
Tyler Bickford  Columbia University tb2139@columbia.edu 5/1/2009 1 

Earbuds Are Good for Sharing: Children’s Sociable Uses of Headphones at a Vermont 
Primary School. A substantially revised version of this piece will appear in The Oxford 
Handbook of Mobile Music Studies, edited by Jason Stanyek and Sumanth Gopinath. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press. 
 
Tyler Bickford, Columbia University 
tb2139@columbia.edu 

 
 

Abstract 
Working from ethnographic research with K–8 schoolchildren at a small public school in 
Vermont, this chapter examines one of the central practices of music listening of contemporary 
U.S. children: splitting the cheap earbuds that lately accessorize many consumer devices in order 
to share them and listen jointly with friends. At Heartsboro Central School, students used their 
portable music players to move through space, tuck into clothes, and link friends from ear to ear. 
MP3 players bundled with headphone cables circulated among lockers, desks, pockets, and 
backpacks. Wires threaded under clothing and tangled across crowded lunchroom tables. 
Hanging from a shoulder or shirt collar, maxed-out earbuds strained to liven up group spaces 
with portable, lo-fi background music. In class, students listened surreptitiously to earbuds 
concealed in sleeves and under the hoods of sweatshirts. Most often two friends would share a 
pair of earbuds—one for me, one for you—listening together with one ear as they participated in 
the dense overlap of talk, touch, and gesture that characterized their unmonitored peer 
interactions. By sharing earbuds kids activated and delineated relationships, and they solidified 
certain types of social bonds. With the same actions they enforced and regulated status 
hierarchies, excluding certain children from listening even while expanding access for others 
who might be limited by parental resources or restrictions. While a complex logic of genre, 
celebrity, and consumerism informed HCS children’s musical tastes and habits, most prominent 
was the intimate embedding of earbuds as social anchors among the complex networks and 
hierarchies of these elementary- and middle-school children. This chapter argues that through 
their listening practices children’s upset the rationalizing logics of privatization and isolation that 
accrue to headphones and portable music, as they creatively reimagined their music devices to fit 
within the persistent and densely sociable cultures of childhood, as tangible technologies for 
interaction and intimacy that traced out bonds and tethered friends together in joint activity.   
 

Introduction 

Over the last generation changes in the social structure of the family and children’s command of 

an increasing share of family spending have led marketers to cultivate children as an important 

consumer demographic {Schor, 2004 #676}. Music marketed to children—led by the Disney 

juggernaut, which promotes superstar acts such as the Jonas Brothers and Hannah 

Montana/Miley Cyrus across television, radio, film, DVDs and CDs, and branded toys, clothing, 
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and electronics—represents a rare “healthy” area of the music industry, whose growth has 

paralleled the expansion of portable media technologies throughout U.S. consumer culture. The 

increasing availability of portable media devices, along with the widespread installation of 

Internet terminals in schools and educators’ turn toward corporate-produced “edutainment” for 

lessons, has reconfigured schools as central sites of children’s media consumption. Off-brand 

MP3 players packaged with cheap and brightly colored earbuds have become more and more 

affordable, and marketers increasingly target kids with celebrity-branded music devices and 

innovations like Hasbro’s iDog series of toy portable speakers, which fit naturally among 

children’s colorful and interactive material culture of toys, trading cards, and dolls. Children are 

now active—even iconic—users of all sorts of mobile media devices, and earbuds and MP3 

players have become especially prominent in children’s peer culture. But despite their 

importance to markets and their image in the popular imagination as eager consumers of 

commercial music and electronics, pre-teenage children are largely ignored or marginalized by 

musicologists and media scholars. Children’s media practices, embedded in the intimate 

interactivity of their dense and energetic peer cultures, are often markedly different from adult 

uses of the same technologies. Working from ethnographic research with K–8 schoolchildren at a 

small public school in Vermont, this chapter examines one of the central practices of music 

listening of contemporary U.S. children: splitting the cheap earbuds that lately accessorize many 

consumer devices in order to share them and listen jointly with friends.  

 During the 2007–8 school year, I conducted field research about music and media 

consumption at the community school in a town I call Heartsboro.1 With a population of about 

eight hundred, Heartsboro is located in the Green Mountains of southern Vermont, a half hour 

                                                
1
 Names of individuals and the locality are changed throughout. 
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drive from the nearest grocery store. The village’s mills, factories, and ski slopes all closed in the 

previous generation, but a working-class ethos remained as families adapted to a complex and 

changing regional economy that more and more emphasized cultural tourism, arts and education, 

and the service industry. In 2007–8 Heartsboro Central School was attended by fewer than eighty 

students in pre-kindergarten to eighth grade, so classes were paired—first with second grade, 

third with fourth, fifth with sixth, seventh with eighth—and still the largest class had only 

seventeen students. Music was central to children’s peer culture at HCS, a constant topic of 

conversation and debate, and children listened to music whenever they could get away with it, 

using the MP3 players that more and more of them carried with them (and which school 

authorities increasingly viewed with suspicion) or sneaking views of music videos on websites 

they found to bypass the Internet content filters on the school’s recently installed computers.  

 The first encounter I had with HCS kids’ music listening came at recess on the first day of 

school in 2007. I saw eighth-graders Amber and Daisy sitting side-by-side on the swings, talking 

in a group of friends while listening to Amber’s iPod, the earbud cables stretched across the 

eighteen inches between the swings. I was impressed that they so easily shared the earbuds even 

as they swayed back and forth, and I asked if they would ever listen together and swing at the 

same time. They took my question as a challenge, and Daisy turned to Amber with a 

mischievous look as they began to pump their legs, almost hitting their friends who scrambled 

out of the way. They laughed and cheered each other on as they swung higher and higher, 

coordinating their leg pumps to stay connected by the precariously balanced iPod earbuds in their 

ears. They swung together like that until they couldn’t go any higher, and the earbud only 

dropped out of Daisy’s ear when they finally fell out of sync while slowing down from the peak 

of their swing. When they came to a stop Daisy looked at me, pleased and defiant, demanding 
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acknowledgment of their physical accomplishment: “See?”   

 HCS students actively engaged the capacities of their music players to move through space, 

tuck into clothes, and link friends from ear to ear. MP3 players bundled with headphone cables 

circulated among lockers, desks, pockets, and backpacks. Wires threaded under clothing and 

tangled across crowded lunchroom tables. Hanging from a shoulder or shirt collar, maxed-out 

earbuds strained to liven up group spaces with portable, lo-fi background music. In class, 

students listened surreptitiously to earbuds concealed in sleeves and under the hoods of 

sweatshirts. Like Amber and Daisy on the swings, most often two friends would share a pair of 

earbuds—one for me, one for you—listening together with one ear as they participated in the 

dense overlap of talk, touch, and gesture that characterized their unmonitored peer interactions. 

By sharing earbuds kids activated and delineated relationships, and they solidified certain types 

of social bonds. With the same actions they enforced and regulated status hierarchies, excluding 

certain children from listening even while expanding access for others who might be limited by 

parental resources or restrictions. While a complex logic of genre, celebrity, and consumerism 

informed HCS children’s musical tastes and habits, what stood out during my fieldwork was the 

intimate embedding of earbuds as social anchors among the complex networks and hierarchies of 

these elementary- and middle-school children. Upsetting the rationalizing logics of privatization 

and isolation that accrue to headphones and portable music, HCS children creatively reimagined 

their music devices to fit within the persistent and densely sociable cultures of childhood, as 

tangible technologies for interaction and intimacy that traced out bonds and tethered friends 

together in joint activity.   

 These portable music practices were incorporated into school as part of an ecology of 

communication characterized by a binary division of overlapping and often competing 
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repertoires: classroom regulation and rationalization of language, talk, and noise against the 

chaotic, playful, and ideologically unstructured interactions of children’s communication among 

peers during “free” time or surreptitiously during class. Shared earbuds served functions similar 

to such canonical and ongoing practices as whispering, passing notes, or coordinating visits to 

the bathroom—channels of communication and interaction where kids cultivated intimate 

connections with one another in spaces intentionally closed to adults. Often listening served less 

to emphasize particular music than to forge connections in the background of group 

conversations or other activities. Shared earbuds were an open connection, a link, what Lori 

Custadero calls “being-with” {, 2005 #242} or what Alfred Schutz calls “the experience of the 

‘We’” {, [1951] 1977 #479:115}—not unlike the passed notes I regularly witnessed, which as 

often as not simply represented back-channel cues, confirming connections within the flattened 

social space of the classroom: “what’s up,” “hey,” “how’re you,” “isn’t this stupid?” “what are 

you doing at recess,” “I need to talk to you later” etc.2 Tucked snugly in clothes and ears, and 

tangling among complex links of affinity and status, MP3 players and earbuds were an important 

element of an interactive repertoire that privileged the materiality and intimacy of sociable 

communication.  

 

“iPod culture,” “audile technique,” and “digital natives”: Finding a place for kids’ 

listening in scholarly narratives of sonic fragmentation and Internet sociability  

 In the only book-length examination of the cultural practices of MP3 players, Michael Bull 

identifies the intensely individual, immersive, and private mobile music practices of “iPod 

                                                
2
 I credit danah boyd for articulating the connections between practices like note passing or whispering and 

children’s mobile media use on her blog, apophenia {, 2008 #928}. Her comment concerns text messages, but 
sharing earbuds at HCS seemed to activate the same private, intimate, and playful frames as whispered or passed 
communication. 
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culture” among adults as “hyper post-Fordism” {, 2008 #593:29}, an extreme manifestation of 

postmodern fragmentation and mobility. This frame locates the iPod as an incremental expansion 

of the “inversion” of privatized listening that appeared along with the Sony Walkman in the late 

1970s, which Paul du Gay and his coauthors argue brought private listening out of domestic 

spaces and into the public domain {, 1997 #648:114}. The Walkman, du Gay et al. point out, 

was first marketed in 1979 with two headphone jacks, because “it would be considered rude or 

discourteous for one person to listen to music alone” {, 1997 #648:58}. After consumer research 

showed that Walkman users were not using the second jack, and instead were listening in more 

personal, private ways, a follow-up version was introduced with just one jack—building the 

logic of individual audition into the devices themselves. Tracing back from the iPod to the 

Walkman, such a historicization continues progressively out of emerging late nineteenth- and 

early twentieth-century practices of idealizing hearing and privatizing space that Jonathan Sterne 

has labeled “audile technique”—in which “headset culture” played a prominent role—which led 

to “the subsequent commodification and collectivization of individuated listening” {, 2003 

#88:155}. This narrative of increasingly fragmented and privatized listening filters into the 

popular imagination: in a recent discussion of the appropriateness of electronics as gifts for 

young children, for instance, psychologist Kathy Hirsh-Pasek reflects Bull’s anxious account of 

musical isolation when she tells the Philadelphia Inquirer, “Music is great, and it builds listening 

skills . . . But if a five-year-old is walking around with [earphones] all the time, you're tuning 

out. You're missing out” {Quinn, 2008 #882}.   

 Kids’ listening practices at HCS call into question the universality of a narrative of 

fragmentation and privatization that sees loudspeakers reduced to headsets and multiple 

headphone jacks pared down to one per device. HCS students’ headset practices made use of the 
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portability and intimacy afforded by headphones, but they cracked open headphones’ 

“hermetically sealed soundscape” {Bull, 2008 #593:29} to include one another in their listening. 

Their innovative technosocial configuration involved listening to music with one ear, while 

being open to talk or interaction with the co-listener and others with the other ear. Listening was 

layered within talk, touch, gesture, and other interaction. Rather than collective listening being a 

way to rationalize and control noise, as Sterne describes, shared portable listening represented 

one more channel of sound in an already densely noisy and chaotic social order. Instead of going 

to great lengths to avoid “interruptions” to music listening, as Bull documents in London adults’ 

“interpersonal strategies” with iPods {, 2008 #593:54}, kids at HCS continually passed earbuds 

among their friends and freely talked over the music they listened to—a “while-doing-

something-else” ethos of media technology {Fujimoto, 2005 #901}. Since they rarely listened 

with both ears, and were therefore constantly attuned to the potential for interaction with those 

around them, it would not make sense to say that they could be “interrupted.” While some MP3 

players now come with two jacks, like the original Walkman, and students at HCS even owned a 

couple of these multi-jack devices, I never witnessed any HCS students using two headsets at 

once. Because it would cover up both ears, listening this way would have precluded talk and 

interaction among the pair of listeners and their proximate friends. With one ear free, kids’ 

soundscapes were certainly not sealed, and being plugged in together was necessarily a different 

experience from listening in isolation. 

 Still, the privacy of headphones outlined by Bull and others was important to HCS students’ 

listening. It was not that kids exploded the privatized sound spaces of headphones to broadcast 

their music to everyone. Rather, they cracked open the intimate listening environment of their 

earbuds to share with just one other person. Such inclusion, therefore, depended on some of the 
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same logics of exclusion and isolation described by these theorists of portable music. At HCS 

earbud cables traced out intimate, close connections between pairs of individuals in groups as a 

constitutive ingredient of the “friend” relationship, linking them in intersubjective, but exclusive, 

experience {Porcello, 1998 #140;Schutz, [1951] 1977 #479}.  

 In their capacity as “new media,” MP3 players are embedded in a technological and cultural 

field that scholars increasingly understand in terms of public sociality rather than isolation. 

Digital music devices are regularly positioned as symbols of a generational gulf separating adults 

from youthful “digital natives.” John Palfrey and Urs Gasser claim the iPod and its iconic 

earbuds as markers of an entire generation when they characterize the subjects of their book 

Born Digital as “those who wear the earbuds of an iPod on the subway to their first job, not those 

of us who still remember how to operate a Sony Walkman” {, 2008 #725:4}. Kathryn 

Montgomery similarly lists “a host of wireless devices and digital products—from video games 

to cell phones to iPods” before stating that “never before has a generation been so defined in the 

public mind by its relationship to technology” {, 2007 #779:2}. Unfortunately, despite their early 

invocations of the iconic iPod, these studies and others—such as the remarkable (and huge) 

collaborative study of “digital youth” led by Mizuko Ito {Ito, Forthcoming #803}—do not 

follow up their introductory remarks with any direct analysis of young people’s actual uses of 

portable music devices, preferring instead to examine how young people use the connective 

affordances of the Internet and wireless communications devices.   

 Discussions of MP3 players as new media tend to foreground connections to the Internet and 

users’ practices of sorting, selecting, and sharing songs in playlists, emphasizing the intertextual, 

rather than interpersonal, affordances of portable music devices. Participating in emerging 

“networked publics” {Ito, 2008 #925}, users of MP3 players can share playlists online, 
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download cheap or pirated music easily, and transport large amounts of music with them on their 

devices. But HCS students only occasionally downloaded songs from services like iTunes or 

from questionably legal peer-to-peer networks using software like Limewire. In most cases their 

music was purchased on CDs at discount stores like Walmart. They did share music with one 

another, but this usually meant an older sibling creating a CD compilation or transferring songs 

to a younger sibling’s MP3 player, simply swapping music devices with one another when a 

friend would like to hear a certain song, or (to my astonishment) recording music by setting an 

earbud from one device against the microphone of another. While their music devices could hold 

many songs (most had relatively inexpensive devices with 512MB of storage, which held about a 

hundred songs), with only a few exceptions kids’ devices had songs numbering in the dozens 

rather than the hundreds. With so few songs, these children did not construct playlists for 

themselves or for friends; they scrolled through their players’ songlists to find one song after 

another in lists full of misspelled and incomplete metadata. The scale of these portable music 

practices was far from the vast Web 2.0 repositories of instantly accessible tagged and linked 

songs that commentators emphasize as characterizing music in a digital era. Rather, with the 

small number of songs, the relative portability, the importance of physical stores, and face-to-

face sharing, HCS kids used MP3 players on a much smaller scale, much the way they might use 

portable CD or cassette players. MP3 players were preferable to older technologies for 

immediate and practical reasons: they were smaller than CD players and, for the most part, 

hardier. They fit in pockets and would not skip when jarred—necessary traits for objects 

constantly handled, squeezed, tugged, and tangled in children’s active and sociable school lives. 

Kids largely ignored the particular social and connective affordances of MP3 players’ links to 

stationary computer terminals and the Internet in favor of the social and connective affordances 



Tyler Bickford  Columbia University tb2139@columbia.edu 5/1/2009 10 

of earbud links between physically proximate friends.   

 So while the Internet played a role in how students at HCS consumed music, the more 

important market development, in terms of the social practices of music listening at HCS, would 

be the increased prevalence of earbuds rather than headsets that began to be widely packaged 

with personal music devices in the 1990s. Without a headband holding the two speakers together, 

earbuds moved freely from one person’s ear to another’s. Just as white earbuds visually mark the 

iPod in advertising, by 2007 earbuds (white, black, many colors of neon) had become iconic of 

youth in southern Vermont—a hooded sweatshirt and an earbud in one ear marked an adolescent 

stance in a way that a letterman jacket and cigarette might have in an earlier generation.  

 Despite the general independence from the Internet of MP3 players at HCS, their use 

nonetheless reflected aspects of digitally mediated connectivity between real-world intimates that 

characterize certain uses of other digital communications devices. For instance, Ito’s description 

of mobile Internet devices in Japan as “a snug and intimate technosocial tethering, a personal 

device supporting communications that are a constant, lightweight, and mundane presence in 

everyday life” {, 2005 #604:1} would apply nicely to the social embeddedness of MP3 players in 

HCS students’ peer culture—with the caveat that the connections drawn by MP3 players were 

not wireless and distant, but wired and face-to-face. That said, studies of youth, new media, and 

wireless communication repeatedly find that young people use digital technologies to connect 

with family and friends that they know from face-to-face settings {Ito, Forthcoming #803;boyd, 

2008 #883;Hijazi-Omari, 2008 #594;Lenhart, 2007 #732;Palfrey, 2008 #886}, so it is a small 

move to see portable technologies used to connect friends in face-to-face settings.  

 

Body techniques, social networks, and exclusion  
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 Locating MP3 players in the interactions of physically proximate users allows us to see how 

the intimate tetherings of earbuds activated kids’ bodies as bodies, linking them through a 

physical cable that needed to be carefully balanced in their ears and accounted for as they moved 

together. When I asked eighth-graders and best friends Amber and Alice about sharing earbuds, 

Amber’s response pointed to the close coordination of listeners’ bodies that was needed to listen 

with a friend. First she said, “we just started sharing, and then we’d listen to it and walk around.” 

Remembering, her face lit up in a smile, and she said, “we got really good at, like, opening doors 

with us both wearing them, and going through them.” Alice nodded in enthusiastic agreement, 

and Amber continued, “that should be a new sport!” Alice nodded again, “yeah, yeah!” and it 

was clear that this idea had come up before. Both girls were proud of their skill at working 

together to accomplish what they recognized as a delicate task, and they happily remembered 

their early experiences working through the shared challenge of walking and listening together—

not unlike the spectacular feat of physicality and coordination that Amber and Daisy 

accomplished sharing earbuds on the swings on the first day of school.  

 A couple weeks later I saw a pair of younger girls gamely working out the problem Amber 

and Alice had pointed to, trying to walk through doors connected by earbuds. The morning back 

from Easter break, third-grader Dahlia and her second-grade friend Katie came into the school 

entryway after dropping their bags off at their lockers, on their way to the gym to wait for school 

to start. They slowly opened the heavy double doors and carefully stepped through one at a time, 

a bit off balance, leaning in toward each other while connected ear-to-ear by the earbuds of the 

purple iPod Shuffle Dahlia carried in her hand.  

 Seeing me Dahlia exclaimed, “Bicky, I got an iPod for Easter!”3 Lifting her head to call over 

                                                
3
 I was variously known as Tyler, Mr. Bickford, Bicky, and Icky Vicky during my time at HCS. 
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to me she almost lost her earbud, so she lowered her head in to Katie’s and said, with more 

restraint, “this is a . . . ‘Shuffle.’” The pair shuffled past into the gym, Katie off balance in her 

loose platform heel sandals but still steadying her head as she leaned in toward Dahlia. 

 We might call Dahlia’s and Katie’s shuffle “interpretive reproduction”—William Corsaro’s 

{, 1992 #120} term for children acting out scripts with each other that are learned from adults (or 

in this case from older students)—as they could be seen as trying out practices they commonly 

witnessed among older kids. But as Amber and Alice related, they too had to learn and practice 

walking together while sharing earbuds, and it is not clear either that they got the idea from even 

older acquaintances or that they necessarily came up with it on their own. The question of 

whether widespread practices of earbud-sharing are passed down or repeatedly innovated aside, 

it is apparent that among these children music listening was understood as a fundamentally social 

and participatory practice. So kids of any age, when confronted with a new MP3 player, would 

immediately try to figure out how to share it with their friends. This goal would quickly become 

a challenge of embodied coordination and an opportunity to move together, strengthening the 

affective and unspoken bonds of kids’ friendships. 

 These moments reveal earbud-sharing as a skill that involved learned but tacit knowledge, 

which, despite the familiarity and facility with which kids passed earbuds around their friendship 

groups, was actively negotiated, practiced, and honed. Approaching kids’ listening as a physical 

challenge brings to mind Jonathan Sterne’s treatment of mediated listening as a sensory and 

technological practice that implicate the body and physical learning, in terms of Maussian 

“techniques” {Sterne, 2003 #88:91–92;Mauss, 1979 #908}. Comparing the skillful techniques 

involved in HCS children’s sharing earbuds with Sterne’s audile technique reveals how distinct 

HCS kids’ embodied listening practices were from the normative regimes of listening and 
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technology outlined by Sterne, Bull, and du Gay et al. In both cases listening ordered and 

organized bodies, but whereas audile technique specifically involved separating people from one 

another—whether headsets partitioning individual space in middle-class dwellings or 

stethoscopes separating doctors from unclean, lower-class, or female patients {, 2003 

#88:114}—sharing earbuds intimately linked individuals with a demand of physical proximity 

and careful coordination with another body in motion.  

 With the emotional and affective charge of such physical intimacy among childhood friends, 

it is natural that sharing earbuds was subtly differentiated by age and gender. Students began to 

have their own devices around third grade, as their interest in popular music developed and 

families allocated more resources to maturing children. Though all students were willing to share 

earbuds in certain contexts, sharing was most prominent among girls (as the examples I cite 

above suggest), but was not uncommon at all among boys, many of whom were avid music 

listeners. On balance boys’ attention was occupied a bit more by portable video game devices 

(girls also owned them), so in some settings where girls would invariably be found listening 

together, boys might instead huddle around a Game Boy.4 Only the older boys in seventh and 

eighth grade seemed at all reluctant to share earbuds. The intimacy of the connections articulated 

by shared listening was uncomfortably marked as feminine and childish, and did not comport 

with the adolescent, heteronormative masculinities they cultivated {Pascoe, 2007 #806}. But 

even thirteen-year-old boys were not above the occasional intimacies, and I sometimes found 

them listening with an especially close friend or with a girl classmate—using earbuds to cut 

across the always-charged gender boundaries in search of a comfortable way of sharing space 

                                                
4
 A recent study by the Pew Internet and American Life Project shows that 94% of U.S. girls play video games, 

compared to 99% of boys, problematizing now-common assumptions about the gendering of gaming and pointing to 
the ascendance of gaming as a nearly universal cultural phenomenon among youth in this country {Lenhart, 2008 
#731}. My research suggests nothing contrary to Pew’s findings, but boys and girls definitely differed in their 
relative balance of time and interest in games or music. 
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with a girl.  

 Though Amber and Dahlia both shared their music with friends (Daisy and Katie) who did 

not have their own devices, joint listening was not necessarily just about providing access to 

MP3 players to those who otherwise lack them. Sharing continued, and even increased, after the 

Christmas of 2007, which represented a watershed for personal music player ownership at 

Heartsboro. Throughout the fall semester, kids without MP3 players talked constantly about 

desiring one and fawned over their friends’ devices. By Christmas the products had become so 

available and affordable that in January nearly every kid in third grade and up returned to school 

with one. I was surprised to find that the headphone-sharing practices I made note of during the 

fall continued despite the new saturation of MP3 players. Kids would listen together to a single 

device, leaving players dormant in pockets, rather than each listening to their own music on their 

own device.  

 In fact, listening together was so important that students who did not have easily separated 

earbuds found ways to share other types of headphones. Fourth-grader Dave’s hand-me-down 

MP3 player had battered old adjustable headphones that had lost their foam covering, which 

made them particularly uncomfortable to listen to with frozen ears outside at recess in the 

winter—no matter to these Vermont kids. His best friend Brian did not have a portable music 

device, but he talked constantly about his interest in rap music. Normally these two would pass 

Dave’s MP3 player from one to the other; when Dave was not listening, he would let Brian listen 

if he wanted. Sometimes on their way out to recess, if Brian noticed Dave was not bringing his 

player, he would ask if he could listen to it, and Dave would usually agree. But passing the 

device back and forth was limiting, so one morning as they sat down together with their 

breakfast trays, Brian took Dave’s headphones without asking, pulled them to their maximum 
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size, and wiggled one of the speakers until it snapped off its headband. Dave nodded 

approvingly. Brian passed the headband with its remaining speaker to Dave, who put it over his 

head. Brian held the newly detached speaker to his own ear, and the two boys listened to Snoop 

Dogg as they ate their English muffins. In this childhood/school environment, where Brian might 

feel impunity to destructively dismantle his close friend’s device without asking permission, it is 

necessary to think about what we mean by “sharing.” Ownership itself was an unstable, 

contested, and often disregarded notion at school, and this ethos of listening together exceeded 

“sharing” as the simple act of allowing another to use one’s “own” property, as deeply ingrained 

as it was in the construction of friendship bonds and in kids’ understanding of music listening as 

fundamentally social.  

 Sometimes kids would turn the volume of their earbuds all the way up, until their music 

could be heard, fuzzy and distorted, from a few feet away. They would use them this way as 

miniature speakers, resting on a table or dangling like grapes over a shoulder. This setup selected 

a small number of people out of larger social contexts and grouped them as listeners, similar to 

the way sharing earbuds connected two people within larger groups. In Art class the teacher 

would often put on music for the class to listen to, as a strategy for controlling the sound 

environment and encouraging students to work quietly and not make their own noise. The small 

class of nine students in eighth grade allowed for more flexibility. But the different friendship 

groups—one composed of the three boys and two with three girls each—could rarely agree on 

music to listen to as a class, so sometimes one of the girls would take out her MP3 player and set 

it on her group’s table with its earbuds. She would turn the volume up so that the earbuds acted 

as miniature speakers—just loud enough that her group could listen to the music they wanted, 

without being such a distraction for the others that the teacher might find reason to object. This 
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practice was common enough that kids would complain about earbuds that were not loud enough 

to be used this way.   

 Even in other classroom settings, where listening together was precluded by adult rules and 

seating arrangements that often separated close friends, kids’ individual listening was always 

articulated as a joint and sociable activity. In most classes music listening was strictly forbidden, 

and though students would often argue with teachers to be allowed to listen while doing their 

work, they were almost always denied. But they worked together to find ways to bring their 

small and easily concealed devices into class, despite teachers’ restrictions. Within their 

friendship groups they shared techniques and best practices. At the beginning of the year many 

tried threading the earbuds through the body of a hooded sweatshirt and up through the neck, 

hiding the earbuds under his hood. But hats and hoods were also regulated by teachers, and I 

never saw a student get away with this, because wearing a hood in class was an easy way to get 

the attention of a teacher. But over time a group of older girls worked out that the most effective 

tactic was to thread the cable not through the neck of their sweatshirts, but through the sleeve to 

the wrist, palming the earbud and listening with their head resting in their hand. With the earbud 

in their hand, they could quickly hide it in their sleeve if necessary. Despite their caution in 

concealing their listening from teachers, they would publicize their surreptitious listening by 

pointing it out to friends and quietly laughing when they could see that the teacher was not 

looking. These social efforts at finding best practices for concealing music devices in class 

resembled other practices, like note passing, where students would collaborate and share results 

to develop new and creative ways to conceal their behavior from teachers.   

 So by passing earbuds around or sharing with a friend, listening in a group to earbuds as 

speakers, or scheming about the best ways to listen alone in class, kids consolidated friendships 
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and social groups and, to an extent, flattened access to media and technology. But if MP3 players 

and earbuds were charged with the intimacy and intensity of childhood relationships, they also 

excluded non-listeners, visibly tracing out hierarchical networks of status. In this way earbuds 

represented a particularly tangible site of social connection that provided an arena through which 

kids could negotiate their status or lobby for access to a friendship group.   

 A particularly visible interaction among the four fifth-grade boys in mid-October revealed 

the negotiations that sometimes occurred over who would share earbuds with whom. Johnny was 

not very well adapted to the social rigors of middle school, though he tried really hard to fit in 

with the three other boys in his grade. They were fast friends with one another, and tolerated 

Johnny, never mean but never really welcoming, either. Johnny had picked up on their interest in 

rap music early in the year, noticing that sometimes they would listen in pairs to the flashy red 

MP3 player of their most affluent member. Johnny had a portable CD player that he brought to 

school, usually with Eagles or Fleetwood Mac CDs borrowed from his dad. One morning as 

these boys were shooting baskets, Johnny took his CD player out of his bag and announced that 

he had a new Eminem CD. The other boys ignored him, like they usually did. But Johnny was 

persistent and, holding one of his earbuds out to Ted, walked into the crowded basketball key, 

saying, “Listen to this, Ted.” Ted tolerated Johnny, but he was not about to be stuck sharing a set 

of earbuds with him, so he retreated. Johnny advanced, and Ted retreated, and then turned on his 

heels and ran to his other classmates. Johnny ran after, arm held out, saying “listen to my new 

CD!” Unable to catch Ted, he turned his attention to Freddy, who also demurred, but Johnny 

pressed on, and this time chased Freddy across the gym. Johnny continued to chase his 

classmates across the crowded basketball court, cornering them against the wall until they would 

sneak under his outstretched arm and run away again, for several minutes, until it was time to go 
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to class. The other boys gasped, half laughing, “stop Johnny, leave us alone!” But he pressed on. 

It became a game, but a game based on an underlying asymmetry: sharing earbuds is an intimate 

act, and however much they liked Eminem or tolerated Johnny, he definitely was not someone 

with whom they were willing to share such a connection, at least not in such a public place. And 

for Johnny, who spent a lot of time and effort trying to be more than just tolerated by his 

classmates, this was a plea for exactly the sort of intimate social linkage that they were 

committed to refusing him.   

 Such moments of dispute were rare, because the conventions were tacit. Johnny understood 

how consumer media products worked within his classmate’s social hierarchies, which is why he 

pushed so hard to convince them to share earbuds with him. But he may not have understood his 

own otherwise unstated status in the hierarchy, this “breach” exposing his lack of access to a 

stratified regime of shared listening.  

 

Children turn audile technique inside out  

 While the MP3 format itself represents certain trade-offs between quality and portability, and 

particular ideas about acoustical perception {Sterne, 2006 #282}, these considerations were 

largely irrelevant to HCS students. Listening with one ear to stereo MP3 recordings—mixed with 

different left and right channels—invariably meant losing as much as half the signal, but students 

did not seem to mind or to notice. Using cheap consumer earbuds at volumes loud enough to be 

heard around a table meant creating a lot of distortion—inverting standard ideals of quality in 

headphones, where expensive sets cancel out noise and seal out external sounds so that the 

speakers do not compete with outside noise and cannot be heard by others. In a digital era where 

infinite reproducibility is seen as a central feature linking postmodern technological and cultural 
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configurations—media files can be transferred and copied without any loss of information—

HCS students often ignored or rejected these capacities and used the built-in (and very low 

quality) microphones in their MP3 players to record and share music. Rather than searching for a 

song on the Internet (on family computers they were not always allowed to access because of 

their age), downloading it (possibly paying for it with a parent’s credit card), and transferring it 

to their MP3 player, they put the microphone up to their television or to computer speakers to 

record music from a music video. Or they would place an earbud from a friend’s device up to the 

microphone of their own, transferring music from one MP3 player to another. Needless to say, it 

would not occur to most adults to use earbuds in this way. I was regularly surprised to observe 

and learn about these practices, which at times shocked my own unexamined sensibilities about 

music, technology, and fidelity. But that might be the point: such practices were simply outside 

the musical epistemologies normally associated with the Internet, new media, MP3 players, and 

adult musical consumerism. They turned “audile technique” on its head.  

 But that is not to say that they threw out “technique” altogether. Instead, to conceive of 

earbuds as an interpersonal technology for interaction, rather than simply as a medium for 

listening to music abstracted by layers of entextualization, recording, and commodification, 

depended on a technological imaginary that understood earbuds to present very particular 

affordances. Thinking about how HCS kids’ earbud practices problematize audile technique, I 

find a useful comparison in Sterne’s description of the early stethoscope {, 2003 #88}, which 

instrumentalized and rationalized sound as a tool of medicine, isolating and positioning sound 

precisely in space (and in bodies). Physically and pragmatically homologous to Sterne’s 

stethoscope, earbuds too bounded and located discrete sounds precisely among children’s 

constantly moving social networks. But the task they accomplished pulled the stethoscope’s 
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mediations inside out: at HCS earbuds were oriented outward, toward listeners rather than from 

sites of production—placing sounds into social space, like a flashlight or projector, rather than 

receiving it from some otherwise inaccessible source (inside the body, esoterically written into 

the grooves of recording media, across time and space to the original acoustic event). The 

cultural logic of audile technique, which attends carefully to the sources and characteristics of 

privatized sound as part of a technosocial imaginary that has mediation and the desire for a 

distant original at its center {Peters, 1999 #87}, was largely moot here. Instead mediation and 

circulation were assumed and naturalized, and earbuds instrumentalized listening on a scale that 

was useful for elementary- and middle-school students, fitting it into the sociable nooks and 

crannies that distinguish the everyday life of school. Rather than the final node in a chain of 

production, distribution, and (mobile) consumption, at HCS MP3 players were the starting point 

in a chain of technosocial mediations that embedded music, sound, and listening in the material 

fabric of children’s interpersonal and institutional lives.   

 If we do not see at HCS the same ideological articulation of MP3 players to privacy and 

isolation that Bull finds among London adults—if, in fact, we find quite the opposite—one 

reason is that school and childhood represent unstable sites for such public/private binaries to 

establish themselves. “Childhood” is the social imaginary at the center of education {Austin, 

2003 #836}, but childhood dissolves public and private: children are at once the definitive 

private subjects, canonically located in the home (even the bedroom) and with no legitimate 

public role, and they are simultaneously the population most subject to public—governmental, 

bureaucratic—intervention {Boyden, 1990 #41;Stephens, 1995 #221}. Moreover friendship, the 

canonically “childish” relationship at the center of earbud-sharing practices, puts individuals in a 

slippery relationship to the private subjectivities of late modernity {Hey, 2002 #911}, upsetting 
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the normative boundaries of property and propriety that limit the scope of “sharing” and regulate 

the proximity of social bodies. If the social spaces of the playground, lunchroom, or classroom 

cannot be properly called “public,” what would it mean for the “private” listening of a Walkman 

or iPod to invade them? Brian Sutton-Smith {, 1997 #723} sees Western regimes of rationality—

precisely those discursive regimes implicated in Sterne’s and Bull’s historicization of private 

listening practices—as contested by childhood cultures of phantasmagoria and absurdity. 

Childish cultural practices have their own genealogies that are not simply determined by their 

intersections with modern capitalism or bureaucratic institutions, though children’s practices 

may, like any marginalized group’s, be oriented in opposition to dominant institutions. That their 

practices of listening and consumption can be remarkably different from those of urban adults 

might even be expected, along with the fact that those practices are specifically noisy, 

overlapping, and “irrational” in a school environment that constantly monitors, regulates, and 

rationalizes noise. So to say that kids put music devices to sociable use is not necessarily to 

celebrate that they have somehow escaped from problematic configurations of contemporary life. 

Kids’ social organization and media consumption are certainly engaged in large- and small-scale 

regimes of power—among their peers, with teachers, in families, and with national and global 

institutions of education and entertainment. But it is necessary to recognize a diversity of 

practices in the contemporary media landscape, to note that the rapid rise and adoption of mobile 

media technologies can represent profoundly different social innovations and historical 

trajectories in different segments of society.  


