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Children’s right to be heard is internationally recognised in the 1989 United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). The declarations of this convention and shifting academic beliefs around children’s competency as active agents have prompted early years professionals around the globe to increase their focus on the child’s voice (Hancock and Parry, 2020). These listening practices carry great promise for empowering children, and here I reflect on how the advancement of these is subject to many influences. Whilst listening can enable children to participate in developments within their settings, it is also suggested that a strong adult presence may raise tensions that restrict participation across a range of environments (Facca et al., 2020), including clinical paediatric settings (Carnevale, 2020). The influence of policy is also considered here, its potential to repress the voice of the child or indeed to elevate it, where children themselves play a role in the policy making process. In addition, the parental and family perspective is contemplated as a valuable means of broadening understandings and in recognition of the key role that families play in supporting children’s agency.   

As many early childhood settings exist within environments created by adults, it has been suggested that children may never be considered autonomous as they are constrained from the outset by adult-set boundaries (Kjørholt, 2005). Evidence suggests, however, that in some settings respect for their agency allows children a degree of control over the organisation of these environments, therefore enhancing listening practices (Lundy, 2007). Clark’s (2017) Spaces to Play project, for example, employed the multi-method mosaic approach to involve children in the reorganisation of a preschool’s outdoor spaces. Participatory listening methods such as photography, child-led tours, and observations enabled practitioners to engage with the children’s perspectives. The project led to numerous changes, all prompted by and discussed with the children, including making alterations to the dominating fence, the creation of a large outdoor sandpit and new seating which allowed adults and children to sit together (Clark, 2017, p.124). 

In the Italian city of Pistoia, La Filastrocca preschool provides a further example of a listening pedagogy that demonstrates children’s influence over their environment (Edwards et al., 2014). At the children’s request, the library includes a balcony, arches and a bell tower so that it may resemble Pistoia’s central piazza, connecting their ‘in-setting’ and ‘out-of-setting’ experiences. Library rules also arose from discussion with children and include instructions not to throw books, tear pages or “argue with your little brother” over the book (Edwards et al., 2014, p.34). Children decided on book classification, with red for scary books, yellow for animal books and mauve for magic books among others. They also devised their own rating scheme for stories they have or have not enjoyed using red and black hearts. 

These listening pedagogies can be said to empower the child through respect for their agency, however complex tensions exist that may restrict that influence. It is worth questioning how far any child was able to exercise their individual agency, or have their own preferences taken seriously, when this may be set in competition with the preferences of the majority (Markström and Halldén, 2009). It should also be questioned, though children were consulted and heard, who set the agenda for discussion and change?  Adult-led agendas seem to arise from the inherent power imbalance between adults and children (Musgrave, 2020) and practitioners face the challenge of redressing this power imbalance to develop a successful listening pedagogy.

The last thirty years have seen increasing focus on the voice of the child and children’s participation (Facca et al., 2020), yet while this rhetoric has thrived there has been little evidence of it in the policies that govern children’s settings. In England, the policies of many Early Years settings place emphasis on the delivery of formal curricula, school readiness and the prioritising of literacy and numeracy, which many practitioners may find a barrier to the democratic approach of a listening pedagogy (Horsley and Canning, 2020). There is evidence elsewhere, however, that policies which value the voice of the child effectively support listening practices (Lundy, 2018). The Danish Evaluation Institute (EVA) recognises listening as a fundamental aspect of early childhood education (Parry, 2020) and as such invited its settings to participate in the Children’s Perspectives project which utilised Clark’s mosaic approach (2017) for listening to children and developed rich listening practices. Participating pedagogues began to view listening as an ongoing process and became mindful of communications from children that challenged preconceived ideas (Clark, 2017, p.138). 

Listening practices thrive under policies which value the child’s voice (Lundy, 2012), but how often are children’s voices heard from the outset as a part of the policy making process?  It is a generally accepted view that listening to children improves policy and decision making in children’s services (Rix, 2020). Scant evidence of children’s involvement in policymaking, however, has prompted a review of the literature which highlights numerous barriers preventing children from taking an active role in policy-making, including discriminatory presumptions about children (Horgan, 2017) and children’s views not being taken seriously (Perry-Hazen, 2016). It seems that recognition of children’s capacity to express their views may allow them a stronger voice, and two case studies from Australia reveal just that. MacNaughton et al. (2007) describe their role in two government initiatives in which children were consulted, in the first instance around their well-being, values and wishes, and secondly with the intention of including children’s views in a national recasting of gender policy. The case studies, in which children demonstrated their capacity to clearly articulate their views at interview and also to present pictorial expressions of their ideas, were described as ground breaking as children’s voices went on to influence formal policy-making at government level. With this in mind, it could be argued that listening practices should allow the voice of the child to permeate all aspects of a setting, including its governance and policies. 

Any endeavour to listen to children may benefit greatly from the perspectives of their parents who are able to provide insight into the wider aspects of a child’s life. The longitudinal ‘Bristol Study’ (Wells, 1987) found that parents were effective in listening to their children, and their unique position places them at the centre of children’s learning relationships (Barrett, 2000, Hurst and Joseph, 2010). Indeed, the role they play in the child’s earliest communications often means that they are skilled at intuitively interpreting the many aspects of their child’s communications (Trevarthen, 2011; Street, 2018).  Clark (2017, p.53) recognises the value of parents' perspectives and has incorporated it into the Listening to Young Children study in the form of parent interviews that help to build a picture of the child’s life and can shed light on observations made by practitioners. This is evident in Clark’s discussion of an interview with a parent (2017, pp.64-5) in which three-year-old Gaby’s mum was able to explain Gaby’s fondness for certain adults in the setting, and how Gaby had told her that she would go to them if she was sad. This is indeed a useful insight for the listening and responding practitioner. 

Further support for the inclusion of family member perspectives comes from Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems model (1979). The model highlights the influences on the child from others within their microsystems, or immediate environments, including parents, siblings, peers and teachers. Douthwaite (2020) states that sensitive listening and responding within these relationships can help children understand a new microsystem, such as a new early years setting. The ecological systems theory, therefore, encourages a community of practice that includes liaisons between professionals and parents. However, there are some who would advise caution in applying this model. Rogoff (2003) asserts that such an approach risks a passive view of the child and overlooks the child’s agentive power. Rogoff’s socio-cultural perspective presents the child as active, with the capacity to influence and change the environments they interact with. It is therefore vital that while other perspectives are explored, the child’s voice remains a priority. Indeed, while parent interviews are valued, Clark (2017, p.53) asserts that these must not undermine the child’s perspective, but merely ‘become part of the dialogue about children’s lives’. 
This last year has been an unprecedented and challenging time, as the global population continues to struggle through a pandemic. In that time, I myself left work as a teaching assistant to work for the NHS in paediatric therapy. In both roles, the need for sensitive listening practices is paramount. Children can easily be missed in busy school environments, but I was struck how this this could also be the case in a paediatric clinic where quiet children are often spoken for by their parents or guardians as they take in unfamiliar settings and faces that consist only of eyes above masks. A child’s silence is a communication in itself and there is a need to respond reflexively (Spyrou, 2016). Carnevale (2020) suggests that understanding requires listening beyond “thin” and explicit utterances and depends upon “a thick interpretive discernment of utterances, silences and bodily expressions” (Carnevale, 2020, p.3). Such sensitivity may allow engagement with children that respects their space and choices in daunting hospital environments.  

The children I work with, and their families, face many different challenges. Some children are undergoing physical rehabilitation, some have sensory needs, while others are dealing with life-limiting conditions. The hospital care that is so important for these children can also feel overwhelming, with possible transitions between departments and contact with many different NHS workers. In listening effectively to children as they negotiate their NHS journey, it may be important to consider the listening that is occurring within their closest support network, the family. Busy family lives and stressful circumstances can lead to tensions as parents try to listen and respond to their children and it is important to remember that these tensions take place within the context of the families' own values and beliefs (Brooker, 2018). Acknowledgement and respect for these unique socio-cultural perspectives is necessary to truly hear and empathise with the child’s experience and that of their family. My reflections lead me to trust in a unified family approach to supporting young children, empowering them to be communicative and to play an active role in their treatment and recovery. Active parent participation and even encouraging the sharing of significant experiences with siblings (Horsley, 2020) may serve to promote inclusivity and belonging, and to prevent the “othering” of children facing daily health challenges (Schnoor, 2012; Carnevale, 2020).
Listening practices aim to elevate the voice of the child, be it in an educational or health context. It would seem that a significant barrier, however, is the casting of children as passive beings, which appears to happen even in settings recognised for their listening culture. Early years professionals have the difficult job of negotiating the power balance between adult and child and may tip too far into leading roles. Liaisons with parents provide valuable insight but risk bypassing the child’s voice. A mindful approach must keep the child at the centre to ensure that their perspective is not undermined by adult agendas. Perhaps most concerning are the adult constructed policies which govern children’s experiences in early years settings. It has been demonstrated that children have the capacity to engage with and to make valuable contributions to policy-making process. Perhaps a true listening practice is one that allows children to exercise their agency in this predominantly adult realm, in the official documenting of the values, aims and governance of their environments.
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