘productive stumbling’ of our line of
inquiry and commitment-making.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
https://apropos.erudit.org/en/users/policy-on-use/
https://www.erudit.org/en/
https://www.erudit.org/en/
https://orcid.org/0009-0009-0435-3405
https://orcid.org/0009-0001-1918-2196
https://www.erudit.org/en/journals/csi/
https://id.erudit.org/iderudit/1126918ar
https://doi.org/10.21083/csieci.v17i1.8016
https://www.erudit.org/en/journals/csi/2026-v17-n1-csi010967/
https://www.erudit.org/en/journals/csi/


Critical Studies in Improvisation / Études critiques en improvisation, Vol. 17, No. 1 

 
1 

Allowing the A-loud: Sonic Permission, Power, and Agency in the 
Classroom 

Laura Jane Menard 

Doug S. Friesen1 

“How we choose to think about the perpetration and tolerance of noise can lead us down ethical 
avenues of ruin or repair.” —William Cheng, Just Vibrations: The Purpose of Sounding Good (18) 

Introduction: Normalizing the Noise 

“Any sound is okay—but not that one!” 
“You’ll have ten minutes to chat with your group . . . . . . Woah! Too loud!” 

“Can you please stop playing while I am speaking?” 
“I’m waiting . . . I’m waiting for silence . . . Still waiting . . .” 

“Putting a lock on that piano was the best decision I ever made.” 

The micro-vignettes above capture moments from our teaching careers, illustrating the often-
unexamined ways in which sound is permitted, regulated, or silenced in educational spaces. The 
sounds that educators allow in classrooms—what we refer to as “sonic permissions”—and how 
these allowances are perceived significantly shape both student and educator experiences. 
Expectations around sound are often unspoken, communicated only through redirection or 
demands for silence, sometimes issued at an even louder volume by the educators making the 
demands. These expectations are often shaped by the physical features of educational spaces, 
including surfaces, furniture, and human and non-human actors. Every classroom environment 
includes a persistent, if tacit and sometimes ambiguous, understanding of what sounds are 
permitted and what might be perceived as noisy.2 Educator reflection on sonic norms is long 
overdue, and so we here invite the reader into a praxis-oriented methodology-in-the-making to 
amplify and interrogate sonic expectations. 

 
We are both educators with nearly two decades of experience in public high school classrooms, 
currently teaching at post-secondary institutions. Our ongoing fascinations with, and interrogations 
of, the relationship between sound and power have led us to explore these phenomena through 
presenting and co-writing (Richardson 818–38) through a critical listening positionality (Robinson). 
Through ongoing collaborations, we have realized that we share a quest to approach classrooms as 
spaces where everyone has a chance to sound (speak, sing, make sound, play an instrument), and 
each of us has the opportunity to hear the others in the room. What we have called “sonic 
egalitarianism” (Friesen and Menard, “The ‘Heart and Soul’” 59) is about creating conditions 
whereby students have equal opportunities to sound out, to be loud, to perform, and to be heard 
without the expectation or demand of sonic engagement. Sonic egalitarianism recognizes that 
sound—the making of it aloud—is something that all people (e.g., our students, in educational 
contexts) deserve opportunities to do. Sound-making is not a neutral endeavour: students’ and 
educators’ choices about sound-making or being silent are intentional—ethical, even. As a result, 
educators have a responsibility to ensure all students have sonic opportunities, should they so 
choose. Part of this responsibility is our own clarity, reflecting on what is “a-loud”: what is permitted 
to be sounded, or made audible, in our classrooms. In the context of our exploration, we use the 
word “sound” as both noun and verb: to sound is to be the source, the originating space, of audible 
non/verbal vibrations. Soundings may be vocal; physical; environmental; created by human and 
non-human agents independently or in tandem; collective or singular.3 
 
We recognize sound as spatial, relational, and political. This perspective allows us to engage with 
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sound as a meaningful pedagogical tool that influences, and is influenced by, power dynamics, 
student experience, and the learning environment. In this paper, we use a classroom audio 
recording to invite the reader into a shared process of reflection and inquiry.4 As a facet of our 
collaborative exploration, we consider the following questions in order to begin to reveal the 
unspoken, unexamined layers of everyday sonic permissions in education: 

• What is allowed and “a-loud” in classrooms? How do we know? 

• How do we as educators communicate sonic expectations? 

• Who and what determines which sounds are un/welcome? 

• How might we facilitate the rotation, exchange, and diffusion of sonic 
control/power? 

• What are the sounds of an engaged class? Who is making/gets to make 
decisions about what engagement constitutes? 

 
These questions lead up to introducing a listening exercise inspired by Patricia Carini’s 
descriptive review process (“Descriptive Review”)—what we describe as a “method-in-the-
making”—while critically examining our own pedagogical “listen-fors” and “wish-fors.” With the 
help of theory, we critically reflect on our own beliefs, exploring the relationship between sound 
and power. We examine what it means to cultivate a space of sonic hospitality (Phelan), 
belonging, and resonance—one where all learners might have equitable access to both 
producing and experiencing sound. Additionally, we emphasize the importance of being 
intentional and transparent with our students about our commitments to critically reflect on 
sound and power. 
 
We recognize that sound occurs in educational settings everywhere: for this reason, our inquiry 
reaches beyond the realm of music education alone. However, institutional music education itself 
does take many forms across elementary, secondary, and post-secondary levels. In secondary 
programs, our own teaching practices have focused on student-centered, process-based 
pedagogies, including within ensemble-based rehearsal-performance settings. As we have 
transitioned to post-secondary teaching, we have continued to de-center the traditional role of 
the conductor, acknowledging that while the implications for sound and sounding differ in higher 
education, they remain just as important. In these new teaching environments, we take on new 
sonic responsibilities and use this shift as an opportunity to reflect on our commitment to sound-
oriented pedagogy. This includes examining sonic control and power in large ensemble settings 
(Allsup and Benedict 156–73) and classrooms more broadly. While our inquiry is grounded in 
our own music education practices, questions of sonic power and control have relevance 
across diverse teaching contexts. 
 
We advocate for a deep consideration of sonic control and consider sound a responsibility 
shared—often tacitly—with our students. We are interested in further exploring how we can 
create spaces where more students feel safe to sound and have a chance to be heard. We 
recognize that we can, and perhaps should, listen more deeply to the sounds they do make, 
and hold their silent contributions with the same reverence. 

We admit that this is not a tidy process. In the spirit of responsive and improvisatory pedagogy, 
we are working and living through our explorations of the experiences we share. The use of 
theoretical frameworks allows us to pay greater attention and attunement to these experiences, 
yielding possibilities beyond the defaults for us and for our students. We invite you into our 
open-ended collaborative “thinking-through-sounding.” 
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Conditions of, and for, Sonic Engagement 

Classrooms are busy, sometimes overwhelming, places: diverse and ever-changing swirls of colours, 
materials, bodies, and needs. Educators often choose to respond to these kaleidoscopic environments 
through world-building (Davidson), with tremendous implications for student experiences and outcomes. 
Teaching in dynamic arenas requires an improvisational stance as educators continuously adjust, 
interpret, and respond to emerging sonic and relational cues in real time. 

Admittedly, student soundings—or silences—do not always occur as a result of our actions as 
educators: some learners are bold sound-makers, while others are the opposite. A wide range of 
soundings exist in most environments where we have taught, and these soundings are not 
entirely the educators’ responsibility. 
 
However, we rarely take the time to examine what different soundings—and educators' responses to 
them—reveal about environmental conditions of welcome, participation, communication, and power. 
Sound can be an important indicator of engagement (Niknafs; Menard) or disengagement (Wargo, 
“#SoundOutMySilence”) and it can demonstrate that learning is taking place (Friesen, “Creative 
Ideas”; Schafer, A Sound Education). But what, exactly, does student engagement sound like? 
How do educators know? And how can educators support innovative, generative, and playful 
engagements in and through group and individual sound and sounding: “aloud-ances” that make 
our collective sonic expectations and commitments explicit? 
 
William Cheng suggests that we develop: 
 

a vested awareness of how we might survive and thrive differently with the occasional 
hard reset on rote orientations toward scholarship, self, and sound. So many 
opportunities exist for us to vibe empathically with those around us, even those who are 
emphatically not us. (16–17) 

 
Cheng explores the possibilities of sympathetic vibration—how sound creates opportunities for 
thrivance by reorienting attention to who is making it, how it is perceived, and its function within 
three realms: the school, the self, and the sonic. While classrooms are deeply shaped by 
collective dynamics, we emphasize that each individual's role in that shared experience is 
essential. 

Focusing on individual identity in and through sound, Robinson calls attention to the ways that 
listening and sounding are shaped in sonic experiences and identifies—as Barry Blesser and 
Linda-Ruth Salter do—how that positionality guides listening (3). Robinson reflects “on sonic 
encounters between particular perceptual logics, and between particular bodies, within a larger 
framework of critical listening positionality” (2), identifying that settler colonial practices of 
listening and engaging with sound are passed on intergenerationally (3). This echoes Blesser 
and Salter’s architectural concerns about how culture shapes hearing and, by extension, 
expectations of sound and silence (4, 33). 
 
Listening into space and experience is, as Jennifer Stoever notes, “an interpretive, socially 
constructed practice conditioned by historically contingent and culturally specific value systems 
riven with power relations” (14). This renders listening “a historical and material 
practice, one both lived and artistically imagined” (ibid.). Further, “[o]ccuring at the intersection 
of class, sexuality, gender, and race”—and, we add, ability—“listening offers an epistemological 
venue for our particular embodiments; our embodiments, in turn, filter incoming sound along 
various indices of classification and value” (15). As teachers and as students, schooling for us 
has been a thoroughly embodied experience, one that continues to be carved out through 
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soundings and silences. 
 
The sonic dynamics of the classroom are deeply intertwined with issues of identity, power, and 
participation. By recognizing how sound—and silence—reflects engagement, comfort, and 
cultural expectations, educators may be able to create more inclusive and empathetic learning 
environments. Attuning to individual and collective sonic experiences allows for a reimagining 
of classroom interactions, where listening and sounding have the potential to become tools for 
empowerment, rather than mere byproducts of instruction. 

Ultimately, fostering an awareness of sonic experiences and expectations (what is “a-loud”) 
promotes classrooms as places of critical engagement, creativity, and equitable participation 
that goes beyond subject-specificity and becomes something more. 

Listening Methodology-in-the-Making 

Drawing on the frameworks detailed in the previous section, we adopt a methodological 
approach that foregrounds listening as both a practice and a site of analysis, allowing us to 
examine how sound functions and is controlled within classrooms. To practice this approach, 
we examined one classroom recording in a collaborative listening and attunement exercise, 
employing an adaptation of Carini’s descriptive review process as a method of sounded 
anthropology. Samuels et al. suggest that “[t]reating recordings as integral components . . . and 
equal partners in a theoretical conversation stands to refine and advance” conversations about 
how “the distribution of particular sounds, their audibility, and their value” have political 
implications in public spaces (339). This aligns with Georgina Born’s articulation that “sound 
complicates the boundaries of the body, transmitting even its interior spaces . . . into public 
acoustic and discursive space” (58). Dennis Smalley furthers this, noting that sounds “carry 
their space with them—they are space-bearers” (38), a pertinent consideration for classroom 
analyses. And as Jon Wargo reminds us, “[s]ound is a being/doing/making. Sounds form 
systems of meaning” (“Be(Com)ing” 442)—both for us as educators and for our students; however, 
and importantly, our educator ears differ in the spheres of power and influence. 

Jon Wargo, Cassie J. Brownell, and Gabrielle Oliveira suggest that listening analysis and 
attunement to sound is “less a description of an event and more an activity of prolonging 
affective encounters” (316). We aim to listen more deeply to the sonic environments of the 
classrooms in which we teach. In the spirit of Wargo’s post-phenomenological inquiry, we 
invite you to engage as a “witness to the withness of experience” (“Be(Com)ing” 441) in and 
through classroom recordings. Attuning to classroom sounds—removed from their visual 
contexts and familiarities—can invite new understandings of the complexities, structural 
permissions, and sonic agencies at play in classroom moments. 
 
Writing collaboratively, as we do here, is an intentional choice. Co-writing and collaborative 
listening helps us acknowledge our individual positionalities while also doing the essential 
work of amplifying different listenings, stories, and positions (Friesen and Menard). The 
presence of these differences throughout the process helps us both “know more and doubt 
what we know” and better understand that “there is no single truth” (Richardson 1417). This 
more improvisational and fluid approach to analysis and writing requires us to let go of 
certainty and control, recognizing that such defaults are familiar in both classroom life and 
academic writing. Through this unfolding process, we learn and seek to adapt, respond, and 
remain open to the complexities of the moment. 
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Sonic Attunement Exercise 

We invite you to join us in this sonic attunement exercise. We offer a classroom vignette for 
your consideration—one that was recorded by a third-party educator in a high school classroom 
in which neither of us have worked.5 As a way of listening across experience and hearing into 
unfamiliar space, opening our ears to possibilities and goings-on beyond our immediate range 
of understanding, and destabilizing and reorienting ourselves through listening alone, we 
explored this recording without context, preamble, or foregrounding. 
 
This allowed us to better employ critical listening positionality, which Robinson identifies as 
involving “self-reflexive questioning of how race, class, gender, sexuality, ability, and cultural 
background intersect and influence the way we are able to hear sound, music, and the world 
around us” (10). We note that an orientation towards critical listening is also indicative of our 
approach to teaching (Friesen and Menard). 

Our listening and describing of this classroom recording were inspired by critical practitioner 
researchers Marilyn Cochran-Smith and Susan Lytle, who identified students and teachers as 
critical to transforming schooling (37). We were also inspired by Cynthia Ballenger's practice of 
stopping time: a repeated listening back to classroom recordings to think more deeply about the 
numerous quickly passing moments of teaching (56–68). In a similar vein, Katherine Schultz's 
“listening stance” (12) emphasizes deeper attention to embodied sonic presences in 
classrooms. Carini suggests that reflection and description should take time and attention: it is 
“slow, particular work” that “teaches me that the subject of my attention always exceeds what I 
can see [or hear]” (Starting Strong 163). In order to consider student work without jumping to 
judgement and the default dominant pattern of evaluating for correctness, Carini developed the 
descriptive review process: a collaborative structured conversation. Our adaptation of this 
process is a “way of listening” (Friesen, “Critical Sound and Listening Pedagogies”) that 
attunes and reorients us to the sonic permissions and implications of classroom soundscapes. 

With these pedagogue-researchers in mind, we co-created a framework for our process before 
we listened to the recording. This involved conducting several rounds of listening and talking. 
After each round, we verbally discussed and took note of connections (recurrences, 
symmetries, variations) and ambiguities and/or tensions (Carini, “Descriptive Review” 38) and 
restated one another’s responses before creating a collaborative “take-away.” We completed 
our sonic attunement exercise via Zoom, responding to the questions: 

 
Round 1: What stuck out (first impressions)? Can you retell what’s going on, attending 
to the surface-level sounds? 

Round 2: How do you hear the presence of people? How do you hear the presence 
of not-people? (Attending to the sonic.) 

Round 3: How do you hear evidence of choices being made? (Attending to permissions.) 
 
We used the chart embedded below to make our observations. We note that, in the true spirit of 
a judgement-free free-write, we have not modified our initial responses. We invite you to 
participate with us in the sonic attunement exercise by making note of your own responses to 
the above questions, in a structured or free-form format, as you wish. 

 

[Click to play sound] 

http://improvisationinstitute.ca/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/secondarymusicclassroom-individualandgroupwork.mp3
http://improvisationinstitute.ca/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/secondarymusicclassroom-individualandgroupwork.mp3
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Table 1 
Reflection notes from sonic attunement exercise 
 

Round Laura Menard Doug Friesen Connections 

1 Sounds like individuals all 
doing their individual 
things! Before class time? 
Feels almost— 
ALMOST—café-y with the 
drums and piano and 
voices/talking. I had a 
moment of bliss (is that 
the right word?) when the 
drums and piano lined 
up—felt like the drummer 
was flirting with 
keeping the pianist’s 
time for a while 
there . . . 

The drums are so loud!! I 
want to hear more of that 
piano! Are they working 
together? It sounds like only 
two students are working. 
Are the others just talking 
about shows or video 
games or are they working 
on group projects? 

Laura reads into Doug’s 
response: Laura felt like the 
drummer might be trying to line 
up with the piano player, trying to 
get their attention. You imagined 
these two “performing” for a 
talking (inattentive) audience. 

 
Doug reads into Laura’s 
response questions about class 
structure: What is going on? 
Laura noted the (unnecessary) 
volume of the drums . . . 

Together: Human vs. 
instrument—is it the drummer, or 
the drumming? 
The pianist, or the piano-ing? 

2 Drums in the first (closest 
to the mic) layer; piano 
next layer; voices in the 
third. 
Metallic, boomy, 
tapping, finger 
snapping, cavernous 
notes floating, hits; 
voices rising and 
falling. 

 
The presence of people—
mixture of student voices, 
some rising and falling, 
some on this side of the 
piano and on that, 
punctuated, cadenced, 
varied; contrasting with 
the presence of not- 
people, sounds in the 
space which I imagine 
as a long rectangle, with 
white cinder- blocked walls. 
No carpet. Windows along 
top of a far wall. 

The space must have more 
instruments than just 
drums and an electric 
piano . . . why are these the 
only ones being played? 

 
Most of those present are 
talking (maybe more than 
ten) and only two people 
are playing instruments. Is 
the talking about music? 
The talking seems further 
away, perhaps a different 
section of the room? 

Something significant: there 
are some finger snaps 
towards the end, closer to 
the recording 
device. Did a student notice 
a recording was being made 
and want their (sonic) 
presence known on it? 

 
Are these students aware of 
each other? 

Doug felt like the piano was 
acoustic (“one of those old 
uprights”) and Laura thought it 
was electric. 

Doug described the sounds 
being made. Laura named the 
sounding sources. 
These seem like two very 
different things . . . one 
attuning to the sonic and one 
maybe more imaging the visual 
space. There is a significant 
difference between visualizing 
the space (and movement 
through it) and attending to the 
sounds. 

Laura was curious about the 
student-awareness of the 
recording—putting the 
“snaps” into context: what is the 
sound of someone “messing with” 
something? Laura is questioning 
the use of instruments: why 
these? Why not others? 
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Reflection • There is so much we can’t assume about a situation based on what we can 
hear; however, there is so much that we can hear and sense without seeing—
especially since neither of us knows this class or classroom personally. 

• Even though we are both listening to the same audio at a distance (neither of 
us was present), we still hear differently. Even things as supposedly definitive 
as what is loudest or what sounds are more constant. 

• The silence is something we can’t know more about unless we are in the room. 
We do tend to assume that silence means disengagement—but we note that 
the sounds, too, seemed disengaged. 

• We struggled to consider what the benefit of context would be in 
amplifying/enhancing our listening experience. 

• We can’t help but be curious; if given the choice, what we would want to turn 
up, turn down, mute, or loop in order to create what we might perceive as a 
sonic balance. 

Do the louder sounds (drums and piano) mean these students are in more control of this 
space than the others? We note again that there were two students who sonically 
dominated the space. What are the students who aren’t playing those two instruments 
‘doing’ with the sound? How are they/not distracted by it? Sonic 
egalitarianism is certainly not at play in this classroom recording . . . 

 
 
 

3 The duality of the 
drumming and the piano 
playing. Of the drums, in 
particular, going in and 
out of time with the 
piano—the dragging in 
the drummer’s beat; the 

in-and-out-of sync with 
the piano. 
The sonic constant: the 
piano, and the pianist’s 
playing. 
The most sonically 
variable: the students and 
their (mostly) chatter. 
Students sounding in 
conversation. 
Discussion, deliberation: 
“Ah . . . ” “It might just be . 
. .” “It sounds like a horse . 
. .” “That’s good, good, 
good . . .” “Why does it 
say ‘Mennonite’?” 
At no point is there a clear 
“teacher voice.” 

The drummer and piano 
player seem to be practicing 
things they have learned. 
The drummer is more 
exploratory. I don’t think 
either of them care if they 
are being heard (or are 
listening to other sounds in 
the room). 

The snapper wants to be 
Heard . . . to be present on 
the recording. 
Most of the class is talking 
to each other. Listening 
and talking. How many 
students are not making 
any sound? Are they on 
their phones? How do they 
hear the sounds being 
made? Are they just simply 
ignoring every sound? 
Did the teacher tell them to 
work on something specific? 
Is that happening at all? It 
does not seem to be. 

Oh wow! I didn’t hear that part 
about the Mennonite. I did not 
attend to the piano being more 
constant than the drums but you 
(Laura) are right . . . they are. 
The drums start and stop and 
shift…the piano’s slower rhythm 
is constant. Doug homed in on 
the silences: knowing the public 
education system we work in, 
there would be a minimum of 20 
students in that class. How 
many did we hear in that 
recording? I can’t count more 
than 12. I also wondered about 
the ability to concentrate in that 
space, and about the 
(presumably) two students 
exercising the most sonic power 
through the kit and the 
keyboard. Interesting how we 
both landed on the 
role/presence of the teacher. 
What do they wish, or think 
should be happening, at this 
moment? 
There are so many things we 
cannot assume. 



Critical Studies in Improvisation / Études critiques en improvisation, Vol. 17, No. 1 

 
8 

Discussion: Reflection and Revision Regarding Methodology 

Going through the above exercise encouraged us to articulate our expectations of sound in 
the classroom, and to consider conditions for sonic egalitarianism. It also permitted us to 
consider our own defaults with respect to sound, power, and control. 

Reflecting on our method, we agreed we needed a different first round for the adaptation of 
Carini’s descriptive review process. Doing it again, we would add a new Round 1 that focuses 
solely on the sounds being made, and not the sounding objects: labelling what is making sound 
tends to be more about sight. Sight, which is often prioritized in education and outside of it, is 
considered concrete. Imagine a piano: it appears (in real life or in the mind’s eye) as a distinct 
entity, separate from our body. By contrast, consider that piano’s sound: it is rarely, if ever, fixed, 
but rather constantly shifts by way of physical vibrations that move towards our ears and bodies. 
Roland Barthes remarks, “to listen is to adopt an attitude of decoding what is obscure, blurred, 
or mute, in order to make available to the consciousness the ‘underside’ of meaning (what is 
experienced, postulated, institutionalized as hidden)” (249). Focusing only on the sounds being 
made would allow us to lean beyond what appears and take advantage of the possibilities 
outside of default visibilities, interpretations, and conclusions. 

As we went through the above pilot methodology, we were struck by our desire to control the 
sound. We found ourselves wanting to revise our methodology in order to do a more thorough 
job of setting aside default patterns involving quick judgements and conclusions: How can we 
learn more about control (and power)—our own, that of others in the room, and that which exists 
within physical and organizational structures—while at the same time doing a better job of 
letting go of the default desire to control most aspects of both teaching and researching? Can 
teaching, researching, and writing begin with, and prioritize, listening? Perhaps learning to listen 
better involves learning to let go. In this way, it also becomes more about process and less 
about product. Additionally, in the way of improvisation, it allows us to create a framework for 
classroom life—a set of goals, theories, possibilities—that rejects rigid directives. Critical 
practitioner-researchers Ballenger, Schultz, and Carini all try to structure their (and our) 
attention differently so we can better understand who our students are and how educational 
time passes, considering the stopping or stretching of time so we can see, hear, and feel more 
about and into the quickly passing moments. Ballenger, Schultz, and Carini created these 
processes to intentionally remove their individual selves (temporally, physically, psychologically) 
from the acts of teaching. 

“It’s not about you,” says the Ancient One to Dr. Strange (Derrickson). Sure, it’s not. For us to 
expand upon our own current understandings, we need to let go. Give up control. Give up 
knowing exactly how something (a lesson or a research project) will end, what the outcome will 
be. But, of course, teaching and researching is also always about us! Our listening 
positionalities carry the weight of our pasts and presents. Our responsibilities as teachers and 
researchers sometimes necessitates that we take the reins and make decisions on behalf of 
our students or participants. It’s a constant juggle between letting go and acknowledging that 
we simply can’t let go; we cannot pretend we don't have—or need—professional control, as it is 
sometimes necessary for everyone’s safety. 
 
For us, the sonic attunement exercise was a lived—and is a living—one in which a methodology 
was not fixed but improvisatory. As much as we listened back, we imagined forward, open to the 
possibilities, “wish-fors,” and hopes of future educational soundscapes; ones in which a shared 
understanding of permissions and “aloud-ances” was intentionally built into the class’s 
consciousness. Reflection about education and its relationship with power maintains a dialogic 
function: “knowledge is always linked to power, social practices are always embodiments of 
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concrete relations between diverse human beings and traditions, and all interaction contains 
implicit visions about the role of the citizen and the purpose of community” 
(Giroux 4). It is this purpose that we hope to continue with, inviting our students into a shared 
experience where we make our collective expectations clear through sound. 
 
We are left wondering: What is the connection between a snap judgement and a need to listen? 
How often do we jump to “doing,” to correcting, to addressing, when what we ought to be doing 
instead is telling our students, “I hear you. I’m listening.”? How many power struggles, 
misunderstandings, and frustrations would be resolved if we relaxed our impulses to control 
sound in the room? We also wonder if continuing lines of questioning allow us to avoid snap 
judgments, also holding space for the reality that snap judgments are sometimes necessary— 
as above with regards to control. 

It is from this position that we offer an updated approach to our adapted descriptive review 
process. 

Sonic Attunement Exercise: Take 2 
 
We invite you to consider this amended sonic attunement exercise. 
 
As you listen to a classroom recording: 
 

Round 1: List the sounds you hear. Pass no judgment on them: make no additional 
commentary or observation. 

 
Round 2: What stuck out? Can you retell what’s going on? 

 
Round 3: How do you hear the presence of people? How do you hear the presence 
of not-people? (Attending to the sonic.) 
 
Round 4: How do you hear evidence of choices being made? (Attending to 
permissions.) 

Discussion and Next Steps in this Line of Inquiry 

We are reminded that “teaching is never a neutral act” (Freire 19)—neither are sounding nor 
listening. We acknowledge that a more thorough examination of what constitutes both 
“noise” and “silence” is warranted. We are also reminded that there are more questions than 
answers in our current pursuit. 
 
We are troubled by the dominant sounds of the two instruments we could hear in this recording, 
and by our interpretation of the considerable impositions of these instruments on student 
experiences. These are the louder sounds, and so they overpower other sounds. 
We wondered about the teacher’s role in this particular recording and around their 
expectations around permissions and “aloud-ances”: Is it common for students to play like this 
during class time? Does the teacher make requests of these players regarding timing or 
volume of their interludes? Is it the same students who continually hop onto these 
instruments, as opportunity allows, or do people rotate and share? 

We wondered about student experience: What might the other students in the room say about 
this particular recording? About their opportunities to sound and be heard? About the general 
volume level of this—and/or other—classes in their day? 
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In a classroom recording such as this one, the embodied experience of sound seems central. It 
aligns with what anthropologist Kathleen Stewart calls “an intimate, compositional process of 
dwelling” in which “things matter not because of how they are represented but 
because they have qualities, rhythms, forces, relations, and movements” (445). We not 
only experience sound aurally but as a whole-body response: sound is not something that 
we can move away from easily in classroom environments. 

Engaging in the above method-in-the-making allowed us to deepen the understanding of our 
agency as educators to shape educational soundscapes. We also had to acknowledge our 
desires, as practicing teachers, to control (i.e., have power over) the sounds being made. 

We have started to use the idea of a PA mixing board as a framework to reflect on our 
agencies, tendencies, and responsibilities as teachers. We want to more critically analyze what 
sounds we would like to, can, and cannot mute, solo, turn down, or which ones we can distort, 
make echo, create feedback with, or loop. 
 
Kodwo Eshun uses the term “sonic fiction” (25) to describe how funk musicians and DJs remix 
the past to change the present and transform the future, therefore interrupting the notion of 
linear time altogether. Theoretically, how might we create a sonic fiction of our classrooms, 
remixing the audio in order to consider and create new possibilities for both teaching and 
researching? 
 
How might we edit, loop, augment, distort, and combine students' sounds with our own in ways 
that amplify the differences in our sonic identities? The possibilities of sonic fictions lead us to 
wonder: how can thinking about the classroom as a mixing board reveal and deepen our 
tendencies towards control and/or power? How might we prompt ourselves to disrupt our own 
norms to engage in possibilities beyond them? These are questions for another line of inquiry, 
but they begin to show the power an educator has over who and what is heard. The decisions 
that we make regarding who and what is permitted to sound and be heard have potentially far- 
reaching implications. Our planned curriculum (shaped by documents, policies, and lesson 
plans), our daily lived curriculum (formed through choices, embodied presence, and 
attunement), and the hidden (Giroux and McLaren 222), or unspoken, curriculum (shaped by 
institutional and societal structures) all impact who feels safe to sound, who feels heard, which 
sounds are valued, and who chooses silence or is silenced. A deeper consideration of this is 
critically important. 
 
In the case of the recording used in our sonic attunement exercise, what are the layers of 
assumption that we, as educators, brought to our listening? How do we avoid making 
assumptions that our students feel the same ways we do about particular sounds or about 
students’ own desires to sound out and be heard? How do we encourage students to talk 
openly about sounds if they’ve never considered them before, and if they’ve never heard their 
teachers engage in such thinking? What if we were to conduct the above sonic attunement 
exercise with our students, and even use our own classroom as the basis of such a recording? 
There is more to examine in regard to this approach: to this method-in-the-making, to involving 
students in unpacking sound and power in the classroom, towards thinking about our implicit 
expectations around sounding and the values they reveal. 
 
Reflecting Upon “Aloud-ances”: Questions for Reflection 

Rarely are we encouraged to consider our sounded environment at school beyond what is 
considered excessive volume (see the opening vignettes for some examples). Even more rare 
is the opportunity to reflect upon the implicit sonic boundaries governing daily student life. As 
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one possible next step, we offer questions for classroom discussions around sonic 
permissions, expectations, and “aloud-ances,” understanding that such an exercise may feel 
quite foreign for teachers and students alike.  
Possible prompts for discussion include: 

 
1. Describe your ideal school environment for learning and listening. 

 
2. Inventory the non-human items in the room. 

 
a. How are these items used (or not) during regular class time? Rank them on a 

scale of 1–5, 1 being silent, 5 being noisy. 
b. Consider: How does their use impact the sound they make? Does the 

frequency of their use dictate their sonic value? 
 

3. What are the expectations around sound and noise in our classroom? How do you 
know? Are these expectations different than in other parts of the school? Describe. 
 

4. What are some stereotypes and patterns you can recognize about sound? 
Who/what is often louder? Quieter? 
 

5. What does it mean to you to be “engaged” as a student? What kinds of 
activities, sounds, etc., does that involve for you? 
 

6. What does learning sound like? Do different kinds of learning sound different? 
 

7. How might our classroom better suit your ideal environment for learning and 
listening? 

 
In our aim towards sonic egalitarianism, we wonder if part of loosening sonic control is, 
in fact, making our expectations around it explicit: collaboratively creating and 
agreeing upon specific guidelines for sonic permissions and “aloud-ances.” We cannot 
pretend that there are not power differentials in classrooms: sometimes, that is for the 
safety of us all. We can, however, chart a path forward with empathetic ears, and with 
explicit communication around the powers of sound and silence. Our roles as 
educators, as individuals (as musicians, in our case), and as researcher-practitioners 
are layered and complex. But if we approach our classrooms and students with a 
desire to collectively listen deeper—to ourselves, to one another, to our 
surroundings—it might lead to more egalitarian and less harmful practices of teaching, 
learning, and sounding. 

If there is one thing the process of creating, piloting, and revising our Sonic Attunement Exercise 
has taught us, it is that opportunities to step back and immerse ourselves in our sounded world are 
vital—though rare and fleeting. They need not be.
 

Notes 
 
1 The authors wish to acknowledge that this paper was a full co-authorship and, as such, there is no 
first or second author. 
 
2 The authors grapple with what has been, and what might be, considered “noise” in an earlier article 
(see Friesen and Menard). 
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3 The pedagogies of Pauline Oliveros (Anthology of Text Scores, Deep Listening) and R. 
Murray Schafer (A Sound Education, HearSing, The Rhinoceros in the Classroom) can offer 
ways to explore sound and listening in deeper and more creative ways. 

4 We lament the finality of such an inquiry in written form, as we continuously experience 
improvisations, growth, and reflections through our vocal and material interactions—interactions 
that are still unfolding, not yet complete! Such developments cannot be captured in article format, 
noting that “living” paper formats have yet to find a place in academia. 
 
5 Location: Toronto, Ontario; Date: April 2024. We have permission to use this recording in the way that 
we do in this article. We simultaneously note, however, our own unease with delineating the limits of 
sonic permission as they apply to the use of recorded materials such as this. There are additional 
ethical considerations around recordings and permissions that have not, to date, been part of even the 
most stringent of academic ethics processes. This is a path for future reflection. 
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