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Sounds	of	Education:	Teacher	role	and	use	of	Voice	
in	Interactions	with	Young	Children	
	
Anette	Boye	Koch	
	

Abstract	

Voice	is	a	basic	tool	in	communication	between	adults.	However,	in	early	educational	settings,	adult	

professionals	use	their	voices	in	different	paralinguistic	ways	when	they	communicate	with	children.	A	

teacher’s	use	of	voice	is	important	because	it	serves	to	communicate	attitudes	and	emotions	in	ways	that	

are	often	ignored	in	early	childhood	classroom	research.	When	teachers	take	different	roles	in	relation	to	

children,	they	use	their	voice	with	different	pitch,	melody	and	loudness.	This	research	examined	how	

various	acoustic	elements	in	teachers’	voices	are	associated	with	different	teaching	roles	when	explored	

from	a	child-sensitive	perspective.	The	paper	proposes	an	analytical	framework	in	order	to	characterize	

paralinguistic	elements	in	teacher's	voices	with	potential	consequences	for	children’s	affective	responses.	

The	paper	analyses	auditory	elements	(pitch,	melody	and	loudness)	that	can	be	recognized	in	the	voices	of	

adult	professionals.	These	are	categorized	with	reference	to	four	different	teacher	roles:	a	mentor	role,	a	

nurturer	role,	a	controller	role,	and	a	playmate	role.	The	findings	reveal	how	auditory	elements	of	teachers’	

voices	need	consideration	when	planning	and	evaluating	educational	practice.	

Keywords	

early	childhood	education;	teacher	role;	teacher	vocal	practices;	paralinguistics;	children’s	perspectives;		

sensory	ethnography	

Résumé	

La	voix	est	un	outil	de	base	dans	la	communication	entre	adultes.	Cependant,	dans	les	milieux	d’éducation	

des	jeunes	enfants,	les	professionnels	adultes	utilisent	leurs	voix	de	différentes	façons	paralinguistiques	

lorsqu'ils	communiquent	avec	les	enfants.	L’utilisation	de	la	voix	par	l'enseignant	est	importante	parce	

qu'elle	sert	à	communiquer	des	attitudes	et	des	émotions	de	manières	souvent	ignorées	dans	la	recherche	

sur	la	salle	de	classe	préscolaire.	Lorsque	les	enseignants	prennent	différents	rôles	en	relation	avec	les	

enfants,	ils	utilisent	leur	voix	avec	un	ton,	une	mélodie	et	une	force	différents.	Cette	recherche	a	examiné	

comment	divers	éléments	acoustiques	des	voix	des	enseignants	sont	associés	à	différents	rôles	de	

l’enseignant	lorsqu’ils	sont	examinés	d’un	point	de	vue	sensible	à	l'enfant.	L’article	propose	un	cadre	



Koch,	A.	B.	(2017).	Sounds	of	Education:	Teacher	Role	and	Use	of	Voice	in	Interactions	with	Young	
Children.	International	Journal	of	Early	Childhood,	Published	online:	14	February	2017.	IJEC	
DOI	10.1007/s13158-017-0184-6	
	

2	

d'analyse	afin	de	caractériser	les	éléments	paralinguistiques	des	voix	des	enseignants	avec	des	

conséquences	potentielles	sur	les	réactions	affectives	des	enfants.	L'article	analyse	les	éléments	auditifs	

(ton,	mélodie	et	force)	qui	peuvent	être	reconnus	dans	la	voix	des	professionnels	adultes.	Ceux-ci	sont	

classés	en	fonction	de	quatre	différents	rôles	de	l’enseignant:	un	rôle	de	mentor,	un	rôle	de	soignant,	un	

rôle	de	contrôleur	et	un	rôle	de	compagnon	de	jeu.	Les	résultats	révèlent	comment	les	éléments	sonores	

des	voix	des	enseignants	doivent	être	pris	en	compte	dans	la	planification	et	l'évaluation	de	la	pratique	

éducative.	

Resumen	

La	voz	es	una	herramienta	básica	en	la	comunicación	entre	adultos.	Sin	embargo,	en	ambientes	de	

educación	temprana,	los	profesionales	adultos	usan	sus	voces	en	diversas	formas	paralingüísticas	cuando	

se	comunican	con	los	niños.	El	uso	de	la	voz	de	un	maestro	es	importante	ya	que	sirve	para	comunicar	

actitudes	y	emociones	de	formas	que	son	habitualmente	ignoradas	en	los	salones	de	clases.	Cuando	los	

profesores	toman	diferentes	roles	en	relación	a	los	niños,	utilizan	su	voz	con	diferentes	tonos,	melodía	y	

fuerza.	Esta	investigación	examinó	cómo	una	variedad	de	elementos	acústicos	de	las	voces	de	los	maestros	

se	asocian	con	diferentes	roles	de	enseñanza	al	ser	exploradas	desde	la	perspectiva	de	la	sensibilidad	del	

niño.	El	paper	propone	un	marco	analítico	para	caracterizar	elementos	paralingüísticos	en	las	voces	de	los	

maestros	con	consecuencias	potenciales	para	la	respuesta	afectiva	de	los	niños.	El	paper	analiza	elementos	

auditivos	(tono,	melodía	y	fuerza)	que	pueden	ser	reconocidos	en	las	voces	de	profesionales	adultos.	Estos	

son	categorizados	con	referencia	a	cuatro	roles	diferentes	de	los	profesores:	el	rol	de	mentor,	el	de	

educador,	el	de	controlador	y	el	de	compañero	de	juegos.	Los	resultados	revelaron	cómo	los	elementos	

audibles	de	las	voces	de	los	profesores	necesitan	consideración	al	momento	de	planificar	y	evaluar	la	

práctica	educacional.	
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INTRODUCTION	
My	interest	in	teachers’	voices	dates	back	to	some	years	ago,	when	I	had	the	chance	to	visit	the	Faroe	

Islands	and	I	spent	some	time	in	two	preschools	doing	participant	observation.	As	a	visitor	to	a	foreign	

culture	where	I	was	not	able	to	understand	the	spoken	language,	it	struck	me	how	much	information	I	

could	absorb	and	how	much	meaning	I	could	construct	by	merely	paying	attention	to	the	ways	in	which	

teachers	approached	the	children,	loading	their	voices	with	different	tones,	volume,	speed,	and	melody.		

I	hear	melodies	in	the	voices,	when	the	two	teachers	speak	to	the	children.	The	pitch	is	much	higher	

than	when	they	approach	their	colleagues.	I	sense	that	they	speak	differently	to	children	than	to	

adults	in	general.	The	teachers	repetitively	utter	short	sentences	or	commands,	or	they	almost	sing	

out	the	phrases.	They	speak	to	the	children	in	a	certain	tone,	in	a	certain	way,	softer,	with	their	very	

melodic	voices,	as	if	the	children	are	vulnerable	and	of	another	kind.	I	listen.	The	children’s	voices	do	

not	raise	much	attention	in	the	ocean	of	sounds.	Most	of	the	time	I	hear	only	the	adults	(Field	note	

from	Faroe	Islands	2014).	

A	year	later,	back	in	the	field	in	Denmark	and	reflecting	upon	the	impact	of	‘the	teacher	as	role	model’	by	

participant	observation,	the	vocal	qualities	of	teachers’	voices	again	came	rushing	back	to	me,	even	though	

I	now	did	understand	the	spoken	language.	

Children’s	experiences	with	their	teachers	have	been	studied	primarily	by	the	use	of	different	interview	

techniques	dependent	on	what	the	young	children	are	able	to	express	with	words.	There	seems	to	be	a	lack	

of	knowledge	concerning	some	elements	of	children’s	experiences	with	teachers	that	are	not	immediately	

explainable	within	the	vocabulary	of	a	young	child.	In	a	previous	study		of	children’s	perspectives	on	

preschool	teachers,	I	suggested	a	repertoire	of	four	different	roles	that	teachers	typically	choose	from	

when	approaching	a	child:	a	mentor	role,	a	nurturer	role,	a	controller	role,	or	a	playmate	role	(Koch	2016).	

The	aim	of	this	article	is	to	explore	and	reflect	upon	the	impact	of	the	suggested	model.	How	teachers	

position	themselves	in	relation	to	children	aided	by	vocal	qualities,	and	how	this	may	be	experienced	from	

a	child’s	point	of	view.		

Participant	observations	were	made	in	search	of	a	multi-sensory	and	child-sensitive	perspective	on	each	of	

the	four	teacher	roles	mentioned	above.	An	obtrusive	focus	in	the	observations	was	the	ways	in	which	

teachers	appeared	to	use	a	characteristic	voice	tone	and	melody	when	approaching	the	children	in	line	

with	their	choice	of	teacher	role.		An	additional	aim	of	the	paper	is	to	suggest	an	analytical	framework	that	

may	be	applied	to	support	future	studies	elucidating	how	children	experience	teacher’s	use	of	vocal	
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sounds.	The	primary	research	question	addressed	in	this	paper	is:	How	are	acoustic	elements	in	teacher’s	

voices	associated	with	teacher	role	and	positioning	when	explored	from	a	child-sensitive	perspective?		

Paralanguage	
The	term	paralanguage	was	first	used	by	Trager	(1958)	in	relation	to	a	classification	of	the	kinds	and	

categories	of	voice	modification,	which	could	be	applied	to	different	situational	contexts.	Human	

utterances	were	described	in	terms	of	voice	set	(the	peculiarities	which	allow	identification	of	mood,	state	

of	health,	age,	sex,	body	build,	and	so	on);	voice	qualities	(degree	of	control	of	pitch	range,	articulation,	

rhythm,	resonance,	and	tempo);	and	vocalization	(laughing,	crying,	whispering	affirmation	or	negation	

sounds)	(Pennycook	1985).	The	1984	ERIC	definition	of	paralanguage	is	broader	and	refers	more	generally	

to	all	aspects	of	nonverbal	communication:	‘those	aspects	of	speech	communication	that	do	not	pertain	to	

linguistic	structure	or	content,	for	example,	vocal	qualifiers,	intonation,	and	body	language’	(Houston	1984,	

p.	185).	This	article	considers	voice	quality	as	a	subset	of	paralanguage	and	considers	the	part	of	the	

communications	originating	from	the	voice	with	no	interest	paid	to	lingual	content	whatsoever.	

Paralinguistic	voice	quality	or	melody	of	voice	can	be	characterized	from	an	interdisciplinary	approach	with	

reference	to	pitch,	pitch-range	(melody),	loudness,	timing/rate,	and	voice	quality	(Kreiman	and	Sidtis	2011).	

The	empirical	data	in	this	study	considers	only	pitch,	melody,	and	loudness.1	

Teacher	vocal	practices	
A	body	of	research	has	been	published	regarding	aspects	of	paralinguistic	voice	as	the	basic	tool	in	teaching	

–	primarily	with	respect	to	speech	therapeutic	training	and	prevention	of	voice	disorders	(e.g.,	Bele	2008;	

Lindstrom	et	al.	2011).	Fewer	studies	have	been	concerned	with	paralinguistic	voice	characteristics	as	a	

pedagogical	tool,	despite	evidence	that	it	serves	important	functions	at	every	level	of	communication	

(Kreiman	and	Sidtis	2011).	All	human	interpersonal	communication	can	be	defined	as	an	exchange	of	

messages.	The	verbal	semantic	content	of	a	message	is	always	accompanied	by	analogous	semantic	

meaning	depending	on	elements	including	the	tone,	mimic,	and	gesticulation	which	are	parallel	

paralinguistic	messages	that	are	unintended	and	outside	our	immediate	attention	field		–	perhaps	even	

outside	our	subconscious	(Madsen	2002).	Non-verbal	forms	of	communication	often	relate	to	inherited	

mechanisms	and	may	activate	biologically	or	socially-related	emotions	in	the	recipient.	The	unconscious	

																																																								
Pitch	is	a	perceptual	property	of	sounds	that	allows	their	ordering	on	a	frequency-scale	that	allows	us	to	classify	a	sound	as	relatively	high	or	low	
(Liberman	2013).		
Melody	or	pitch	range	is	the	degree	of	variation	from	the	average	pitch	of	the	voice,	also	referred	to	as	“the	melody	of	speech”,	“intonation”	or	
“tone	of	voice”	(Kreiman	and	Sidtis	2011).		
Loudness	is	defined	as	’the	sensation	magnitude	of	sound’	related	to	intensity,	frequency	and	duration	(Kreiman	and	Sidtis	2011).	
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nature	of	paralanguage	calls	for	special	analytical	methods	and	descriptors	for	its	elements	in	order	to	

reveal	what	is	otherwise	missed	or	neglected	(Grodal	1997).		

A	Danish	study	by	Charlotte	Palludan	(2007)	examined	vocal	practices	in	preschool	drawing	attention	to	the	

occurrence	of	different	language	tones,	sounds,	and	voices.	Palludan’s	analysis	points	to	two	prevailing	

language	tones,	a	teaching	tone	and	an	exchange	tone	used	by	preschool	teachers	as	the	verbal	frame	for	

everyday	situations.	The	teaching	tone	is	prevalent	in	situations	where	teachers	inform,	explain,	or	instruct	

children	and		listening	or	enumeration		is	the	typical	response.	The	exchange	tone	is	characteristic	for	

situations	in	which	preschool	children	and	teachers	mutually	exchange	experiences,	knowledge,	and	

opinions	(Palludan	2007).		

Pedersen	and	Gjerulf	(2013)	present	empirical	data	on	the	basis	of	sound	recordings	and	observations	in	a	

qualitative	study	demonstrating	how	one	specific	preschool	teacher	uses	voice	tone	in	order	to	lead	a	

learning	community.	By	voice	and	body	language,	the	teacher	manages	to	set	the	scene	and	deliver	a	clear	

signal	that	she	is	in	charge	of	the	classroom.	She	disciplines	children	by	virtue	of	voice	tone	and	gesture	

while	smoothly	switching	back	and	forth	between	using	a	teaching	tone	and	an	exchange	tone	(Pedersen	

and	Gjerulf	2013).	

Impact	of	teacher	vocal	practices	on	children	
Voice	serves	as	the	main	carrier	of	affective	signals.	It	reveals	emotion,	attitudes,	personality,	and	

psychological	states.	Listeners	can	discern	from	tone	of	voice	alone,	whether	good	or	bad	news	is	coming	in	

a	voice	message.	A	response	to	a	question	can	sound	responsive,	defiant,	or	defensive,	solely	based	in	

modifications	of	pitch,	loudness,	voice	quality,	and	duration	(Kreiman	and	Sidtis	2011).	When	teachers	

address	children,	they	perceive	both	a	verbal	message	and	affective	signals.	Children	are	concurrently	

exposed	to	various	shades	of	emotions	that	are	implicitly	expressed	in	teachers’	voices.	By	listening,	

children	attribute	emotions	to	teachers	that	interact	with	the	spoken	semantic	message.	Sadness,	fear,	

anger,	joy,	and	boredom	are	decoded	with	focus	on	pitch,	pitch-range,	loudness,	and	speaking	rate.	A	

child’s	ability	to	recognize	vocal	emotion	develops	over	time.	Young	infants	and	children	discern	emotional	

meaning	naturalistically	in	the	voices	around	them	(Kreiman	and	Sidtis	2011),	and	they	are	affected	by	the	

emotional	messages	incorporated	in	the	paralanguage,	regardless	of	whether	they	are	able	to	cognitively	

reflect	upon	their	experience	or	not.	

By	choice	of	teacher	role	and	paralinguistic	voice	features,	teachers	express	emotional	messages	and	

thereby	serve	to	position	themselves	in	relation	to	children.		Replacing	the	concept	of	role,	derived	from	a	

classical	dramaturgical	model,	by	position,	permits	us	to	think	of	human	beings	as	choosing	subjects	with	
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focus	on	dynamic	aspects	of	encounters	rather	than	by	static	and	formal	aspects.	A	person	is	variously	

positioned	in	the	process	of	social	interaction.	Teachers	switch	back	and	forth	between	acting	as	a	

playmate	or	a	controller	depending	on	the	situation.	In	speaking	and	acting	from	a	specific	position,	no	

matter	if	you	are	a	teacher	or	a	child,	people	are	bringing	their	history	as	a	subjective	being	to	the	

particular	situation.	What	one	person	says,	and	how	it	is	said,	positions	another	interactively	to	them	

(Davies	and	Harré	1990).	A	teacher	that	uses	an	exchange	tone,	characteristic	of	dialogue,	she	implicitly	

positions	the	child	as	a	conversation	partner	having	a	‘feel	for	the	game’	of	conversation	and	being	able	to	

slip	in	and	take	part,	and	so	further	the	conversation.	In	contrast,	the	choice	of	a	teaching	tone	does	not	

position	the	child	or	allow	the	child	to	position	herself	as	a	conversation	partner.		Children	that	lack	the	

‘feel	for	the	game’	of	conversation	are	met	with	far	more	sanctions	and	censorship	than	conversation	

partners	(Palludan	2007),	and	teachers’	use	of	non-verbal	communication	as	well	as	their	choice	of	teacher	

role	or	position,	therefore,	can	be	seen	as	discursive	practices	that	affect	individual	subjectivity	and	

production	of	selves	(Davies	and	Harré	1990).	

METHODOLOGY	
The	aim	of	the	study	was	to	explore	children’s	perspectives	on	teacher	roles	with	special	attention	to	

auditory	sensory	experience.	The	methodology	was	inspired	by	the	research	approach	of	Warming	(2005),	

who	emphasized	participant	observation	as	a	way	to	learn	about	children’s	perspectives.	The	study	also	

draws	on	phenomenology	and	reflective	lifeworld	research	(Dahlberg	et	al.	2008),	in	the	sense	that	it	seeks	

to	know	how	the	implicit	becomes	explicit	and	can	be	heard,	and	how	the	assumed	becomes	

problematized	and	reflected	upon.	According	to	Dahlberg	et	al.	reflective	lifeworld	research	is	an	empirical	

research	approach	that	allows	the	phenomenon	to	guide	the	research	by	an	open	and	unbridled	attitude.	

The	researcher	should	engage	in	the	field	with	the	intention	to	position	herself	as	an	unobtrusive	observer	

in	order	to	let	things	show	themselves	to	her.	She	should	sense	the	everyday	life	in	the	educational	setting	

in	the	way	it	might	be	experienced	by	the	children,	and	make	an	effort	to	perceive	and	sense	the	sounds	

and	vocal	characteristics	of	the	teachers’	voices	from	the	perspective	of	the	child.	

The	child	perspective	in	this	research	
But	how	is	it	at	all	possible	for	an	adult	researcher	to	understand	and	grasp	what	children	experience?	If	

you	ask	children	to	explain	their	experiences,	they	express	themselves	differently	than	adults	–	mainly,	

because	they	are	not	adults.	Child	contributions	are	always	interpreted	by	an	adult	in	some	way,	so,	in	

what	way	and	with	what	words	does	it	make	sense	to	talk	about	a	child	perspective	in	research?		Sommer	

et	al.	(2010)	suggested	an	answer	to	that	question	by	distinguishing	between	child	perspectives	and	
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children’s	perspectives.	According	to	these	authors,	a	child	perspective	is	produced	by	adults,	who	seek	to	

understand	children’s	experiences	and	actions	from	the	outside	through	trying	to	imagine	what	it	is	like	to	

be	a	child	in	a	certain	context.	In	contrast,	children’s	perspectives	are	expressed	by	representing	children’s	

experiences,	perceptions,	and	understandings	within	their	lifeworld.			

I	suggest	an	alternative	vocabulary	that	distinguishes	between	studies	taking	a	child-informed	perspective	

in	comparison	to	studies	that	try	to	depict	a	child-sensitive	perspective	on	everyday	life.	These	more	

specific	terms	(and	choice	of	research	method)	explicitly	show	the	ways	in	which	children	have	participated	

in	the	research.	Children	might	inform	the	production	of	empirical	data	directly	for	example	by	answering	

questions.	Alternatively,	children	might	participate	less	directly,	as	in	the	present	study,	and	I,	as	the	

researcher,	am	doing	participant	observations	with	sensitivity	directed	towards	child	expressions,	actions,	

and	body	language.	I	attempt	to	imagine	their	worldview	as	if	I	were	a	child.	My	intention	is	simultaneously	

to:	(1)	take	a	child-sensitive	perspective,	while	(2)	giving	multi-sensory	attention	to	all	events	that	occur	in	

the	present.	

Sensory	Ethnography	
Visual	and	cultural	anthropologists	have	long	been	interested	in	alternate	channels	of	ethnographic	

reproduction	and	representation	(Nakamura	2013).	Stoller	(1989)	asked	us	to	think	about	how	the	senses	

of	taste,	vision,	and	hearing	can	affect	our	fieldwork	in	The	Taste	of	Ethnographic	Things:	The	Senses	in	

Anthropology.	Sensory	ethnography	is	based	on	the	understanding	that	meaning	does	not	emerge	only	

from	language.	Human	meaning	engages	with	the	ways	that	our	sensory	experience	is	pre-or	non-verbal,	

and	is	part	of	our	bodily	being	in	the	world.	It	takes	advantage	of	the	fact	that	our	cognitive	awareness,	

conscious	as	well	as	unconscious,	consists	of	multiple,	significant	strands	(Karel	2013).	A	multi-sensory	

approach	is	not	only	interesting	in	that	it	produces	richer	descriptions	of	the	field,	but	it	also	points	to	new	

possibilities	for	sensual	representation	of	experiences.	For	example,	power	in	film	showing,	picture	and	

sound,	or	scratch	and	sniff	cards	releasing	fragrances	and	smells	may	supplement	the	textual	

representations	of	a	field	experience	(Nakamura	2013).		

Sonic	ethnography	is	a	sub-category	of	sensory	ethnography	in	the	sense	that	it	applies	a	mono-sensory	

approach,	paying	attention	to	only	the	auditory	sense.	It	is	defined	by	Gershon	(2013)	as	the	sonic	

representation	of	ethnographic	data	similar	in	kind	to	visual	anthropology.	He	refers	to	studies	that	have	

constructed	different	‘soundscapes’	in	order	to	represent	different	ethnographic	places	as	a	way	of	

knowing	through	sounds	(e.g.,	Feld	2012,	Feld	and	Brenneis	2004).	Sonic	ethnography	similarly	pays	

interest	to	both	reproduction	and	representation	of	field	experiences	through	soundscape	and	text	with	
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attention	to	paralanguage,	interactional	prosody,	and	the	heuristic	virtues	of	hearing	speech	in	‘musical’	

terms	(Feld	and	Brenneis	2004).	

Sensory	anthropologist	Sarah	Pink	(2009)	was	a	pioneer	in	broadening	ethnographic	research	methodology	

by	encouraging	anthropologists	to	gain	knowledge	through	embodied	practice	and	closer	attention	to	all	of	

the	human	senses,	advocating	for	a	multisensory	approach	to	the	field.	She	points	to	two	key	approaches	

to	the	senses	in	ethnography.	One	approach	that	involves	the	study	of	other	people’s	systems	of	sensory	

categorization	and	classification,	and	the	meanings	related	to	these.	Such	an	approach	would	imply	the	use	

of	interviews	in	order	to	gain	access	to	other	people’s	experiences.	The	second	approach	involves	the	

embodied	ethnographer	who	uses	her	own	sensorial	experiences	as	a	way	of	comprehending	other	

people’s	experiences,	ways	of	knowing,	and	sensory	categories,	meanings,	and	practices.	It	calls	for	

participant	observations	as	an	important	means	of	sensory	emplaced	learning,	and	is	the	approach	used	in	

the	present	study	(Pink	2009).		

Research	design	
The	present	study	was	designed	as	a	follow-up	to	a	study	performed	in	2012.	At	that	time,	eleven	5	to	6	

year	old	children	visited	their	former	preschool	accompanied	by	the	researcher	in	order	to	explore	how	

children	talked	about		the	adult	professionals	whom	they	had	known	at	the	preschool.	The	children	were	

encouraged	to	take	photos,	and	later	shared	narratives	about		their	previous	experiences	with	their	

preschool	teachers.	The	analysis	of	the	child	interviews	led	to	a	model	(Figure	1)	depicting	four	different	

teacher	roles	or	positions	(the	mentor,	the	controller,	the	playmate,	and	the	nurturer)	in	a	matrix	that	

identified	the	interaction	behavior	of	the	teachers	in	relation	to	children	and	with	reference	to	children’s	

narratives	(Koch	2016).		

In	this	follow-up	study,	participant	observations	were	conducted	in	three	early	childhood	educational	

settings	and	two	primary	schools	by	the	researcher	who	paid		phenomenological	and	multi-sensory	

attention	to	how	the	teachers	encountered	the	children	from	a	child-sensitive	perspective	with	reference	to	

each	of	the	four	teacher	roles,	previously	described.	Two	days	were	spent	in	two	different	primary	school	

classes	with	children	aged	from	5	to	7	years	of	age;	one	day	was	spent	in	a	nursery	with	children	birth	to	3	

years	of	age;	and	two	days	were	spent	in	two	different	preschools	with	children	3	to	5	years	of	age.	

When	analyzing	the	empirical	data,	special	attention	was	paid	to	the	sounds	and	voices	sensed	when	

teachers	were	interacting	with	children	in	playmate,	mentor,	controller,	or	nurturer	roles	to	explore	the	

ways	in	which	teachers	loaded	their	voices	with	different	pitch,	melody,	and	volume.	
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Figure	1.	Dimensions	of	teacher’s	interactive	behavior	with	children	

The	model	depicts	four	different	teacher	roles	as	they	may	appear	from	a	child’s	point	of	view.	No	adults	
are	thought	to	represent	these	roles	literally	all	the	time.		The	representation	of	teacher	roles	serve	as	
metaphors	on	what	children	may	come	to	expect	in	relation	to	their	teachers:	(1)	The	nurturer,	who	takes	
care	of	them	by	supporting,	comforting	and	recognizing	each	specific	child	and	who	offers	companionship,	
navigates	by	signs	of	emotion	and	functions	as	an	extra	parent	during	day	care	time;	(2)	The	controller,	who	
both	serves	as	conflict	mediator	and	problem	solver	and	who	keeps	order	in	the	institution	by	telling	right	
from	wrong	and	ensures	fairness	amongst	the	children;	and	(3)	The	mentor,	who	has	a	very	literal	teacher	
role	by	initiating	learning	activities,	organizing	and	motivating	the	children	with	reference	to	curriculum	
prescriptions;	and	(	4)	The	playmate,	who	acts	spontaneously	and	in	a	child-like	manner	and	who	plays	with	
the	children	apparently	driven	purely	by	enjoyment,	humor	and	enthusiasm.	The	four	metaphors	are	
placed	in	a	two-dimensional	matrix		illustrating	how	teachers’	interaction	behavior	with	children	is	
characterized	by	play,	nurturing,	response	or	direction	(Koch	2016).	
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FINDINGS	AND	DISCUSSION	
The	typical	pitch,	melody,	and	volume	characteristics	recognized	in	the	observed	teacher	voices	were	

categorized	with	reference	to	each	of	the	four	different	teacher	roles	(Table	1).	As	were	the	pedagogical	

intentions	which	were	interpreted	by	the	researcher	from	the	verbal	communication	in	each	situation,	and	

the	overall	communication	behavior	of	the	teacher	with	reference	to	the	model	proposed	by	Allen	and	

Casbergue	(1997)	who	classified	teachers’	general	classroom	communication	into	eight	distinct	categories;	

as	either	information	giving,	listening,	direction	giving,	asking	questions,	giving	answers,	monitoring,	

scolding,	or	praising.	

	

Table	1.	Roles	of	the	teachers	and	the	auditory	element	of	the	teachers’	voice	in	that	role	

The	table	illustrates	how	each	teacher	role	is	observed	in	association	with	auditory	elements	(pitch,	
melody,	volume)	in	teachers’	voices,	as	well	as	pedagogical	intention	(as	interpreted	by	the	researcher)	and	
communication	behavior,	with	reference	to	Allen	and	Casbergue	(1997).	The	teacher	can	move	between	
roles.	Shifts	in	roles	were	observed	to	take	place	even	within	one	single	interaction.	They	may	occur	within	
a	short	time	and	the	teachers	were	found	to	take	two	or	more	different	roles	within	a	short	time	frame.		

	
TEACHER	ROLE	

	

	
Pitch	

	
Melody	

	
Volume	

	
Pedagogical	Intention	

	
Communication	

	
	

MENTOR	

	
	

Low	

	
	

Low	pitch-range	

	
High	

Medium	

Teach	
Explain	
Ask	

Demonstrate	
Inquire	

Information	giving	
Direction	giving	
Asking	questions	
Giving	answers	

Praising	
	
	

NURTURER	

	
	

High	

	
	

High	pitch-range	

	 	
	
	 Low	

Praise	
Comfort	

Acknowledge	
Encourage	
Support	

Listening	
Monitoring	

Asking	questions	
Giving	answers	

Praising	
	

CONTROLLER	
	

Low	
	

Low	pitch-range	
	

High	
Instruct	
Correct	
Scold	

Surveillance	

Information	giving	
Direction	giving	
Monitoring	
Scolding	

	
PLAYMATE	

	
High	

	
High	pitch-range	

	
High	

Use	of	humor	
Play	on	child	premises	

Tell	
Dramatize	

	
Listening	

Equal	dialogue	
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The	mentor	role	

Teachers	in	the	mentor	role	typically	appeared	to	speak	in	a	low	pitch	and	a	low	pitch-range	but	with	a	high	

or	medium	volume:	

A	teacher	enters	the	classroom	in	a	primary	school	where	20	children	are	chatting	and	eating	

their	lunch.	She	proclaims:	‘Well,	now	you	all	have	to	listen,	because	I	am	speaking!’	She	uses	

a	shrill	voice	that	is	loud	and	confident.	Everybody	can	hear	her.	She	smiles	as	she	explains,	

with	a	lower	voice,	how	ALL	garbage	goes	into	the	bin.	The	teacher	stands	in	the	middle	of	

the	room,	hands	placed	at	her	hips,	and	uses	a	teaching	tone	when	explaining	how	it	is	

important	to	clean	and	tidy	the	room.	The	children	continue	to	chat	and	enjoy	their	meal.	

They	receive	a	comment	or	an	appreciative	smile	from	the	teacher,	when	they	place	their	

garbage	in	the	bin	(Field	note	from	a	primary	school	2015).	

The	pedagogical	intentions	embedded	in	the	verbal	communication	of	teachers	in	mentor	roles	were	

interpreted	by	the	researcher	as	either	to	inform,	explain,	ask	questions,	to	demonstrate,	or	require	a	

specific	action	from	children	on	voluntary	basis	(to	put	all	garbage	in	the	bin).	Accordingly,	teachers	in	the	

mentor	role	were	found	to	provide	information,	give	direction	or	answers	to	children,	and	they	typically	

used	questions	or	praise	in	order	to	encourage	children	to	engage	with	a	classroom	activity,	or	to	speak	up	

and	make	a	vocal	contribution.	

In	the	nursery,	a	mentor	structures	a	singing	session	and	asks	children	to	take	turns	in	choosing	a	song	by	

pointing	to	a	picture	in	a	book.	The	songs	are	sung	out	loud	primarily	by	the	teachers	while	children	listen,	

hum,	enjoy	and	gesticulate	accordingly.	At	the	end	of	each	song,	the	mentor	says	‘thank	you	for	the	song’	in	

a	loud	and	articulated	voice.	She	seems	in	charge,	takes	the	lead	and	comments	loudly	on	what	is	going	on.	

Also	with	the	younger	children,	the	general	classroom	behavior	of	the	mentor	is	to	direct,	provide	

information,	and	ask	simple	questions	while	praising	and	encouraging	children	to	participate.	

The	nurturer	role	

Teachers	choosing	a	nurturer	role	typically	speak	in	a	high	pitch	and	with	a	high	pitch-range.	The	volume	is	

low,	the	tone	soft,	and	empathy	is	expressed	through	the	use	of	voice:	

A	teacher	sits	in	the	back	of	the	classroom,	from	where	she	is	available	to	all	children.	She	

talks	with	a	quiet	and	almost	whispering	voice	that	I	can	hardly	hear.	A	child	enters	the	room	

with	a	bag	and	asks	her	for	help	with	a	zipper	that	is	stuck.	Another	girl	needs	help	to	open	
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the	lid	on	her	milk	can.	A	boy	jumps	onto	the	lap	of	the	teacher	and	sits	with	her	for	a	while.	

(Field	note	from	Primary	School	2015).	

In	all	classrooms	visited,	it	was	possible	for	me	to	distinguish	between	the	two	teacher	roles	-	the	mentor	

and	the	nurturer,	by	merely	paying	attention	to	how	they	used	the	volume	of	their	voice	differently	while	

communicating	with	children.	The	mentor	was	typically	found	to	direct	her	speech	to	a	group	of,	while	the	

nurturer	mostly	seemed	to	attend	one	child	at	the	time.	The	nurturer	most	often	leaves	it	to	the	children	to	

decide,	what	they	need	from	her,	and	responds	to	an	invitation.	Nurturer	sounds	are	mute	and	soft	while	

mentor	sounds	are	loud	and	clear.	These	characteristics	of	mentor	and	nurturer	sounds	were	also	

recognized	in	situations,	when	the	teachers	engaged	in	an	otherwise	identical	task	(e.g.	helping	children	

with	their	schoolwork):	

A	teacher	in	the	mentor	role	is	moving	through	the	classroom	while	asking	in	a	loud	voice:	

‘does	anybody	need	help?’	When	a	child	answers	‘yes’	or	‘no’,	the	mentor	repeats	the	answer	

using	a	voice	that	everybody	can	hear.	Meanwhile	a	nurturer	is	more	quietly	supporting	the	

children.	The	mentor’s	voice	is	heard	almost	constantly,	it	is	hard	to	avoid	hearing	her	words.	

The	nurturer’s	voice	does	not	fill	the	room	in	the	same	way,	although	both	are	helping	the	

children	to	complete	the	same	task	(Field	note	from	Primary	School	2015).	

Teachers	in	the	nurturer	role	often	approach	children	with	praise,	smile	and	encouragement,	or	they	offer	

support	and	comfort	and	are	typically	listening	and	asking	questions	in	an	empathic	and	soft	manner	while	

commenting	and	otherwise	reacting	on	the	impulses	they	sense.		

In	the	nursery,	nurturers	seem	to	have	their	attention	directed	towards	decoding	the	verbal	and	bodily	

signals	of	the	individual	children	more	than	the	entire	group.	Their	voices	are	soft,	intimate	and	quiet	

intended	for	only	one	or	a	few	children	to	hear.	In	the	singing	session	quoted	earlier,	a	nurturer	assists	the	

mentor	by	orienting	herself	towards	the	expressions	and	emotions	of	each	individual	child,	to	whom	she	

offers	support	or	additional	explanations	in	a	low	or	whispering	voice,	when	she	finds	it	necessary.	

Nurturers	are	also	alert	when	children	are	crying	or	calling	for	help.	

The	controller	role	

Teachers	choose	a	controller	role	in	order	to	correct,	instruct,	or	scold	the	children.	As	with	the	mentor,	the	

controller’s	voice	is	characterized	by	low	pitch	and	low	pitch-range,	whereas	the	volume	seems	louder,	the	

tone	more	harsh,	the	speed-rate	higher	and	the	facial	expression	serious	and	slightly	disapproving:	

Two	boys	are	fighting	in	the	grass.	A	teacher	approaches	them	and	physically	drags	them	

apart	while	telling	them	to	stop	in	a	harsh	voice.	The	boy	who	was	underneath	gets	loose	and	



Koch,	A.	B.	(2017).	Sounds	of	Education:	Teacher	Role	and	Use	of	Voice	in	Interactions	with	Young	
Children.	International	Journal	of	Early	Childhood,	Published	online:	14	February	2017.	IJEC	
DOI	10.1007/s13158-017-0184-6	
	

13	

immediately	jumps	over	the	boy	that	was	on	top	of	him	before.	The	teacher	eventually	

manages	to	make	them	stop	using	her	body	and	talking	in	a	loud	and	clear	voice.	She	then	

remains	seated	at	grass	with	one	of	the	two	boys	between	her	legs.	Talks,	smiles	and	

caresses	him	while	they	all	chat	quietly	with	soft	voices	(Field	note	from	Primary	School	

2015),	

Shifts	in	roles	may	occur	within	a	short	time	and	even	within	one	single	interaction.	I	see	teachers,	no	

matter	which	role	they	chose	to	begin	with,	change	into	a	controller	role,	for	example	to	ensure	order	or	

solve	a	conflict,	and	switch	back	again,	when	the	task	is	concluded.	The	teacher	in	the	fighting-example	

above	used	a	loud	but	calm	voice	in	the	beginning	in	order	to	catch	the	attention	of	the	two	fighting	

children.		As	she	manages	to	stop	the	fight,	she	switches	to	a	softer	tone	with	a	higher	pitch	and	transforms	

into	a	nurturer	role,	through	which	she	succeed	in	calming	the	two	children	and	creating	a	positive	

atmosphere.		

Authority	is	often	associated	with	a	loud	and	low	voice,	confidence	may	be	judged	on	the	basis	of	speed	

rate,	loudness	and	the	absence	of	many	pauses	and	teacher’s	voice	use	is	often	intentional,	for	example	as	

a	disciplinary	instrument	(Bele	2008).	The	mentor	and	the	controller	have	these	characteristics	in	common.	

As	for	the	controller,	a	characteristic	communication	behavior	is	that	of	scolding	with	an	intention	to	

regulate	and	control	the	behavior	of	a	child	by	expressing	a	strong	dislike.		

In	the	nursery,	the	controller	role	was	chosen	by	teachers	in	situations	concerned	with	safety	and	order,	or	

when	enforcing	the	do’s	and	the	don’ts	of	the	institution.	One	controller	tells	the	children	what	to	do	in	a	

loud	and	requesting	tone	that	doesn’t	invite	to	opposition.	Her	general	classroom	behavior	is	characterized	

by	direction-giving,	monitoring,	and	gentle	scolding.	During	meals,	another	controller	sends	out	auditory	

requests	reminding	the	children	that	they	have	to	wait	for	their	turn,	or	that	they	have	to	sit	down.	She	is	

keeping	an	eye	and	gently	scolds	children	who	break	the	rules	–	if	anyone	should	get	aggressive	or	forget	to	

wash	their	hands	after	visits	to	the	bathroom.	Sometimes	her	reprimands	are	accompanied	by	soft	

explanations	of	reasons	for	the	rules	or	by	suggestions	to	alternative	ways	of	behaving.	Thus,	she	switches	

back	and	forth	between	the	controller	role	and	the	nurturer	role.	

The	playmate	role	

No	teachers	were	observed	to	choose	the	playmate	role	in	the	primary	school.	In	the	primary	school	

context,	they	approached	the	children	in	a	playful	manner	by	telling	jokes	or	making	fun,	but	teachers	were	

not	found	to	literally	play	(games)	with	children.	
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In	this	study,	teachers	appeared	to	choose	a	playmate	role	most	often	in	interactions	with	the	youngest	

children.	In	the	nursery,	I	saw	toddlers	making	contact	with	adults	in	order	to	show	or	share	their	

engagement,	or	if	they	wished	to	invite	the	teacher	to	play.	

The	nursery	teachers	often	react	in	a	playful	manner	in	response	to		various	initiatives	that	children	take.	

Occasionally,	I	also	observe	preschool	teachers	choose	the	playmate	role:	

Two	children	are	running	around	the	table	trying	to	catch	each	other	shouting	with	joy.	A	

teacher	enters	the	room	and	starts	chasing	the	two	boys	pretending	to	be	a	tickling	monster	

roaring	with	a	playful	voice.	When	she	manages	to	catch	one	of	them,	she	tickles	the	child	

proclaiming:	’tickle-tickle-tickle	using	a	high	pitch	–	then	lets	him	free.	The	children	are	

laughing	in	response	and	screech	with	joy	(Field	note	from	Preschool	2015).	

The	playmate	typically	uses	a	melodic	voice	with	a	high	pitch-range	-	features	that	are	similar	to	a	typical	

child	voice.	The	volume	is	high	in	comparison	to	the	nurturer’s	voice	and	signals	energy,	engagement,	and	

encouragement	to	play	in	a	child-like	fashion.		

Role	differences	between	age-groups	

Both	primary	school	children	and	younger	children	encounter	teachers	in	different	roles,	but	in	the	field,	I	

sensed	some	differences	in	pattern	of	sounds	and	general	classroom	communication	depending	on	age	

group.	The	four	categories	of	teacher	roles	all	seemed	to	be	common	for	nursery	teachers,	but	in	

comparison	to	the	primary	school	teachers,	it	appeared	as	if	nursery	teachers	spoke	more	softly	to	children	

in	general,	and	they	used	less	dialogue.	This	is	probably	in	consideration	of	the	cognitive	and	verbal	

competences	of	the	young	children,	as	speakers	unconsciously	adjust	the	complexity	of	their	speech	to	

presumptions	of	linguistic	capabilities	of	the	child	(Wodak	and	Schulz	1986).		The	nursery	teachers	were	

often	observed	in	a	playmate	role.	From	this	position,	they	reacted	in	a	playful	manner	in	response	to	the	

playful	mood	that	they	sensed	in	the	children.	Toddlers	made	contact	with	an	adult	in	order	to	share	their	

engagement	or	invite	to	play.	The	playmate	responded	in	a	melodic	voice	with	a	high	tone	and	a	lot	of	

variation	resembling	children’s	use	of	voice	in	play,	and	encouraged	children	to	participate	or	imitate	her	

actions.	

In	the	preschools	many	children	were	engaged	in	free	independent	play	with	preference	for	places	in	which	

they	could	play	without	interference	from	adults.	I	mostly	saw	preschool	teachers	choose	roles	as	either	

controllers	or	organizers	of	play	with	a	mentor	role.	With	a	non-melodic	and	medium	volume	voice	I	heard	

them	announce	what	was	happening.	They	kept	track	of	time,	escorted	children	back	and	forth	between	

activities,	and	arranged	with	their	co-workers,	who	were	responsible	for			different	activities.	
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In	the	primary	schools	the	teachers	were	found	to	switch	back	and	forth	between	the	mentor,	the	

controller	and	the	nurturer	roles	depending	on	the	situation	and	their	pedagogical	intention.	No	teachers	

were	seen	to	take	a	playmate	role	while	I	visited	the	two	primary	schools.		

Thus,	comparing	my	experiences	in	the	different	settings,	it	occurred	to	me	that	in	the	preschool,	the	

teachers	speak	r	more	softly	to	children	than	in	primary	schools,	but	not	as	softly	as	in	the	nursery.	As	if	the	

softness	of	the	voices	is	related	to	how	young	and		vulnerable	the	children	are.		

I	heard	controllers	scold	children	in	all	three	educational	settings,	but	depending	on	the	age	of	the	children,	

nursery	children	were	scolded	more	gently	with	use	of	a	less	harsh	voice	tone	than	in	the	primary	school.		

When	teachers	chose	praising	and	encouragement	as	their	communication	approach,	it	was	often	by	taking	

a	nurturer	role	using	a	soft	voice	with	a	high	pitch	and	a	high	pitch-range.	I	found	that	the	younger	the	

children,	the	more	often	the	teachers	loaded	their	voices	with	prosodic	features	that	resembles	motherese	

–	a	speech	register	used	by	adults	with	infants	and	young	children,	which	is	linguistically	simplified	and	

characterized	by	high	rising	pitch	contours	and	exaggerated	intonation	(Wodak	and	Schulz	1986).		

Motherese	(or	caretaker	talk)	refers	to	the	spontaneous	way	in	which	parents	and	caretakers	speak	with	

infants	and	young	children	using	exaggerated	prosody	in	order	to	elicit	and	maintain	the	young	child’s	

attention	and	communicate	affect	(Saint-Georges	et	al.	2013;	Wodak	and	Schulz	1986;	Fernald	1985.	

However,	motherese	is	also	a	way	of	expressing	power	and	control.	This	form	of	speech	has	a	controlling	

function	and	is	used	to	regulate	the	child’s	behavior	subtly	and	indirectly.	The	child	often	feels	helpless	

anger	against	the	unacknowledged	commands	implicit	in	the	soft	motherese,	because	there	is	nothing	

explicit	in	the	formula	to	justify	the	anger	(Wodak	and	Schulz	1986).		

IMPLICATIONS	FOR	POLICY	AND	PRACTICE	
An	ongoing	issue	in	discussions	regarding	the	implementation	of	contemporary	Danish	ECEC	policies	is	how	

to	combine	two	prevailing	approaches	to	early	childhood	education	and	care;	social	pedagogy	and	early	

education.	The	social	pedagogy	tradition	is	characterized	by	a	local,	child-centered	and	holistic	view	on	

children	with	emphasis	on	democratic	formation	and	wellbeing.	The	early	education	approach	features	a	

more	centralizing	and	academic	strategy	towards	curriculum	content	and	methodology	(Jensen	et	al.	2010).	

The	Danish	Day-Care	Legislation	recognizes	both	dimensions.	Curricula	for	children	have	been	mandatory	in	

nurseries	and	preschools	since	2000,	and	professionals	working	in	these	areas	have	been	challenged	by	an	

increased	schoolification	of	a	pedagogical	tradition	rooted	in	social	pedagogical	ideas	(Borchurst	2009).	At	

the	same	time,	the	Day-Care	Act	prescribes	the	curriculum	to	be	interpreted	in	the	perspective	of	

democracy,	as	it	explicitly	specifies	all	children	to	be	given	co-determination,	co-responsibility	and	an	

understanding	on	democracy	in	day-care	facilities.	Thus,	preschool	teachers	are	challenged	to	reflect	to	a	
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higher	extent	on	curriculum	theory,	and	primary	school	teachers	are	challenged	to	maintain	and	nurture	a	

caring	dimension	in	their	teaching	practices	(Jensen	et	al.	2010).	The	political	incentive	to	implement	early	

education	and	learning	may	cause	teachers	to	approach	children	more	often	with	a	top-down	and	directive	

approach	rather	than	a	bottom-up	approach	which	takes	account	of	the	children’s	perspectives.	There	is	a	

danger	that	children	will	be	positioned	less	often	than	previously	as	individual	human	beings	with	

democratic	rights.	

Choice	of	teacher	role	and	voice	tone	impacts	on	childhood	wellbeing	and	engagement,	because	voice	

reveals	emotional	messages	that	children	intuitively	perceive	and	respond	to	with	consequences	for	their	

subjective	happiness	and	comfort	within	a	situation.	Furthermore,	choice	of	voice	tone	serves	to	position	

children	in	ways	that	affect	individual	subjectivity	and	the	child’s	participation	in	democratic	processes.	

In	conclusion,	the	paper	points	to	three	other	different	voice	tones	for	teachers	to	consider	in	addition	to	

whether	they	select	a	teaching	or	an	exchange	tone,	as	described	by	Palludan	(2007).	These	three	other	

voice	tones	are:	a	scolding,	a	praising	and	a	motherese	voice	tone.	When	scolding,	teachers	react	

emotionally	to	the	behavior	of	a	child	and	incorporate	the	response	by	delivering	a	message	with	negative	

and	critical	content	(Allen	and	Casbergue	1997).	Psychological	effects	of	scolding	might	be	humiliation,	

guilt,	shame,	anxiety,	rigidity	of	behavior,	and	stress.	It	is	an	action	characterized	by	unequal	relations	in	

which	the	adult	exerts	power	in	a	prohibiting	and	non-acknowledging	manner	(Sigsgaard	2005).	When	

praising,	teachers	appear	to	show	interest	and	pay	close	attention	to	the	child.	As	the	recipient	of	the	

praise,	the	child	feels	acknowledged,	nurtured	and	safe	(Allen	and	Casbergue	1997).	When	using	a	

motherese	tone	with	an	exaggerated	high	pitch	and	exaggerated	melody	while	talking	to	children,	teachers	

position	their	conversation	partners	as	passive	and	immature.	Caretaker	authority,	even	though	exerted	in	

the	best	interests	of	the	subordinate	child,	implies	having	absolute	power	over	the	other	human	being,	and	

the	price	paid	for	such	dependence	is	that	the	child	is	often	bypassed	and	talked	about,	as	she	was	not	

present	(Wodak	and	Schulz	1986).		

Nuanced	reflections	are	needed	upon	the	ways	in	which	teachers	encounter	and	position	children	in	the	

rethinking	of	the	social	pedagogical	approach	that	is	consistent	with	curriculum	theory.	Taking	a	child	

perspective	calls	for	a	sensitivity	and	dialogue	with	children	in	ways	that	adults’	skills	are	used	empathically	

and	cognitively	to	make	sense	of	children’s	worlds	(Sommer	et	al.	2013).	Democratic	values	should	not	be	

sacrificed	in	striving	to	achieve	only	academic	outcome	from	education.	On	the	contrary,	we	continually	

need	to	include	children	as	dialogue	partners	and	participants	on	equal	terms,	not	only	in	verbal	

interactions,	but	also	indirectly	by	the	ways	in	which	teachers’	choice	of	roles	and	voice	tones	will	serve	to	
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empower	children	and	encourage	them	to	be	active	participants	in	the	democratic	processes	at	all	levels	of	

society.		
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