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ABSTRACT 

This thesis by publication explores students’ and teachers’ conceptualizations 

of musical knowledge and learning within the context of the national Arts 

programme in Swedish upper secondary school. The point of departure is 

pragmatic ontology and epistemology, emphasizing a holistic view of education 

as communication and a democratic necessity. Using narrative inquiry and 

participatory action research approaches, two qualitative, empirical studies 

have been performed, revolving around the idea of students and teachers as 

agents within an externally controlled practice, and concerns issues of 

assessment, accountability and professionalism. The empirical material 

emanates from a mixed set of methods, including focus group interviews with 

30 students and a participatory action research project with a core group of 

seven music teachers – all recorded in audio and transcribed on micro-level. 

The analysis was performed as narrative analysis and analysis of narratives 

(students), and text-analysis (teachers). The results show that both students and 

teachers have a multifaceted understanding of musical knowledge and 

learning. While the students’ experience of conceptualizing is one of novelty, 

the teachers express time and communication, both with peers and students, as 

necessities to be able to act professionally – including equivalent and legally 

certain assessment.  Given the strong emphasis within public education on 

accountability, there is a great risk of both learning and teaching compliance. 

The results of this research show that students and teachers are curious, and 

have the will as well as the ability to conceptualize musical knowledge and 

learning in the form of a professional language. Taking the chance, as well as 



being given the opportunity, to share their experiences, upper secondary music 

education may very well become an adventure of knowledge. 

 

Keywords: upper secondary school, music education, narrative inquiry, 

participatory action research, pragmatism 



Preface 

“Well, well, well, that must be professor X speaking!” At first, I did not understand the 

comment at all. It should have been obvious that the one speaking was I – if not for our 

diametrically opposed views of education and learning, so at least because of the striking 

difference in physical appearance between professor X and me. Seconds later, the underlying 

implication in my conversation partner’s words dawned on me: the interpretation of my 

words, stretched over time and space, carried by thought and intertwined with the experience 

of the person I was talking with (at least that was my intention: talking with and not to). 

Regardless – these were my words, thoughts and preconceptions; my positionality, were they 

not?     

 

With this introductory narrative, I wish for you as a reader to consider this 

text as my words and my interpretations in the sense that I am the one 

responsible for formulations and disposition. Thoughts and ideas I have 

borrowed from others, but for the composition and (re)arrangement, I am 

the one to be critiqued and judged. Or praised. Such are the rules of the 

game.   

I have been here before. Then, the sunshine fell upon my computer 

keyboard through a different window, but the experience is… not the same, 

but similar. The adventure of writing a thesis in music education started in 

2009, with me being accepted for research studies within the frames of the 

National School of research in Music Education (NFS), and along the way I 

have not only published a Licentiate thesis, but also met some extraordinary 

individuals in parts of the world (both physical and existential) I never 

imagined I would. It has been a privilege and honour to be able to share 

experiences on no less than four continents, from the piazza in La Spezia 



where my original research plan took shape, via Helsinki and Kallio-

Kuninkala, a hotel room at dusk in Bangkok, the warmth and rain (that 

almost never stopped) in Brisbane, Newcastle and Sydney, the British spring 

in Exeter and bangers and mash in London, the Brazilian winter in Curitiba 

and Porto Alegre, the tropical down-pours of San José, autumn in Tallinn 

and all four seasons on numerous places in my native Sweden – places where 

it was OK to give up space for a somewhat confused and bewildered Swedish 

citizen, and, if possible, provide him with a power outlet and a decent cup of 

coffee. That this journey became possible is due to other persons’ care, 

enthusiasm and energy, and whom I would now like to thank in some sort of 

chronological order.      

First, a big Thank you to my friend and colleague Maria Forsman, née 

Eriksson, and her “hubbie” David. Without your support I would never have 

gotten the “thumb out” as the Swedish saying goes, nor would I have 

managed to reach the finish line. Thanks also to my other colleagues, and all 

the participating students and teachers who have lent me their time, efforts 

and wisdom(s), the head masters, past and present at Scengymnasiet in 

Stockholm, Hans Nordmark, Pär Emteryd, Eija Carlsson, and my former 

employer at The City Theatre of Stockholm, Anders Frennberg, who 

approved and supported my start on this research adventure. Thanks also to 

The Education Department in Stockholm who in February of 2009 took on a 

responsibility that was someone else’s. 

The continued journey was then made possible by all those connected to 

the NFS, under the heading of professor Cecilia K. Hultberg, and the 

doctoral students and staff at the Royal Academy of Music in Stockholm. My 

fellow licentiate students, now members of Vejbystrandsgruppen, will always 

have a special place in my heart: Annette and Tina, Carina and Katharina, 

Sverker and Karl (no, I am still not convinced that Dewey smoked pot), 



Joakim and Jens, Annika, Peter, Fredrik and last but not least Susanna, you 

phenomenal, phenomenological older sister. Along my travels across the 

globe and onwards, I feel blessed to have had the joy and honour to meet 

and get involved in hysterically fun and creative exchanges with the 

following: Alexis Kallio, née Robertson, Heidi and Toni Partti, Inga Rikandi, 

Albi Odendaal, Tuulikki Laes, Anna Kuoppamäki, Lauri Väkevä, Guillermo 

Rosabal Coto (what a host and human being!), Elin Angelo (Du verden!), 

Roberta Lamb (I did FTF!), conveners and participants of the NNMPF, 

ISPME, RIME, SSME, MISTEC, ISME and NNME conferences (special 

thanks to Emily Akuno and Eva Sæther), the staff and students at the Luleå 

University of Technology and School of Music in Piteå, Laura Miettinen, 

Gareth Dylan Smith, Christina Haaf and Clare Hall. Thank you, cheers and 

as the say lovingly in Brisbane (but apparently not in Sydney or elsewhere in 

the world): up your bum! 

When it comes to the text, it would hardly have been understandable 

without the help of Ketil Thorgersen, Eva Georgii-Hemming, Lauri Väkevä, 

Olle Zandén, Alexis Kallio and Charlie Ford, who have been fantastic as 

opponents at part-time seminars, proof readers and over-all inquisitors 

beyond the call of duty.  

The last is true also when it comes to my fellow doctoral students and 

the (extended) staff at the School of Music in Piteå, together providing a mix 

of human warmth, hospitality, academic (and other types of) brilliance and 

madness, some serious sharp-shooting, lots of humour, pranks and laughs 

and sharing of the ups and downs of life. In no particular order: Annette 

Mars (Roommate extraordinaire. Gas provider. Voice of reason (or not, 

thank God). Super-mom. I hear what you mean!). Ninnie Andersson (Coolest 

Daredevil of Dance ever. Sharp shooter. Globetrotter. My assessment guru!). 

Thomas von Wachenfeldt (Renaissance Man. String, metal and mind 



bender. Eats less, but knows more than me. Ruler of the Falukorv. Lime 

Nemesis. Darth Wachen! Thanks for the template.). Linn Hentschel (Partner 

in crime. Fellow walker. Breakfast buddy. My gardening and gender guru! 

Big Heart is only your middle name). Catharina Christophersen (Fellow 

traveller in space, work and mind. Wondrous wit!). Anna-Karin Gullberg 

(Brun but hardly Blid! The closest I have ever come to actually meeting an 

Amazon. Astral traveller and harsh (and funniest) scrutinizer of “academic” 

drivel. You’ll never end up with a smeary chin and a husky voice). 

Left on the list of Thank-yous are my family: mom and dad, my sisters 

and their families, who are the greatest gift of all. I also feel it a gift and 

favour to have had Ralf Sandberg at The Royal College of Music in 

Stockholm as my first co-supervisor, and the razor-sharp and rational Punk 

(no, that’s not a typo) professor Johan Söderman (Research and Destroy!) as 

my second co-supervisor. 

Last but not least, professor Cecilia Ferm Thorgersen: Main supervisor, 

but so much more. I don’t think I will ever grasp how you manage to do it, 

balancing family, friends, work and leisure with such energy, finesse and 

patience. Further, I don’t think I will ever be able to fully explain your 

importance to me while working on this thesis, or my gratitude. Thank you, 

thank you, thank you! 

 

Stockholm, May 2015 

Johan Nyberg 

 

P.S. To You, whom I have forgotten: Thank you, and please forgive me.  
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1. Introduction 
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1.1 Prelude: Learning – Curiosity, communication, experience 
and resistance  

The hunger for knowledge is elicited when the adjacent becomes estranged like a 
story tale and the distant is made familiar. (Liedman, 2001 p. 28 author’s 
translation) 

“I just have to say this: I think you are a great pedagogue but a lousy teacher!” 

Catching up with me in the corridor and bursting with tears, my student let 

out all her frustrations from the previous lesson in music theory. Being fresh 

out of my first stint of research in music education, I was trying “to get back 

into the teaching saddle” by balancing my new found knowledge of music 

students’ conceptualizations1 of knowledge and learning with hands-on 

teaching in upper secondary school classrooms. My overall idea was to create 

a learning environment with a greater amount of student inclusion, which 

meant trying a new teaching approach and teacher role. In the case of this 

student and her music theory group, this meant not only balancing my own 

experiences as a teacher and a researcher, but also what proved to be an 

extremely delicate combination of insecurities, diverse levels of skill, types of 

knowledge, and ways to handle all this with a group of first year students 

taking the Swedish national Arts programme. My first response to the upset 

student was “Thank you”, because in my mind she was absolutely right.  

During the rest of her education I sometimes talked with this student 

about her experiences from that occasion. She always blushed and apologized 

for saying what she did and the way she did it. Still, my response would always 

be one of gratitude. Now a university teacher student, I hope that, aside from 

her embarrassment, she feels a certain amount of pride. In my opinion she 

                                                        

1 In this thesis, conceptualization is understood as a way to reflect upon, describe, explain and 
present   experience, understanding and opinions. 
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should, because at that time she was able to conceptualize what I could not 

put into effect in my teaching. 

Several aspects of that meeting between music student and teacher have 

caught my interest: curiosity, communication, experience and not least 

resistance. These aspects, and how they are interconnected and acknowledged 

within music education, make up what I have come to call an “adventure of 

knowledge”. In the liner notes to his album Fresh Outta ‘P’ University (WEA 

Records 1997), funk bass player and artist William “Bootsy” Collins describes 

how he had learned to be grateful for “all the resistance […] because if there 

were no humps, there would be no getting over” – a description that echoes 

one of the foundations of the theoretical perspective chosen for this thesis.  

According to pragmatic epistemology, learning as human growth is 

dependent upon overcoming resistance. Following beaten tracks shaped by 

habit can easily lead to routine, and therefore the risk of getting stuck in a rut. 

By so doing we follow the path of least resistance (Dewey 1934, 2004), and 

thereby avoid what could make us aware of the possible choices we have, and 

what other paths we could take.     

Where, when, how and why does resistance occur in music education? 

And in what ways can those involved in it not only overcome but also cause 

resistance? The latter is to be seen not to hamper, but to enable learning by 

evoking curiosity and causing reflection. In the case of my student, the 

resistance she felt was at that time too strong to evoke immediate curiosity. 

Instead it surfaced as frustration. She considered me to have the knowledge 

needed to teach the subject at hand, but not the ability to communicate 

according to her needs or prior experiences within the given situation. In this 

case her ability to conceptualize musical knowledge and her needs for to learn 

were blocked by resistance, which she communicated as frustration. What she 

was able to conceptualize and communicate was what she saw to be the 

difference between knowing your subject and learning in general, and being a 
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poor teacher. Thereby she acknowledged the need for the professional teacher 

to also be a learner. 

1.2 Situating the research project 

What type of educational context is needed to make education an adventure of 

knowledge in which resistance, and teachers as learners, are included; and to 

what extent can this be realised in upper secondary music education today? 

Those advocating a progressive education, John Dewey being an example of 

his time, have underlined the importance of education being related to society 

at large, and not least with respect to the importance of education for the 

development of a democratic society. The curriculum for Swedish upper 

secondary education emphasises democratic values and varied forms of 

expression, whilst acknowledging the uniqueness of every student so that 

equivalence of education is different from uniformity. Students are expected to 

be active participants in their own education, thereby bringing their 

experiences of the world outside school to contribute to their education as 

citizens of a democratic society. Information and knowledge is thereby no 

longer the sole property of, or confined to, the education system and its 

professionals. When selected information and knowledge was once of key 

importance in school, today the demand lies more on teachers’ knowledge of 

selection processes (Sandberg 1996), including knowing students’ backgrounds, 

needs, interests and prior knowledge (cf. Dewey 1916), balancing curiosity and 

external demands, and levels of student interest and legislative control 

instruments such as the Education Act (SFS2010: 800) and the upper 

secondary curriculum (The National Agency for Education 2011). In music 

teaching in Sweden, this balance between interest and demands involves a 

transformation from “school music” to “music in school” (Davidson 1980; 
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Myndigheten för skolutveckling 2007; The National Agency for Education 

2004; Sandberg 1996). While this transformation was brought about by the 

need to be open to music from outside formal learning environments, external 

demands for accountability have increased (Englund 2011; Liedman 2011).      

A major change for music as a school subject was the shift to a non-

vocational, upper secondary arts education. Whilst still non-compulsory, this 

change occurred with the introduction of a new upper secondary school 

curriculum in 1994, Lpf94 (The National Agency for Education 1994, 2000), 

and the creation of a national, three-year Arts programme that included music 

as an orientation. Within the other national programmes, the subject “Arts” 

(music, theatre or visual arts) was mandatory. Then in 2011 a new upper 

secondary curriculum labelled Gy11 was introduced (The National Agency for 

Education 2011). Now the non-vocational aspect of the Arts programme was 

debated but kept intact, while Arts as a subject was deemed non-mandatory. 

This is in line with the general idea, or collective apprehension or “code”, as 

Jonathan Lilliedahl (2013, p. 14) puts it, of the arts having less educational 

value than other subjects besides the instrumental and recreational, if any at 

all.2 When connected to, and governed by, changes in society and national 

educational politics (and its municipal and local interpretations), teachers’ and 

students’ possibilities to communicate have been affected (Liedman 2011; 

Pettersson 2008).  

In Sweden, education as a politically controlled area has gone through a 

multitude of rapid changes since the 1990’s. Prior to this time it had enjoyed 

almost complete political consensus but now it became a political and 

ideological battlefield, where several reforms besides the curricular have been 

                                                        
2 An example being how upper secondary courses in natural sciences, mathematics and foreign 

languages accrue higher educational credits than other subjects. 
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issued. The first of these involved a decentralisation through a shift in 

responsibility for general education, vocational training and adult education 

from state to regional and local authority. Other reforms include the 

introduction of a voucher system as well as establishing an open economic 

market for independent contractors within the field of education (Broady 

2012; Prop. 1988/89:4; Widén 2010). Two pillars can be discerned in this new 

model of governance: goal-orientated curricula and a system for professional 

evaluation and accountability for educators (Broady 2012). With these 

reforms, new curricula and types of educational programmes, and thereby 

views of music as a subject, were introduced, including the Arts programme 

mentioned above (see also Article 1 and Chapter 4).  

With the introduction of this decentralized system and its new curricula, 

teachers were promised greater freedom and responsibility. They would no 

longer be subject to detailed syllabi or prefabricated textbooks and teaching 

aids, but allowed to teach in accordance with their own professional judgment, 

and in co-operation with both colleagues and students (Broady 2012). The 

result of these changes has resulted in the opposite of its supposed intentions. 

The idea of the system being controlled has turned into a means to control 

individuals within it. This is most apparent in the way that the demand for 

accountability has led to “deprofessionalization” (Beach et al. 2014; Broady 

2012; Englund 2011; Lilja 2014; Solbrekke & Englund, 2011; Zandén 2010, 

2011), the consequences of which, as Donald Broady (2012) puts it are as 

follows:       

[To be able to] externally justify choices of teaching and educational content, 
this demands an argumentation in terms of goals and means of attainment. 
Thereby, the pedagogical discussion, and maybe pedagogical thinking and in a 
worst-case scenario pedagogical actions, will be impoverished. (p. 12, author’s 
translation)  

One possible consequence of governing schools in terms of the economic 

principles of an open market, is that they come to be regarded as “companies” 
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in which knowledge is produced as if it were a commodity. Education becomes 

an open market focused on human growth as a product, with “productivity” 

and “evidence” being the main objective and communicative trait (Biesta 

2004, 2007a; Liedman 2011; Säljö 2007). The efficiency of production in such 

a system is assessed by measurement in terms of what Sven-Eric Liedman 

(2011) calls “pseudo quantities”: 

Pseudo quantities carry all the external traits connected to a quantity but lack its 
defining positive character: to characterize an object or the relation between 
objects more exactly than any other attempt of verbal description. (p. 62, 
author’s translation)   

According to Liedman, the underlying reason to rely heavily on pseudo 

quantities in public education, has to do with mistaking quality for quantity in 

the name of finding “qualities’ quantitative counterparts” (ibid. p. 52, author’s 

translation). For example, he mentions differentiating between primary and 

secondary qualities. While the former denote an “objective existence” (ibid., p. 

52, author’s translation), the latter is connected with human, sensory 

perception. The continued struggle to interconnect both types of qualities with 

quantity has included mathematical explanations of the world beyond sensory 

perception, and the use of the functional quality markers of commodities in 

the form of trademarks. Despite this, the value of certain objects is not 

measured solely in accordance with their functions, but also in terms of such 

things as shape and colour, and hence to perceptions of beauty. So it could be 

said that some qualities can connect with aesthetic properties. An interesting 

aspect of value in relation to education as an open market, wherein knowledge 
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is objectified, is that, as Liedman asserts, whilst such properties, including 

trademarks, defy quantification, they could pass for sales arguments.3  

Another area within education where the striving for the quantification of 

quality has had a growing importance is grading. Nowadays this has ended up 

merging and confusing trademarks with educational marks, and hence treating 

both as educational pseudo quantities. How values, as represented by qualities, 

quantities or pseudo quantities, are interpreted within an educational context 

is a question of conceptualization, meaning how reflections on value are 

communicated. In this thesis, conceptualization denotes the process of 

reflection and sharing the outcome with others, which could be in the form of 

concepts, or conceptions as espoused or enacted. 

The ways in which quality is mistaken for quantity in education also 

concerns “equivalence”. In this thesis, the meaning of this term entails 

connections with quality in and of education, and includes aspects of equality 

and equity (cf. Englund & Quennerstedt 2008). John Dewey (1916) 

emphasized the democratic importance of education, and hence equal 

opportunities for all citizens to grow in accordance with both personal interest 

as well as societal demands. In Swedish education this aspiration has been 

underpinned by legislation for quite some time, while the meaning of 

“equality” has changed (Englund & Quennerstedt 2008). During the 1960’s 

and 1970’s, the orientation of educational policy lay towards emancipation, 

uniformity and the fostering role of schools. But during the 1980’s and 1990’s 

these ideals were contradicted by two new ones: freedom of choice and 

proliferation. The two interpretations co-existed, until the former was watered 

down when new ideals were formed concerning goal-achievement and 
                                                        
3 For example, at the annual fair for displaying upper secondary schools in Stockholm 

(Gymnasiemässan), every school or school organization is expected to “market” their “brand” 
to future students. 
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grading. Tomas Englund and Ann Quennerstedt (2008) relate these changes 

to the terms “equality”, “equity” and “equivalence”. My choice of the latter 

term is due to my pragmatic view of education, as represented by Dewey’s, 

and Englund and Guadalupe Francia’s (2008) notion of interchangeability 

between “equity”, in terms of both equality and diversity, and “equivalence” 

in the contemporary, educational context of accountability and efficiency. As 

they say: when equity transgresses equivalence, and when “the overarching 

national, or other overarching (political), community is transcended and 

different schools […] are equivalent to each other despite their fundamental 

differences” (p. 188, author’s translation), this is compatible not only with 

pragmatic theory, but also with my own experience of teaching within the 

context of upper secondary music education.  

Another effect of accountability by means of using pseudo quantities and 

learning outcomes, is the types of knowledge, and hence learning and teaching 

styles that these devices are said to favour (Korp 2012). By looking for 

“evidence” of “best practices”, a lot of later attempts to change education have 

been aimed at teaching as a professional occupation, and by the ways in which 

educational outcomes have been questioned (cf. Biesta 2007b, 2009; Evaldsson 

& Nilholm 2009. See also 4.2.1). Studies like those by John Hattie (2008) and 

Anne Bamford (2009) that acknowledge the teacher as the singularly most 

important key for students’ learning have become the focus du jour for 

governments’ educational efforts. These efforts are seldom carried out in 

dialogue with teachers, thereby rendering them “non-existent” when it comes 

to their own professional development (Frostensson 2011). By understanding 

teaching in terms of economic production, teachers’ professional development 

has become an area of direct implementation, which in turn has proved to 

have little, if any, sustainable effect (Stanley 2009; Timperley et al. 2007).    

To be able to maintain an underlying concept of a goal-related and 

pedagogically, as opposed to economically, driven upper secondary music 
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education (cf. The National Agency for Education 2011), issues of 

professionalism, and interaction on all levels within education are of interest. 

This includes developing an understanding of students’ and teachers’ 

conceptualizations and their sharing of experiences of musical learning and 

knowledge.  

This research intends to investigate such experiences within upper 

secondary music education from the perspective of experience as a critical 

aspect of learning (Dewey 1916, 1938a). This intention is driven by a moral-

political motive, in the sense that I as a researcher, by advocating a certain 

ontology and epistemology, and thereby choice of method and interpretation, 

also have expectations of certain outcomes and consequences in relation to 

these choices. As Moira von Wright (2000) puts it: “[We] ourselves are [all] 

part of creating our future. But we need to problematize how and in what way 

we are taking part” (p. 17, author’s translation). 
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2. Purpose of the thesis 

This research focuses on quality and equivalence in the assessment practices of 

music knowledge and learning in an upper secondary school that is regulated 

by Swedish educational legislation as stipulated in the Education Act 

(SFS2010: 800) and the national curriculum (The National Agency for 

Education 1994, 2000, 2011). Both terms are critical in relation to learning 

within an educational context that is controlled and guided by curricula, as 

well as in relation to teacher professionalism, which, if you will, is a 

consequence of the former. These are the points of entry used to analyse 

student and teacher experience in relation to curriculum and syllabi (The 

National Agency for Education 1994, 2000, 2011), while the sharing of 

experience by conceptualization is used as a method as well as constituting a 

meta-perspective. The overall purpose of this thesis is to develop knowledge 

about teachers’ and students’ conceptualizations of musical knowledge and 

learning within Swedish upper secondary schools’ Arts programme, 

orientation Music, from a pragmatic point of view. 

2.1 Research questions 

To be able to fulfil the overall purpose, the research questions are as follows: 

  

• How do music students attending Swedish Upper Secondary School’s 

music programme conceptualize musical knowledge and learning?  

• In what ways do teachers conceptualize musical knowledge and 

learning in relation to quality and equivalence?  
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• How do teachers conceptualize teaching and teacher roles in upper 

secondary school as an assessment practice? 

2.2 Clarifications 

Before proceeding to describe in detail how the research was carried out, some 

aspects need clarification. This study is grounded in qualitative data, and 

placed on a meta-level through the exploration of conceptualizations of 

experience and communication within upper secondary school practice by 

using the narratives of students and the participatory actions of teachers. The 

object of study is therefore the shared experiences of musical knowledge, 

learning and teaching in upper secondary education, in which experience is 

approached through pragmatic philosophy. The consequences of this for the 

reliability and validity of the research will be discussed in 8.1. 

2.3 Disposition of the thesis 

This thesis consists of three parts. The first comprises an introductory chapter 

and another on theory, which concerns the ontological and epistemological 

standpoints of pragmatism. Following this there is a contextualization by way 

of a literature review, including a brief oversight of the Swedish educational 

system and previous research against which the present work can be 

understood. The second part concerns the methodology and design of the two 

empirical studies from which the research data emanates. The third and last 

part includes short summaries of three articles, a summary of the results in 

relation to the chosen theoretical perspective, followed by a concluding 

discussion of methods and results, wherein answers to the research questions 

raised in the introduction are proposed. 
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3. Education as a communicative practice – 

Theoretical framework 

Why is theory necessary in a scientific endeavour like this thesis? The answer I 

pose is that it is a tool to aid understanding, not only external but also internal 

matter, i.e. not only others but also yourself, and thereby the possible differences 

and perhaps conflicts between individual perceptions and conceptions (cf. 

Carlshamre 2014). The intention in this chapter is to establish the chosen 

theoretical framework and discuss theoretical issues pertaining to developing an 

understanding of students and teachers’ conceptualizations of musical 

knowledge and learning in the context of upper secondary music education. 

Philosophy as a theory of education supplies tools to understand and interpret 

not only participating students and teachers’ conceptualizations of musical 

knowledge and learning but also my own. According to Dewey (1958), such is 

the role of theory: to enable us to notice things and give them a significance they 

would not otherwise have. Since this research interest concerns 

conceptualization and intersubjective actions, the choice of theory for this thesis 

is one that acknowledges these aspects: pragmatism.  

In this chapter, the chosen theoretical perspective is presented as a part of 

the full research effort: from initial, introductory thoughts, through to informing 

methodology and method, and finally as a lever for the discussion. To 

paraphrase Liedman (2001), to choose a theoretical perspective helps elicit and 

appease the scientific hunger for knowledge, in this case about students and 

teachers’ conceptualizations of musical knowledge and learning within the 

context of upper secondary school’s Arts programme. The choice of theoretical 

perspective can be seen as a challenge to a researcher’s own experiences and the 
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empirical material upon which a scientific investigation is built. Given a clear 

account of the choices made and the ways in which the theoretical framework is 

used and interpreted, the reader can hopefully make an examination of the 

researcher’s intentions and conclusions, and also paint a personal picture of the 

described area of interest.  

Besides connections to the purpose of this thesis, the choice of pragmatism 

is based on my own, personal experience of the relation between, for instance, 

resistance and learning in an educational context as well as my understanding of 

the world – not only as a music teacher or musician, but also as a human being. 

In the following part, pragmatism as a philosophy is presented by describing its 

evolution from classical roots and its significance for how to view education and 

educational research (including the narrative and action turns of science). 

Besides looking at the ontological and epistemological basis of pragmatism, the 

choices made in relation to the aim and purpose of the empirical endeavour of 

this thesis will be presented. The latter includes action and experience, and the 

connection between pragmatism and (aesthetic) education as a communicative 

and professional practice (including teacher professionalism and educational 

assessment). 

3.1 Classical pragmatism and later adaptations 

But if pragmatism doesn’t have a real world payoff, if it is of no help when the 
next crisis comes your way, what’s the use of it? Why should anyone be 
interested in it? Behind these questions is a larger one: why should anyone be 
interested in philosophy in any of its versions? The usual answer is that 
philosophy, by identifying first principles, can serve both to guide and justify our 
actions. When pragmatism tells us that there are no first principles, it not only 
disqualifies itself as the source of guidance and justification; it disqualifies the 
whole enterprise, at least in its more ambitious forms. What it leaves are the 
pleasures of doing philosophy, the pleasures of thinking about thinking freed 
from the burdensome expectation that we will finally get somewhere. [...] 
Pragmatism takes [our] hope away and tells us that all we can do is muddle 
through. (Fish 2010) 
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Under the somewhat fitting moniker, The Opinionator, the above quote is an 

example of what can be seen as a “critique continuum” of pragmatic 

philosophy. While Stanley Fish (or his editor at The New York Times) uses the 

by-line “If a philosophy doesn’t have a real world payoff, what’s the use of 

it?”, others approach pragmatism from the other end of the continuum by 

claiming it to be singularly instrumental. As with all philosophies, there are 

aspects that appeal or repel individuals’ conceptions and perceptions. The 

following part of the thesis can be seen as an explanation of the usefulness of 

pragmatic philosophy for interpreting the empirical data, and the background 

and underlying and surrounding context.  

The ontological and epistemological perspective of this thesis is rooted in 

the classical pragmatism of Charles Sanders Peirce, John Dewey, George 

Herbert Mead and William James, as well as more modern versions by Moira 

von Wright, Richard Rorty and Richard Shusterman, Cleo Cherryholmes and 

Gert Biesta to name a few. Although the philosophical emphasis of this text 

lies in Dewey’s writings – due to his importance for and extensive work 

regarding education and the aesthetic – the importance lies not in names, but 

in the ways in which the chosen philosophical framework has developed in 

relation to societal change.  

The meaning of the word “pragmatic” has evolved over time, and is 

today linked to both practical aspects and their applications. Common to all 

its uses is the meaning of, and adhesion to, the concept of action.4 Later 

                                                        
4 As a philosophy, pragmatism was coined by Charles Sanders Peirce in the late 19th century 

and developed by his peers John Dewey, George Herbert Mead and William James. Peirce 
claimed that he had used the term pragmatism in “philosophical conversation since – let us 
say – the mid [18]70’s” (Peirce 1990, p. 120, author’s translation) and that it appeared in 
print for the first time in 1902 (but only in a philosophical dictionary). In a printed 
manuscript it was first used by Peirce in 1905, who claimed that “the most striking feature 
of this new theory is [the notion of] the insoluble connection between rational cognition and 
rational purpose; that consideration was the reason for me to prefer the term pragmatism” 
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developments of pragmatism (sometimes labelled “neo-pragmatism”) can be 

traced back to the second half of the 20th century, and to what is known as the 

“narrative turn” in philosophy and scientific research (Gustavsson 2000; 

Määttänen 2010; von Wright 2007b). Still, the influences are strong amongst 

the four protagonists of what today is called classical pragmatism: Dewey, 

Mead, James, and Peirce. With an initial focus on rationality and instrumental 

aspects – “the payoff” to use Fish’s term as presented earlier – Dewey and 

Mead, while striving to connect philosophy to everyday practices and 

experiences, developed a pragmatic epistemology with a focus on education. 

One of the main reasons for choosing pragmatism as the theoretical lens, is 

because it facilitates a holistic focus on Swedish upper secondary education by 

acknowledging the importance of all types of experience and interests and 

therefore the necessity of communication at all educational levels (cf. The 

National Agency for Education 1994, 2000, 2011).  

While Peirce formulated the pragmatic maxim – “the notion that (the 

pragmatic) signification of a concept lies within the practical consequences we 

can imagine and the meaning of action in its practical consequences” (Boman, 

Ljunggren & von Wright 2007, p. 14-15, author’s translation) – Dewey 

developed this by acknowledging the problem of education as a dualistic affair 

in relation to knowledge. To separate thinking and action as purely physical 

movements, for instance by way of a strict educational focus on distinctions 

between the theoretical and the practical, the academic and the vocational, is 

to oppose and demean challenges to contemporary societal needs, such as the 

                                                                                                                                        

 
(Peirce 1990, p. 117, author’s translation). Peirce (1990) also added that he intended to 
launch a new term, “pragmaticism”, which better describes the notions and meaning of his 
theory – a term he furthermore regarded as “so ugly that it will be safe to kidnappers” (ibid., 
p. 120, author’s translation). 
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creation of a democratic society (cf. Dewey 1916). In his writings, Dewey 

elucidates dialectical and holistic approaches to knowledge and learning. From 

a dialectical perspective you constantly need to pay attention to simplifications 

of the complex relations amongst what you analyse and problematize, so as 

not to end up in dualism and compartmentalization. Simplified, the base of 

Dewey’s pragmatic philosophy can be summarized as the interaction between 

the individual and the social context (Hartman, Lundgren & Hartman 2004). 

As Dewey (1934) himself writes:  

At every moment, [the organism] must draw upon something in its surroundings 
to satisfy its needs. The career and destiny of a living being are bound up with its 
interchanges with its environment, not externally but in the most intimate way. 
(ibid. p. 12). 

Tension and resistance in learning has been described in the introduction of 

this thesis. From a pragmatic point of view, these are seen as a prerequisite for 

equilibrium and balance as well as for growth. To be able to resolve such 

tension and to overcome resistance it is crucial to apply a holistic view of 

knowledge and learning (Dewey 1916, 1934). This means that there is no 

point in separating theory and practice or body and mind. These are terms 

that can be used as models for explanation, but they are not seen as separate 

in a dualistic, Cartesian way (Dewey & Bentley, 1946). Dewey (1910) even 

claims that thinking is based upon interactions that produce resistance, such as 

possibilities of choice or dilemmas/problems, because these are bases for 

reflection.  

The pioneering trait of this take on human growth was Dewey’s 

exploration and formulation of education as communication as opposed to 

mediation (Boman, Ljunggren & von Wright 2007).5 The core of a relational 

                                                        
5 Martin Fautley (2007) raises the differences between the communicative aspects of music 

education in comparison to other school subjects by quoting a non-music teacher during a 

 



 18 

and communicative pragmatic philosophy is what I would call its “real world 

payoff”. Otherwise democracy would not be an affair of all human beings but 

only of a select few, for it is also in constant change. By emphasising action 

and the consequences of action, relational pragmatic philosophy links the past, 

present and future. Thereby, what is seen as true is in constant flux. In this 

text, the notion of pragmatic truth is not seen as purely instrumental (as 

suggested by Joakim Krantz (2009)), or of only “academic value” (as suggested 

by Eva Hultin (2005), p. 2, author’s translation), but as variable. Truth 

becomes an agreement with myself and with others, and thereby offers the 

possibility of (curiously) asking the question “Then what happens?” – the 

answer to which can never be “Whatever” (von Wright 2000, p. 17, author’s 

translation). Was I for instance a “lousy teacher”? Yes and no, depending on 

who you ask, or if you choose to analyse the specific classroom situation, the 

full length of the student’s education or the context of upper secondary 

education. 

In relation to the context of education as a democratic necessity, and a 

possible adventure of knowledge, “never whatever” is an answer that I regard 

as carrying both hope and endless possibilities. By choosing this interpretation 

of truth, pragmatism (in relation to the notion of communication and action) is 

not a philosophy of relativism but one of fallibilism (Boyles 2013). This notion 

is of importance for the understanding of the empirical investigation and the 

data thereby produced. In the following parts pragmatic ontology and 

epistemology will be presented and explored further in relation to education.   

                                                                                                                                        

 
workshop on formative assessment: “’Do you mean I have to have conversations with my 
pupils? I’m not used to doing that in my subject’” (ibid., p. 3).  
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3.2 Ontological and epistemological base    

Knowledge is about what changes in the world can be brought about with 
controlled operations. (Määttänen 2010, p. 58) 

According to pragmatic philosophy, the world is seen as an external constant 

of the organism (the human being) as it is exposed, adapts, defends itself and 

conquers. Placed between the positivist notion of reality as the absolute 

possibility of describing and explaining objectively, and the notion of the 

world and reality as purely socially constructed, pragmatism acknowledges 

objects and individuals as concrete, though our understanding of these is 

subjective and therefore flexible and adaptable (Biesta 2013; Dewey 1958; 

Thorgersen 2007; Westerlund 2002). Reality can only be examined within the 

limitations set up by historical sequences and social conventions, something 

Dewey (1929) describes as follows:  

What is really “in” experience extends much further than that which at any time 
is known. From the standpoint of knowledge, objects must be distinct; their traits 
must be explicit; the vague and unrevealed is a limitation. Hence whenever the 
habit of identifying reality with the object of knowledge as such prevails, the 
obscure and vague are explained away. (ibid., p. 20, italics original) 

Therefore, what is seen as real is also flexible and can develop over time. This 

process and the creation of meaning, for instance in the form of conventions, 

are affecting and get affected by us. We can thereby only see reality as 

reflected in our time and culture, and meaning as created in the present 

(Thorgersen 2007). While Peirce advocated meaning as consequential, Mead 

developed this idea of meaning as affecting the human development as persons 

– “the constitutionalisation of self in the making” (Boman, Ljunggren & von 

Wright 2007, p. 17, author’s translation). Thus, the focus of pedagogical 

meaning falls on the “in-between” of individuals, or individuals and objects 

(Biesta 2013; Boman, Ljunggren & von Wright 2007). In this, there is no 

reason for (or use of) separations, such as body from mind or theory from 
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practice, other than for sorting (Dewey 1916). Concepts can be useful as 

modes of explanation, but according to pragmatic philosophy the entities 

behind these conceptualizations cannot be compartmentalized as being 

completely separated from each other. Theory and practice, for example, are 

prerequisites for each other, and thus not opposites (Dewey 1916, 1934; 

Hartman, Lundgren & Hartman 2004). In Dewey’s development of 

pragmatism, this relational and holistic approach is based on everyday 

“doings” and “undergoings” (see 3.4 and 3.4.1). To disregard or deny the 

importance of everyday life is to depreciate every individual’s potential and 

possibility for happiness and personal growth (Dewey 1958). Dewey’s holistic 

approach is of societal importance. Sorting and separating between, for 

instance, knowledge as empirical vs. higher/rational, and by connecting these 

to social counterparts, leads to classifications of individuals and groups, 

thereby estranging people by limiting their freedom of social interaction 

(Dewey 1916).6  

The prerequisites for creating and maintaining a balanced and structured 

existence based on this holistic notion are actions such as reflection and 

communication. According to Dewey (1916) these occur in the balance 

between interest, regulations and framework without disregarding either 

interest, common sense or emotion. Maintaining such a balance makes it 

possible for the individual to grow by shaping and re-shaping habits. These 

                                                        
6 These thoughts have to be related to the time and context in which they were conceived – early 

20th century North America and its industrial development – but they are highly relevant in 

relation to the current nationalist movements in European parliamentarism alongside demands 

for educational accountability. In my interpretation, this connects to Mead’s theory of the 

intersubjectivity between open and closed subjects, which von Wright (2000, 2007a) develops in 

relation to education.  
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are in a sense a form of adaptation that gives equilibrium in intersubjective 

relations. Our habits give us control over the environment and a basic stability 

in that “[what] is familiar is mentally concrete” (Dewey 1910, p. 136). At the 

same time these habits can become the basis for exploration and change when 

conditions around us change if coupled with action. Active habits that include 

“thought, invention, and initiative in applying capacities to new aims” keep 

people from being stuck in routines, and thus an “arrest of growth” (Dewey 

1916, p. 30), which is to say what Dewey calls “unthinking habits” (1916, p. 

33).     

In this thesis, public education and the arts are frames for learning and 

knowledge. Therefore the notion of a separatist, rather than a holistic 

approach such as the application of a pragmatic stance to these concepts, is 

important. While developed further in the following parts, a brief introductory 

overview of aesthetics and education in relation to pragmatic ontology and 

epistemology will be sketched here. The democratic aspects of a divided 

education, built on predefinitions of human character(s), have been touched 

upon briefly. When it comes to the arts, such as music, the result of such 

classifications leads to isolation of the creative process and the results thereof 

from their roots in everyday life. Dewey (1934) asserts that trying to separate 

creativity from that which is created, for instance a painting, is like separating 

a mountain from the earth itself: “Mountain peaks do not float unsupported; 

they do not even just rest upon the earth. They are the earth in one of its 

manifestations” (ibid., p. 2). In what ways can we address such a relationship 

between the fruits of creativity and its roots, so as not to separate off the 

everyday from educational practices? Dewey (1934) sees a certain amount of 

order as necessary in what he calls the relation between the organism and its 

surroundings. The necessity lies in the creation of that stability which is 

needed for life to continue and develop. Such an order can be created not only 

by avoiding being stuck in unthinking habits, but also by matching interest 
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with the demands of, for instance, educational framing. Successful matching of 

such frames and demands with interest must, according to Dewey (1916, 

1938a), emanate from learners’ experience, needs and interests, as well as 

from their active participation in their surroundings. When such participation 

succeeds a state of turbulence and conflict, such as a feeling of resistance, the 

prerequisites for consummation come close to aesthetic experiences. That 

way, everyday actions can become a part of an (aesthetic) education (Dewey 

1934). Balance, equilibrium or stability arise from tensions; not automatically, 

mechanically or through inactivity, but by actively transforming them. Such 

transformations can then be linked together to create equilibrium and 

stability, and thereby with new and richer variations. These processes do not 

occur unaided by external influences, but in interaction with the individual 

mind. The tension between the internal and external aspects of an individual’s 

interaction with their surroundings is what makes her aware of her own 

existence:  

Nor without resistance from surroundings would the self become aware of itself; 
it would have neither feeling nor interest, neither fear nor hope, neither 
disappointment nor elation. Mere opposition that completely thwarts, creates 
irritation and rage. But resistance that calls out thought generates curiosity and 
solicitous care, and, when it is overcome and utilized, eventuates in elation. 
(Dewey 1934, p. 62) 

An active, conscious, reflecting and challenging approach towards 

surroundings and others is what enables individual growth, and thereby 

societal development, which Dewey (1934) connects with the aesthetic. The 

critical aspect in this process – as is evident in the word pragmatism – is one of 

action. 
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3.3 Stepping off the chronological train – The what, where 
and how of action 

The common denominator for the different meanings of the term “pragmatic” 

is action, but what type of action? One critique that has been put forward 

regarding pragmatic philosophy is that it focuses mainly on actions that are 

perceived empirically, such as bodily actions like movements and/or speech. 

“Learning by doing” (Dewey 1916, p. 117) has become a catchphrase for 

Deweyan pragmatism, and is often used in connection with educational 

efforts, as well as with patterns of bodily movements perceptible to others, 

which is to say with a focus on method before content. This is to paint only a 

sketch of a philosophy with much richer nuances regarding learning and 

education (Englund 2000; Määttänen 2010; Schmidt 2008; Thorgersen 2007; 

Westerlund 2002). This may not be surprising given the original utilitarian 

aspects of classical pragmatism where essential concepts were connected to use 

and usefulness (cf. James 1975; Peirce 1990, 1998). If we regard the Greek 

word “praktikós” as “that which concerns action”, and as the ancient origin of 

“pragmatic” and hence pragmatism, other possibilities of meaning and 

interpretation arise.  

3.3.1 ACT AND ACTIVITY 

von Wright (2007a) sees tendencies in what she calls the three dominant 

educational philosophies of the 20th century – constructivism, sociocultural 

theory and pragmatism – to avoid contexts in which action as a concept is 

regarded as something other than “perceptible movement” (p. 223). This focus 

on public action has interpreted rest and silence as inactivity, which is seldom 

reflected upon in educational contexts. As described earlier, the development 

of later pragmatism has been connected to the so-called “narrative turn” in 

research and philosophy. With this, a shift has occurred regarding pragmatism 
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and education, and the meaning of body language and physiological processes 

towards an emphasis on the verbal, language and discourse (von Wright 

2007a, 2007b, 2007c). By means of such a reduction in our understanding of 

social interaction, our understanding of phenomena and chains of action in 

the intersection between physiology and sociality, such as sleep, 

contemplation, fantasy, pain, fear and well-being, is incomplete. A student 

asleep or expressing fear during class is probably giving a non-productive 

impression when it comes to being active, as may a teacher not reacting 

immediately to a student’s expressed needs or actions. In relation to 

educational contexts and learning, von Wright (2007b) emphasizes the need 

for shared understanding, without which there can be no agreement.7  

The tendency of all attention that is focused on “the mobile and manifest, 

towards activities and processes” represents “an expression of the affinity 

between pragmatism and current pedagogical praxis” (von Wright 2007b, p. 

41, author’s translation). This includes a lack of understanding of the 

connection between being active and passive, other than that of passivity, 

which is only usually regarded as absence of activity. von Wright (2007a) 

compares Dewey’s notion of action, including communication, as a 

prerequisite for education in the form “of constant motion and process” (p. 

227). To develop the notion of “activity” as being equal with action, she 

quotes Mead and his apprehension of an act as being always related to an 

activity. She writes, “The unit of existence is the act, not the moment” (ibid., 

p. 227). Thus, a shift in the understanding of action is enabled – from 

chronological to a conjunction of the chronological and the spatial. According 

to von Wright (2007a), focusing on the act in relation to meaning and 
                                                        
7 One example regarding students is educational assessment, or grading. Another, regarding 

teachers, is the legislative demand for education to be based on tried and tested experiences 
that are shared with others (SFS2010:800; The National Agency for Education 2012b).  
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experience, instead of on activity as a series of communicative motion-

activities, means that we can slow down without actually having to “step off 

the chronological train, at least for a short while” (p. 227). Such a notion 

allows for a wider apprehension of what activity in an educational setting can 

encompass, e.g. when it comes to learning processes: 

A relocation of activity can be done in at least two different ways. One would be 
to polarize different states on a continuum, for instance with activity at one pole 
and passivity at the other. [...] A continuum creates no definite dividing line 
between them, only different distances. Thus “being at ease” or “resting in 
oneself” could be part of slowing down the “moving train” that is so inclined to 
gather ever greater speed in education. Or one could hold that activity as such 
can be understood on a continuum where public appearance is one pole and 
private existence the other. [This is made possible] by moving from the question 
of what, which asks for punctual categories that define the limits of what is and 
what is not, to the question of where, which asks for a relational place or space 
[...]. (von Wright 2007a, p. 224) 

This shift from “what” to “where” regarding action is, according to von 

Wright, transferable to an educational context, wherein it can make non-

detectable activities part of learning processes, inside as well as outside factual 

educational space.  

One conclusion of the above is that what is perceived as passive for an 

observer may involve a great deal of activity for the observed. This is 

important when investigating not only the conceptualizations within the 

empirical data of this research, but also actions within musical, educational 

settings. One example of the activity/passivity continuum, can be found in the 

research of Tapani Heikinheimo (2010). When observing university music 

teachers’ and students’ meaning-making and perceptions of activity during 

one-to-one instrument lessons, Heikinheimo asked the participants to grade 

their experience of activity level, which he calls the intensity of interaction. His 

results show that during the course of the music lessons teachers and students 

do not always experience a high level of intensity simultaneously, in the sense 

that when a teacher saw the lesson activities as meaningful, the student did not 
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agree. One important aspect in relation to a pragmatic view of action in an 

educational setting is the challenge Heikinheimo’s results put on the notion of 

efficiency when it comes to students’ musical learning: is a lesson “effective” 

when students and teachers experience intensity of interaction simultaneously; 

does it always entail a great deal of teacher activity; should teachers’ 

experience of intensity have a for the teacher perceptible reaction from 

students? Heikinheimo also shows that what catches a student’s interest is not 

always that which was intended by the teacher. One conclusion is that the key 

to musical learning as an educational result lies in dialogue, talking about 

perceptions of intensity, meaning and efficiency. It is also a question of 

patience, as learning something new does not always “call out, in the 

beginning, specific responses” (Dewey 1916, p. 16) in the form of learning or 

teaching objectives. This brings us back to a notion of action as not only 

intersubjective but also as reflective. 

3.3.2 INTELLIGENT ACTION 

Throughout his extensive output, Dewey developed a concept of “doing” as 

“intelligent action”, meaning that reflective and physical actions are to be seen 

as interconnected (cf. Dewey 1915, 1929a, 1938a). As with other aspects of 

knowledge, learning and education, a separation and compartmentalization of 

these types of “doing” leads to unfulfilled possibilities of development and 

growth. The same goes for too strong an emphasis on the importance of one 

type of “doing” (i.e. reflective or physical) before the other, the possible 

consequences of which are described as follows by Dewey (1938a):  

Overemphasis upon activity as an end, instead upon intelligent activity, leads to 
identification of freedom with immediate execution of impulses and desires. This 
identification is justified by a confusion of impulse with purpose; although […] 
there is no purpose unless overt action is postponed until there is foresight of the 
consequences of carrying the impulse into execution – a foresight that is 
impossible without observation, information and judgement. (ibid., p. 69, italics 
in original) 
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In relation to education as being progressive, a term used for educational 

ideas and executions by Dewey and his peers, including for example Edward 

L. Thorndike’s work regarding psychometrics, Dewey wanted to rid theory 

from its prevailing either/or-principles. The intelligence part of his view of 

action is not sufficient to create enough “moving force” (1938a). For an idea to 

be carried out, there needs to be an intellectual action to form it into a plan as 

well as an executional force, such as desire and impulse. Therefore, 

disregarding the importance of interest in educational settings is devastating 

for the individual’s possibility to reach her full potential (Dewey 1916). While 

interest is related to impressions of interacting with objects and individuals, 

experience is another key factor in pragmatic philosophy’s understanding of 

growth (cf. Boman, Ljunggren & von Wright 2007; Dewey 1958). 

3.4. Experience – A method of doing and undergoing 

[Mind is] the purposive and directive factor in the development of experience. 
(Dewey 1916, p. 103) 

To describe individual development and growth according to pragmatic 

philosophy, although debated and interpreted differently in relation to choice 

of philosopher or philosophical strand, a concept of “experience” is central. 

Heidi Westerlund (2002) gives an overall description of experience in 

pragmatic philosophy:  

A pragmatistic understanding of experience is not the same as consciousness, 
subjective phenomena or inward occurrence; it is not merely what goes on, a 
sudden sensation, or Erlebnis, but a much richer and thicker concept that needs 
to be examined in the context of interaction [...] or transaction. (ibid., 2002, p. 
46-47) 

Experience thereby “presents itself as [a] method” (Dewey 1958, p. 2) through 

which the individual can understand the world, including objects and 

individuals. The nature of experience can, according to Dewey (1916, 1934), 
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be fully understood only if regarded as encompassing an active and a passive 

element. The former means doing an experience, while the latter means 

undergoing one. In the process of developing an experience, these elements are 

connected on a “vine of pendant theory […] attached at both ends to the 

pillars of observed subject-matter” (Dewey 1958, p. 3). Therefore they are not 

developed alternately, but simultaneously through acting in the world. 

Experience means, and comes from interacting in certain ways with objects 

and/or subjects, during which they are what is experienced as well as how they 

are experienced. Herein, Dewey (1958) emphasizes the differentiation of 

primary experiences through “continued and regulated reflective inquiry” (p. 

4), also known as intelligent action.   

Much of our experiences are indirect in that they are “dependent upon 

signs which intervene between the things and ourselves, signs which stand for 

or represent the former” (Dewey 1916, p. 118).8 As an example Dewey 

mentions the difference between the direct experiences of participating in a 

war as against reading or hearing about it in a mediated form. His view of 

language, signs and symbols is one of tools leading to indirect experiences, 

wherefore most of our experiences in society are indirect. But because of these 

tools, we can experience “things which can only be signified or symbolized” 

(Dewey 1916, p. 118). Language, signs and symbols are seen as necessary for 

the development of ourselves as well as our societies, but, as with other types 

of compartmentalization, this involves the risk of attaching different values to 

                                                        
8 According to Dewey (1938b), symbol is “a synonym for a word as a word, that is, as a 

meaning carried by language in a system, whether the system be of the loose or the 
intellectual rigorous kind” (p. 51, italics original), whereas a sign means that a 
“representative capacity in question is attributed to things in their connection with one another, 

[…] whose meaning [does not depend] upon agreement in social use” (ibid., p. 51, italics 
original). 
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different types of experience when we decode these.9 Our dependency on signs 

and symbols sometimes makes us prone “to identify an uncultivated person 

with an illiterate person – so dependent are we on letters for effective 

representative or indirect experience” (Dewey 1916, p. 118). 

Every experience is, according to Dewey, a result of individual interaction 

with, and adaptation to, our surroundings, and thereby conquering it. The 

imperfections and needs that emerge in this interaction are signals of what we 

need to reach balance in life. The subject does not only consist of a body and a 

physical appearance, but also of experiences acquired “by the grace of 

struggles and achievements of a long line of animal ancestry” (Dewey 1934, p. 

12), and the combination of what things do to us and what we do to things 

when they affect our actions. The ability to use signs and symbols for creating 

and developing changes is what builds experience. In Dewey’s terms, 

conception demonstrates that life does not only occur in an environment but is 

also affected by it. The constituents of experience are first and foremost the 

active relations that exist between the human being and her natural and social 

surroundings. Since these active relations include intersubjective actions, 

experience according to pragmatist philosophy is shared (Dewey 1916, 1934; 

Westerlund 2002).   

The basic principle for the development of experience is not only a 

question of interaction or transaction, but also one of continuity (Dewey 1916, 

1934, 1938a). This means that every experience picks up something from 

previous ones, and thereby “modifies in some way the quality of those which 

come after” (Dewey 1938a, p. 35). Dewey asserts that in every single 

experience there is always some kind of continuity. This can take on different 

                                                        
9 One such example from the world of music is the ability or not to decode and realise musical 

notation as a representation of sound. 
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shapes and forms, and thereby enable different types of experience as well as 

impact on an individual’s growth. What kind of experience we develop is 

dependent upon our living conditions, and the extent to which we notice or 

pay attention to what we experience. Dewey (1934) asserts that often “the 

experience had is inchoate. Things are experienced but not in such a way that 

they are composed into an experience” (p. 36, italics original), meaning that 

experience can include aspects of consummation or cessation. An experience 

as a whole “carries with it an individualizing quality and self-sufficiency” 

(Dewey 1934, p. 37). We can think about what we experience when actions 

such as an on-going reasoning, discussion or a train of thought are 

interrupted, or when playing a full cadence, riff or phrase ending. If 

interrupted, we can create a summation by reflecting upon such cessations and 

our experiences of these. We then have experienced being interrupted, but 

also having completed what we were doing/set out to do in our mind. What 

differs is the type of summation. As a metaphor for an experience, Dewey 

(1934) uses a flight of stairs. We see the staircase as a whole whilst at the same 

time understanding that it consists of several individual steps and an inclined 

plane, which is “at least marked off from other things by abrupt discreteness” 

(p. 37). To use this metaphor in relation to action: on a flight of stairs we can 

stop on a step from which we can then continue up or down, but we cannot 

reach the other end without treading on (or in any other fashion pass) the 

remaining steps, and thereby probably noticing them (finding ourselves on an 

inclined plane is maybe something we do not care to think about). 

Dewey (1934) expresses a holistic view of the act of thinking in relation to 

experience, which as stated above, cannot be separated. Thinking is seen as 

based on experience, and experience in turn cannot be reduced to sensations 

or needs because it always involves action. Action as intelligent, including 

thinking, and the consequences thereof, must be connected by perception. 

Through this relation meaning is created (Dewey 1958). The ability to 
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apprehend and take in the result of such a process is what Dewey sees as 

“intelligence” (1934, 1958). Limiting the access to and development of 

experience disturbs the perception of the passive and active elements of 

experience. As with other aspects of pragmatic philosophy, action is therefore 

paramount for an individual to develop experiences. In Dewey’s words: “For 

to perceive, a beholder must create his own experience” (1934, p. 56, italics 

original). This holistic view includes the dialectic relationship between the 

different aspects of, and prerequisites for the development of experience. As an 

example, Dewey (1934) says that the awareness of experiences is made possible 

in the relations between earlier created meaning and a new situation, thereby 

causing changes of such meaning as well as the (understanding of and possible 

actions of changing/influencing the) situation in itself. This act of change is, 

according to Dewey, the definition of “imagination”. Besides the importance 

of imagination for reflective practices like problem solving in, for instance, 

teaching or learning situations, one reason to present this definition here has 

to do with Dewey’s critique of the theory of the arts in terms of imagination, 

and thereby often a separation of art and the material, objective world as 

defined by pragmatic ontology. Another reason is the fact that this thesis 

concerns aesthetic knowledge and learning in an educational setting. 

Therefore, Dewey’s work on what he labelled “esthetic experience” (here 

spelled aesthetic) will be examined further. 

3.4.1 AESTHETIC EXPERIENCE  

Music “makes sense”. (Westerlund 2002, p. 18, 43)  

The relation between art and Dewey’s pragmatic ontology has been touched 

upon briefly. In a series of lectures under the theme “Philosophy of Art”, 
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Dewey described what he called “esthetic experience”.10 The main difference 

between this and other types of experience is that aesthetic experience is direct 

in the sense that all aspects of our existence that can be revealed in the form of 

accentuations and insights in other types of experience are merged in such a 

way that they appear as a direct and all-embracing unity. This synthesis 

involves a development of Dewey’s concept of experience into what he sees as 

pure experience, “freed from the forces that impede and confuse its 

development as experience; freed that is, from factors that subordinate an 

experience as it is directly had to something beyond itself” (Dewey 1934, p. 

285-286). Even if Dewey was hesitant about using the word “pure” in 

connection with the concept of experience, he sees this as characteristic of 

aesthetic experience.11 Maybe somewhat self-contradictorily, in Dewey’s mind 

many philosophical explanations of the aesthetic “superimpose some 

preconceived idea of experience instead of encouraging or even allowing 

esthetic experience to tell its own tale” (Dewey 1934, p. 286). One reason for 

this may be the limitations of explaining and/or defining the existential 

aspects of the arts through signs and symbols (see also 3.4). Another is the 

criticism Dewey (1934) makes of philosophies that focus their explanations of 

the aesthetic experience in terms of single elements such as “sense”, 

“emotion”, “reason” and “activity” (ibid., p. 286).12 In his description of the 

similarities and differences between aspects of experience, Dewey uses 

                                                        
10 These lectures were held in 1931 in response to an invitation by Harvard University, and 

were collected and published as Art as Experience in 1934. 

11 Dewey saw “pure” as meaning something alloyed and thereby impure (in my understanding 
meaning “not singular”) denoting something beyond experience. 

12 In his analysis of Dewey’s philosophy and communication and art, Thomas Leddy (2013) 
mentions one such particular in Nelson Goodman’s (a US-American philosopher and 
educator contemporary with Dewey) philosophy of aesthetics in terms of “languages and 
other symbol systems” (p. 1), rather than experience.   
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metaphors of “play” and “games”, – the latter having explicit rules – or “play” 

and “work”. If work is perceived as play, the distinction between what is 

perceived as laborious or not can become blurred or even disappear. Such 

divisions are seen as constructions that are based on the handling of material 

objects in relation to earlier experiences (Dewey 1916, 1934).13 This holistic, 

consummate aspect of musical aesthetic experience is summed up in a simple 

but strikingly effective way by Heidi Westerlund (2002): “Music ‘makes sense’” 

(ibid., p. 43). 

Aesthetic experience is, according to Dewey, also important in the form 

of creation, thereby balancing inner needs and external demands. This 

corresponds to the similar balance which he argues is vital for education 

(Dewey 1916, 1938a). True to his holistic perspective, Dewey (1934) sees the 

importance of art not only in existential aspects connected to past experiences, 

but also in terms of what he sees as “the work of art”. This not only 

encompasses the art object as end product, but also the complete process of 

creativity and how such processes and objects affect us:  

Art denotes a process of doing or making. […] Every art does something with 
some physical material, the body or something outside the body, with or without 
the use of intervening tools, and with a view to production of something visible, 
audible, or tangible. (Dewey 1934, p. 48)          

The explanation for this view is the non-oppositional relation between the 

organism and the environment in the arts and artistic creativity. Art as a 

process needs to be seen as not only empirical but also experimental (Dewey 

1929b). Otherwise, as with Dewey’s notion of action, it would be reduced to 

“mainly routine, skills acquired by mere exercise and practice” (ibid., p. 79). 

                                                        
13 This explanation is to be regarded in relation to the holistic perspective of pragmatism, and 

with a critical eye towards the time at which it was put forth as well as more recent findings 
of psychology. 
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Despite this, being direct and “pure”, aesthetic experience possesses 

immediate value. This does not mean that processes within the arts are devoid 

of meaning or importance, but that the power of aesthetic experience is one of 

possible comprehension by gathering together details and particulars into an 

experienced whole, such as in exchanges between artists and audiences. Thus, 

aesthetic experience can be seen as a parallel phenomenon “occurring in the 

interaction in the artist–art object relationship, as well as in the audience–art 

object relationship” (Stroud 2008, p. 159). Dewey (1934) describes this process 

as the coalescence of means and ends that are external to each other. Without 

such coalescence, the process and thereto connected experience is regarded as 

non-aesthetic: “This externality may even be regarded as a definition of the 

non-esthetic” (ibid., p. 205). 

When conceiving of creativity in terms of interest, as with all forms of 

interest it is seen by Dewey as an identification of the individual with some 

material aspect of the objective world. Such an identification is what Dewey 

(1934) calls “purpose”, which cannot arise if an immediate execution is 

postponed until you can anticipate the consequences of the impulse being 

realized (Dewey 1987, 2004). This anticipation is not possible without 

observation, information and assessment. When it comes to the arts, the 

importance of purpose is often overlooked as, according to Dewey, it is 

confused with “pious wish and what is sometimes called a motive” (Dewey 

1934, p. 288). The latter aspects of purpose – those of identification and 

anticipation – together with observation, information and judgement, are 

highly pertinent to this discussion of how musical knowledge and learning, and 

professional development in an educational context, come under heavy 

pressure from accountability mechanisms. 
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3.5 Pragmatism and (aesthetic) education 

Since growth is the characteristic of life, education is all one with growing; it has 
no end beyond itself. The criterion of the value of school education is the extent 
in which it creates a desire for continued growth and supplies means for making 
the desire effective in fact. (Dewey 1916, p. 30) 

In this part, the relation between pragmatism as philosophy and aesthetic 

education as societal praxis will be developed. During the shift between the 

19th and 20th centuries this philosophy of education was thought to be 

progressive (cf. Dewey 1938a). As described in the introductory section of this 

chapter (3.1), one pioneering trait of classical pragmatism was the notion of 

education as communication as opposed to mediation (Boman, Ljunggren & 

von Wright 2007). With their understanding of education as a crucial part of 

democratic, societal development and its practical outcomes, the main aspect 

for pragmatists like Mead and Dewey was the possibilities and consequences 

such a shift in the view on education enabled. Now the interaction between 

teacher and student could be viewed in a different light. While Mead focused 

on the intersubjective constitution of human subjectivity (von Wright 2000), 

Dewey’s interest in transformation as human growth also turned towards 

interaction with objects and experimentation in pedagogical practices. Both 

writers recognised the need for teachers to know and understand their 

students, including their personal interests and experiences.  

Focusing on action, interaction, personal interests and experience in the 

pragmatic epistemology of education is to acknowledge the importance of 

educational processes and not only final achievements. To acknowledge only 

the latter is something Dewey describes as a self-contradiction. Dismissing the 

assumption “that when a fulfilment possesses immediate value, its means of 

attainment do not” (Dewey 1958, p. 397), he echoes his view of “the work of 

art” as connecting education to everyday life. 
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By adhering to a holistic view of learning, pragmatic philosophy shuns an 

either/or principle when it comes to education. This is not the same as 

denying or disregarding power structures between teacher and student or 

between peers. Instead, the focus and interest concern in what ways these are 

constituted. As described earlier in connection to resistance as mere opposition 

(cf. Dewey 1934), the authoritarian use of power thwarts learning other than 

that which forces learners14 to “apply [their minds] to the truths to be known” 

(Dewey 1916, p. 208). But without the execution of power in some way, 

education would lose direction and focus. In the words of Gert Biesta (2013) 

[authoritarian power] is actually unable to work educationally, as it operates on a 
denial of the subjectivity of those who are subjected to such authority. But just as 
authoritarian education is and ought to be an oxymoron, so is anti-authoritarian 
education, that is, education that, in the words of Neil (1966), conflates freedom 
with license, and assumes that the promotion of freedom means that anything 
should go. The educational question – unlike the learning question (see Biesta 
2010) – is not about doing what you want to do, but entails an encounter with the 
difference between what is desired and what is desirable. The educational 
question, in other words, is about what it is that we want to give authority to; it is 
about deciding what it is that we want to have authority in our lives. (ibid. p. 
458, italics original) 

Dewey’s solution to the issue of authority and power is in terms of the use of 

intelligent action, because, as stated earlier, (educational) freedom is not the 

same as immediate execution of the desired. Instead, patience and reflection 

can help turn impulses into purposes. In this sense, a teacher as the more 

experienced individual can use authority if necessary and point to educational 

goals; and a student can (and must be allowed to) express not only desires, but 

experiences and opinions too.   

As with knowledge and learning, a pragmatic view of educational 

authority considers action and experience as necessities for the ability to grow. 

                                                        
14 Who can be teachers as well as students.  
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Although with somewhat different nuances in comparison to the time when 

pragmatism was established as a theory of education, the development of 

educational practices through time raises other problems, such as the teacher’s 

responsibility to define educational content (Biesta 2013; Cherryholmes 2007), 

and the boundaries between the private and the public (Ljunggren 2007). The 

current of the recent “action turn” has followed the narrative shift in 

philosophy, research and education to which pragmatism as an educational 

theory is adapted and transformed (cf. Reason 2003, 2006).  

Regardless of such changes, basic, classical pragmatic ideas and 

ontological and epistemological standpoints emanate from human activity. 

Therefore they can still have bearing on today’s education, not least since 

recent changes in educational policy advocate a shift back to mediation in 

response to demands on human growth as a pawn in the struggle for economic 

growth by accountability and (quick, efficient and easy) measurement (cf. 

Apple 2013; Liedman 2011). This shift includes not only a change in 

normative and descriptive views of education, knowledge and learning, but 

also the constituents of the teacher’s role (Biesta 2013). In the following 

sections, the pragmatic emphasis on the importance of steering clear of 

either/or principles regarding education (cf. Dewey 1938a) will therefore be 

examined in relation to communication, reflection and conceptualization, 

teacher professionalism, educational aims, meaning, interest and discipline 

and educational assessment. 

3.5.1 COMMUNICATION, REFLECTION AND CONCEPTUALIZATION  

Communication is uniquely instrumental and uniquely final. It is instrumental as 
liberating us from the otherwise overwhelming pressure of events and enabling 
us to live in a world of things that have meaning. It is final as a sharing in the 
objects and arts precious to a community, a sharing whereby meanings are 
enhanced, deepened and solidified in the sense of communion. […] Here, as in 
so many other things, the great evil lies in separating instrumental and final 
functions. […] When the instrumental and final functions of communication live 
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together in experience, there exists an intelligence which is the method and 
reward of the common life, and a society worthy to command affection, 
admiration, and loyalty. (Dewey 1929b, p. 204-205) 

Seeing education as communication, what is being communicated, in what 

way(s), between whom and in what context(s) becomes important. Within the 

context of upper secondary music education, those communicating are 

students and teachers. While this research examines these groups separately, 

using pragmatic philosophy helps to widen the scope of communication as 

conceptualized by each group. The educational changes of the early 20th 

century included a change in the view of education as a communicative 

practice. This “progressive” shift put new demands on the ability to 

understand each other or “to find common ground” (Dewey 1929a, p. 208). If 

critical communication is important in relation to education and learning, the 

same applies to personal abilities for reflection and conceptualization. When 

acknowledging communication as being “the most wonderful [of] all affairs” 

(Dewey, 1958 p. 166) Dewey sees cultural development as dependent upon it:  

Just because individuals are individuals, there is much in the experience of each 
which is unique; being incommunicable in and of itself, it is in so far a bar to 
entering into relations with others. For the purposes of communication, 
dissection is necessary. Otherwise the personal element is a bar to agreement and 
understanding. If one follows out this line of thought, it will be evident that the 
more widely extended is the notion of mutual comprehensibility, the more 
completely all individual traits tend to get excluded from the object of thought. 
(Dewey, 1929a p. 208) 

Dewey (1916) considered all communication, and hence all social life, to be 

educative. Sharing experiences through communication makes the 

communicators modify their “attitude” towards their prior experiences, and 

thereby causes experiences to be enlarged and altered (Dewey 1916, p. 5-6). 

Dewey’s notion that in every experience, regardless of what quality, how the 

participants (e.g. students and teachers) judge it is important: “One shares in 

what another has thought and felt and in so far, meagrely or amply, has his 
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own attitude modified” (ibid., p. 6). He also thought that an exchange of 

experiences does not leave either of the communicating parts unaffected, if, 

that is, the communication is one of “fullness and accuracy” (ibid., p. 6). When 

communicating there is therefore a need for openness and curiosity towards 

the other, and towards your own experience. If not, there is a risk of resorting 

to communicating “expletives and ejaculations” (ibid., p. 6) only. This is 

another reason why reflection is of importance to communication. 

As stated above, to reach one another the communicating parties need to 

move outside of their own experience, and see it as the other would see it 

(Dewey 1916; von Wright 2000), which necessarily involves being aware of if 

you see your counterpart as a what or a who (von Wright 2000). This happens 

when acting upon information about another human being according to 

information given prior to an encounter, or acting upon the notion that you 

cannot know anything for sure about another human being before 

encountering her in a specific, social context. Therefore, when communicating 

it is necessary to consider what points of contact an experience has with the 

life of the other, and to present this experience in a form that can be 

appreciated as meaningful. Dewey therefore sees communication as a form of 

art (Dewey 1916; Stroud 2008).  

As with all habits, communication as action needs to be kept from being 

cast into a routine or rut, for if this happens, it will lose its educative power. In 

an educational context, to avoid this is not solely the responsibility of the 

teacher but also the student (cf. Heikinheimo 2010) and the employers of 

teachers. This view of communication not only raises questions of how to 

communicate but also the form(s) in which educational matter is 

communicated through concepts. In the upper secondary music education 

context that frames this investigation, the subject matter is described by 

written curricula, and musical terms and symbols. Due to much of society’s 

learning matter being “stored” in symbols (Dewey 1916), the ways in which 



 40

these translate into familiar acts and objects for teachers and students depend 

on prior experiences, and how these are related to a formal educational 

context. “Unpacking” these symbols within a formal educational setting is 

therefore a delicate operation:   

Hence one of the weightiest problems with which the philosophy of education 
has to cope is the method of keeping a proper balance between the informal and 
the formal, the incidental and the intentional, modes of education. When the 
acquiring of information and of technical intellectual skill do not influence the 
formation of a social disposition, ordinary vital experience fails to gain in 
meaning, while schooling, in so far, creates only “sharps” in learning – that is, 
egoistic specialists. To avoid a split between what men consciously know 
because they are aware of having learned it by a specific job of learning, and 
what they unconsciously know because they have absorbed it in the formation of 
their characters by intercourse with others, becomes an increasingly delicate task 
with every development of special schooling. (Dewey 1916, p. 8) 

Although Dewey speaks in general terms about education as a necessity for the 

development of a democratic society, this line of thought is applicable to music 

education, not least with respect to Dewey’s view of art and its connection to 

everyday life outside a specific, formal educational context, and the concept of 

communication as art (cf. Stroud 2008).  

Music not only affects human beings through aesthetic experiences, it is 

also a form of language that goes beyond verbal and bodily expressions. It 

includes words and musical notation, along with symbols and images in the 

form of both two- and three-dimensional representations, and the sound of 

music itself. When using these modes of musical language in an educational 

setting, the above aspects of communication and conceptualization become 

equally important. Spoken and written language is prominent in Western 

educational practices, so students’ experiences of music as a language can be 

considered secondary, at least within public education. This calls for teachers 

and students to be aware of certain aspects. One such aspect is their 

subjective, aesthetic experiences in relation to curricula, not least since such 

experiences also concern aspects of taste. Another concerns what the semantic 
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meaning of music conveys for teacher and student respectively, such as 

whether they use music instructively (cf. Heikinheimo 2010; Falthin 2011).  

Having presented these parameters of educational communication, 

conceptualizing experiences in a music education context calls for awareness 

on many levels. Yet another includes intentionality. Taking a classroom setting 

as an example, which utterances, movements or performances are intentional 

and non-intentional, respectively? How can the communicants make sure 

which is which, and whether the teacher has primary responsibility? 

3.5.2 TEACHER PROFESSIONALISM 

Calling someone a teacher is therefore ultimately not a matter of referring to a 
job title or a profession, but is a kind of compliment we pay when we 
acknowledge – and when we are able to acknowledge – that someone has indeed 
taught us something, that someone has indeed revealed something to us and that 
we thus have been taught. (Biesta 2013, p. 457) 

“I hear what you are saying” she said, face blank with expression. “I sure hope 

you do, but do you understand what I mean?” As an upper secondary music 

teacher, I had just challenged the head of human resources at the company 

where I was employed. “This is not what this meeting is about!” the head of 

HR answered, now with an edge in her voice and some colour in her cheeks. 

The third person in the room, my co-worker and head of the arts department, 

a position sometimes labelled as “in-between leader”, without an employer’s 

power though in charge of a staff of teachers, looked like she wanted to sink 

through the floor.15  

What connection does this conversation have to a chapter on pragmatic 

ontology and epistemology, especially since it started out with a quote on 

                                                        
15 Ironically, a couple of years later I experienced holding such a position, which made me 

appreciate and understand what difficulties she must have faced in a situation like this. 
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teaching? This particular case, as an example of communication within an 

educational context, involves the relationship between employer and 

employee. It is also a question of intention and balance of power, in this case 

connected to face-to-face communication. I responded to what I, to 

paraphrase Francis Wheen (2004), considered to be “corporate mumbo-

jumbo” and the oppressive misuse of power. Given that she must have been 

certain of her ability to hear me speaking, her utterance must have been made 

with another, underlying intention. I wanted to know in what way the head of 

HR understood what I said and hence my position. The point I would like to 

make here concerns the importance of communication, and power relations at 

all levels within an educational setting, such as the upper secondary context, 

and how to address issues in a professional manner.  

Just as the head of HR tried to use her skills and knowledge of dealing 

with employment issues professionally, I used my experiences of being an 

employee in public education. As trained professionals in different areas, 

although we tried to understand each other, we finally came to a full stop 

when our different interests clashed. What could have helped us to resolve our 

differences? The answer I suggest is “[u]nderstanding one another means that 

objects, including sounds, have the same value for both with respect to 

carrying on a common pursuit” (Dewey 1916, p. 12), but also a will to 

understand. Or as Roudy Hildreth (2009) defines the Deweyan, pragmatic 

conception of power as “’power to’ rather than [as] ‘power over’” (p. 786). 

The example of the described encounter concerns the teacher as an 

employee as opposed to the teaching part of the profession. Although the latter 

is (or should be) a teacher’s main objective, teachers in a public education 

context are professionals. This means that they are civil servants with a double 

responsibility towards students and employers. Working as a teacher is thereby 

aimed ultimately at societal development, whilst being an expert when it 

comes to knowledge and learning as manifested through teaching. As an upper 
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secondary teacher, you are also representing certain subject(s) (cf. Dewey 

1938a). The question of teachers’ professionalism then becomes one of how to 

balance all these aspects. 

As described briefly in the introduction to this thesis (1.2), societal 

demands on the teacher profession have changed.16 The focus on 

accountability has led to deprofessionalization, with teachers becoming almost 

mechanical performers of education, requiring them to justify their work, and 

respond to the demand for assessment practices to be transparent and clear, 

i.e. built on exoteric matter. This problem is similar to Dewey’s (1916) notion 

of traditional education as being built on mediation rather than 

communication, representing 

[the] narrowly utilitarian character of most elementary education, and the 
narrowly disciplinary or cultural character of most higher education. It accounts 
for the tendency to isolate intellectual matters till knowledge is scholastic, 
academic, and professionally technical […]. (ibid., p. 87) 

Drawing a rough sketch of events, the societal demands on and foci of public 

education, includes emphasis on the roles and duties within the teaching 

profession, which have gone from teaching to learning, and now back to 

teaching again. Such tendencies also affect teachers as learners, the pragmatist 

explanation being interaction and continuity as fundamental principles of the 

constitution of experience (Dewey 1938a). If teachers are to be able to educate 

the young in a changing society they need to be connected to society, not only 

through their students’ experiences but also through their own (cf. Dewey 

1916). One way of addressing both the changing views of the teaching 

profession and the balance of experiences is to examine and elucidate the 

connections between teaching and learning.  

                                                        
16 The specific educational context that is the focus of this thesis will be examined further in 

Chapter 4. 
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As described earlier, the use of authoritarian power runs the risk of 

limiting students’ growth, just as the lack of any type of educational authority. 

Biesta (2013) therefore elucidates the difference in experience of being “taught 

by” and “learning from” someone. In his problematization of the teaching 

profession, Biesta criticizes the maieutic view of education, which is to say, the 

Socratic idea that the teacher is solely the facilitator of something innate in the 

student. He instead wants to highlight the “in-between” of teacher and student 

as the critical area of learning, and hence the importance of the teacher as a 

provider of the unknown and unfamiliar: “It rather is about presenting 

students with something that […] truly transcends what they already know” 

(Biesta 2013, pp. 454-455). Biesta emphasises the act of teaching as including 

the teaching of “particular things” (p. 453), the point being that pedagogy is 

not only about developing the subject’s capacity to learn, or seeing the teacher 

as a source of information, referring to the experiences of “being taught” as 

derivative of situations wherein “someone showed us something or made us 

realise something that really entered our being from the outside” (Biesta 2013, 

p. 456). The point Biesta wants to make is that such an interaction provides 

learners with insights about themselves, and their actions and existence that 

were hidden or even suppressed: “They are inconvenient truths or, in the 

words of Deborah Britzman, cases of ‘difficult knowledge’ (Britzman 1998)” 

(ibid., pp. 457). This connects to the student side of Dewey’s (1916) notion of 

communicative education as transformative. Biesta emphasizes that the 

experience of being taught lies beyond the teacher, for it cannot be produced 

by anyone else than the learner:  

Whether someone will be taught by what the teacher teaches lies beyond the 
control and power of the teacher (see also Saeverot 2011; and Saeverot this 
issue), which doesn’t mean, though, that it doesn’t matter what the teacher does 
(see below). Looking at teaching and being taught in this way, we might even 
say that in this precise sense the identity of the teacher has to be understood as a 
sporadic identity, an identity that only emerges at those moments when the gift 
of teaching is received. It is not an identity that can be claimed by the teacher; it 
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is not an identity that can be in the teacher’s secure possession. It rather is a 
possibility to reckon with, a possibility to work with in our lives as teachers. 
(Biesta 2013, p. 457) 

What happens is that the learner is mirrored when being taught. This is 

something I would claim is true also for the teacher who is willing to develop 

professionalism by being open towards their students (or any actor within the 

educational context for that matter, such as a Head of HR). This is not the 

same as turning responsibilities around. The teaching profession is one of 

authority, but according to pragmatic philosophy, the key for the “mirroring” 

(or “transcendence” to speak with Biesta) to happen is the manner in which a 

teacher reaches the learner(s) by helping them to understand what is new and 

beyond the immanent. If teaching “is about presenting students with 

something that is ‘neither derivable from nor validated by’ what they already 

know, then they have to take it on the authority of the teacher” (Biesta 2013, 

p. 455), what keys are there for validating and/or executing such an authority? 

3.5.3 EDUCATIONAL AIMS 

The aim set up must be an outgrowth of existing conditions. […] To set up an 
external aim strengthens by reaction the false conception of culture which 
identifies it with something purely “inner”. (Dewey 1916, pp. 66, 78) 

One aspect of authority in public education is the fixed set of aims and goals 

represented in legislation and curricula. Ranging from desires of societal 

structures for individual development, such educational aims are fixed in the 

sense of being frames for students and teachers to adhere to. Of importance is 

how teachers and students approach these frames, and to what extent the ways 

in which they do so are described, insofar as how detailed and normative the 

educational aims are as opposed to the previous problematization of the 

teacher as a “mechanical performer”. The curricular documents related to the 

educational context of this research contain aims and goals for the subjects of 

music and music theory but, as with the method of how to reach these, they 
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are designed for interpretation by both teachers and students (The National 

Agency for Education 2011). This is of great importance when applying a 

pragmatic view of education to the empirical data of this thesis. For 

educational aims to work rather than be segregated, Dewey emphasizes the 

necessity of “mutual” interactions (1916, p. 64). Besides stemming from the 

notion of education as communicative, this is also according to Dewey the 

point of “culture”: “the capacity for constantly expanding the range and 

accuracy of one’s perception of meanings” (1916, p. 79). Reading Dewey, the 

prerequisite that stands out as an absolute necessity for the use of external 

aims to lead to such a capacity besides mutual interactions is “equitably 

distributed interests” (1916, p. 64).   

Applying these thoughts to the curricular design of the Swedish Upper 

secondary school, means that teachers as well as students must be open 

towards one another in relation to externally set aims and goals. Thus the 

responsibility for how to interpret what these could contain or should be filled 

with is shared. For such an approach to be mutual in a pragmatic sense 

demands the possibility of sharing experiences. The aims and goals of the 

National Arts Programme orientation towards music will be described further 

in Chapter 5 (see also Article 3), but at this point one important aspect is their 

character. The underlying view of knowledge in the National Arts programme 

curriculum is one whereby distinctions between cognitive, psychomotor and 

affective skills are absent. Nor is there a hierarchy between different modes of 

knowing. The epistemological base on which the curriculum is designed is 

holistic and similar to the pragmatic philosophy of Dewey, including the focus 

of assessment on skills and abilities as opposed to character. Interpreting 

Dewey’s notion of teaching and learning, is of use when external demands 

frame a learning situation. Although he considers education to go beyond 

reaching specific goals, Dewey sees the existence of educational aims as 

“nothing peculiar” (1916, p. 68). He defines three criteria for what he calls 
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their “good” aims: 1) the aim set up must be an outgrowth of existing 

conditions; 2) an aim must be sufficiently flexible to be capable of alteration to 

meet circumstances; 3) the aim must always represent freeing activities (1916, 

pp. 66-67). To what extent any fixed, curricular aims, such as those of the 

National Arts programme, live up to these criteria must then not only be a 

question of how they are constructed, but also how teachers and students 

approach them. 

One aspect of such an approach is the way in which a teacher manages to 

divert the student’s mind from the fact that s/he is studying or learning what is 

to be studied and be learnt. Dewey (1916) asserts that if this is successfully 

done, students will act with the “sureness with which children (and grown-up 

people who have not been sophisticated by ‘education’) confront the situations 

of life” (p. 111). Thereby both teacher and student can become less dependent 

upon “extraneous suggestions and directions” (ibid., p. 111) that avert focus 

from the matter of study as well as the experience connected thereto. One 

conclusion regarding the adaptation of a pragmatic view of educational aims is 

that the responsibility for reaching aims and goals does not fall solely on the 

teacher. Since s/he is the one with the mandate to make the final, summary 

assessment of the degree to which students have reached these external aims, 

there is also a balance between how much pressure the teacher is under and 

puts on the student “to get the job done”. Both teachers and students must be 

open towards meaning, interest and discipline.  

3.5.4 MEANING, INTEREST AND DISCIPLINE 

[Pragmatism] identifies meaning with formation of a habit, or way of acting 
having the greatest generality possible, or the widest range of particulars. 
(Dewey 1923, p. 303) 

As stated in the quote above, a classical pragmatic notion of meaning is that it 

is created through interactions between individuals, or between individuals 
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and objects and the meetings of prior and new experiences (cf. Dewey 1958; 

Westerlund 2002). Through perception, the actions and consequences thereof 

are connected. In the case of interacting with objects, action includes the use 

of an object, since perception alone does not suffice for gaining a full image of 

the character of an object (Dewey 1916). Translated to intersubjective actions, 

communication would then be the equivalent of “using” an object. Meaning is 

thereby something that does not reside within objects or individuals, but in the 

“in-between” (cf. Biesta 2013). This is the reason for the notion of the 

formation of habits and behaviour as necessities for meaning-making. Using 

an object, or an interaction between subjects, leads to different occurrences 

that point to possible future consequences and occurrences. Thereby, meaning 

according to Dewey (1958) is mainly the same as intention. This does not 

mean that a direct reaction to the relation between the individual and the 

surroundings does not give rise to meaning:  

A directly enjoyed thing adds to itself meaning, and enjoyment is thereby 
idealized. Even the dumb pang of an ache achieves a significant existence when 
it can be designated and descanted upon; it ceases to be merely oppressive and 
becomes important; it gains importance because it becomes representative; it has 
the dignity of an office. (Dewey 1958, p. 167) 

Such directness is also a characteristic of aesthetic experience, whereby music 

in a pragmatic sense carries a powerful potential for meaning-making. The 

question then becomes one of how music is perceived and presented in an 

educational context, or the nature of the relations between interest and 

discipline. 

Meaning as contextualized in a music educational setting relates to the 

sound of music in itself (Westerlund 2002) as well as to the persons involved. 

Steve Dillon (2007) refers to three categories of meaning connected to musical 

and music education: 1) the personal ”[which] refers to the relationship we 

have with music making” (p. 146); 2) the social, created for instance by using 

and performing music; 3) cultural meaning, or how a culture influences 
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musical value and the structure of music production. Although described 

separately, the point Dillon makes is that musical meaning-making in an 

educational context occurs when these categories are interconnected and 

made possible by engaging oneself in “a wide range of activities [and this] 

despite the seeming discontinuity of the experiences” (ibid., p. 72).17  

Although Dillon points to Dewey’s notion of growth through action and 

interaction, according to pragmatist ontology meaning-making needs some 

sort of discipline as in structured and intelligent action (see 3.3). Otherwise, 

the sense of meaning can only be direct enjoyment. What happens when for 

instance the first “pang” of experiencing a piece of music has passed? What 

value do aesthetic experiences have? How is value elucidated and 

reinvigorated? One answer is by way of assessment. 

3.5.5 EDUCATIONAL ASSESSMENT  

Assessment from Dewey’s perspective is based on a theory of critique, and 

questions of value and judgement. The latter concerns the act of transforming 

prior, “indeterminate or unsettled” experiences into settled ones (Dewey 

1938b, p. 220). This transformation is also important in Dewey’s view of the 

formation of culture (see 3.5.3), or as Lauri Väkevä (2007) puts it: ”[The] 

formation of culture, along with the education that steers this formation, is 

characteristically reconstructive” (pp. 2-3, italics original). According to Dewey, 

people always experience intrinsic values and qualities. But these are also 

always related to experiences and the situation in which these occur. In 

relation to the arts, critique is always at risk of separating the aesthetic from 

                                                        
17 In Dillon’s study, he investigates different kinds of contexts and forms of music teaching and 

learning (one-to-one tuition as well as full class or ensemble groups), where meaning- 
making is described by the participants in terms of increased skill level, knowledge and 
understanding, all of which are made possible by participation and interaction. 
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everyday life and experience. When separating the aesthetic object from the 

effort of producing it and how it affects the work of art (Dewey 1934), it is like 

trying to see mountains as something separate from the earth itself (see 3.2). In 

relation to educational assessment, such a separation would be similar to 

teachers teaching without communicating on a deeper level with their 

students, for instance when the mode of communication is an assessment of 

end products only: “Whenever communication is blocked and yet is supposed 

to exist, misunderstanding, not merely absence of understanding, is the result” 

(Dewey 1938b, p. 47). This makes “pedagogical critique indispensable” 

(Väkevä 2007, p.1) because of its connection to learning as growth and the 

need for people  

to learn to reflect in advance on the possible outcomes of their choices and to 
deliberate their co-operative actions accordingly. Hence, there arises a 
commitment to develop [a] critical consciousness [without which] we are at the 
mercy of our impulses. (Väkevä, 2007 p. 1)  

Such a critique can, according to pragmatic philosophy, not only be the 

responsibility of teachers, but also of learners (including teachers). Or, to use 

the words of Biesta (2013), the interacting subjects in education “must always 

make place for that which cannot be foreseen as a possibility, that which 

transcends the realm of the possible” (p. 456). So it is a question of what type 

of assessment is used. 

In short, in order to grow and flourish, people need to be able to use 

critical reflection in communication and thereby perform some sort of 

assessment. When it comes to educational assessment, there are different types 

of functions of assessment (see Chapter 5). One example is grading. 

Educational grading has no purpose in connection to learning in a temporal 

sense since it is a bookend of the past up to the present, and as such a tool for 

selection. This not only risks dividing people, for the communicative aspects of 

a grade are limited. On the other hand, assessment based on sharing 
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experiences holds other opportunities to affect learning, and therefore a 

different role when it comes to human growth.18 Or as Dewey puts it:  

How shall the young become acquainted with the past in such a way that the 
acquaintance is a potent agent in appreciation of the living present? […] It is not 
enough to insist upon the necessity of experience, nor even of activity in 
experience. Everything depends upon the quality of the experience which is had. 
(Dewey 1938a, pp. 23, 27, italics original)  

This is not to be seen as a call for an educational context free from the 

external control of teachers’ assessment. Since learning benefits from a certain 

amount of structure in the balance between personal interest and external 

framing, and because it is both emotional and intellectual, the problem of 

finding controlling factors from within lies in past experiences that have been 

communicated. Just because traditional education imposes the knowledge, 

methods and rules for education “of the mature person upon the young”, it 

does not follow that “the knowledge and skill of the mature person has no 

directive or value for the experience of the immature” (Dewey 1938a, p. 21). 

Education cannot, according to Dewey, be built upon such an Either-Or 

philosophy.  

Pragmatic epistemology has a greater connection to formative types of 

assessment (see 4.3.1) that are built on communication and continuity with the 

future. In his critique of grading as an instrument to evoke interest in students, 

Dewey (1916) takes a holistic stance by highlighting how such an approach 

towards grading affects teachers as professionals: 

Thus we have the spectacle of professional educators decrying appeal to interest 
while they uphold with great dignity the need of reliance upon examinations, 
marks, promotions and emotions, prizes, and the time-honored paraphernalia of 
rewards and punishments. The effect of this situation in crippling the teacher's 
sense of humor has not received the attention which it deserves. (p. 208) 

                                                        
18 In relation to the context of this research, this includes both teachers and students. 
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Dewey is no stranger to assessment and valuation per se, and he raises the 

notion of contemporary values as a question of critique, “a method of 

discriminating among goods on the basis of the conditions of their appearance, 

and of their consequences” (Dewey 1958, p. 396). He sees values as values 

alone. We always experience innate qualities in objects depending on our 

prior experiences and the situation in which we notice, acknowledge or use 

them. But according to Dewey (1958) there is also a value in processes that are 

adapted to the situation, and which can be discarded if the goal of education is 

external results, and when the means of attainment is based on the idea of 

rigidity of method so as to promise results that are “speedy, accurately 

measurable, correct” (Dewey 1916, p. 90).19   

From Dewey’s classical pragmatic standpoint, educational assessment per 

se is neither good or bad for it must be related to context, situation and 

experience. What was clear to Dewey though was that in traditional 

education, assessment was not necessarily used to discriminate among goods. 

Instead it was used as a method for discriminating amongst people.  

3.6 Concluding remarks on the theory chapter 

In this chapter, pragmatic ontology and epistemology have been presented in 

connection to pragmatism as a philosophy of education and the aesthetic, 

including action and experience.  A pragmatic view of education is one of 

holism, where communication in the form of intersubjective actions, such as 

sharing of experience, and balancing interest and demands calls for reflection. 

The influences of pragmatism as an educational philosophy and the 

                                                        
19 Cf. Biesta (2007b) and Evaldsson and Nilholm (2009) for critique on (attempts with) 

evidence-based educational practices.   
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development of public music education in Sweden will be outlined in the next 

chapter.   
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4. Contextualizing the research – A 

historical outline, and literature review 

The main focus of this thesis concerns students and teachers’ 

conceptualizations of musical knowledge and learning within the context of 

public music education. More specifically, the two empirical studies are 

focused on, and have been executed within the frames of the national Arts 

programme, wherein previous knowledge of students, teachers and their 

intersubjective actions related to music education and the context of upper 

secondary education are of interest. The context of this research will start with 

a focus on music as a school subject in Sweden, and the educational 

paradigms leading to upper secondary arts education at the time of this 

research. This includes the role of pragmatic philosophy in the development of 

Swedish public education. Following this, research into teaching as a 

profession and music education as an assessment practice will be presented. 

Finally, national as well as international research into students’ 

conceptualizations of musical knowledge, and learning and teaching music as 

an upper secondary subject will be discussed.  

4.1 The formation of music as a subject in Swedish upper 
secondary school 

This part is aimed at sketching a picture of how music as a subject in public 

education has developed in Sweden. It includes curricular designs and reforms 

as indicators of the different educational views of music up until the formation 

of the national Arts programme, and the curriculum of 2011. The reason for 



 56

this historical outline is the importance of curricular design, not only for music 

students and teachers in the everyday school context, but also as a marker of 

the societal views of the level of importance of music and music education.   

Music and its significance can be regarded in several ways, amongst 

which two are of importance for music as an educational subject: the context 

of music and that in which music occurs (Sandberg 1996). Whereas the former 

alludes to the structure and process of musical sounds, the latter concerns the 

societal and cultural contexts in which music occurs. Both are crucial for 

understanding the importance of music in society, and the effect it has on 

people. In Sweden, these two aspects of music intersect with music being and 

becoming a school subject. Already a part of the first public education system 

in the 1840’s, music as a school subject was at first strongly connected to the 

Swedish church and the Evangelical Lutheran state religion in which singing 

was important.20 The function and role of music as a school subject have been 

shifting in accordance with changes in the public status, and influence of, 

music in society, in what Ralf Sandberg (1996) describes as “curriculum 

codes” and “music subject codes” (p. 261). This includes an on-going struggle 

between the views of music education as either fostering or nurturing. The 

former led to the development of “a certain kind of Swedish school music – a 

paradigm with specific teaching traditions attached to it” (Liljas 2010, p. 143, 

author’s translation and italics). One example was the 1943 introduction of 

stamsånger (stem songs), which are a collection of about 20 songs every child in 

Sweden was expected to know by heart, and which provided an incentive for 

the shaping of a national identity according to the ideals of the time, including 

the rational curriculum code (Sandberg 1996). With music as a permanent 

                                                        
20 In the year 2000, the church was officially separated from the state, thereby making Swedish 

public education non-confessional. 
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fixture of public education, it has become an autonomous area as “music in 

school”, with the incorporation of popular music not specifically designed for 

educational (fostering) purposes, and a focus on student creativity (Sandberg 

1996, 2006; Strandberg 2007).  

Several attempts to emphasize the nurturing aspects of public music 

education as a counterpart to authoritarian teaching principles were made 

during the first half of the 20th century. These involved an attempt to connect 

the growing field of, and youth interest in, popular musical styles, such as 

schlager, jazz and pop/rock, with that of public music education. By ignoring 

the growing culture of popular musics, at the middle of the 20th century, the 

“musical habits of adolescents and music education in public school had 

become different worlds” (Liljas 2010, p. 145, author’s translation). For several 

reasons, the 1940’s were in Sweden a period of great importance for public 

education. A so-called “rational curriculum code” was established, emanating 

from the relations between fields of production and re-production (Sandberg 

1996; Lilliedahl 2013). There were also educational reports issued in 1940 and 

1946 that formed the basis for the Swedish “unity school”, and later the 

constitution of upper secondary school (gymnasiet) (cf. Lilliedahl 2013). 

An example of this new pivotal status of music as an educational feature 

can be found in a report issued by the Swedish government in 1954 

(SOU1954:2).21 The reason to discuss this report in some detail is that it 

                                                        
21 Swedish legislation processes follow seven steps: 1) initiative by the government or bills based 

on suggestions put forward by the Riksdag or by private citizens, special interest groups or 
public authorities; 2) an inquiry stage, “where a task may be assigned to officials from the 
ministry concerned, a commission of inquiry or a one-man committee. [These] may include 
or co-opt experts, public officials and politicians”; 3) leading to a report (SOU); 4) the 
referral process, performed by “referral bodies [which] may be central government 
agencies, special interest groups, local government authorities or other bodies whose 
activities may be affected by the proposals”; 5) The creation of a government bill to be 
submitted to the Riksdag; 6) a parliamentary process within the Riksdag, where, if adopted, 
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clearly outlines issues of music as a part of public upper secondary education, 

and its presentation of different curricular designs and political debates up 

until the time of this research. A group of nine experts presented their 

conclusions for promoting and developing the role of music in Swedish 

society. This report is often labelled “The 1947 Music Report” from the year 

when the investigation was initiated, and research and public education were 

two of several societal areas that were included. In relation to the latter, the 

aim of initiating such an investigation was explained as follows: 

In many different contexts during later years, the weaknesses of Swedish music 
life have emerged. […] These difficulties have […] been particularly pressing 
during the last decade, characterised by the rising interest in music in our 
country, flourishing far beyond what one could have expected and hoped for. 
Regarding our country in general, one could therefore underline the fact of an 
extraordinary shortage of capable music teachers, although an abundance of 
teachers could be found in some of our bigger communities. (SOU1954:2, p.11, 
author’s translation) 

This conclusion can be traced back to a “flourishing”, societal interest in 

music (ibid.), and to movements within composition in Sweden at that time, 

which involved a shift towards non-traditional harmony in both theory and 

practice, and the simultaneous creation of a broad public education not only 

confined to public school, called “folkbildning” (Brändström, Söderman & 

Thorgersen 2012; Davidson 1980). These approaches towards public 

education also involved promoting lifelong relations with music:   

The 1947 music report […] was characterized by its efforts to avoid conforming 
music teaching to short-term demands but instead tried to give the prerequisites 
for a long-term development of musical life as a whole. (Davidson 1980, p. 157)  

                                                                                                                                        

 
the bill becomes law; 7) Promulgation, whereby the new law is formally promulgated by the 
Government, and published in the Swedish Code of Statutes (SFS) (Regeringen 2014). 
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According to The 1947 Music Report, the encounter with music as a school 

subject should be based on the child’s own experiences: an ideal that was 

similar to, and probably influenced by, the progressive educational movement 

in the United States of America, as advocated for instance by Dewey and 

Mead (cf. Hartmann, Lundgren & Hartmann, 2004), and in Sweden by 

authors and educators like Ellen Key and Alva Myrdal.22  

Another conclusion of the report is that music is a “hidden” subject in 

school: “The music education carried out in our schools so far has, through its 

modest objective and its choice of repertoire, all too unilaterally become a 

concern for school” (SOU 1954:2, p. 26, author’s translation). At the same 

time, the authors state that “the aesthetic meaning of music” must not 

overshadow its “social values”, which is to say, the instrumental aspects of 

music. The fostering tradition of education through music was thereby not 

completely abandoned. An example is given of singing in unison, which is said 

to have the “undeniable ability to create a feeling of camaraderie and 

belonging; it deepens the feeling of affinity, raises the celebratory mood and 

quickens socialisation” (ibid., p. 26, author’s translation). This is also a 

question of individual development and growth through educative actions. 

This double educational focus can be seen as an extension of the Central 

European tradition of Bildung (Broady 2012; Gustavsson 2008; Nielsen 2002). 

Music in upper secondary education (Gymnasiet) is now, besides an activity 

within school, held to be a “bildningsämne” (SOU 1954:2, p. 32), or a subject of 

Bildung, in which a thorough and solid musical education is seen as important 

for all walks of life.  

                                                        
22 In relation to education as an assessment practice, Lundahl (2011) points to two 

simultaneously occurring educational directions as represented by Edward L. Thorndike 
and John Dewey, and their respective theories of learning and the measurability of 
knowledge.  
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Furthermore, in the 1947 report, the double nature of musical knowledge 

was addressed by suggesting branching out the subject of music into 

“Musikkunskap”, (literally “musical knowledge” or knowledge of/about music), 

and “Praktisk musikövning” (practical music training). There was also a 

classification of these branches of assessment, whereby Musikkunskap was 

expected to have the same currency as other, non-aesthetic subjects, such as 

languages, so that students should be assessed and graded/marked 

accordingly. In Praktisk musikövning, “official records” were considered sufficient 

for assessment, thereby advocating an epistemological compartmentalization 

not yet touched by the otherwise strong progressive educational tendencies 

within Swedish education (cf. Lundahl 2011). Another discrepancy, in relation 

to Dewey’s notion of aesthetic experience and its connection to everyday 

experience can be seen in The 1947 Music Report, which was ambivalent about 

mandatory musical praxis (Praktisk musikövning). On the one hand, such 

education was considered preferable and fitting only for students with natural 

potential and aptitude as well as interest, whilst on the other hand, given the 

“utmost importance of musical practice for the outer and inner life of school”, 

it is not “reasonable that singing and musical practice are not scheduled” or 

mandatory (SOU 1954:2, p. 33, author’s translation). The golden path was the 

suggestion to make both branches mandatory, with the option for students to 

choose drawing as practicum instead. Although compartmentalized and still 

strongly confined to school music, a shift towards a holistic approach was 

undertaken by suggesting connections between public education and society at 

large. The conditions for performing music were, according to the report, to 

be such as to allow former students to keep participating in music activities in 

school, thereby building a bridge “from the school to the musical life outside 

of it” (SOU1954:2, p. 26, author’s translation), suggesting that, at least former 

students’ musical influences could or even should be allowed into the school 

context.  
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The next stage in controlled music education by curriculum for upper 

secondary school students and teachers came in 1965 (Skolöverstyrelsen 1965). 

This reform 

[…] brought together the various strands of theoretical education into a uniform 
upper secondary school with a common first year, followed thereafter by five 
different lines – economics, humanities, natural science, social science and 
technical subjects. The foundations for the theoretical part of today’s upper 
secondary school were thus established. The reform also abolished the 
matriculation certificate. (The National Agency for Education 2012a, p. 9) 

Music as a subject was split into two categories: Music, and Music – Aesthetic 

Specialization (Skolöverstyrelsen 1965, author’s translation). The former 

stipulated building students’ “ability to experience”, “aptitude and interests” 

and “understanding and insights” connected to music, as well as establishing 

“contact with musical life outside school” (ibid., p. 733, author’s translation), 

while the key elements of learning and teaching were “Unison and polyphonic 

singing”, “Tone-shaping and Speech technique”, “Ensemble playing”, 

“General music knowledge” (musiklära), “Form and harmony knowledge”, and 

finally “Music listening and music history” (ibid., p. 733, author’s translation). 

The music curriculum does not tend to give binding directions for teachers. 

Instead suggestions are made for what teachers “could or sometimes ought to do” 

(Zandén 2010, p. 8, author’s translation, italics original). Although the focus of 

education is on multiple aspects of student ability, such as independent 

reflection, initiative and co-operation, music teachers are expected to 

emphasize vocal and instrumental performance (Skolöverstyrelsen 1965). In 

relation to assessment, performance proficiency is explicitly paramount in the 

form of grading (Zandén 2010). Connections between music as a school 

subject and external contexts are included, but not as clearly stipulated as in 

The 1947 Music Report. Nonetheless, tendencies to aim education at a future 

labour market or higher education can be discerned, not only in the overall 

objective of the upper secondary school, where it is stipulated that demands of 
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such contexts be met by the provision of “special preparations” 

(Skolöverstyrelsen 1965, p. 15, author’s translation), but also in the inclusion 

of aesthetic specialization in music. Thereby, responsibility for vocational and 

non-vocational education was concentrated in upper secondary schools.  

By the early 1970’s, this multiple responsibility of upper secondary 

education became fully operational with the introduction of Gymnasieskolan 

(“The Upper secondary school”), into which vocational, technical and non-

vocational educations are merged. Whilst still a non-mandatory education, the 

curriculum Lgy 70 (Skolöverstyrelsen 1971/1975) puts focus on an equivalent 

education “independent of place of residence and other external conditions” 

(ibid., p. 11, author’s translation), and on a common, educational core 

regardless of choice of programme – so called “lines” (The National Swedish 

Board of Education 1982).23 At the same time, these programmes were shaped 

in accordance with “interests” and vocational orientations, and range in 

length from two to four years. One of the main objectives of teaching practices 

and student ability is the aim to develop students’ “independent and critical 

approach” (ibid., p. 11, author’s translation), something that is stipulated as 

most valuable in areas within as well outside school: “Political and other forms 

of opinion, news coverage and other type of information that meet the student 

in his everyday existence take on proper proportions in the light of critical 

evaluation” (ibid., p. 12). Thereby, a strong connection between educational 

and societal development, and individual responsibilities are clearly 

articulated. The degree and importance of student inclusion is also strongly 

emphasized, whereby rejection or acceptance of valuation “should always be 

left to the student” – a prerequisite being that s/he conducts an independent 

examination (ibid., p. 12, author’s translation). This emphasis includes a two-

                                                        
23 “Lines” is the official translation (from the Swedish word “linje”). 
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year Music line, which can be called semi-vocational since it is aimed at both 

the labour market and higher education: 

The two-year Music Line provides a basic musical education which can lead to 
further education for various musical professions. It can also provide a 
foundation for training for occupations involving work together with children 
and young persons. Students completing this line can apply, for example, for the 
Advanced Specialized Music Course. This line confers general eligibility for 
post-secondary education. (The National Swedish Board of Education 1982, p. 
69) 

The contents of music studies were labelled “character subjects”. By 

constituting nearly a half of the music lines’ total educational content, an 

interesting aspect of music as a school subject can be seen in relation to the 

system for grading. Still using the relative, five-point grading scale (5 being the 

maximum award) introduced by the Swedish Unity School of 1962 (Lundahl 

2011), not all music subjects were marked: “No marks are awarded for 

movement, choral singing, ensemble performance and freely chosen music 

work. Instead a note is made to the effect that the student has ‘participated’” 

(The National Swedish Board of Education 1982, p. 68) – something that 

would change later. 

The next curricular change in upper secondary music education (as 

described briefly in 1.2) came with the introduction of the national Arts 

programme of 1994 and the curriculum Lpf94, which was edited and 

published as Gy2000 for the arts subjects (The National Agency for Education 

1994, 2000).24 This programme was a three-year, non-vocational, and still 

non-compulsory, education that kept the idea of common core subjects with 

added character subjects for programmes and their respective orientations. 

Within the arts programme music became a single subject divided into four 

                                                        
24 Lpf94/Gy2000 was the curriculum in use when the first empirical study was performed. 
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main groups with up to three course levels each: ensemble, ear-training and 

music knowledge (or music theory), instrumental performance, and solo and 

choral singing. An overall focus on equivalence was carried over from Lgy 70, 

while the focus on individual development and measurement was strengthened 

by a grading system and assessment criteria. Olle Zandén (2010) proposed 

another change regarding the view of students “as ethical minors” since they, 

according to the curriculum, should be “fostered towards a ‘sense of justice, 

generosity, tolerance and responsibility’” (p. 12, author’s translation, italics 

original). Students are described as diverse and unique in relation to 

background and external conditions, and should be educated accordingly. 

Thereby, educational methods and methodologies are relative, while 

assessment goals are fixed, which represented a major change in relation to 

the prior curricula. All courses are now assessed and graded by separate 

course syllabi, and share a four-step, goal-related grading scale with letters 

(IG, G, VG, MVG),25 including assessment criteria. Similarities with the 

former curriculum can be found with respect to the freedom for students to 

choose auxiliary courses under the label “Individual choice”, and also with 

respect to the core course “Project work”, which continues the idea of the 

“Freely chosen music work” of Lgy 70 but now coupled with the emerging idea 

of entrepreneurship (cf. Lilliedahl 2013). Other factors with impact on upper 

secondary education during this important period are the reforms of the early 

1990’s, which include the right to free schooling, a voucher system, and the 

shifting of the administrative responsibility of public K-12 education from the 

Swedish government to municipalities. The change of teachers from 

governmental employees to civil servants can be seen as a shift to dual 

                                                        
25 G, VG, and MVG are pass grades, from “Godkänd” (G; pass) to “Mycket Väl Godkänd” (MVG; 

pass with excellence), while IG stands for “Icke Godkänd” (fail). 
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professional recognition, with educational legislation still controlled by the 

national parliament (Riksdagen), and with employment controlled on a 

municipal level.    

During the period between Lgy70 and Lpf94, music teacher education 

changed foremost with respect to popular music, which was in parallel with 

the emerging field of research in music education. In The 1947 Music Report, 

educational research connected to music was included, though not yet as an 

independent area within educational research. Educational research in music 

in Sweden was at that time linked to the academic subjects of musicology and 

psychology. In 1987, Lennart Reimers, who was instrumental in the 

foundation of the International Society of Music Education (ISME), became 

the first Swedish professor of research in music education. At this time, music 

teacher education was also available nationwide. The idea of the music 

teacher as a proficient performer as well as educator continued, with several 

educators having more or less choice of what type of music education context 

s/he would teach within: public education (compulsory and upper secondary 

school) or non-compulsory, municipal music schools. Music teacher education 

included main instrument studies, classroom teaching, or a combination of 

music with another subject (cf. Bouij 1998). The former title of “Music 

Superintendent” was replaced by “Music teacher”, with practicum no longer 

being taught during the final year of general education, but now as a 

continuous strand through all years of education.   

The present legislation includes new curricula, Gy11 (The National 

Agency for Education 2011), a rewritten Education Act (SFS2010:800) (a 

more detailed description of which is included in Article 3), and new systems 

of teacher education and accreditation. Whilst the general features of upper 

secondary education are the same as in the former curriculum of 1994, there 
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have been some particular changes. A similar feature is the way that students 

are still portrayed as “ethical minors” (Zandén 2010, p. 12),26 while the music 

curriculum was divided into Music and Music theory respectively. The system 

of underlying courses with different levels has been kept, but although the 

assessment system is built on a holistic view,27 this compartmentalization of 

music into two separate subjects is now official. With the changed curriculum, 

the knowledge base has widened, and proficiency demands have also 

increased at the highest course levels (see Article 2 and 3).  

To close this part, I will summarize the pre-conditions for upper 

secondary music teachers and students at the time of this research. According 

to whom you speak, the weakness of “Swedish music life”, as described in The 

1947 Music Report, could still be seen as prevalent or not. Politically, music and 

the other art forms have been deemed redundant and as such optional in 

upper secondary education (Lilliedahl 2013). At the same time, the possibilities 

for young people to have an upper secondary music education have 

multiplied, although there have been “shortfalls due to lack of organisation 

and material resources” (SOU1954:2, p. 11), and the  paradigm change of 

public education as an open market, including a new focus on accountability 

and economic and educational “outcome” (cf. Ek 2012). The societal interest 

in music is still “flourishing”, and the lack of educated music teachers has been 

addressed differently to before. Besides a continuously reformed music teacher 

education, two major changes concerning the music teacher profession are of 
                                                        
26 An interesting aspect of this is the official translation of the curriculum into English, wherein 

the word “fostran” (fostering) is translated into “nurturing” (The National Agency for 
Education 2013, p. 4). 

27 As introduced with Lpf94, assessment is goal-oriented, but a change has been made in the 

grading system by using the European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System (ECTS-

scale): a six-step, letter-coded scale (F-A), where A awards the highest educational credit and F 

equals Fail (Lundahl 2011). 
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importance in the highly politicized arena of public education (cf. Lillliedahl 

2013): teacher accreditation (SFS2011:326) and career positions (SFS2013:70). 

In theory, the idea of music teachers as specialists is still present and 

represented by specially formed education programmes but in practice, the 

officially formulated demands for certified music teachers have made it 

possible for teachers or pedagogues in other subjects to run additional music 

studies with as little as 15 ECTS credits to be able to apply for teacher 

accreditation for compulsory level music education. Whilst teacher educators 

are not allowed to put any demands on student teachers regarding prior skills, 

knowledge or experience of music, the contents of a music teacher certificate 

can therefore be quite different depending on prior experience. The demands 

for getting an upper secondary teacher accreditation are higher, and there has 

also been an increase in applicants for such programmes on behalf of 

compulsory school music teacher education – a declining interest that is visible 

for teacher education in general. The career positions of “Head teacher” and 

“Lector”, are both based on teacher certification as well as teaching 

experience (SFS2013:70). While the former demands documented teaching 

experience of no less than four years, the latter puts demands on research 

experience in the form of a licentiate diploma or a doctoral degree. 

Specialized teacher training programs in which “outcomes” and quality can 

be debated are not due to the quality of educational faculties but to 

certification praxis, wherein the question of teaching as a profession is of 

interest. 

4.2 Teaching music professionally 

Much of what adults do is so remote in space and in meaning that playful 
imitation is less and less adequate to reproduce its spirit. Ability to share 
effectively in adult activities thus depends upon a prior training given with this 
end in view. Intentional agencies – schools – and explicit material – studies – are 
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devised. The task of teaching certain things is delegated to a special group of 
persons. (Dewey 1916, p. 7) 

As with education in general, teachers’ professional development no longer 

relates solely to a subject or students and/or their parents but also to 

colleagues, employers and other external people or organisations.28 The 

demands on, and necessity for the teaching profession to be transparent is of 

interest in relation to the role of education in a democratic society, and to 

aspects of individual growth. Nevertheless, as described in the introduction to 

this thesis, the ways in which a profession is considered and constituted 

externally must be related to an insider’s professional view. Therefore, there is 

a need to shed light on how the teaching profession is constituted and 

consecrated in Swedish music education, and how to balance between the 

developments of the profession as transparent or closed, or even “mystified” 

(Florin 2010, author’s translation). One consequence of the demands for 

openness and transparency put on the music teacher profession is that the 

aesthetic can no longer be thought of as ethereal and void of everyday 

descriptions.29  

Since the introduction of music as a subject in Swedish public education, 

the demands on those teaching music has shifted, as has the view of, and 

thereby effects on teaching as a profession (cf. Florin 2010; Liljas 2010). In this 

                                                        
28 Among the organizational changes in Sweden, this can be related to the following reforms: 

legislation of shared professional experience (SFS2010:800); the introduction of “teacher 
teams” that are related to student groups instead of subjects; the creation of the Swedish 
Schools Inspectorate (Skolinspektionen); the need for schools to work with marketing and 
thereby, for example, PR agencies and boards of directors. My own experience as a teacher 
and school leader in the latter area includes working with marketing, and with exhibitions of 
upper secondary schools at the annual Upper secondary school fair in Stockholm (see also the 
next paragraph on professionalism).   

29 Such a mystical description is something Dewey (1934), although acknowledging the 
existential traits of aesthetic experience, strongly opposes: (aesthetic) experience is not only 
connected to everyday life, but constitutes it.  
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part, aspects of teaching music in public education will be developed in terms 

of professionalism, teachers’ constitution of a professional self, and their 

agency. 

4.2.1 TEACHING MUSIC – A PROFESSION OR A QUESTION OF 

PROFESSIONALISM? 

“Music as a school subject in Sweden is in a state of national dismantling”. 

These words, which are those of Juvas Marianne Liljas (2010, p. 139, author’s 

translation), concern both curricular contents and societal/political views of 

music as a school subject. At the time of this research, the upper secondary 

curricular design of 2011 no longer makes education in the arts mandatory (cf. 

Lilliedahl 2013). The effects have been graduate music teachers “fleeing 

school for more attractive professions” (Liljas 2010, p. 139, author’s 

translation), thereby making it difficult to hire educated music teachers, 

including those with accreditation.30 As mentioned earlier, accreditation can 

be acquired with as little, complementary music education as 15 ECTS. In 

reality, this is the political answer to the lack of graduate level, accredited 

music teachers. This is not only interesting with respect to music as a subject 

of public education, but also to teaching as a profession, and issues of 

professional knowledge becoming esoteric and/or exoteric (see 4.3). The effect 

on music as an upper secondary subject does not only cut back music teacher 

employment opportunities, particularly in arts programmes, but also involves 

an overall devaluation of music teachers’ education.   

                                                        
30 At the time of this research, hiring people to teach in Swedish schools is connected to 

legislation stipulating demands on some form of teacher accreditation (13§, SFS2011:189), 
but this is only in connection with tenures. In 18§ of the addition to the Education Act 
(SFS2011:189), the following paragraph can be found: “If there is no one available within 
the principal organisation who fulfils the demands of 13§ […] other teachers or pre-school 
teachers may teach [if they are deemed] suitable [or] as far as possible have an equivalent 
education […] but only for a year at a time” (author’s translation).  
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In connection with education and teaching, Dewey (1916) acknowledged 

the need for the “task of teaching certain things [to be delegated] to a special 

group of persons” (p. 7). Demands on teaching have changed considerably 

since the early 20th century in relation to societal development, which has also 

affected civil servants, such as nurses, police officers and teachers employed by 

large organizations “with the purpose of economic profit” (Florin 2010, p. 9). 

Such societal shifts have caused the constituents of the profession to be widely 

debated (cf. Evetts 2013) when the two major criteria that constitute a 

profession are questioned: 1) an exclusive knowledge base with control over 

knowledge production, preferably the possibility of creating a body of 

research; 2) the possibility of “confidential knowledge” (Evetts 2013, p. 780), 

and internally “shutting” the profession by examination for instance, which 

demands “good relations with the government” (Florin 2010, p. 9).31 

Therefore, the focus of the so-called “semi-professions”, meaning occupations 

that are highly connected to and dependent upon state bureaucracies such as 

teaching (Lilja 2014, p. 36), have turned instead to issues of professionalism 

(Evetts 2013; Florin 2010; Lilja 2014).32   

Julia Evetts (2013) proposed three different interpretations of the 

constituents of professionalism: optimistic, pessimistic or a mix of these. While 

the main feature of all interpretations is “trust in client-practitioner relations 

[…] as well as analysis of risk” (p. 782), differences are connected with internal 

or external control. Whereas an optimistic notion of professionalism is based 

on the “official belief” of skill and knowledge as dependent upon a particular 
                                                        
31 The wide range of educational credits necessary for accreditation as a music teacher is one 

example where the “shutting” of music teaching is weakened, which is perhaps an example 
of not so good governmental relations.  

32 Public education and its teachers are withstanding an “onslaught of medial, unjustified 
critique [eroding the] expert status and respectability of the teacher profession” (Florin 
2010, p. 9).  
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specialization, the pessimist one concerns the promotion of practitioners’ “own 

occupational self-interests in terms of their salary, status and power as well as 

the monopoly protection of an occupational jurisdiction” (ibid., p. 785). The 

third alternative includes both “occupational value and ideological elements”, 

which, in public service such as education, are used as a “disciplinary logic” to 

govern “professional conduct at a distance” (p. 786). One reason for such 

governing is thought to be the creation and maintenance of professional values 

or moral obligations to “restrain excessive competition by encouraging 

cooperation as well as practitioner pride and satisfaction in work performance 

– a form of individualized internal self-regulation” (p. 785). In Swedish upper 

secondary education, such a form of governing can be found within legislation 

as well as curricular design whereby teachers’ professionalism must be rooted 

in science as well as in their shared experiences (SFS2010:800). One problem 

is that Swedish music teachers trying to uphold this type of professionalism are 

employees of an open, educational market, which is to say, put under the 

pressure of competition with others, something Terri Seddon et al. (2013) 

addresses as follows: 

[The] trajectory of teacher professionalism depends, in turn, on the ways 
educators engage in spatial, temporal, relational and knowledge boundary work 
in order to create a platform for their professionalizing projects and the necessary 
symbolic politics of claiming professionalism and, therefore, space for 
educational work. (p. 4) 

To summarize, teachers within the Swedish educational system of the time of 

this research are caught between diverging views of teaching as a profession 

and the constituents of professionalism. As regulated by educational legislation 

and curricula, professionalism is regarded mostly as being occupational in, for 

instance: the discourse of professional groups; acknowledgment of collegial 

authority; discretion and occupational control of work; practitioner trust of 

students/teachers and employers. Meanwhile professionalism is seen as more 

organizational, such as: when control is used increasingly by managers in work 
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organizations; rational-legal forms of authority; standardized procedures; 

hierarchical structures of authority and decision-making; accountability and 

externalized forms of regulation, target-setting and performance review (Evetts 

2013). Or, as Lars Løvlie (1999) puts it in relation to teaching as guided by 

curricular design: if the demands of dialogue, discussion and other forms of 

communication within a curriculum “are mediated in a monologue [it demands] 

re-evaluation by others but compliance by itself” (p. 261, author’s translation, 

italics original).  

Regardless of what kind of external control or governance is put on music 

teachers when it comes to professionalism, there are legislative and curricular 

stipulations that regulate both professional conduct and contents. In the 2011 

curriculum for upper secondary education, under the headings Goals and 

Guidelines (The National Agency for Education 2012a), there are several parts 

describing the upper secondary teacher’s responsibilities as a civil servant, 

such as in the paragraphs Knowledge, Norms and values, Responsibility and 

influence of students, Choice of education – work and societal life and 

Assessment and grades. Emanating from the “individual student’s needs, 

circumstances, experiences and thinking” (ibid., p. 8) as the starting point for 

their occupation, upper secondary school teachers are not only supposed to 

govern their own teaching but also to connect this with the possible, future life 

of their students. 

As quite an extensive and detailed list of responsibilities, there is one 

aspect of upper secondary teaching that differs from that of many other 

occupations of civil servants: the longevity of teaching/learning a subject or a 

course when it comes to human interaction. In this way the teacher is 

responsible for both wellbeing and learning in the teacher/student relation – a 

relation different than for instance between a physician and a patient. 

Education can be seen as a sort of intervention in a student’s life, the idea 

being that this leads to an improvement, and a form of intervention that “boils 
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down to a series of responsibilities assigned to teachers, as expressed in current 

policy documents” (Edling & Frelin 2013, p. 1). These professional 

responsibilities are different in character, being defined either externally or 

internally. The latter includes emotional aspects and “responsibilities felt” 

(ibid., p. 425), and are thereby sometimes ambiguous concerning influences of 

the overall society on human relations as living with others as opposed to living 

for others, which leads to a strong or weak level of limitation by guidelines 

and/or regulations. The effect on teaching professionalism by strong, external 

guidelines, such as those of an organizational view of professionalism, are 

accompanied by a widened range of responsibilities as below:  

Accompanied by increased demands for transparency and accountability, the 
widened, given responsibility may paradoxically result in teachers only taking 
responsibility for that which they can be held accountable, thus narrowing their 
feelings of felt responsibility […]. In other words, expressions of taking 
responsibility that are not measured and accounted for and that connect to the 
moral dimension of teaching are not possible to discuss as professional 
responsibility, because when they become deferred to the personal domain these 
expressions of teaching are jeopardised […]. (Edling & Frelin 2013, p. 429) 

As Dewey noticed in 1909, there is now a clash between educational experts’ 

and laymen’s opinions, the latter “insisting upon the prerogative of directing 

the technical aspects of education with a dogmatism that would not 

characterize their statements regarding any other special field of knowledge or 

action” (ibid., p. 3). The ways in which action within education is reduced to 

technical aspects is, for Dewey, a question of mistaking moral ideas in 

education for ideas about morality, which is to say the false pretence that if 

morality is not taught separately, public education would be devoid of 

teaching and/or learning moral issues. Dewey saw morality as inherent in 

education, since “[the] business of the educator – whether parent or teacher – 

is to see to it that the greatest possible number of ideas acquired by children 

and youth are acquired in such a vital way that they become moving ideas, 

motive-forces in the guidance of conduct” (1909, p. 4, italics original). Thus, in 
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the balance in teachers’ professionalism between responsibilities and 

accountability, organizational or occupational views are of importance for the 

development of including teachers as professional learners. Otherwise, they 

may end up being forced into a professional role consisting solely of technical 

execution, and thereby risk being caught in unthinking habits as opposed to 

using and developing intelligent action (cf. Bryk et al. 2010; Dewey 1938a; 

Timperley et al. 2007). To summarize: focusing on professionalism in 

education needs to address action as intersubjective, including both act and 

activity (cf. von Wright 2008). Therefore, what informs teachers not only 

externally but also internally is important for the constitution of professional 

identity, role taking, and teachers’ agency. 

4.2.2 THE EFFECTS OF CURRICULAR AND ORGANIZATIONAL DESIGN ON 

MUSIC TEACHERS’ CONSTITUTION OF PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY AND ROLE 

TAKING 

Thus we have the spectacle of professional educators decrying appeal to interest 
while they uphold with great dignity the need of reliance upon examinations, 
marks, promotions and emotions, prizes, and the time-honored paraphernalia of 
rewards and punishments. The effect of this situation in crippling the teacher's 
sense of humor has not received the attention which it deserves. (Dewey 1916, p. 
208) 

In its report of 1998, the Swedish National Agency for Education 

acknowledges the wide scope and strong effects of shifting responsibilities from 

governmental to municipal governance of education (including that of 

municipalities as employers). Whereas a public authority was previously seen 

as the main agent, the teacher was put forward as an expert. The focus of 

educational activity was also shifted from a “vertical hierarchical” to a “more 

horizontal” system of students and teachers (The National Agency for 

Education 1998, p. 21, author’s translation), which has been labelled by one 

principal of the participating schools in this research as “shock-
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professionalization”. The report also concluded that music teachers felt a 

discrepancy in the shift in upper secondary music education from being 

vocational to being both non-vocational and preparatory for higher education 

– the latter being the “official” aim and the former still being an option. This 

duality sometimes caused frustration among teachers since neither the non-

vocational nor preparatory aspects and possibilities were fully executed.33 

Teachers also experienced official approaches towards different subjects as 

conflictual when teaching music in comparison with other subjects such as 

languages, or social and natural sciences.34        

Some time has passed since this 1998 report, but the possible 

consequences of this “shock-professionalization” can be seen in later research 

regarding teachers in the Swedish national Arts programme. For instance, the 

possibilities of interpreting syllabi have been described as unclear in relation to 

teachers’ conceptualization of musical learning and knowledge (Zandén 2010), 

whilst the creative and musical aspects of teachers’ choices and handling of 

educational content do not reflect their expressed musical intentions 

(Zimmerman-Nilsson 2009). These musical intentions have been described as 

emanating from the dual roles of upper secondary music teachers: those of the 

musician and the pedagogue (Asp 2011; Olsson 2010), echoing the findings of 

the 1998 report regarding upper secondary education as vocational or not. 

When it comes to teachers’ role-taking, their role as pedagogue becomes the 

weaker of the two. Educational content is thereby connected to, and has a 

                                                        
33 Upper secondary music students have also pinpointed a kind of division, or duality in an arts 

programme within which students’ approaches to learning differ between those making full 
efforts in their music studies and those taking a more leisurely approach, which affects 
studying and learning, especially during their final year (Scheid, 2009). 

34 One difference between upper secondary subjects is so called “merit points” for studies in 
natural sciences, mathematics and foreign languages, which thereby accrue higher 
educational credits than other subjects. 
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stronger emphasis on “a musician’s context than an expressively pedagogical 

one” (Asp 2011, p. 107, author’s translation). This leads to a similar emphasis 

not only figuratively but also when it comes to the factual didactical point of 

departure for teaching music. This bias is also a recurring theme in other 

areas of public music education (Ericsson 2002; Ericsson & Lindgren 2010; 

Georgii-Hemming & Westvall 2010). There is a discrepancy though when it 

comes to music teachers’ role taking. Whilst the weaker role of earlier 

pedagogues has been described as leaving room for teaching methods with the 

musician as role model (Bouij 1998), it has also been shown to lead to a 

diminished focus on students’ learning processes in musical productions: 

musical learning in such contexts being taken for granted (Asp 2011). A shift 

has also been observed when music teachers almost see themselves as 

interrupting students’ “initiative, devotion, joy of performing and physical 

expression” (Zandén 2010, p. 165, author’s translation). Teachers’ conception 

of their impact on students’ learning within a classroom context is one of 

compliance. This marks a difference in comparison with earlier research in 

music education into upper secondary music teachers’ use of their own 

experiences, sense of identity and unclearly defined conceptions of knowledge 

when relating to syllabi and criteria (cf. Zimmerman-Nilsson 2009).  

Whereas music teachers have been described as constituting “their own 

curriculum”  (Sandberg 2006, p. 49, author’s translation) based on their 

competencies and students’ interests, students’ learning situations from 

contexts outside school are now seen as “the ideal environment” (Zandén 

2010, p. 165, author’s translation). Thereby music teachers seem to put 

themselves in a didactical no man’s land, eliciting a picture of music teachers 

that sees music pedagogy or didactics as a scarcity (Asp 2011). This type of 

self-demeaning is also echoed in research into the implementation of new 

curricula and syllabi, which has found that teachers start to doubt their 

professional abilities when reflecting upon changes in criteria regarding 
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knowledge and learning (Zandén & Ferm Thorgersen 2014). The main role of 

upper secondary music teachers in Sweden thereby becomes either one of 

passivity – with the risk of bogged down efforts to pass on positive, subjective 

aesthetic experiences (Zimmerman-Nilsson 2009) – or one of activity which 

risks musical production overshadowing students’ learning processes (Asp 

2011). The result of either could push the aesthetic and artistic dimensions of 

music education into the background in favour of technical and/or 

craftsmanship aspects. Regardless of this, aesthetic dimensions are at risk of 

not being shared or linked solely with students’ own experiences and 

conceptualizations. Thereby, an important part of a reflexive dialogue in the 

upper secondary context, whether collegial or between teachers and students, 

whilst necessary for the development of music teacher professionalism, is lost 

(Zandén 2010, 2011). 

4.2.3 MUSIC TEACHER PROFESSIONALISM AS AGENCY 

The professional practitioner in any field, from a factory to a church and 
schoolhouse, is in danger of getting tied down, of getting habit-bound, 
compensating for this rigidity by impulsive excursions, undertaken according to 
temperament and circumstance, when routine becomes intolerable. (Dewey 
1929c, p. 57)  

According to pragmatic philosophy, public education changes in time with 

society, the source of which is intersubjective actions (cf. Dewey 1916, 1938a). 

As described in the previous paragraphs, demands on teacher professionalism, 

as well as the constitution of professional identity and role taking, are both 

external and internal. Regardless of locus, since all these demands have 

connections to societal changes, teachers must acquire the ability to adapt, 

and to “flourish in the moving landscapes of learning” (Allsup & Westerlund 

2012, p. 127). On a local and particular level music teachers need to take heed 

of not only external aspects framed by, for instance, accountability, legislation 

or curricular contents, but they also need to be aware of their own interests 
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and experiences as well those of students. This calls for teacher agency, 

defined by Randall E. Allsup and Heidi Westerlund (2012) as “the capacity to 

reconstruct the means and ends of teaching into a constant re-organization of 

values for the good or the growth of oneself and others” (p. 126, italics 

original). This capacity is based on the consequences of moral deliberation, 

which in turn is defined by Dewey and James H. Tufts (1932) as when value 

“is thought of as making a difference to the self, as determining what one will 

be, instead of merely what one will have. Deliberation involves doubt, 

hesitation, the need of making up one's mind, of arriving at a decisive choice” 

(p. 302).  

Seeing education as communication rather than mediation, the teacher 

cannot be regarded as the only one responsible for the shaping of (an) 

education, but s/he must be open towards both external and internal demands 

before making what Dewey and Tufts (1932) call “decisive” choices. 

Therefore, the development of teacher agency has connections to professional 

dialogue. Zandén (2011) calls for music teachers to “professionalize or perish” 

(p. 135) because of their lack of professional language. Without such a 

professional tool, the political and medial trend of dialogue, discussion or 

debate about the teaching profession rather than with it will certainly prevail. 

But whose is the initiative? According to Richard Colwell (2003), “actions by 

professional organizations [are a] series of fig leaves adopted to hide our 

nakedness”. Thereby we find “ourselves without substantial clothing and 

appropriate tools necessary to detail what constitutes valid assessment of 

teaching and learning” (p. 12). Colwell argues that there are several reasons 

why teachers are unwilling to participate in an open discussion on behalf of 

the professionals for whom the organizations speak. It could be a question of 

trying to exert the power of “shutting” the professional field by keeping those 

without the right type of competence outside (Florin 2010 p. 1, author’s 

translation), or an attempt to attain an exclusive base of knowledge and 
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control over the “production of knowledge”, which is to say a system including 

scientific research (ibid.). As presented earlier in this section of the thesis, 

research in music education became solidly established as an independent area 

during the latter part of the 20th century. Whilst the power to “shut down” the 

field seems to be a reality in Colwell’s case, this seems to emanate mostly from 

the will to guard the mysticism of aesthetics, as described in the introduction 

to this chapter (Florin 2010). It could also be, as Cathy Benedict (2008) 

proposes, a complacency among music educators that allows their professional 

roles to be defined by others, and thereby avoid “pragmatically messier” 

professional development models (Stanley 2009, p. 22). The limitations of 

professional control can be guarded by good relations with those legitimizing a 

professional (or in the case of teaching, an occupational) area to be gated by 

the government (Florin 2010). In the case of education, this power has also 

befallen the powers of an economic market and policy makers, a shift 

occurring   

[…] somewhere between the 1970s and 1995, [when] the music education 
profession took a divisive turn and instead of providing new leadership, we 
began to respond to industrial and governmental mandates. These mandates 
share a common element that shifted the professional debate from the essential 
nature of music learning to the utility of music learning.” (Cee 2013, p. 65, 
italics original)  

Teacher agency, as defined by Allsup and Westerlund (2012), could aid music 

teachers’ professional development of a professional language built on 

educational rather than economic values. Such an agency would challenge 

teachers and teacher educators to conceptualize and communicate with others 

who they see to be important, internally as well as externally.  

Allsup and Westerlund’s notion of agency mainly refers to classroom 

activity. Improving professionalism by agency needs to be regarded also as a 

communicative act outside the classroom. Connecting with professional peers, 

and others operating in role-relationships to these, is crucial for teachers to 
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significantly improve their practice (Handal 1999). This is also a way for 

teachers to become agents from within their own occupation. Cecilia Ferm 

Thorgersen (2013), among others, show that there now exists a public call for, 

at least, the prerequisites of an agency such as the one described above. 

Without teacher agency, external input and control also risk compromising 

the professional notion of quality in education (Biesta 2007b; Carlgren 2013; 

Liedman 2011). However, for professional development to have a long-term 

effect a balance is needed between what Helen Timperley et al. (2007) calls 

the two extremes of professional learning and development: teachers either 

being seen as “self-regulating professionals” or as in need of externally 

produced “recipes for teaching” or “prescribed practices”. Such a 

development is dependent on teachers’ abilities to reflect upon and develop 

their conceptualizations of knowledge, learning and teaching practices (Bryk et 

al. 2010; Stanley 2009; Timperley et al. 2007; Volante & Beckett 2012). 

Another key element is the opportunity for teachers to process new 

understandings, and to challenge problematic beliefs by means of leader-

support and an actively organised environment that acknowledges as well as 

supports conceptualization and the necessary prerequisites thereof (Timperley 

et al. 2007). To accomplish lasting changes is also a question of changing 

patterns of thought rather than behaviour (Gardner 2006; Hiebert, Gallimore 

& Stiebler 2002; Smylie 1996; Timperley et al. 2007), which could be 

somewhat difficult given resistance from within the field of music education by 

practitioners (Benedict 2007; Colwell 2003; Smylie 1996; Stanley 2009). 

Professional development by reflection is something Dewey acknowledges 

in his writing about intelligent action being necessary for teachers to resist 

what he calls “unthinking” habits (1909). One cause for such a development 

may well be external demands that pedagogical skill should be reduced to “an 

individual’s capacity to teach and innate ability to learn” (Langelotz 2014, p. 

12, author’s translation). Just as Dewey (1910, 1916) showed in his day, if 



 81 

teaching and learning are not connected to a wider social context, teacher 

professionalism and skill become reduced to a purely instrumental and 

mechanical ability. At the time of this research, this is what has happened in 

medial and political debate focusing on efficiency, evidence and teaching 

outcomes, understood as traits of teacher professionalism (Apple 2004; 

Langelotz 2014; Liedman 2011).  

The will among teachers to develop and change, as has been shown in 

Sweden by the Committee on Education (2013),35 and to develop a 

professional language, has to be matched by, as well as understood on behalf 

of, those with the power of “shutting” or for that matter “opening” the field of 

(music) education. In this way there may be a possibility to turn music 

education into an arena of discoveries (Georgii-Hemming & Westvall 2010), in 

which the possibility exists not only to utilize music teachers’ experiences but 

also those of music students.  

4.3 Upper secondary music education as an assessment 
practice 

Three ideas [of education] which have been criticized, namely, the merely 
privative nature of immaturity, static adjustment to a fixed environment, and 
rigidity of habit, are all connected with a false idea of growth or development, – 
that it is a movement toward a fixed goal. Growth is regarded as having an end, 
instead of being an end. (Dewey 1916, p. 29) 

Seeing education as communication (cf. Boman, Ljunggren & von Wright 

2007) raises questions regarding the constituents of communication as well as 

                                                        
35 The Committee on Education (Utbildningsutskottet) is one of 15 parliamentary committees in 

the Riksdag (the Swedish Parliament) that prepares matters concerning preschool activities 
and care services for school children, the school system, higher education and research, and 
financial support for students.  
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what is being communicated. As described in Chapter 3, pragmatic 

epistemology asserts the need for some sort of discipline for meaning-making 

to be possible besides direct enjoyment. What inquiry in a pragmatist sense 

entails is the transformation of a situation through control and direction by 

reflection – a feature that distinguishes inquiry from (pure) trial and error 

(Larsson 2007).  

Educational assessment can fulfil many purposes, including 

“accountability, certification, diagnosis and student motivation” (Hargreaves, 

Ryan & Earl 1996, p. 109) and has been shown to have great impact on 

students’ learning in both positive and negative ways (Black & Wiliam 2009; 

Linn 1998; Torrance 2007). Swedish, upper secondary education “should 

promote […] a lifelong desire to learn” (The National Agency for Education 

2012a, p. 4). The curriculum is based on a holistic notion of knowledge and 

learning, which means that “desire” needs to go beyond enjoyment only. 

Students are also graded by means of an upper secondary exam that can lead 

either to a vocation or to higher education. Therefore, teaching and learning 

music in the upper secondary context are dependent on actions of assessment. 

For assessment to be qualitative, it should involve the whole domain that can 

be verified by contextually relevant criteria (Zandén 2011). Such a practice 

needs to include what Royce D. Sadler (1989, 2009) labels “fuzzy criteria” (see 

also Zandén (2011)), an idea that is based on Ludwik Fleck’s theory of 

Denkkollektiv, which he calls “esoteric”. These are criteria that can be 

understood fully by experts only, otherwise they are “sharp” or “exoteric” 

(ibid.). An example of the latter is criteria that contain “an essential 

discontinuity which is identifiable as an abrupt transition from one state to 

another, such as from correct to incorrect” (Sadler 1989, p. 124). Although the 

professional aspects of teaching are complex, Swedish music teachers are, at 

least in theory and by legislation, accredited with certain experiences that can 

become competencies and expertise. Students are in a way also seen as experts 
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when it comes their own experiences upon which upper secondary education, 

including assessment, must be based (The National Agency for Education 

2011).  

Since 1994, when goal-related assessment was introduced in Swedish 

upper secondary school, and with an increased demand of accountability 

within public education (cf. Apple 2004; Liedman 2011), the interest in and 

focus on educational assessment has bloomed. One aspect of educational 

assessment that has been brought forth during later years within educational 

research and debate is the question of the intention and purpose of assessment 

and its effects. Given the importance of assessment, through different uses and 

within the educational context of this research, several aspects of educational 

assessment connected to communicative aspects and sharing of experiences 

will be presented in the following part: assessment for, of and as learning; 

assessment for teaching; validity and reliability in educational assessment; 

quality and criteria bases of assessment in music education; and finally a 

section concerning assessing music students – how and why. 

4.3.1 ASSESSMENT FOR, OF AND AS LEARNING 

Assessment for learning is aimed at shaping both teachers and students’ 

experiences and actions within an educational setting. When it entails a vision 

of future actions, the ultimate goal of assessment is to enhance students’ 

learning, which requires the formation of teaching and learning required for 

assessment to become formative. There are differing opinions regarding the 

meaning of the terms “formative assessment” and “assessment for learning” 

(Wiliam 2011), but both are applicable “wherever multiple criteria are used in 

making judgments about the quality of student responses” (Sadler 1989, p. 

119), and when the actions to be taken by both students and/or teachers are 

included. Such assessment has less relevance for outcomes in which student 

responses may be assessed simply as correct or incorrect by using sharp or 
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exoteric criteria only (Sadler 1989; Zandén 2011). One critical aspect of 

assessment for learning is what kind of feedback students receive, and to what 

extent students’ voices are included. According to John Hattie and Helen 

Timperley (2007), “effective feedback” must answer the following questions, 

asked either by a teacher or by a student:  

Where am I going? (What are the goals?), How am I going? (What progress is 
being made toward the goal?), and Where to next? (What activities need to be 
undertaken to make better progress?). These questions correspond to notions of 
feed up, feed back, and feed forward. (ibid., p. 86, italics added) 

Assessment for learning thereby includes a certain relational view of teaching 

and learning, requiring a consideration of “the interaction between all 

elements in the learning situation – the pupils, the nature of the task, the 

teaching methods employed and the ways in which assessment information is 

collected and used” (Miller & Lavin 2007, p. 4). Methods can range from self-

assessment, to peer assessment amongst students and colleagues, and to 

teacher and student assessment as a collaborative effort. The latter marks a 

type of educational assessment where criteria are “co-defined” by “the 

instructor and pupils” (Atjonen 2014, p. 241). 

Another type of assessment is assessment of learning. As such, feed back is 

one tool that can be used by teachers or students (cf. Hattie & Timperley 

2007). Now summation of the result of actions in relation to learning goals and 

criteria leads to a report of “the outcomes of an assessment process” (Torrance 

2011, p. 463). An overall label for such “reports” is “summative assessment”, 

which, as with other types of assessment, can be used for formative purposes 

with a focus on a future, and when there is no singular idea or theory of the 

constituents of such an assessment practice. Examples of assessments of 

learning are grades or judgements (performed individually or as peer or 

collaborative actions), where the formative aspect depends on the ability of the 

assessed to understand and comprehend the chosen type of summation. Here, 
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esoteric and exoteric aspects of assessment are of importance, as is the type of 

action. Without reflection or communication, either approach towards 

assessment can lead to a focus on the assessment actions in themselves as 

opposed to their possible effects. 

Harry Torrance (2007) points out that too strong a focus on assessment in 

education involves a risk. When an overall change in educational practices has 

moved from assessment of to assessment for learning, the aim of enhancing 

students’ learning by elucidating goals and criteria can lead to what he calls 

assessment as learning. This happens when “assessment procedures and 

practices [come to completely] dominate the learning experience” (ibid., p. 

281). Thus, instead of focusing on learning, students tend to focus on the what 

and how of assessment, which results in “criteria compliance”, implying 

learning without understanding through “award achievement” (ibid., p. 282). 

The reason for this change in educational assessment is, according to 

Torrance (2011), an “interaction of policy and educational aspiration that 

seems to have produced the current educational orthodoxy of trying to 

combine formative approaches to classroom assessment with large-scale 

summative accountability systems” (p. 465). Whilst not yet fully investigated in 

music education research, in accordance with Dewey’s notion of professional 

actions as “intelligent” (see Chapter 3) and demands on accountability, such a 

strong focus on assessment could possibly lead to criteria compliance on behalf 

of teachers, and thereby to assessment as teaching. 

4.3.2 RELIABILITY AND VALIDITY IN EDUCATIONAL ASSESSMENT 

Regardless of type or focus, for assessment to work in the way it is intended 

questions of reliability and validity need to be addressed. Lest the sole purpose 

of assessment is selection or certification by grading, educational assessment 

includes intersubjective actions with “socio-cultural aspects” (Gipps 1999, p. 

355). This involves performance assessments concerning learning and 
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knowledge in music that puts other demands on how assessment is performed 

and the validity of what is being assessed, including attention to intended 

purposes and consequences, rather than assessing objects or standardized 

testing by measurement (Gipps 1999; Moss 1994). Less standardized 

assessments “typically permit students substantial latitude in interpreting, 

responding to, and perhaps designing tasks” (Moss 1994, p. 6), which in turn 

calls for “heightened concerns for inclusion of and fairness to all students” 

when it comes to validity (Gipps 1999, p. 369). Thus, the validity of 

educational assessment concerns the propriety of inferences drawn and its 

consequences: “Even a well-constructed test becomes invalid if results are 

misunderstood or misused” (Stobart 2009, p. 162). Another way to address 

issues of reliability and validity in performance assessment is to focus on 

variations between different assessors and between different assessments by the 

same assessor at different times (Jönsson 2008).  

4.3.3 QUALITY AND CRITERIA BASES OF ASSESSMENT IN MUSIC 

EDUCATION 

The common feature of assessment as presented so far is the importance of 

types and views of education, learning and knowledge. So, in this part, quality 

and criteria for assessment in music education will be presented. 

To aid the assessment of music, Martin Fautley (2010) suggests thinking 

of quality as “centred within three interlocking domains” (p. 80): technical, 

conceptual and aesthetic. This is a development from mid-20th century 

behavioural and psychometric views on education as represented by for 

instance B. F. Skinner and Edward L. Thorndike. As an example I will present 

a report from this time concerning Swedish music education where the issue of 

assessment was presented as follows: 

Concerning the characterization of persons in any sense, their behaviour is often 
the starting point. Belonging to behaviour are performances. Therefore, one can 
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to some extent rightfully claim that there is no fundamental difference between 
for example the statement about a boy, that he is a good gymnast, about an 
author that he is a distinctly talented narrator or a conscript that scores high when 
performing a test. It is a question of assessing behaviour, and it is only the kind 
of behaviour and the degree of systematization that differs. (Franzén 1959, p. 3, 
author’s translation) 

This quote not only elucidates the influence of behaviourism and the 

psychometrics of the time, but it also focuses on what to assess. In the current 

Swedish assessment system, assessing behaviour would be problematic because 

that which is to be assessed is focused on qualities of the subject, and not the 

person (The National Agency for Education 2011). Hence, aspects of 

performance are connected to musical skills rather than prerequisites, 

although all of these need to be addressed when assessing for learning. Bengt 

Franzén (1959) attributes systematizing and relating assessment and sorting by 

criteria to Thorndike, and thereby to a pedagogical tradition of knowledge as 

easily and systematically measurable. At the same time, Franzén questions the 

consequences of the criteria used for sorting when assessing music 

performances: are these based on the assessed ability of students to pass music 

studies or a future vocation? He thereby opens up a dialogue on professional 

discourse, concerning both entrance tests and levels, and continuous 

assessment during music education. He argues that the multiple 

interpretations music teachers must address “can be interpreted quite 

differently by different teachers” (Franzén 1959, p. 7, author’s translation). 

Thereby, Franzén not only reaches out towards other contemporary 

epistemologies wherein the assessment of knowledge is considered to be more 

complex, such as in the pragmatism of Dewey, but also towards the question 

of whether musical knowledge is institutionalized or not (cf. Lilliedahl 2013). 

Another basis for the assessment of musical knowledge and learning is the 

question of and interest in cognitive or non-cognitive abilities and expressions. 

In the wake of educational accountability and the focus on the importance of 
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public education for maintaining rankings on a global market through tests 

such as PISA or TIMMS, the interest in knowledge and learning as easily 

measurable has once again surfaced (Heckman, Stixrud & Urzua 2006; The 

National Agency for Education 2013). In relation to this and to assessment in 

general, the division into two separate subjects of Music and Music Theory 

within the Swedish Arts programme is interesting, not only when it comes to 

underlying courses and course contents, but also if the qualities that are to be 

assessed are presented quantitatively or qualitatively (cf. Åsberg 2001).  

4.3.4 ASSESSMENT IN MUSIC EDUCATION – WHO, HOW AND WHY? 

Measuring and assessing musical skills and knowledge is done according to 

different standards and criteria globally. Problems that arise when comparing 

educational systems between countries do not only rest on cultural differences 

concerning views of education, teaching, knowledge and learning but also on 

the methods used for assessment, measurement and comparisons. 

Additionally, there are varying epistemological bases and tools used in relation 

to music education. Elliot Eisner (2007) describes the challenge of assessing 

music as finding values and innate forces without judging them. This demands 

of the assessor 

[t]he use of refined sensibility to notice what is subtle but significant, and the 
ability to provide reasons for one’s appraisal of their worth. That is not a bad 
model for thinking about how assessment might be made more educationally 
significant than the check-off forms that now play such a strong role in our 
typical assessment and evaluation practices. (ibid., p. 426) 

With respect to the different types of assessment described earlier, the question 

is to what extent an assessor is thought of as a student, and the consequences 

of how research in music education has approached self-assessment, peer 

and/or collaborative assessment? 

In Sweden during the 1950’s, the demand for fair assessment of children’s 

and adolescents’ musical abilities started to grow. The reason for this was not 
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only the increased prominence of music as a subject in public education, but 

also as a way to sort out applicants to municipal, extracurricular music 

education (kommunala musikskolan) (Davidson 1980). The interest at the time was 

booming, with the result that all applicants could not be guaranteed a 

position. This development is parallel to the debate regarding selection 

processes for higher music education (cf. Franzén 1959). Alluding to Franzén, 

Rolf Davidson (1980) acknowledges the problems of equivalence when 

applying for higher music education in the Nordic region: 

It is possible that this [problem of equivalence] stems from us [music educators] 
not really knowing how to define the criteria for the aims of the education, and 
additionally not having any clear conception of what we really want to achieve 
with our musical life. (ibid., p. 152, author’s translation) 

Thus, the problems of the 1950’s through to the 1980’s echoes what Zandén 

(2010, 2011) proposed with regard to professionalism in music education. 

This wavering view of and changing approaches towards assessment 

within Swedish music education has continued up to this day. Although 

curricular design stipulates a holistic perspective on knowledge, and that 

assessment is goal related (The National Agency for Education 2011), music 

(or any other art form) is no longer mandatory for upper secondary students. 

The reason for this is the view of aesthetic knowledge and skill as negligible 

when it comes to employability (Lilliedahl 2013; The National Agency for 

Education 2008; SOU 2008:27). Focus on musical knowledge and skill can 

thereby be said to pertain to the societal benefits of the demonstrably 

measurable and marketable. This makes for an interesting tension between the 

different epistemological perspectives of the curriculum and governmental 

demands, wherein the focus of assessment has moved towards competition, 

ranking and measurement between individuals, societies and nations (Liedman 

2011; Lundahl 2006). 
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4.4 Students’ conceptualizations of musical knowledge and 
learning  

When acknowledging collaborative learning in upper secondary music 

education within and across the peer groups of students and teachers, there is 

a need to understand the peer conceptualization of knowledge and learning. 

Research studies focus on a range of topics related to musical knowledge and 

learning in Sweden: students’ motivation related to background (Karlsson 

2002); the function of music as a school subject and its influence on identity 

(Borgström Källén 2014; Scheid 2009); and students’ meaning-making 

through experiences of composition (Falthin 2011).  

With respect to motivation and identity, students’ conceptualizations 

differ somewhat from studies focusing on compulsory education for younger 

students. Upper secondary students describe identity building as more focused 

on personal traits than identifying with a group (Scheid 2009). Music within 

the school context is also regarded as a way to encourage this process as 

opposed to the expropriation of youth culture. However, this is not without 

complications. When students perform the same type of music within as well 

as outside the school context, their expectations focus on learning how to 

reproduce and copy the original source (Borgström Källén 2014). This leads to 

conformance to gender stereotypes as well as to the limits of creative 

processes, thus affecting possibilities of learning. These expectations of how 

music should sound or be performed are less present when students come in 

contact with the unfamiliar sounds of “school” music. The latter gives better 

opportunities for students’ learning to reach beyond the already familiar, and 

thus to create new experiences that can stimulate their curiosity in ways that 

are richer than those of solely reproducing musical sounds (Karlsson 2002). 

The power of the new and unfamiliar is also something upper secondary 

music students studying composition acknowledge (Falthin 2011). By going 
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beneath the surface of familiar tools like synthesizers and samplers that 

reconceptualize students’ working environments, new affordances for music 

making and musical meaning-making are experienced, leading to inspiration 

and a striving to go deeper into the field of composition: “The students 

expectations, that they were about to learn something completely new, seemed 

to further the learning process, which would most probably not have worked 

unless that expectation was fulfilled” (Falthin 2011, p. 109). Thereby, although 

a narrow focus or strong teacher control over choice of music material does 

not necessarily lead to students’ being disappointed with their education 

(Borgström Källén 2014; Karlsson, 2002), for the success of understanding, 

mastering and completing a task is key to students’ motivation.  

Music education that acknowledges students’ own choice of already 

familiar music such as pop and rock tends to fortify extant knowledge and 

skills as well as identities (Borgström Källén 2014), but students’ freedom of 

choice also works as a motivational factor (Karlsson 2002; Scheid 2009). As a 

musician, to have a personal sound denotes “authenticity”, which is seen by 

students to be desirable. At the same time, being aesthetically typecast is 

deemed as limiting. Students do not classify genres or artists as generically 

“good” or “bad” (Karlsson 2002; Scheid 2009). “Good” music can be found in 

all genres, whilst dismissing stereotyped artists or music is seen as a sign of 

ignorance and/or lack of knowledge. Moreover, it is also considered as a 

limitation of one’s person and identity.  

Swedish upper secondary music students emphasize being creative, in the 

sense of not being reproductive. The balance between fortifying conformity 

and stereotypes, and treating music as a creative subject without any “rights” 

or “wrongs” is therefore of importance for music teachers in their work with 

students. The impact and role of the teacher – whether intended or attributed 

– is also important. Students in arts programmes attribute teachers as the most 

important factor for success, followed by personal effort (Karlsson 2002). 
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Meanwhile, with respect to failure, personal effort is seen as the most 

prominent factor. Thus, success is ascribed primarily to external factors 

(teachers’ efforts), and failure to internal ones (personal effort). An interesting 

aspect of the latter is the low importance attributed to learning strategies, 

which, as an attribute for success, is ranked in fifth place, and for failure in 

third place after effort and prior knowledge.     

Another aspect of importance is the different contexts and situations in 

which adolescents come in contact with music. The line between music as a 

school subject and an out-of school interest seems to be sharp in compulsory 

comprehensive music education (cf. Ericsson 2002; Stålhammar 2004a, 

2004b), but in upper secondary education music “floats between spare time 

and school and [could therefore] be described as a subject crossing borders” 

(Scheid 2009, p. 177, author’s translation). According to students, this is also 

valid for knowledge obtained outside the school context when for instance the 

Internet is considered as a source of knowledge to be used during lessons. 

Group identity seems to be more important in compulsory school (Danielsson 

2012). Upper secondary music students tend to see music as being strongly 

connected to feelings and questions of authenticity, and as such as a most 

important factor in the creation and shaping of self-identity (Scheid 2009). 

Demands on upper secondary teachers thereby balance external controlling 

factors, such as being civil servants, whose work is framed by curriculum and 

syllabi, with students’ interests. Since students express curiosity for and 

welcome the unknown and unfamiliar as well as the known and familiar, 

music education as an arena for discovery (Danielsson 2012; Georgii-

Hemming & Westvall 2010) of the unknown and better understanding of the 

known seems to be a possibility. What does this demand of the upper 

secondary music teacher? 
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4.5 Teaching music as an upper secondary subject   

Teaching music includes a complex weave of internal and intersubjective 

actions such as reflection and communication. As described earlier, the 

context of upper secondary music education encompasses a multitude of 

experiences, opinions, regulations and interests. In teacher and student 

interaction, questions arise concerning the what, how, when and why of such 

actions, and the underlying influences upon them. In this part, teaching music 

as an upper secondary subject will be examined in relation to teachers’ 

conceptualizations of musical knowledge and learning, the pragmatic 

understanding of such actions; and by presenting previous research regarding 

music education in a teaching and learning context. 

The changes in Swedish upper secondary school towards a more goal-

oriented and regionally controlled music education were part of the report 

issued by the National Agency of Education in 1998. These changes have 

created a “more horizontal” system in the sense that agency has been 

attributed to teachers to a higher degree. The teacher is once again seen as an 

expert (see 4.2.2 and the issue of “shock-professionalization”) and a stronger 

focus is put on both individual students and teachers (The National Agency for 

Education 1998).36 With the introduction of the national Arts programme a 

certain apprehension of duality and ambivalence was felt by both students and 

teachers. The reason for this was the possibility for vocational training within 

non-vocational programmes, as well as the comprehension of music as, if not 

vocational, more practically oriented than the so called core subjects of 

                                                        
36 For more details on this change in relation to equivalent education, see also Englund and 

Francia (2008). 
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mathematics and language.37 Teachers in this investigation also expressed 

some frustration since none of these possible directions were considered to be 

fully realized. These discrepancies between core and character subjects also 

showed up in the methods and approaches used by respective teacher groups.  

What other consequences are there for teaching and learning due to shifts 

in societal and educational paradigms and organization, and how do teachers 

act and react to these? Patrick Schmidt (2012) puts it like this: 

[Held] to escalating standards of conduct and accountability, while dismissed in 
their capacity for professional autonomy […] teachers are asked to be moral 
(uphold fixed ideals and notions) but discouraged from being ethical (having the 
freedom and responsibility to act according to self-critical and self-directed 
parameters). (ibid., p. 150) 

In relation to Dewey’s notion of learning as a consequence of a constructive 

environment, Schmidt sheds light on the educational context of teachers’ 

actions. For example, he looks at required entry-level skills for admission into 

music education. Teachers who place great importance on these skills “only 

see content and procedure, and therefore define teaching as the effective and 

proper codification of these elements” (ibid., p. 155). This conclusion was 

deduced from an examination of a New York City school wherein teachers 

used “tricks” or procedural steps to catch students’ attention towards the 

teacher (ibid., p. 155). The main factor of interest in Schmidt’s conclusion 

concerns professional context. These actions are such an integral part of the 

school’s organization that they are labelled as the “attention capturing 

devices” that teachers use in order to win students’ attention, and by which 

                                                        
37 This has also been exhibited by upper secondary music students in later research efforts 

(Scheid 2009), where the duality/ambivalence concerns those who put a lot of effort into 
their music studies and those who take a more leisurely approach. According to the former 
student group this affects their learning processes, mostly during their final year.  
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they are evaluated. In relation to the Swedish context of upper secondary 

music education, such an instrumental and detailed assessment of teaching 

actions is not yet a reality. Regardless, the 1998 report on the national Arts 

program by The National Agency for Education shows that: 1) many schools 

use entrance tests for student admission; and 2) that teachers’ express different 

opinions about the purpose and necessity of such tests as useful tools for 

understanding the homogeneity of students’ abilities to being a hampering 

model for every student’s potential to grow through aesthetic experiences.  

Such “external” conceptualizations and monitoring, including that of 

parents and policymakers, can be hard for a teacher to affect or change. 

Another aspect of conceptualization being “internal” in the form of, for 

instance, more direct and possible control, is the impact music teachers’ 

conceptualizations, including those based on personal experiences regardless 

of external attributions, can have on students. One example can be found in 

the research conducted by Carina Borgström Källén (2014), which shows the 

impact teachers can have on gender and gender stereotypes in an ensemble 

setting in upper secondary music education. Verbal and physical 

conceptualizations, such as the body language or choice of audio or video 

examples that teachers use, can enable students to identify themselves in 

accordance with their own experiences and conceptions of the socially 

constructed patterns that steer their interests and sense of what is possible, and 

hence their actions. This happens also to skilled and non-biased teachers, for 

whom the question of how to neutralize or make teachers’ conceptualizations 

transparent is of interest. The same goes for teachers’ awareness of having and 

communicating conceptualizations as well as their possible impact on students’ 

learning.  

Other aspects “brought into” a teaching situation, whether conscious or 

unconscious, explicit or non-explicit, are the identities of teachers as musicians 

and/or pedagogues, and their consequent approaches (see 4.2.2), as well as 
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their views on the role and function of education with respect, for instance, to 

the 1998 report mentioned above. Ferm Thorgersen (2011) raises this question 

in her work on music teachers’ assessment practices by examining different 

ways to approach students’ learning: what demands should be put on 

adaptation to conventions, and how important is the use of “correct” language 

and terminology according to the teacher? In the case of formal education in 

public schooling, there are prefabricated conceptualizations in the form of 

syllabi and criteria, such as the knowledge requirements of Gy11, which also 

raise the question of when and at what level conceptualizations could/should 

be made. A number of Swedish research studies look into these questions 

concerning the national arts programme.   

In Zandén’s dissertation from 2010, music teacher’s conceptualize what 

qualities they see as important for goal achievement in the courses Ensemble 

A and B of the 1994/2000 curriculum of the national arts programme (The 

National Agency for Music Education 1994, 2000). In some cases, these fall 

outside what is stipulated in the syllabi and assessment criteria. One example 

is the strength and presentation of personal initiative, which some teachers 

deem necessary in order to assess music performance in Afro-American 

genres, although the criteria for lower marks do not stipulate such a quality. 

Teachers also seem to lack a shared professional language with which to 

conceptualize music. At least they do not use such a language, and show 

reluctance towards talking about or raising awareness of certain musical 

qualities when teaching. At the same time, when analysing syllabi, Zandén is 

ambiguous about how to interpret contents within and across courses.  

Other angles on music teachers’ conceptualization in the national Arts 

programme are presented by Marie-Helene Zimmerman Nilsson (2009), and 

Karl Asp (2011). They both focus on underlying reasons for teachers’ musical 
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choices and decisions made in connection to musikdidaktik.38 Zimmerman 

Nilsson argues that the musical and creative aspects of teachers’ choices are 

marginalized because they are not manifest in their teaching. On the 

occasions in which teachers focus on creative, musical dimensions, these are 

not presented as purposes with connections to musikdidaktik. She also concludes 

that when equivalent musical aspects are denoted in the syllabi, they are 

usually weak, or almost non-existent in the teaching context. This, she 

concludes, is in line with previous, international research showing that music 

teachers more often answer questions based on their sense of identity than on 

their explicit conceptualization of musical knowledge.  

This question of identity is also what Asp (2011) investigates. Using 

discourse analysis, Asp connects teachers’ conceptualizations to the 

“interpretative repertoires” of two types of roles: those of the musician and 

those of the teacher. Asp concludes that teachers’ discourse about choices of 

content is constructed mainly through their experiences of performing and 

professional musicianship, on which their constructions connected to 

musikdidaktik rely highly. Through this, music as a subject is often 

conceptualized as a product in the form of a concert or a recording. For the 

students to accomplish such tasks, their music teachers’ professional 

experiences of making music are more important than their didactic 

equivalents. According to Asp, this “product thinking” raises questions about 

how music teaching “should be carried out and what implications the focus on 

a product has on musical learning from a democratic as well as a pedagogical 

perspective” (2011, p. 3). 

                                                        
38 The German concept of Didaktik “denotes both the theory and science and the planning and 

decision-making of teaching and learning” (Nielsen 2005, p. 5, italics original). In Swedish, 
musikdidaktik includes the notion of Didaktik in connection with music. 



 98 

Throughout all the research discussed here, the effects of “external” as 

well as “internal” conceptualizations of musical knowledge and learning, and 

music education have been addressed. Whether conscious or unconscious, 

official or unofficial, explicit or non-explicit, they all affect music education in 

different ways. Neither category is completely avoidable but needs to be 

addressed. The research also points to discrepancies between 

conceptualizations by teachers and within curricula. It also shows the complex 

nature of teaching; the mission teachers have as civil servants, and the 

complexity of these matters. Analyses of the shift in organizational structures 

and educational legislation have showed that great varieties in musical 

competencies and educational prerequisites have occurred between groups of 

students and schools and within regions (National Agency for Education 2004; 

Sandberg 2006). Although focused on compulsory education, Sandberg’s 

(2006) conclusion that teachers as well as pupils have become “’living 

educational material’ and ‘their own curriculum’ based on students musical 

interests and the teacher’s competence” is of interest. This is not only since 

some of these pupils have become/are to be future arts programmes students, 

but also in relation to the results presented here and the latest educational re-

arrangements. Asp, Borgström Källén, Zandén and Zimmerman Nilsson all 

show through varied research approaches that teachers’ will to pass on their 

own positive experiences of music, and their aims run aground in the 

educational context. The ways in which this happens, or the reasons thereof, 

differ. But, as with strong external control, auditing and demands on efficiency 

(cf. Schmidt 2012), aesthetic, artistic and existential dimensions could be 

secondary or not addressed from the standpoint of students’ experiences and 

reflections. 
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4.6 Concluding summary of the historical outline and 
literature review 

In summa, music as a subject in Swedish public education has changed its 

character from “school music” to “music in school”, thereby strengthening the 

connection to music outside the school context. This shift concerns not only 

the focus of the contexts in which music occurs or music itself, but also the 

aims of music as a subject. Curricular designs have followed shifts in society. 

Whether fostering or nurturing, the view and role of the music subject and the 

roles of students and teachers have shifted from the late 19th century to the 

latest curriculum and its communicative code. Shifts in curricular design have 

included different views of students as learners, and have changed the 

prerequisites for and demands on teachers as professionals, and the role of 

assessment. Upper secondary education at the time of writing this thesis 

acknowledges a holistic view of knowledge and learning. Students are 

expected to be active participants in their own learning processes, although 

aided, led and monitored by teachers. Therefore, upper secondary education 

needs to be a communicative practice, although the constituents of how to 

communicate or teach are not specifically enunciated. Music is an important 

part of upper secondary students’ lives; and the music teacher is considered to 

be of great importance for students’ success in school. Therefore, the choices 

made by teachers based on external pressure or role taking and professional 

identity are of great interest. 
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5. Methodology and design of the research 

Inquiry is the lifeblood of every science and is constantly engaged in every art, 
craft and profession. […] Some kind of inquiry began presumably as soon as 
man appeared on earth. Of prehistoric methods of inquiry our knowledge is 
vague and speculative. But we know a good deal about different methods that 
have been used in historic times. We know that the methods which now control 
science are of comparatively recent origin […]. (Dewey 1938b, p. 4-6) 

When taking responsibility for and designing a research inquiry, the 

researcher needs to take heed of the chosen theoretical perspective including 

its view of science (Alvesson & Sköldberg 2008; Chambers 1992; Kitzinger 

2004; Krueger & Casey 2001). Pragmatic philosophy emphasizes actions of 

inquiry as well as the relational, and thereby permits interactive research 

methods. This forms the basis for how the empirical part of the research has 

been approached. Therefore to enable access to and study of students’ and 

teachers’ conceptualizations of musical knowledge, learning and teaching, the 

choices of inquiry have been designed to allow students and teachers to 

express themselves in their own words (in comparison to, for instance, a 

philosophical or meta-study) – based on methodologies acknowledging sharing 

of experiences as important for the development of scientific knowledge.  

As described earlier, two qualitative, empirical studies were performed.39 

As outlined in sections 1-3 of this chapter, the choice of approaches is based 

on pragmatic philosophy, whilst the participating students and teachers and 

                                                        
39 The term “qualitative” refers to both the type of data, and the nature of research as a 

reflective process – and thereby also an interpretative one (Åsberg 2001; Alvesson & 
Sköldberg 2008). In the case of this research, it means that the empirical material, turned 
into data, is non-numeric, and that the starting point is “the perspectives of the subjects of 
the study” (Alvesson & Sköldberg 2008, p. 17, author’s translation). 
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the design of the two studies will be described in more detail. Finally an 

account will be given of the roles of the researcher and ethical considerations. 

The choice of methods will be discussed and problematized further in Chapter 

8. 

5.1 Two approaches based on pragmatism 

To be able to answer the research questions of this thesis, the choice and use 

of approaches is based on the chosen theoretical frame, i.e. methods that 

acknowledge the importance of context, and intersubjectivity of learning. This 

includes seeing informants/research participants as creators and co-creators of 

knowledge, which is the reason for choosing narrative inquiry and 

participatory action research. These approaches are not confined to strict, 

singular methods but to a wider scope based on epistemological and 

ontological standpoints – standpoints that are connected to pragmatism as a 

middle ground between positivism and social constructivism as described in 

3.2 (cf. Barrett & Stauffer 2009; Biesta 2013; Bowman 2006; Dewey 1958; 

Qvarsell 1996; Reason 2006).  

5.1.1 NARRATIVE INQUIRY 

The acceptance of narratives of different size and scope in research is 

connected to what has been described as the “narrative turn”, whereby 

narratives have been more and more accepted as offering keys to information 

regarding intentionality as well as experience (Bowman 2006; Clandinin 2006; 

Clandinin & Connelly 2000; Kohler Riessman 2000; Polkinghorne 2005; 

Squire 2005; Søreide 2007). Dewey (1910) saw that the power of narrative in 

learning corresponds with his notion of scientific endeavour being connected 

to experience and growth (Clandinin & Connelly 2000), insofar as science 

represents “the perfected outcome of learning” (Dewey 1916, p. 119).  
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By means of narrative inquiry, the researcher can create an opportunity 

“to understand conduct as, opposed to mere behavior” (Bowman 2006, p. 55). 

Aspects of temporality, sociality and context are common to all types of 

narrative. As Jean Clandinin (2006) describes: 

Using this set of terms, any particular inquiry is defined by this three-
dimensional space: studies have temporal dimensions and address temporal 
matters: they focus on the personal and the social in a balance appropriate to the 
inquiry: and they occur in specific places or sequences of places. (ibid., p. 47) 

Although the focus can be different depending on the research approach, none 

of these parameters can be disregarded by the researcher (Bowman 2006; 

Clandinin, Murray Orr & Pushor 2007), thereby creating an “interpretive lens 

of […] narrative inquiry” that shares roots with Dewey’s notion of continuity 

and interaction (Barrett & Stauffer 2009, p. 12). This includes a view of the 

narrative researcher as part of the inquiry. The inquirer cannot bracket him-

/herself out of the inquiry, and therefore needs to find ways to access and 

inquire into the individual, subjective experiences of all participants, as well as 

the ones co-constructed and developed through the relational inquiry process 

(Barrett & Stauffer 2009; Clandinin & Connelly 2000). When narrative 

inquiry includes aspects of the researcher’s relation to a text, is it something 

that is examined, or is it the result of the research (see 5.5.1)? In other words, 

is there a need to address a wider understanding of texts as “[following] 

conventions for writing and persuading” (Alvesson & Deetz 2000, p. 112)?  

In this thesis, “narrative” is seen as a construction aimed at 

communication, thereby implying that it is more of a prism than a mirror. 

The narrator – influenced by fantasy and strategy – chooses to connect the 

parts of the narrative into an image of the past to make it meaningful to others 

(Kohler Riessman 2005). Thus narratives are understood to be subjective 

interpretations of phenomena and situations that may be constructed on 

different scales and levels using the common features of sequence and 
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consequence. In order to communicate the research participants’ subjective 

experiences, the researcher selects, organizes and links what is seen to be 

meaningful to a specific group of people (Kohler Riessman 2005; Kristiansen 

2009) – in this case the fields of practice and research includes teachers, 

students and others involved and interested in upper secondary music 

education.  

As Wayne D. Bowman (2006) relates, differences in scope and size of 

narrative can be found.  

At one end of a continuum lies “mere” narrative; toward the other end lies story. 
As we progress toward the storied end of this narrative continuum, we add, 
successively, considerations like explanation, teleology, unity of purpose or 
intentionality, plot, and so forth. Story is narrative that is designed, among other 
things, to invoke emotional response: to be persuasive. (ibid., p. 7) 

With reference to Dewey’s notion of experience, Bowman sees “mere 

narrative” as descriptive of experience, while “story” describes an experience. 

Examples related to this research could be experience of being a student or a 

teacher within public education, or an experience of a situation in class. 

In a research context, according to Margaret S. Barrett and Sandra L. 

Stauffer (2009), the term “narrative” can refer to either: 1) story as “an 

account to self and others of people, places, and events and the relationships 

that hold between these elements” (p. 7); 2) a mode of knowing and 

constructing meaning; 3) a method of inquiry, and 4) a mix of these. The 

research in which narrative has been used (empirical study 1) can be said to 

encompass all these aspects. As “story”, the units of investigation are the 

individual and the co-constructed conceptualizations of experience to give a 

representation of knowledge and meaning.  

Regardless of scope or size, the power of narrative is due to its “balanced 

combination of the old and new, of the familiar and the unexpected” and the 

“element of mental suspense” (Dewey 1910, pp. 193-194). Narratives can 

thereby be a way to influence contingencies, whether big or small, that make 
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up society or a societal context such as public education, by eliciting a “hunger 

for knowledge”, to make the “adjacent [become] estranged and the distant 

[…] familiar”, as Liedman (2001) suggests (p. 28, author’s translation). As a 

tool for research it can thereby evoke interest and aid both the researchers’ 

and the intended receivers’ learning.40 Aiming at unravelling the possible 

reasons behind transformations of the adjacent and the distant, the researcher 

can use the narrative parameters described above either as a form of 

presentation or as a tool for investigation or both (cf. Kallio 2015, in press).  

To summarize: narrative inquiry can be described as a research approach 

that acknowledges experience and its connections to temporal dimensions and 

matters, intersubjective actions and spatial aspects – including the researcher 

and the design of inquiry. 

5.1.2 PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH 

With roots in different fields of research, practice-based research has branched 

out into different types of inquiry. The distinction between “action research”, 

and “participatory action research” (PAR) emanates from the German-

American psychologist Kurt Lewin’s research into group dynamics and 

organizational development (Johansson 2008; Reason & Bradbury 2006). 

Being “a comparative research on the conditions and effects of various forms 

of social action and research leading to social action” (Lewin 1946, p. 35), it 

can be described as interactive and collaborative as well as practice-based. As 

such, it shares with pragmatic epistemology, not only the emphasis on 

intersubjectivity and interaction, but also the acknowledgment of knowledge as 

                                                        
40 Examples of situations in my own research interest that turns the adjacent into the estranged 

and the distant into the familiar can be found in the introductions to Articles 1-3 of this 
thesis.  
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interconnected with “everyday conduct [in life]” (Reason & Bradbury 2006, p. 

2), a holistic perspective and aspects of democracy (ibid.).  

In relation to educational contexts, scientific inquiries have been 

described and acknowledged as “research executed in close connection to 

pedagogical practices” (The Swedish Research Council 2003, p. 5, author’s 

translation), and are considered to be of great importance to “the exploration 

of day-to-day school practice from ‘within’ a concrete level of meanings, 

structures and built-in dilemmas that we often assume to know beforehand” 

(Evaldsson 2003, p. 26, author’s translation). The latter was a strong reason 

for choosing PAR for the second empirical study connected to music teachers’ 

conceptualizations of musical knowledge and learning. 

The difference in relation to other research methods and methodologies – 

for instance the way the narrative inquiry was executed in this work – lies in 

the demands put on the researcher to look beyond traditional, academic 

(maybe even hierarchical) environments. In this respect, Lennart Svensson 

(2002) defines different approaches towards research that are closely 

connected to the field of practice. Instead of researching on or about a practice 

(as is often the case when those providing the researcher with empirical 

material are called “informants”), the researcher needs to acknowledge and 

sustain the possibilities of researching with and within a practice. This means 

creating shared knowledge by intersubjective actions between the researcher 

and other research participants. But by doing so, the researcher must be aware 

of the risk of conducting research for a practice, that is whether or not the 

researcher becomes an object for the short-term, practical needs of knowledge 

and learning. Such can be the case with research by commission, as for 

instance when companies or organizations ask for research input but are fully 

in charge by providing demands, framework and research aims and 

knowledge formation. The balance between researching with and for a 
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practice includes acknowledging, as well as reflecting “variability [in] 

researcher-participant relations” (Phillips et al. 2013, p. 1).  

In PAR, the researcher is primarily functioning as a research and process 

guide (Raelin, 1999). Peter Reason (2006) sees this method as a turning point 

in research, focusing on actions within rather than representations of the 

world. He concludes that the quality of action research “will rest internally on 

our ability to see the choices we are making and to understand their 

consequences; and externally on whether we articulate our standpoint and the 

choices we have made transparently to a wider public” (p. 190). The following 

five features are a way to summarize what is crucial for the researcher to 

acknowledge in this type of research:  

1. Participants within a practice produce knowledge, identities and 

language by participating in activities that constitute day-to-day school 

practice. 

2. In-depth knowledge about the informants/research participants’ day-

to-day activities in- and outside the classroom is to be collected over a 

longer period of time. 

3. Analyses based on records of day-to-day school activities, with focus 

on the informants/research participants’ learning as well as on their 

shaping of identity. 

4. A close cooperation is to be made between experienced researchers 

and informants/research participants who collaboratively reflect upon 

meanings and dilemmas in day-to-day school practice  

5. Transparency of the project must be guaranteed internally as well as 

externally.  

(Cain 2008; Evaldsson 2003; Reason 2006; Rönnerman 2004; Svensson 2002; 

Wennergren 2007) 

To summarize: action research can be described as an approach or an 

attitude, whereby apprehension and action appears in an iterative, cyclic 
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process (Reason 2006). This traditionally includes four steps: plan – act – 

evaluate – reflect in a process with no finite end (Cain 2008; Rönnerman 2004). 

New questions arise and cause the researcher and participants to focus on the 

need for further actions, and questions of whether the input times of both 

researcher and participants is seen as crucial. The aspects of an interactive 

process and the importance of setting aside time for participation were the 

underlying principles when contacting upper secondary schools for their 

participation and for designing the research. 

5.2 Specific methods used in the research  

A far more profitable way to approach things, and one which is far more in tune 
with the mood of social research as we enter the twenty-first century, is to 
recognize that each method provides its own distinctive perspective. Each 
method [and the resulting data has] certain inherent strengths and certain 
inherent weaknesses in relation to the aims of the particular research and the 
practical constraints (time, resources, access) faced by the researcher. 
(Denscombe 2003, p. 132) 

The two empirical studies included in this thesis were aimed at accessing 

qualitative data (which could include verbal, bodily, musical as well as written 

language), the end result being a transformation into and presentation of a 

written text. In this part, the set of methods will be presented. The choice for 

accessing students’ conceptualizations included the use of an introductory 

questionnaire with open questions followed by focus group interviews, while 

the teachers’ conceptualizations were accessed via a participatory action 

research process. 

5.2.1 QUESTIONNAIRE, INTERVIEW TEMPLATE AND FOCUS GROUP 

INTERVIEWS 

In the first empirical study concerning students’ conceptualizations of musical 

knowledge and learning, a mixed set of tools was used to access qualitative, 
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empirical material including a questionnaire with open questions followed by 

focus group interviews. Besides the intention to “produce differing but 

mutually supporting ways” of accessing such material (Denscombe 2003, p. 

132), the main purpose was to avoid a “cold” reception (ibid.) by the 

informants, in the sense that they would be somehow prepared before entering 

into an interview situation. At the same time they were given the chance to 

reflect upon the issue of musical knowledge and learning both privately and 

collaboratively as a way to address the importance of allowing informants to 

be acquainted with the main objective of an interview beforehand (Krueger & 

Casey 2001). The questionnaire also served as a tool for preparing me, as 

researcher, for to provide me with material to construct an interview template, 

and to prepare follow-up questions. Besides preparation issues, there were 

other reasons for using a questionnaire, such as reaching a high number of 

participants, accessing students’ individual experiences (in writing), the 

possibility of cross-referencing written and verbal conceptualizations, and the 

opportunity for myself as a researcher to select the choice of focus group 

interview as method (cf. Trost 2001). The use of a questionnaire enabled 

access to a variety of data, and the possibility for students who feel more 

comfortable writing than talking to express themselves accordingly. By using 

open questions, the students were also given the opportunity to express 

themselves more freely, thereby giving another type of access to their 

experiences as narratives than would be possible by using closed or multiple-

choice questions (Scrimshaw & Gleason 1992; Trost 2001).  

According to the chosen ontological, epistemological and methodological 

frame of pragmatism, all experiences are considered to be valid and of 

interest. Therefore, the degree of insecurity involved in how the informants 

may understand and interpret the area of interest when using open and 

genuine questions is satisfactory. Because the research interest is also aimed 

more at aspects of experience and opinion, open questions were considered 
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preferable (Trost 2001). To arrive at what Cato Bjørndal (2005) calls 

“reasonable answers” to a questionnaire, three aspects in relation to my own 

experience of upper secondary teaching were considered: 1) the importance of 

informants apprehending the concepts of inquiry in a similar fashion; 2) giving 

adequate information about the topics; 3) information about what descriptive 

level the answers were supposed to have.41  

The first aspect could be considered primary when conducting 

quantitative research. In this case it was addressed by using a language 

adapted to the age group but – given the nature of the research approach – 

keeping the core concepts of “knowledge” and “learning” open to 

interpretation. These latter aspects were addressed in a letter of intent (see 

Appendix 1) as well as in information given in the questionnaire itself (see 

Appendix 2). Based on my teaching experience, all documents were designed 

to give the students a feeling of recognition, and the possibility to answer the 

questions posed in the questionnaire (although with some amount of reflective 

effort). Besides the main objective of conceptualizing musical knowledge and 

learning in an upper secondary context, the questionnaire included questions 

regarding students’ experiences of compulsory and extracurricular music 

education, as well as comparisons between knowledge and learning in other 

upper secondary subjects.  

The empirical material from the questionnaires was not only used for 

narrative analysis, but also functioned as a foundation for the creation of an 

interview template (see Appendix 3). As a starting point for focus group 

interviews, a template can aid the initiation of a conversation in a situation 

potentially uncomfortable or unfamiliar for the interviewees by reconnecting 

                                                        
41 The students were given a set date to return the questionnaire but had the freedom to choose 

when and where to answer it. Distribution and collection was made by school contacts.    
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to earlier statements and/or conceptualizations (Kirsch 2001). The template 

also functioned as a script for the interview, providing both focus and 

direction (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009). As such it included both written 

concepts and pictures of musical activities depicting individual as well as 

intersubjective activities in different contexts and situations, whether onstage 

or offstage, with or without audiences, or with possible allusions to teaching. 

The questions and the students’ written answers were picked from the 

questionnaire, together with material from the current curriculum (The 

National Agency for Education 2000), while the depicted musical activities 

were picked from image banks as well as websites.42 All the material in the 

interview template was chosen to ignite a dialogue about the students’ 

conceptualizations of musical knowledge and learning in a peer group setting. 

Focus group interviews were used to access further empirical material, 

this time based on intersubjective actions. In these interviews, the students 

were interviewed in groups consisting of up to 12 participants and a 

moderator. This type of interview focus on a mutual activity and group 

interaction (Hollander 2004; Kidd & Parshall 2000; Kitzinger 1994), and give 

ways for the researcher to “observe the co-construction of meaning in action” 

by treating focus groups as representations of society “in miniature” (Wibeck, 

Abrandt Dahlgren & Öberg 2007, p. 250). While the moderator introduces 

themes, regulations of conduct and encourages discussions, the group 

members are expected to interact freely. The moderator can control this 

process of interaction by presenting different types of stimulus material, such 

as narratives or pictures. In this case the interview template and narratives of 

teaching and learning experiences were used.  

                                                        
42 The reason for omitting the latter in this publication is due to copyright issues. 
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Two particular features of focus groups are relevant to this research. 

Firstly, in this context participants may find it easier to describe their thoughts 

and opinions, and to discover new ones, than when alone with an interviewer. 

Secondly, interactions within a group can also provide the researcher with 

more complex information concerning subjects and problems than in one-to-

one interviews (Kirsch 2001; Krueger & Casey 2001). The characteristics of a 

focus group are multidimensional in that they concern intersubjective actions 

between multiple participants (Hollander 2004; Krueger & Casey 2001). As 

with participatory action research, the development of knowledge in a focus 

group is more or less collaborative. Although the empirical material can be 

related to individuals and their interactions, it must also be related to context: 

“The participants in a focus group are not independent of each other, and the 

data collected from one participant cannot be considered separately from the 

social context in which it was collected” (Hollander 2004, p. 602). The aim of 

focus group interviews is to try to go beyond “telling”, and reach for what 

Corinne Squire, Molly Andrews and Maria Tamboukou (2008) think of as the 

etymological root of narrative: “knowing” (p. 12). 

To create feelings of security and comfort, the researcher can choose 

participants who share similar experiences, which might be strengthened by 

the moderator’s background (Morgan 1996). Nonetheless, there is always a 

risk that participants in a focus group interview might choose not to say 

anything, or feel the need and pressure to adapt their ideas in accordance with 

their impressions of what the group finds to be true and/or appropriate. A 

clearly defined objective can minimize such negative reactions (Hollander 
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2004), as can an understanding and genuinely interested moderator who 

wants to learn as much as possible (Morgan & Krueger 1993).43  

5.2.2 PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH APPROACH 

While focus group interviews are one way of attaining information from a 

larger number of informants, they are limited in relation to deeper 

understanding of day-to-day practices. The reason to choose PAR for the 

second empirical study emanated from the interest in teachers’ 

conceptualizations of musical knowledge, learning, educational 

communication and teaching connected to music education assessment.  The 

use of pragmatic epistemology – the notion of experience as doing and 

undergoing and participants as creators and co-creators of knowledge – were 

also of importance for this choice of approach, including educational 

assessment as connected to pragmatic understanding of meaning, interest and 

discipline (see 3.5.4). Another aspect of pragmatic epistemology that is shared 

with the methodology behind both narrative inquiry and PAR, is the 

importance of process and continuity. Five central aspects of action research 

have been described earlier (see 5.1.2). The method parts of these concern: 1) 

situating the research in day-to-day practice; 2) getting in-depth knowledge 

about participants’ actions in such a practice; 3) making records of these 

actions with a focus on the participants’ learning and shaping of identity; 4) 

close co-operation between researcher and participants; and 5) making sure 

there is transparency within a project, internally as well as externally (Cain 

2008; Evaldsson 2003; Reason 2006; Rönnerman 2004; Svensson 2002; 

Wennergren 2007). 

                                                        
43 All the students participated in the conversations to a different degree, and none of them 

were completely silent during the interview sessions. 
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To enable this, an iterative, cyclic process is set up, traditionally including 

the four steps of planning – acting – evaluating – reflecting (Reason 2006). In 

order to research with the practice, which is to say heeding the participatory 

and interactive approach of action research, all these steps require some sort 

of cooperation between the researcher and the other participants (cf. Svensson 

2002. See 5.4.2). The aim is to become aware of what changes need to be 

done before/between the cycles, areas or phenomena that need to be 

discussed, and whether there is any need to connect the PAR process/actions 

to previous research or literature (cf. Raelin 1999; Rönnerman 2004). This 

iterative process has no finite end. It can be kept going for as long as new 

questions arise, causing the researcher and participants to focus on needs for 

further actions (Cain 2008; Rönnerman 2004). Therefore, the input of time 

from both researcher and participants is crucial. Besides literature, the tools 

used to help answer or evoke new questions can be of a wide variety. Records 

kept by the researcher and/or the participants in the form of field notes, 

research diaries or recordings are some examples (see 5.4), but to adhere to 

the interactive aspect and demand for the transparency of PAR, and to secure 

researching with a practice, the use of auxiliary tools may be necessary (cf. 

Rönnerman 2004). A couple of examples will be described further: log books 

and tools for transparency. 

Lesson observation is one way of gaining closer access to an assessment 

practice. In accordance with PAR methodology and the research purpose, any 

such action needs to be shared with or performed by the research participants 

(Rönnerman 2004). One way of securing such interaction whilst focusing on 

an area of interest is by using logbooks. Based on work with “double logs” as a 

tool for personal and shared reflections (Björk & Johansson 1996), two types of 

augmented logbooks were included in the PAR project: a triple log and a 

quadruple one. Using a triple log, an observer makes notes on actions during a 

class/lesson (Log 1), and then reflects upon them (Log 2). The observed (in this 
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case a teacher) then reads these logs and adds his/her own reflections (Log 3). 

Thereby, the participants can create the distance necessary to discover 

otherwise hidden aspects of professional actions. To augment the scope of 

these actions, the work with logs can include reflections by additional 

participants, for instance students. The students whose lessons were to be 

observed in this study were on some occasions invited to reflect upon the 

teacher’s actions and the observer’s notations in relation to assessment. 

Thereby a quadruple log involving semi-structured interviews was used (cf. 

Kvale & Brinkmann 2009. See Article 2). 

Reason (2006) concludes that quality in action research  

[…] will rest internally on our ability to see the choices we are making and 
understand their consequences; and externally on whether we articulate our 
standpoint and the choices we have made transparently to a wider public. (p. 
190). 

According to him, this is a necessity with several layers. The overarching layer 

is societal, and connected to questions of democracy and pluralism. 

Consequently, the quality of action research must go beyond evidence and 

what works (ibid., p. 192). In an educational setting, this must not only stand 

up to external demands for evidence-based practices (Biesta 2007b), but must 

also accord with the legislative demands of education in Sweden, which 

require all research to be based on tried and tested experience and shared with 

others (The National Agency for Education 2012b; SFS2010:800). Besides the 

communicative aspects of the PAR process, the tools for transparency used in 

the second empirical study were internal conferences and meetings with staff 

members outside the core group, and external presentations. The writing of a 

collaborative article on the outcome of the PAR project and the research 

findings was also initiated but not yet finished at the time of the publication 

and defence of this thesis.    
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5.3 Participants of the two empirical studies 

The two empirical studies include interactions within groups of participants 

who will be described in the following part. By adhering to the methodologies 

of narrative inquiry and participatory action research and pragmatic 

epistemology, they can be seen as research participants, rather than solely as 

providers or sources of information. The term “participant” therefore includes 

a “thicker” concept. At the same time, there are differences between the 

students and teachers due to the chosen methods, the design of the studies, 

and the fact that they have different experiences of upper secondary 

education, and of me as a researcher. In the case of the narrative inquiry, the 

research is carried out according to a narrative methodology that tells rather 

than lives, which is to say a work that emanates from stories told by the 

students over a shorter period of time than living alongside them (Barrett & 

Stauffer 2009). “Telling” refers to the factual situation and the relationship 

between the participating students and me, and to the research purpose. 

Through my experiences as a teacher, I have “lived alongside” upper 

secondary students for quite a while, though not with these particular students. 

The main purpose is to focus on the past experiences of the students (telling-

methodology) rather than on how “life as it unfolds” over time (living-

methodology) (Connelly & Clandinin (2006) as quoted in Barrett & Stauffer 

(2009), p. 11). In regard to the method of the second study, besides the obvious 

allusion to participatory action research, an additional reason for using the 

term “participants” for the teachers is the level of participation and longevity 

of the study. 

5.3.1 PARTICIPANTS OF EMPIRICAL STUDY 1 

To be able to access a possible variety of upper secondary music students’ 

experiences regarding musical knowledge and learning, a total sum of 32 
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informants were set (cf. Denscombe 2003). Five upper secondary schools were 

asked to participate, including the school where I was employed at the time of 

the research.44 The choice of including my own place of employment was for 

comparing data from my own practice with that of others. Four schools 

eventually agreed to participate (including my own work-place), and the 

selection of students was delegated to contact persons at each school. The 

demands I made as a researcher were: voluntary participation; that the 

number of participating students would not exceed or go below the set limits 

for the choice of focus group interview as method (see 5.2.1); and an 

assessment by the school of the informants’ abilities to participate in the dual 

parts of the research (questionnaire and interview). This last condition was a 

way to ensure that students would not come to harm or harm others. The 

schools were free to “tailor” the participating student groups, meaning that the 

data was seen as equally important and relevant if not. To balance 

orientations, choice of instrument, school year and gender, check-ups were 

made with the school contacts. The participating students came from both 

municipally and independently driven schools in a major Swedish city with 

locations ranging from city centre to a rural area. Different local varieties of 

the Arts programme’s musical orientation as well as choices of main 

instrument were represented. A total of 30 students finally participated in the 

focus group interviews, and 30 answered the questionnaire (see Table 1 and 

Table 2), which means that two students dropped out of the interviews and the 

questionnaire respectively. The reasons for this varied between schools, but 

were never due to any expressed wish to withdraw permission to use the 

                                                        
44 As described earlier, the setup of the research efforts within The National School of Research 

in Music Education (NFS), implied that the researching members would work part-time at 
their place of employment in order to maintain contact between the fields of praxis and 
academia.    
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material from either source of data. Instead, the reasons given by either the 

school contacts or the students themselves ranged from illness at the time of 

participation to students choosing to focus on their studies. 

Table 1: Overview of participants in empirical study 1 related to questionnaire and focus 
group interview participation 
School Number 

of 
interviews 

Number 
of 
students 
interviews 
1 and 2 

Number of 
students 
having 
answered the 
questionnaire 
at the time of 
interviews 1 
and 2 

Number of 
answered 
questionnaires 

Gender 
distribution 
(Female/Male) 
interview 
1 and 2 

Gender 
distribution 
questionnaire 
(Female/Male) 

1 2 3 145 3 1 7 4/0 1/0 5/2 
2 2 4 3 3 2 5 3/0 2/1 4/1 
3 2 3 2 2 2 5 0/3 2/0 3/2 
4 2 7 7 7 5 13 4/3 4/3 8/5 
Sum 8 30 2546 30 30 

20/10 
30 
20/10 

Table 2: Overview of participants of empirical study 1 connected to school year, choice of 
main instrument and group combination 
School School year and number 

of informants, interviews 
1 and 2 

Main instrument and number of 
informants, interviews 1 and 2 

Group combination 

1 3(3) 1(1) Voice (2); El. bass 
(1) 

El. Guitar (1) The groups put 
together for the 
interviews 

2 3(1); 2(2);  
unknown 
(1) 

2(1); 1(2) El. Guitar (4) Drum set (1); Voice 
(1); Guitar (1) 

The groups put 
together for the 
interviews 

3 3 (whole 
group) 

3 (whole 
group) 

Voice (3)  Drum set (2) The groups put 
together for the 
interviews 

4 1 (whole 
group) 

1 (whole 
group) 

Voice (1); 
Trombone (1); 
Piano (1); Flute 
(1); no description 
(2) 

Voice (2); El. Guitar 
(1); Trombone (1); 
Euphonium (1); 
Saxophone (1); 
Violin (1) 

The groups already 
established in 
education (Music 
theory) 

5.3.2 PARTICIPANTS IN EMPIRICAL STUDY 2 

The data of the second study emanates from one upper secondary school, and 

the main bulk of which comes from following and interacting with a core 

                                                        
45 On this occasion only one of four students showed up.  

46 Three questionnaires were handed in after the interviews were completed, whilst two 
students who had answered the questionnaire did not participate in an interview. 
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group of seven music teachers (see Table 3) from a bigger staff – at the time 

consisting of 13 music teachers besides teachers from subjects other than those 

of Music and Music Theory (see Chapter 5). While a more detailed 

description of how and on what premises a group of music teachers came to 

participate will follow later on, in this part the participants will be presented in 

relation to what instrument they (mainly) teach, their background and the 

underlying criteria for research participation. 

Table 3: Participants of empirical study 2 (participatory action research project) 
Participants (fictitious names) Instrument  Function 
Clara Vocals Core group member, administrator 
Thomas Guitar Core group member, administrator 
Samuel Vocals Core group member 
Vera Vocals Core group member 
Laura Vocals Core group member 
Tom Guitar Core group member 
Astrid Bass Core group member 

 

All music teachers participating in the study are licensed according to the 

regulations stipulated by the Education Act (SFS2010:800), which means that 

they have university level music teaching diplomas or the equivalent thereof. 

While some have multiple education degrees in music performance and music 

education, all have experience besides their teaching careers, for instance as 

musicians, artists, composers, arrangers, engineers or producers. At the time of 

the PAR project their individual experience of teaching ranged from a few to 

almost 20 years.  

5.4 Design of the empirical studies 

After the presentation of methodologies, participants and methods, the next 

part of the thesis will delineate the design and execution of the two empirical 

studies. 
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5.4.1 DESIGN OF EMPIRICAL STUDY 1 

I have discussed the use of a combination of questionnaire and focus group 

interviews, during which the mutual activity was to focus on and discussing the 

themes and answers from the questionnaire and the curriculum included in 

the interview template (see 5.2.1), before the search for informants 

commenced. When the decided quota was reached, the questionnaire was 

finalized and distributed together with a letter of intent (see Appendix 1) to the 

students via e-mail, and to the designated contact persons at each school. In 

two cases, I distributed or aided the distribution of the questionnaire 

personally: once because the school contact and management wanted to meet 

me before the study began, and secondly due to a misunderstanding amongst 

some of the students at my own school regarding when the questionnaires 

were to be distributed. The answered questionnaires were then returned to me 

either via e-mail by the students who opted to send their answers directly to 

me, or picked up by me at a participating school. The time and place for the 

follow-up interviews, together with the school contacts, were also recorded. 

When the questionnaires had been returned/collected, the work with 

constructing an interview template began. This was done by extracting themes 

from the students’ answers, including material from the upper secondary 

curriculum such as course names and descriptions (The National Agency for 

Education 2000). The concepts used in the interview template, beside some 

formulations from the questionnaire and the curriculum, were the students’ 

own. Pictures were included, showing environments, situations and contexts of 

musical performances, whether individual or in groups. The thought behind 

this was to reconnect the answers from the questionnaires with the interview 

situation by using the students’ own concepts and conceptualizations (cf. 

Kirsch 2001). Before putting this into action, the contents of the letter of intent 

and the design of the questionnaire and interview template were discussed 

with my supervisors. 
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Although the questionnaire included questions about non-formal contexts 

and the interview template included pictures of situations and contexts outside 

a school environment, due to the research purpose the main focus of the 

interviews was the formal context of upper secondary education. In this study, 

all the music students belonged to the national Arts programme. The groups 

were put together with students attending the same school, and, as described 

earlier, all the interviews took place at their respective schools and in rooms 

familiar to all of them. Some groups were held during scheduled lessons, while 

others were temporarily constructed for this occasion. In the latter case, all the 

students recognized and knew each other, if sometimes only briefly (see Table 

2). The interviews were also performed during school hours and at each school 

both time and place were linked to the educational context of interest. Two of 

the interviews were performed during scheduled lesson times, but then 

replacing what would otherwise have been cancelled classes due to absent 

teachers. Not all students had answered the questionnaire before participating 

in the interview, and some who had answered the questionnaire did not 

participate in a focus group. On one occasion, the falling off of students was so 

big that only one student was interviewed, and during another, the missing 

students were replaced by volunteers who were asked to join in by the school 

contact on site. These students, and those who had not answered the 

questionnaire beforehand, were informed before the interviews about the 

purpose of the research, ethical considerations and issues of 

anonymity/confidentiality. All students participating in the focus group 

interviews were asked once more if they wanted to continue their 

participation, and whether they accepted a recording of our conversation. No 

one declined; and those who had not answered the questionnaire beforehand 

read the questions, thereby creating an understanding of the focus before the 

interview started. These students were asked once more after reading if they 

wanted to continue their participation, and all agreed to do so.  
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All interviews were recorded in audio, and, as far as the rooms and 

furniture allowed, I tried to place the students and myself so that we could 

have eye contact with each other. In total, seven focus group interviews and 

one individual interview were performed during which I participated as 

moderator. These interviews all started by recalling the students’ experiences 

of answering the questionnaire. The purpose was to start the conversation 

without directly addressing their answers, and to ask the students to reflect 

about their participation and the kind of impact it had. By doing so, I hoped 

to avoid any concerns about me being there to present the students with 

“right” or “wrong” answers to the questionnaire. The interviews then 

continued with the introduction of the interview template, and always finished 

by reminding the students that they could revoke their consent to participate 

in the study if so wished, and in such cases that I would disregard and/or 

destroy their answers. I also reminded them that they could contact me, the 

school contacts or my supervisors with any questions or additional comments. 

None of the students revoked their consent or took any contact after the 

interviews were completed, neither directly nor via the school contacts.  

No one else participated during or in direct connection with the 

interviews. After the interviews were completed, a check-up of deviations from 

the original plan was made in each school by the school contact and me. I also 

made a sketch of the room, marking where every person was sitting and where 

the recording device was positioned. From my notes of which students 

participated, I could identify the students when listening back, transcribing 

and analysing the recordings. Our respective positions were drawn at the top 

of every transcription template (see 5.5). This design is similar but also differs 

in comparison to the second empirical study in which my interactions were 

with a smaller number of participants and over a longer period of time. 
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5.4.2 DESIGN OF EMPIRICAL STUDY 2 

The criteria for the choice of participants in study 2 was connected to what 

Martyn Denscombe (2003) refers to as enabling access to “data based on 

privileged information” (p. 165), in order to give “depth of information” based 

on knowledge of the phenomenon under investigation, and thereby a 

possibility to explore “the specifics” of contexts (ibid., p. 172). In the case of 

this research, the criteria regarding participants were that they must work as 

music teachers in the national Arts programme and have some experience of 

educational assessment. The selection is thereby connected to aspects of 

validity as much as to the “domain” of the research (Alvesson & Sköldberg 

2008, p. 53, author’s translation). The aspects of an interactive process and the 

importance of setting aside time for participation were other underlying 

principles when asking upper secondary schools about participating in and 

designing the research.     

To access empirical material for the second study, three upper secondary 

schools offering the national Arts programme with orientation Music were 

approached. All were schools included in the first empirical study, including 

the one where I had formerly been employed. While one school did not give 

any notification of interest or disinterest, the other two were positive about 

entering into collaboration with me as an external researcher. Due to the 

possibility of coordinating the participatory action research effort with the 

allotted time for producing this thesis, a decision was made to include only one 

of these schools, which was my former workplace. As described in 5.3.2, all the 

participating music teachers were from the same upper secondary school. One 

of the underlying reasons for this school to be interested in setting up such a 

project was the possibility for it to apply for external funding for research and 

development (RD) projects concerning students’ learning outcomes and 

assessment. To be able to apply for funding, an application in the form of a 

research plan was needed. If granted funding, another demand was to present 
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the outcomes and findings of the RD project publicly. Other reasons for the 

acceptance to participate were the collaborative approach towards educational 

and organizational development, and the holistic view of learning at this 

school. This made the offer to use participatory action research method highly 

relevant. Another reason for the school to accept to participate was my 

experience as an upper secondary music teacher and as a former colleague 

who was well known amongst (some of) the staff members. The latter aspects 

were considered at the school as a guarantee for the ability to create a feeling 

of security as well as a genuine and open research interest and in-depth 

knowledge of teachers’ needs and day-to-day practice.  

Two music teachers volunteered to take on the role of administrators for 

a possible RD project, and together we sat down to write the application for 

external funding. At this stage the multiple goals and purposes of the school 

and the research were described as well as an estimate of the number of 

participants and a sketch of the project design (including PAR methodology). 

The school’s interest was based on an already existing long-term development 

plan, the overall aim of which was to raise student achievement; and on the 

expressed needs of the music teacher staff. After presenting the overall aims of 

the project and the application for funding for the full music teacher staff at a 

meeting, they brought forth ideas in connection with the long-term plan and 

expressed needs of professional development concerning assessment. Taking 

these ideas back to the drawing board, the two administrative teachers and I 

finalized the application. The final RD aim included in the application was to 

investigate and secure equivalence and legal certainty of assessment in the 

courses Instrument or singing 1 and 2 (The National Agency for Education 2011), 

regardless of students’ choice of their main instrument.47 The application was 

                                                        
47 The syllabi are general for any choice of instrument within the Arts programme. 
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sent in at the end of the school year, and, after a review process involving a 

few tweaks of the application, it was accepted. The planning of the joint RD 

and research project could thereby commence, one of the first decisions being 

to run the project for a full school year. 

As described earlier, the PAR core group consisted of seven music 

teachers of which two volunteered for the role as administrators. The school 

decided that funding could be used to give free time for the latter to work with 

the project. Since other staff members were not to be given time or any other 

type of compensation for participating, we took the decision to make 

participation in the project voluntary. This was also due to the way of working 

at the school, where organizational development is collaborative and based 

upon internal as well as external conceptualization of needs.  

During the first information meeting, which was led by the administrating 

teachers, I presented and answered questions regarding PAR as a method and 

approach, the research interest and ethical considerations. After this an 

additional five of the thirteen music teachers opted to participate. To include 

those choosing not to participate, it was decided that all information about 

and emanating from the project should be accessible to the rest of the staff – in 

anonymous form if needed.  The underlying reason was to avoid any division 

in “us and them” within the staff, and the possibility of valuable, collegial 

feedback and information during the project. This was also considered a 

possible source of additional, “external” data outside the core group for me as 

a researcher.  

The final selection of teachers who would make up the core group was 

voluntary and extra-curricular (besides the two teachers having an 

administrative function). The core group thereby had three “levels” of 

participation, including different tasks: the researcher was to participate and if 

necessary lead the group, provide information and bring questions from the 

field of research; the two administrative teachers were to organize the group’s 
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effort in order to reach the set goals. They were also the ones responsible for 

reporting back to the project financer;48 the other core group members were 

required to balance their participation with ordinary assignments and to take 

responsibility for steering the work of the group towards the set goals. In 

addition, other music teachers who opted out to take part in the PAR effort 

had been involved in the work of the core group. One teacher agreed to take 

part in a series of lesson observations,49 while the rest of the music staff 

participated in meetings and conferences in different teacher constellations, 

whether course or instrument specific conferences or full staff meetings. 

Decided collaboratively, the approximate PAR cycle length was set for 

one month (cf. Cain 2008; Rönnerman 2004), meaning one core group 60-

minute meeting per month. In total, eight such meetings were held ranging 

from never less than one hour and up to four hours. All meetings were 

recorded in audio; and I also kept a research project diary as well as making 

occasional field notes. Besides the core meetings, I followed the faculty of 

music teachers in formal and informal settings, such as staff meetings, joining 

them for lunch or just in passing by in corridors or staff offices. These 

occasions were notated in the diary. I also participated in a reading group on 

formative assessment, studying and discussing Dylan Wiliam’s Embedded 

Formative Assessment (2013) together with the two administrative teachers and 

teachers of other subjects, some of whom worked at another school on the 

same site. Besides continuously monitoring the project in relation to aims and 

goals, the two administrative teachers and I also made two public 
                                                        
48 The PAR effort was connected to an opportunity set up by the municipality in which a 

school applies for funding of professional development connected to assessment. 

49 Amongst a total of seven students who participated in the second empirical study that 
concerned teachers’ conceptualization of musical knowledge and learning, three were asked 
to participate in the creation of quadruple logs (see 5.2.2). The information from these sessions 
was used for the core group work.  
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presentations: one at a teacher conference on educational research and the 

other at an educational development forum for school leaders and teachers 

with so-called career positions.50 The experiences of these presentations were 

discussed and shared within the core group, and thereby used to shape further 

actions as well as becoming part of the empirical material. 

The first assignment for the core group teachers was to formulate 

problems and areas of interest in relation to assessment within the chosen 

courses, and to send these to the two administrating teachers and me. 

Together we then sorted and categorized the material for the group’s first 

meeting. This modus operandi was used throughout the project, and hence the 

areas of interest in which the group would work were decided collaboratively 

although within the limits of the project plan. This plan concerned the what, 

how and when of assessment in relation to the selected syllabi and the 

Education Act (SFS2010:800) (see Articles 2 and 3). 

As well as a tendency within the group to gravitate towards definitions of 

what to assess only, there was also a need to find a way to address other issues 

of assessment. To maintain closer access to the actual assessment practice, a 

series of lesson observations were conducted including the use of triple logs 

(see 5.3.3). During these observations, the specific foci were the what, how and 

when of the observed teachers’ assessment actions. On the basis of a 

suggestion by one of the administrative teachers, we developed a quadruple 

version of the log that included semi-structured interviews with the students 

whose lessons were being observed. The underlying reason for student 

                                                        
50 In an incentive to make the teaching profession more attractive, as well as to keep those 

already working in the school system, the Swedish government has introduced two types of 
career positions with a fixed increase in salary: Lead Teacher and Lector. These qualifications 
were based on proven teaching skills and an educational degree in research respectively (see 
4.1). 
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inclusion was the idea of continuous, collaborative assessment between 

teachers and students during a course. Out of ten planned observations, a total 

of seven triple and four quadruple logs were written up from seven one-to-one 

lessons with five teachers. The instruments being taught during the observed 

lessons were guitar (two lessons), voice (three lessons), bass (one lesson) and 

drums (one lesson). One of the administrative teachers and I performed the 

observations and interviews. The ones where I participated were also recorded 

in audio. All the logs were then presented to the core group in anonymous 

form, and read and discussed during the fifth core group meeting. Throughout 

the rest of the project, the logs were revisited when discussing issues 

concerning assessment. 

After the last core group meeting, the two administrative teachers and I 

discussed ways to account for the project. Although technically speaking 

having already been presented twice in public, the teachers felt the need to 

present their findings in a more coherent way after the closure of the core 

group’s work. Therefore I suggested writing an article collaboratively in which 

I would present my research interests and the method of participatory action 

research. This article is yet to be finished, and therefore lies outside the scope 

of this publication. 

5.5 The processes of analysis  

‘Data’ in the context of social science — except on trivial issues — are never so 
robust, objective or mirroring as they may appear. Data are constructions made 
by the researcher, to a higher (interviews) or lower (observation) degree in 
interaction with research subjects. (Alvesson & Deetz 2000, p. 112) 

The empirical material accessed for analysis in the research presented in this 

thesis is qualitative, i.e. non-numeric (Åsberg 2001). The audio recordings and 

other non-numeric material have been analysed through narrative analysis 
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and analysis of narratives (Polkinghorne 1995) and text-analysis (Barbosa da 

Silva, 1996; Denscombe, 2003; Östman 2008). All the models of analysis use a 

micro-level transcription system (Jefferson 2004a) as well as a polyphonic score 

(Millett 1975), using columns for each informant and participant as presented 

in Table 4 and Table 5.51 

Table 4: Template for transcription of Focus group interviews  
Time Researcher Student 1 Student 2 Student 3 Image from 

interview 
template 

Notes 

… … … … … … … 

Table 5: Template for transcription of Participatory action research recordings  
Time Researcher Teacher 1 Teacher 2 Teacher 3 Teacher 4 Notes 
… … … … … … … 

 

The choice of micro-level transcription was connected to the need to reach as 

deeply into the material as possible, where detailed aspects of dialogue can 

give information regarding positionalities or, as was the case of the second 

empirical study, give rise to questions that can be brought back to the research 

participants for clarification or further dialogue. This is also a way to be aware 

of transcription as a form of interpretation. A detailed transcription can enable 

a return to, and orientation of, the original material (e.g. by the use of time-

markers), readability as well as place and situation of origin (Jefferson, 2004a; 

te Molder & Potter 2005; O’Connell & Kowal, 1994). In the phases of analysis 

following the transcription, such a detailed processing of the empirical 

material into qualitative data can aid the researcher in “the choice of what to 

report [and] emphasizing more what contributes to the understanding of the 

                                                        
51 In the first empirical study, the placement of the students, myself and the recording device 

was mapped in order to identify afterwards who was speaking. Due to the length of the 
second study, as well as the group size, the voices of the participants were more easily 
recognisable. 
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particulars observed than relating to cases and situations elsewhere” (Bresler & 

Stake 2006, p. 296). 

Other aspects connected to the qualitative research approach are the 

analytic starting point, “the perspective of the study subjects” (Alvesson & 

Sköldberg 2008, p. 17, author’s translation), and interpretation and reflection 

– the latter being necessary for all types of research (Alvesson & Sköldberg 

2008). Qualitative research is also an investigative process of understanding, 

whereby the researcher builds a complex, holistic image of what is being 

examined. Besides this, Rodney Åsberg (2001) also emphasizes the importance 

of a detailed presentation of the participants (see 5.3.1 and 5.3.2).  

5.5.1 NARRATIVE ANALYSIS AND ANALYSIS OF NARRATIVES 

As described in the methodology section of this chapter, the analysis 

connected to the first empirical study encompasses both narrative analysis and 

the analysis of narratives (Polkinghorne 1995), which means approaching the 

analytic material from different angles when it comes to the end result, which 

is to say the form in which the researcher presents the research findings. The 

first approach concerns a focus on “typologies or categories” (ibid., p. 5) while 

the second is a way to use “narrative configuration” (p. 6). The mutual feature 

of these two analytic approaches to narrative inquiry is the description of 

subjective experiences in a form open to others, where the tool and the end 

result is the construction of a narrative text.52 This way, the narratives of 

informants are re-told by researchers. The forms of re-telling are in this case 

not exactly the same as the situations in which the narratives were told, but 

the analysis work and the resulting texts always focus on context, time and 

sociality in the original narratives. “Storytelling, to put the argument simply, is 
                                                        
52 In the case of this research, narrative “text” is considered as ”work that is reproducible (e. g. 

transcripts of interviews, drafts, publications)” (Kohler Riessman 2002, p. 263). 
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what we [researchers] do with our research materials and what informants do 

to us” is the way Catherine Kohler Riessman (2002, p. 218) describes the 

analytical moment of narrative research. She also emphasizes that what is 

examined in narrative analysis is always the narrative in itself, and its range 

from a first-person perspective to researchers’ field-descriptions or the “master 

narratives” of theory (ibid., p. 218). In the case of this study of students’ 

conceptualization of their experiences of musical knowledge and learning, the 

focus lies on the smaller scope and includes the question of why this is told in 

the way in which it is told, including the situation and point in time of the 

narrative(s). The individual is still seen as the one creating and putting forth 

the narrative, but as a form of presentation related to the surroundings.  

The empirical material from the study concerning students’ 

conceptualizations is both written and spoken. As data, it consists of 

transcriptions of recorded interviews and answers to the questionnaire. After 

transferring the questionnaire data into a single document, this material was 

analysed according to the parameters of time, place and sociality (cf. Bowman 

2006; Clandinin, Murray Orr & Pushor 2007), together with that of music (see 

Table 6). This addition was made to gain a wider perspective on music as a 

phenomenon within the contexts of music education and everyday life as 

described in the answers to the questionnaire. The same approach was then 

used for the transcriptions of the interviews. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 132

 

Table 6: Parameters for narrative analysis and analysis of narratives and examples of 
categories 
Parameter Categories (examples) 

Time  

Past time Childhood 
Present time Adolescence 

Interview situation 
Future Learning aims 

Learning context 

Context 
School 

Compulsory school 
Music school 
The Arts programme 

Outside school At home 
With friends 

Sociality 

Family Listening 
Performing 
Dwelling Friends 

Band In school 
Outside school 

Orchestra In school 
Outside school 

Lessons One-on-one 
Ensemble/Group 

Music 

Knowledge Feeling music 
Knowing music 

Learning 
Innate abilities 
Through practice 
Through dwelling 

Parameters of music 
Theory 
Performance (skill/practicum) 
Feeling/Emotion 

 

After sorting the data according to these parameters, a search for themes in 

relation to musical learning and knowledge and the pragmatic key concepts of 

experience, action and meaning was conducted. This step in the analytic 

process included what Denscombe (2003) describes as triangulation by 

“locating a true position by referring to two or more coordinates” (p. 133). 

Given the theoretical base for this research, the choice of methodology, and 

the qualitative approach, I would rather call the analytic actions “cross-

referencing”, but the important aspect of Denscombe’s view of triangulation is 

the ways of gaining access to data, such as the questionnaire and the focus 

group interviews, and the material emanating from these methods. Although 

the research aim is not to “prove” something concerning the syllabi and 

curriculum, the analogy of locating a “position by referring to two or more 
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coordinates” (Denscombe 2003, p. 133) holds true for the interpretation of 

data. Thereby, it became possible to discern and develop themes and 

categories, and also to discuss them. All modes of empirical material and data 

occurring throughout the research process are considered as representations of 

both doing and undergoing experiences (cf. Dewey 1934. See 3.4); and 

through the analytic process, the empirical material turned into data was 

transformed into the single mode of written text – although in two different 

forms due to the intended group of readers (see below, Article 1 and Nyberg 

(2011)).  

To make the final narrative understandable for a reader, the original 

narrative(s) have been transformed by interpretation and cleared of the system 

that describes the narration in detail (in this case the Jefferson transcription 

system). Kohler Riessman (2002) and Kate Millett (1975) describe this work as 

editing out the researcher’s own voice and constructing a coherent narrative of 

the informants’ voices – thereby negotiating a transformation from “spoken to 

linear-language” (Millet, 1975, p. 22; also quoted in Kohler Riessman 2002, p. 

225). The approach to editing out the researchers voice was then, if not 

reversed, transformed through the construction of the two different types of 

narrative representations.  

By using both narrative analysis and the analysis of narratives (cf. 

Polkinghorne 1995), the analytic process was finalized by the division of the 

results into the form of two different types of narrative text: 1) a more “linear-

language” narrative representation with longer quotes and dialogue passages 

taken from the interview transcripts, and connected by blocks of descriptive 

and problematizing text; 2) a fictitious dialogue between a student and a 

researcher (cf. Kohler Riessman 2002; Millett 1975). The dual forms of 

narrative reflect a need to create a result that could be accessible to the praxis 



 134 

of upper secondary music education.53 The intention behind the second 

format (the dialogue) was based on my experiences of presenting research on 

music education to colleagues and other upper secondary music teachers. 

These teachers expressed a desire to gain access to research findings in a less 

traditional research format. Therefore, the dialogue was constructed as 

independent from the rest of the research presentation (see Nyberg 2011).  

5.5.2 TEXT-ANALYSIS 

The use of text as the main format for analysis was common to both empirical 

studies. “Text” is, in this case, a “thicker” concept than that of text as words 

upon paper or a computer screen (cf. Carlshamre 2014). It includes 

(interpretation of) actions and interactions as well as the empirical material 

and recordings. In this holistic approach towards interpretation and analysis, 

the parameter of time is not always linear, but rather pointing to “dimensions 

or aspects within an occurrence” (Östman 2008, p. 129). The analysis is also 

built upon the pragmatic notion of experience as described in Chapter 3. In 

Leif Östmans’s (2008) words: in the investigation of actions, interactions or 

text, “experience cannot be investigated as something applied to a new situation 

[…] it must be investigated in relation to the practice of discourse the 

individual is engaged in” (p. 129, author’s translation, italics original). This 

approach towards analysis was also used extensively during the second 

empirical study due to the iterative processes of participatory action research.      

As described earlier, the transcriptions from both studies were made on a 

micro level (Jefferson 2004a). Though not applying a strict, narrative analysis 

(Polkinghorne 1995) of the data of the second empirical study concerning 

                                                        
53 One of the aims of the context in which this research study was conducted (The National 

School of Research in Music Education) was to produce, introduce and continuously 
present results within our own practice in the schools at which we were employed.  
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music teachers’ conceptualizations, considerations of time, place and sociality 

were never the less made. The last parameter of sociality consisted of 

intersubjective actions at staff meetings, during lessons and external 

presentations. The reason for this consideration was to be open towards and 

aware of what Östman (2008) calls “the implicit normativity of education, or if 

you so wish, discursivity” (p. 113), thereby connecting discursivity within an 

educational context to Dewey’s notion of “collateral” aspects of learning 

through socialization (cf. Dewey 1922, 1929c, 1938b).  

As described, the data emanating from the empirical material is 

qualitative and, although the research focus lies mainly on individually 

expressed experiences by the participants as professionals within their 

professional context(s), the data (and hence analysis) is processed as individual 

utterances and intersubjective actions (Lerner 2004). The latter means that 

consideration has been taken of the above mentioned “narrative” aspects and 

pragmatic theory, and also to types of conversation/dialogue (Denscombe 

2014; Isaacs 1993, 2001; Jefferson 2004b). Thus intersubjective actions are not 

the sole or main focus. Rather, these are the tools through which the 

development of concepts has been made possible for me as a researcher. 

Jefferson (2004b) refers this to the “phenomenon” of “’At first I thought’” (p. 

131).  

The analytic process of the two empirical studies has been iterative on 

two levels: intersubjectively, foremost during the participatory action research 

process but also within the focus group interviews, and during the “semantic 

interpretation” (Barbosa da Silva 1996, p. 202) of the empirical material after 

the focus group interviews, and the conclusion of the joint RD/PAR project. 

The goal of analysing the empirical material during the work with the teachers 

was to guide the core group participants through the project, and to 

understand the relations between conceptualizations and (sub)-contexts. In the 

case of the material from the study that included the students, although there 
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was a type of analysis performed during and between the interviews, the 

iterative aspects of the analysis were mainly connected to the narrative 

processing of the empirical material, the purpose being not only to “depict 

constructions of personal identity and social worlds” (Denscombe 2014, p. 

283), but also to include conversation analysis – the “sequence and structure of 

talk” (ibid., p. 283). By mapping out the main themes and using colour coding 

for core concepts in each analytic process, such as musical knowledge and 

learning and assessment, a refined set of themes gradually emerged during 

each iteration (see Articles 1-3). 

5.6 The roles of the researcher and ethical considerations 

On the other hand, we cannot research something with which we have no 
contact, from which we are completely isolated. All researchers are to some 
degree connected to, a part of, the object of their research. And, depending on the 
extent and nature of these connections, questions arise as to whether the results 
of research are artefacts of the researcher’s presence and inevitable influence on 
the research process. For these reasons, considerations of reflexivity are 
important for all forms of research. (Davies 1999, p. 3) 

When conducting qualitative research and research closely connected to the 

field of praxis, certain aspects need to be addressed. While method and 

research design will be discussed in Chapter 8, in this part I will describe and 

discuss my (continuous) reflections, multiple roles as researcher in the two 

empirical studies and ethical considerations of inter-subjective research.    

5.6.1 THE ROLES OF THE RESEARCHER 

My role as researcher has been multiple and built on the experiences of 

researcher, teacher and (former) colleague. During the first empirical study, 

for instance, it was a prerequisite to carry on being a teacher while conducting 

research. It was also an explicit goal, as a member of the National School of 

Research in Music Education (NFS), to go back into the field of praxis (cf. 
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Ferm Thorgersen 2012; Hultberg 2013). The second empirical study has been 

executed without any specific aim or regulation of that kind other than the 

research being focused on public music education. Hence, although on 

different levels, the similarity between both of the studies and their contexts 

can be found in practice-based research. The different methods have also 

made it necessary to be aware of and develop the different roles of interviewer 

and participant, and the connection to longevity of interaction with the 

participants. All this has made it necessary to reflect upon which “role” I have 

had, and actions performed during the research process(es) – action, in this 

case, in accordance with a pragmatic perspective – not least since I have a 

strong connection to and experience of both student and music teacher “roles” 

and “functions” in upper secondary school education.  

During the first empirical study, my background as a music teacher could 

be seen as a strength when choosing and designing the questionnaire and 

during the interviews. Psychologically, the students knowing I was a music 

teacher could be considered a comforting factor, as was my extensive 

experience of leading student group discussions when teaching ensemble and 

music theory, and leading small groups within problem based learning (PBL) 

pedagogy. On the other hand, for the students I was an unknown adult, 

although in a known and safe environment; and they may also be 

uncomfortable expressing themselves in front of teachers or fellow students – 

all of which could be disadvantages, but not necessarily problematic.54   

As described earlier, knowledge of the area that is to be investigated in 

practice-based research can be a strength when accessing and analysing data. 

The risks lie within researching for a practice (Svensson 2002), or if the 

                                                        
54 One of the wishes I put forth in contact with the participating schools was for the contact 

teacher to know that the students were not at risk of getting hurt by participating. 
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researcher through extensive practical experience is considered (or considers 

him-/herself) to have the “right answers” (cf. Wennergren 2007).55 To detect 

any such tendencies during the empirical studies and analysis, constant 

reflection upon the aspects of my relation to and experiences of upper 

secondary education practices and the participants has been performed. 

Another way to address the issues of independence and openness has been to 

explain thoroughly my role to the participants and representatives of the 

schools involved. This included being open about the research aim as non-

judgemental or critical of specific persons, groups, schools, organizations or 

educational or societal areas. Although the overall research purpose can be 

seen as moral/political (cf. von Wright 2000), with myself as a practitioner 

with certain preferences, the research interest is genuine, and based on 

curiosity. This is because of the notion of qualitative research as descriptive 

rather than normative or designed for an (eventual) evidence-based type of 

application (cf. Carlshamre 2014). 

The participants of this research are to be seen as active participants who 

considered their communication with me as a researcher, and who were 

involved in communicating with peers. Although this may have affected the 

conceptualizations of knowledge and learning, such an effect has not been the 

direct intention of the empirical studies or the research as a whole. Using 

Svensson’s (2002) characteristics of practiced-based research, the students’ 

conceptualizations of research have been mainly about – and maybe focused on 

– a phenomenon. Since there has been an explicit effort towards mutual 

                                                        
55 In the case of the studies performed during my time with the National School of Research in 

Music Education (NFS), the risk of researching for the practice was minimal due to another, 
external fact. When doing research regarding the outcomes of the NFS, Cecilia Ferm 
Thorgersen (2012) concluded that in most cases the employers had “no thought whatsoever 
regarding how the newly acquired and paid for competence could be used at the own school 
or within the municipality” (p.15, author’s translation). 
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knowledge development when it comes to the teachers’ conceptualizations, the 

research effort can be described as researching with the field of praxis. Perhaps 

because my research is employed within the field of praxis as well as 

“externally”, I have received full backing and freedom. Any demands for 

accountability have been put on the schools themselves, whether internally 

and/or externally. This adheres to both “threats from above” 

(financers/employers) as well as “below” (participating parties) regarding 

scientific research (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009, p. 91, author’s translation).  

To be able to maintain the distance necessary to not risk being “bought” 

(cf. Kvale & Brinkmann 2009) by too strong an identification with the 

participants, I have been careful not to act as a teacher or a colleague, and to 

insure that the participants and I have not worked fully together in a teaching 

situation. However, while my explicit role has been that of the researcher I 

have benefited from my teaching experiences in my interactions with the 

participants, when formulating educational issues, and whilst conducting 

participatory action research (cf. Evaldsson 2003). At the same time, such 

experiences being an asset when conducting participatory action research (cf. 

Evaldsson 2003) also includes a risk for lack of research distance, which is to 

say “interpreting and reporting everything from the investigated persons 

perspective” (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009, p. 91, author’s translation). 

Therefore, the whole research effort could be seen as problematic, in that 

being an experienced teacher could entail a strong positioning and 

identification with the participants.  

The experiences from working in the context of upper secondary 

education have at the same time made me aware of when reflecting as a 

“teacher” in comparison with the researcher’s role, and thereby enabling a 

keeping of professional distance. Keeping some distance has also been enabled 

by being open about my aims, purposes and roles, and by maintaining a 

continuous and open dialogue whilst reflecting continuously on the different 
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roles of the researcher. Last but not least, during the whole research process, I 

have regularly presented my work in progress within a community of research 

in music education. Besides the research seminars included in the faculty work 

at The Royal College of Music in Stockholm (KMH) and The Luleå 

University of Technology (LTU), both empirical studies – including the roles 

of the researcher – have been presented and commented on as works in 

progress at national and international conferences such as the Nordic Network 

for Research in Music Education (NNMPF), the Narrative Inquiry in Music 

Education (NIME), and the International Society For Music Education 

(ISME) and its connected organisation – the Music In The Schools And 

Teacher Education Commission (MISTEC). 

5.6.2 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

The guidelines for conducting research in accordance with Swedish 

legislation, as compiled by Codex (codex.vr.se), have been adhered to. Four 

main demands have been considered regarding information, informed 

consent, confidentiality and use of data/results. All the participants were 

informed about the research aims and the role and function of a researcher 

when visiting and/or participating in the contexts wherein the empirical 

material has been developed.  

In the study concerning students’ conceptualizations, all principals as well 

as the personnel I came in contact with were informed beforehand and during 

my visits at the schools. For the participatory action research project, I made 

prior contact with the school’s principal for clearance, and also presented my 

research aims and purposes and myself personally during staff meetings. All 

the participants were old enough to personally decide whether to participate 

or not. The students’ participation was also cleared with their teachers, so as 

not to interfere with their studies. Those students participating peripherally in 

the second empirical study through the use of the quadruple logs (see 5.2.2) 
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were also old enough at the time of participation. Their teachers asked them 

beforehand about participation, and none of them declined or expressed any 

concerns about it. After accepting to participate they were informed about 

research principles and ethics in relation to internal development and the 

research effort, which was done by one of the administrating teachers or me. 

The reason for the teacher providing the information was that s/he was the 

one performing work that included student participation. As described earlier, 

the material in which these students appeared was only used within the core 

group and then anonymously. 

All the participants involved in the work concerning the empirical 

material had either received a letter with information regarding ethical and 

methodological prerequisites (students), or signed a form regarding consent for 

participation (PAR core group teachers) before participating (see Appendices 1 

and 5). The students of the focus groups were also asked on location for 

consent to record the interviews in audio, and if they had anything to ask or 

add before the interviews were conducted. In the case of the second empirical 

study, the teachers who did not participate in the PAR core group were always 

informed of the reason for my presence, and asked for consent regarding 

recording and making field notes. In the cases where such material has been 

used in publications connected to this thesis, the music teachers whose 

conceptualizations are included were contacted separately for consent before 

publication. They were also given the opportunity to read the material in 

which they were quoted beforehand. All persons involved have thereby been 

informed about how, when and why the empirical material would be 

generated, processed and published. This includes the option of withdrawing 

consent to use data or deciding not to complete the participation at any time 

during the research study until the time of publication.  

All names and places have been transformed into anonymous form for 

the sake of confidentiality. Concerning my personal connections to schools 
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and participants, there is no possibility of tracing the published results directly 

to individuals. The participants of the first empirical study have consented to 

sending or handing the questionnaires to me when completed. The only 

people possibly knowing the identities of these participants are the contact 

persons and colleagues – information about the participants’ identities has 

never been provided by me. The same can be said in the case of the 

participatory action research, when the school in question agreed to publish 

material of their own publicly – the only persons named being me and the two 

administrative teachers (the latter also standing as authors of the application 

for funding). The material collected will not be used for further studies unless 

accepted and agreed to by the participants themselves. When asked by persons 

connected to the empirical studies regarding other participating schools or 

persons, I always declined access to such information, thereby adhering to 

research ethics. No one pushed this any further, or put forward demands 

violating these codes.  

Another consideration regarding ethics as well as distance and closeness 

to the area being researched is how I conducted research at my former 

workplace and with participants some of whom were former colleagues. Here, 

the constant flux of information and the high level of openness and awareness 

of our different roles and the methodology of PAR (as described in 5.3.2 and 

5.2.2 respectively) have been crucial. I have been labelled as an asset by both 

school leaders and by research participants. PAR as a research paradigm 

(Berglund 2008; Holmstrand 2006) widens the scope for participation and 

width of actions within a project (cf. Reason 2006), as well as possibilities to 

connect the problems of day-to-day activities and vice versa. Having created a 

separate project plan for the school’s Research and Development effort has 

also been a guarantee for clearly describing and separating the researcher’s 

role from the roles of the other participants, including former colleagues. 

Finally, I have made great efforts to bracket my experiences as a former 
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colleague. In this, as with the roles of researcher, there have been several 

continuous opportunities during seminars, courses, conferences and thesis 

supervision to have the work in progress and the ethical conduct scrutinized 

and commented by research colleagues. 
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6. Studies and summary of articles 

The results of this research are presented in three articles, published or 

accepted for publication in international, peer reviewed scientific journals 

(included as appendices in this thesis).  This chapter provides short summaries 

of these articles, which were all structured to function as independent texts 

that display the chosen epistemology and ontology of pragmatism, and 

conceptualizations of musical knowledge and learning within upper secondary 

music education. Whereas Article 1 describes students’ conceptualizations, 

Articles 2 and 3 focus on the music teacher profession in relation to 

assessment, teachers’ communication, and peer communication of musical 

knowledge and learning respectively. 

6.1 Article 1: The majorest third ever played – Music 
education as an adventure of knowledge.  

Emanating from an interest in teacher – student communication and the role 

and impact of students’ experiences in upper secondary music education, 

Article 1 describes a research effort within the frame of the National School of 

Research in Music Education (NFS).56 It highlights the conceptualizations of 

29 students attending the Swedish national arts programme with an 

                                                        
56 As a part of a government programme, which aimed to strengthen the teacher profession 

(Lärarlyftet), the National School of Research in Music Education (NFS) produced research 
that was and could be connected to the field of praxis. Between 2009 and 2012, 12 PhD 
students performed research in music education up to a licentiate degree, nationally and in 
parallel with their work as music teachers. For more information on this effort, see Eklund 
(Ed.) (2011) and Ferm Thorgersen (Ed.) (2013).      
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orientation towards music (The National Agency for Education 1994, 2000). A 

study generating qualitative data was undertaken, that acknowledged the 

democratic aspects of this non-compulsory, higher education preparatory 

programme and its statutory approach to student influence (SFS1985:1100). 

The article features an introductory, narrative example of resistance in student 

and teacher communication, arguing that such a difficulty, if overcome, can 

lead to growth (Dewey 1916, 1934). It also provides a way to describe 

education as a mutual activity and as communicative practice (Biesta 2007a, 

2007b; Dewey 1916, 1958; Larsson 2007) wherein experiences and 

positionalities are shared.57 To understand what lies behind the mutual and 

the communicative, and what experiences are being expressed and how, the 

aim of this article is to develop an understanding of, and knowledge about, 

students’ conceptualizations of musical knowledge and learning from a 

pragmatic perspective. The research question to be examined and discussed is: 

 

• How do music students attending Swedish Upper secondary schools’ 

music programme conceptualize and communicate musical knowledge 

and learning? 

 

A narrative approach was used to access, understand and interpret students’ 

experiences and conceptualizations of musical knowledge and learning. The 

empirical, qualitative data emanated from an introductory questionnaire with 

open questions followed by focus group interviews, which were audio 

                                                        
57 “Positionality” in this article relates to “the multiple, unique experiences that situate each of 

us” (Takacs 2003, p. 33) as markers of relational positions, and can include, for instance, 
gender, age, conceptions of hierarchy, prior knowledge, preconceptions, attitudes and tastes 
(Beverly 2011; Takacs 2003). This should be seen in relation to the context of praxis in 
music education. 
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recorded. By addressing the parameters of time, place and sociality as well as 

music within the transcribed data, a fictitious narrative was created between a 

researcher and a student. The reason for creating such a narrative had to do 

with the purpose of and context in which the research was conducted: 

publications from NFS being created for, and accessible to the field of praxis.  

The second part of the results included an analysis centred on key 

concepts of pragmatism. The results show that, regardless of school, locality 

and type of musical orientation, none of the participating students had 

experienced being asked to reflect upon their personal views on and 

experiences of musical knowledge and learning prior to their participation in 

this research. Despite this, their conceptualizations reveal a multi-facetted 

understanding of knowledge and learning. Musical knowledge was 

conceptualized as a three-part combination of theory, practice and 

expression/emotion, whereas the overall concepts were feeling and knowing 

music (in Swedish känna and känna till). These parts (and hence the overall 

concepts) were seen as interconnected, and therefore not fully separable or 

manifested through action. According to the students, action includes 

interaction as well as reflection. 

The value of musical knowledge was ascribed to the different contexts of 

performance, such as in an orchestra or rock band, playing in a concert, 

practising, or formal or informal learning contexts. Regardless of context, 

musical learning was conceptualized as depending on multiple forms of action, 

and made possible by the will to practise and develop innate abilities. The 

forms of action included reflection as well as physical movements. These were 

seen as both subjective and shared, whether performing or practising privately 

or together with others, or by dwelling in an environment where music is 

present. In a formal school context, the key factors for musical learning 

according to the students were the curriculum, the syllabi and teachers’ 

experiences. The latter included teachers’ knowledge and interest, not only in 
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relation to music as a phenomenon or as a subject but also to their students’ 

experiences and knowledge of music as well as being adolescents in the present 

times. To make such experiences matter, it is crucial for teachers to take 

responsibility for building a dialogue with students. Thereby, students’ as well 

as teachers’ experiences can be conceptually shared. By creating a 

communicative environment, the aspects of learning studied in earlier 

research into student inclusion and awareness, and those of pragmatic 

epistemology and ontology, can turn music education into an adventure of 

knowledge, and one in which resistance is seen not as a hindrance, but as a 

prerequisite for teachers’ as well as students’ learning. 

6.2 Article 2: Professionalism in action – Music teachers on an 
assessment journey.  

Music in Swedish upper secondary education is framed by a curriculum that 

includes several syllabi that define goals and core contents. Each syllabus 

comes with set knowledge requirements in the form of criteria for grading. 

Thereby, music as a phenomenon is contextualised in an educational 

assessment practice. In the second article of this thesis, music teachers’ 

conceptualization and communication of musical knowledge and learning in 

relation to such a practice is focused on. The teachers’ conceptualizations are 

connected to issues of professional responsibility, accountability, and to John 

Dewey’s holistic view of education. The purpose is to develop knowledge 

about music teachers’ experiences and their conceptualizations regarding 

assessment practices within the frame of the National arts programme. This 

was enabled by asking the following research questions:  
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• In what ways do teachers conceptualize musical knowledge and 

learning and educational communication in relation to assessment?  

• What qualities appear within teachers’ conceptualizations regarding 

knowledge, learning, communication and assessment of students’ 

knowledge?   

 

By using participatory action research (PAR) it was possible to connect a core 

group of seven upper secondary teachers’ work on professional development 

with that of the research aim. By researching with the informants over a longer 

period of time in their working environment, the exploration of a day-to-day 

school practice such as upper secondary music education can elucidate 

“meanings, structures and built-in dilemmas that we often assume to know 

beforehand” (Evaldsson 2003, p. 26, author’s translation). This alludes to 

participants as well as researchers, and gives opportunities for both parties to 

learn, wherefore the aims of professional development as well as that of the 

research were clearly described and communicated. The former focused on 

equivalent assessment and legal certainty.  

The participating teachers, working at a school offering several 

instrument choices, wanted to investigate the musical qualities of the syllabi 

due to the latest curricular change, and issues concerning equivalence and 

legally certain assessment. This was made possible by working collaboratively 

on the interpretation of knowledge requirements and assessment practices, 

thereby homing in on the what and the how of educational assessment in upper 

secondary education. As a participant in the core group, I could act as a 

dialogue partner through my experience as a music teacher and knowledge of 

research in music education, by, for instance, analysing the teachers’ 

conceptualizations and their development of logbooks for recording their 

observations of assessment in a classroom setting. These allowed observers as 

well as the observed to access both collegial and external experiences of 
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assessment actions in the teaching and learning context of one-to-one lessons, 

including a student perspective on assessment activities during lessons. This 

empirical material, as well as transcripts of audio-recorded core group and 

additional staff meetings, was analysed and fed back to the core group during 

the length of the project.  

The results of the research project show music teachers’ ability to shift 

between atomistic and holistic perspectives on musical knowledge, learning 

and assessment, and at the same time keep an overall holistic view of 

education. The issue of equivalence is, according to the teachers, something 

different from uniformity, and is only possible through reflection and 

collaboration with other internal or external practitioners. This holds true for 

differences between instruments, since musical knowledge and learning are 

regarded as instrument specific. Using the term “simple notation” from the 

knowledge requirements of a syllabus as an example, several 

conceptualizations of musical knowledge and learning were described and 

related to assessment. The teachers agreed that they could probably come up 

with a shared and common template for “a simple notation”, but not without 

sacrificing the particular needs of various instrument specifics with respect to 

both “simple” and “notation”, and thereby compromising musical qualities. 

Conceptions of what functions music notation were supposed to have 

differed initially within the core group. When connecting notation to abilities 

to “decode and realise” as described in the knowledge requirements, the 

strong emphasis on the function of templates for a prima vista performance 

shifted towards including notation as a tool for learning, for instance with 

respect to students’ independent learning of a piece of music over time. When 

a comparison was made with learning how to read a text, the teachers agreed 

that to perceive the musical expression of a performance by notation, some 

form of continuity and fluency was necessary. As an assessment area, these 

aspects were seen as related to course skills and levels.  
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Regarding collegial communication, the teachers realized that although 

they brought different experiences and concepts into the core group, they 

could share these without fear of being questioned as professionals. Working 

collaboratively with peers and students gave the teachers insight not only into 

how much they actually express vocally, bodily and musically, but also what 

they actually do or do not express. The differences between teachers’ 

communication with students is connected to teaching approaches (see also 

Article 3) as well as establishing a relation with students based on prior 

experiences, knowledge and personal needs. The teachers also had different 

approaches as to how and when they communicated syllabic content. A 

connection could be seen between continuity and frequency when including 

syllabi into their teaching and the reactions the teachers described they 

experienced from their students. The teachers who talked about negative 

student reactions to feedback, such as when giving appraisal, were those who 

expressed a low frequency of connecting lesson contents to the syllabi, and 

who allowed only a small amount of student inclusion in the interpretation of, 

for instance, the knowledge requirements. Teachers using a continuous and 

more frequent interaction with students in relation to syllabic content 

expressed less experience of negative student reactions. Hence, the modes of 

communication when teaching and assessing seem to have effect on students’ 

meaning-making, as do the teachers’ approaches towards student abilities. 

What became clear was that the teachers strived for professionalism without 

compliance to accountability or watered-down aesthetic qualities. Obstacles to 

achieving professionalism are identified as attitudes towards time management 

as well as considerable differences in the teachers’ experiences of holistic 

approaches to teaching and learning. 
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6.3 Article 3: You are seldom born with a drum kit in your 
hands – Music teachers’ conceptualizations of knowledge and 
learning within music education as an assessment practice.  

In Article 3, upper secondary music teachers’ conceptualizations of knowledge 

and learning are examined on a deeper level in relation to assessment of 

musical quality. As an important aspect of music education, the specific 

purpose of this article is to gain knowledge about music teachers' 

conceptualizations of musical knowledge, learning, and communication with 

peers in upper secondary music education. The following research questions 

were asked: 

 

• How do music teachers conceptualize knowledge in upper secondary 

school as an assessment practice?  

• How do music teachers conceptualize learning in upper secondary 

school as an assessment practice?  

• How do teachers conceptualize teaching and teacher roles in upper 

secondary school as an assessment practice?  

 

The context here is the upper secondary research and development project 

regarding assessment described in Article 2, with the method and approach 

towards inquiry and theory being the same: participatory action research 

(PAR) and pragmatism. The expressed need for shared conceptualizations of 

knowledge was the starting point for the core group of seven music teachers. 

Although they were sure about what they felt necessary for students to know 

about after three years of upper secondary music education, without collegial 

communication, the teachers’ did not consider themselves able to fulfil 

professional demands with respect to legal certainty or the equivalence of 

assessment. This was not only connected to their apprehension of themselves 
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as professionals and civil servants, but also to students’ interests and 

prerequisites.  

When analysing the teachers’ conceptualization of musical knowledge, 

several relations to contextual aspects of upper secondary school could be 

discerned in the form of new syllabi, value, personal expression, knowledge as 

progressive, compartmentalized and subjective, and knowledge as instrument 

specific. During the continued cycles of core group meetings, the qualities of 

music syllabi could be elaborated upon by relating them to abilities prescribed 

by knowledge requirements. The teachers’ conceptualizations of the purpose 

of these abilities changed when discussing the underlying qualities of 

knowledge connected to aesthetic as well as skill domains. By elaborating on 

their different conceptualizations of knowledge, such as knowing how to 

perform and learn by using music notation, the teachers became aware of the 

relation between knowledge, and its musical qualities, purpose and context. At 

first, a detailed conceptualization and atomistic approach towards the syllabi 

was expressed. Through communication with peers, this was connected to a 

holistic view of the arts programme education, in which knowledge becomes 

connected to learning. Aspects of subjectivity also appeared, in the sense of 

what conceptualizations and knowledge are needed by teachers and/or 

students. 

One aspect of learning put forth by the teachers was that of meaning-

making. When discussing this, the teachers brought forth aspects of music 

carrying possible differences of meaning for students and teachers when 

learning and teaching. Without giving any specific definitions or answers 

related to examples and experiences from teaching, the awareness of musical 

terms carrying different subjective expectations were brought forth, for 

instance what teachers expect their students to understand and learn, and how 

this could affect teaching and/or learning. The teachers acknowledged student 
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and teacher communication as necessary to understand any possible diverging 

experiences of musical meaning.  

Much of the teachers’ conceptualizations of learning could be seen as 

connected to their professional approaches towards teaching, educational 

focus and holistic and atomistic approaches. Their approaches towards 

teaching range from a master/apprentice approach at one end to a 

collaborative approach at the other. Both approaches involve teachers being 

in control of, and responsible for, guiding students’ learning processes, but 

how they do so differs.  Analysis of educational focus revealed two main types 

– production and aim/goal – both of which are connected to students’ 

understandings of learning as “real”, “authentic” or “professional”. Although 

there were no signs of any risk of criteria compliance, each focus was 

connected to an “at all costs” attitude towards partaking in a production or 

experiencing goal achievement, regardless of context. In the aim/goal 

approach, equivalence was seen more as an opportunity for each and every 

student to reach the aims/goals of the syllabi in the best way for them, rather 

than mandatory participation.  

As with musical knowledge, the teachers’ conceptualizations of musical 

learning were both holistic and atomistic. One teacher found students’ views 

and understandings of musical knowledge too narrow and atomistic. At the 

same time, this teacher opposed the idea of focusing too much on “music 

theory”, which would be self-evident were it not for the different demands the 

teacher put on students’ ability to decode and realise musical notation when 

teaching different courses. Thus the view of learning became not so much 

atomistic as compartmentalized, which was something other members of the 

core group questioned: why should demands on student ability differ between 

subjects and/or courses? This holistic view was what the core group later 

agreed to be the most beneficial approach to students’ learning, in the sense of 
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how course and subject integration can enhance musical learning and 

understanding.  

Learning in relation to syllabi differed in the teachers’ conceptualizations 

of how to approach teaching, one example being whether syllabi can assist 

learning. The teachers’ approaches in this case ranged from presenting the 

course syllabus on a day-to-day basis to using specific occasions to deal with its 

content.  

Whilst the teachers started out with clear differences, by the end of the 

RD project those in the core group all acknowledged the possibilities and 

benefits of a holistic view and inclusive teaching approach. After following and 

conducting research with this group of music teachers and analysing the 

empirical data, they showed their ability to conceptualize knowledge and 

learning. If not fully developed or coherent initially, they showed a will and 

power to change, learn and elaborate through collegial learning. The teachers 

showed this through their critical and reflective stances in the sense of not 

buying into anything right away, and being more curious than sceptical. 

Thereby, the possibilities of turning music education into a professional 

adventure of knowledge seem favourable. 
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7. Summary of results 

The following part is a summary of the results, relating to pragmatist theory 

and thereby bridging the two empirical studies with the concluding discussion. 

The major common denominator of the studies is the act of conceptualization. 

With the chosen definition of this concept – where reflection and 

communication58 are key features – the aspects of experience and context 

become imperative. While using different methods (including the use of 

narrative methodology and participatory action research approach) and being 

performed under a period of time with two different curricula, the common 

tool to interpret the empirical data from both studies has been pragmatist 

theory and philosophy of education. 

Since both studies, and hence the conceptualizations, have been 

performed mostly outside of classroom situations, the results are 

interconnected through an intertextual research analysis (cf. Davies 1999; 

Stroud 2011) that will be developed further in Chapter 8. The 

conceptualizations (including conceptions and concepts) that constitute the 

empirical material have been performed, presented and communicated within 

peer groups of students and teachers respectively,59 as well as with me in the 

role of an external participant: in the case of the students an unfamiliar 

                                                        
58 Including all modes of intersubjective communication, whether spoken or written, or through 

body language or, of course, music. 

59 The one exception to this is the quadruple logs used during empirical study 2, which 
concerned the teachers’ conceptualizations of musical knowledge and learning. In that case, 
the students’ input was used for discussion and dialogue within the core group of the 
RD/PAR project, and not as direct empirical material for the research analysis (see Chapter 
5 and 5.5.2).  
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interviewer and the case of the teachers a somewhat familiar 

participant/researcher (see 5.4). Thereby, music education as an adventure of 

knowledge is investigated from separate angles and with different tools so as to 

access the informants and participants’ experiences related to one single 

context. This context includes predefined frames, including concepts of 

(aesthetic) quality, as represented by two different curricula and Education 

Acts (The National Agency for Education 1994, 2000, 2011; SFS1985:1100; 

SFS2010:800). The curricula have also played different roles in the two 

investigations. When constructing the questionnaire and performing 

interviews with the student focus groups, the curriculum was not in the same, 

direct focus as when researching with the music teachers. While the students’ 

subjective, overall experiences of music and music education are in focus, the 

teachers’ efforts are framed by, and concern direct interpretation of, the 

curriculum with its specific syllabi, and issues of assessment. 

In this chapter, the results of the two empirical studies, as represented in 

Articles 1-3, will be elaborated using the pragmatic philosophy of education, 

and summarized under the headings: Students and teachers as learners; 

Learning and (criteria) compliance; Student and teacher agency; 

Conceptualizations of music and learning; and Education as communication 

and mutual activity. 

7.1 Students and teachers as learners 

Besides the issue of conceptualization, the other common feature of the dual 

investigations is the notion of the research participants as learners. In the case 

of the students this may be self-evident, but to view teachers as learners is also 

necessary. The reason is not only due to the deprofessionalization of teachers, 

but also to the adoption of a pragmatic view of education, in which sharing 
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experience (a specific aspect of conceptualization) is a key factor (cf. Dewey 

1938a; von Wright 2000. See also 1.1). According to pragmatic epistemology, 

such sharing is necessary for learning to be meaningful. This makes it possible 

to shape and re-shape habits necessary for stability and equilibrium when 

learning (cf. Dewey 1916, 1958). This is not to be regarded as trying to 

eliminate resistance, or regulations framing an educational context, but to 

balance these with interest, common sense and emotions.  

In the results of the first empirical study, the students describe being 

asked to conceptualize musical knowledge and learning as a novelty. Even if 

this experience is due to the context and situation in which they were asked, 

which is to say, whether they have been asked before but do not recognise the 

“questions” in an interview situation, it is an important aspect of a 

conceptualized experience This feeling of novelty concerns the 

communication between teachers and students as well as student and teacher 

roles and the power balance between them within the educational context – 

assessment included. The students’ conceptions, whether enacted and/or 

espoused ideas or notions of quality, intersubjectively shared ideas, or notions 

of qualities of musical knowledge and learning, are multi-facetted, whilst their 

conceptualizations are exploratory, as is their communication during the focus 

group interviews. They also describe what they deem necessary for teachers to 

know about their students. The question then becomes one of how 

intersubjective communication and sharing of experiences between peers and 

teachers is constituted?  

When Dewey talks about education as intersubjective communication of 

experiences he sees it as a necessity to find “common ground” (1929, p. 208). 

With such a rich description of musical knowledge, and learning and teaching 

as conceptualized by the students (see Article 1), what type of interaction 

leaves such an impression of shared expression as that of the participating 

students? How have the sharing activities of such experiences been composed 
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to reach a common ground, and what kind of meaning do the students 

thereby apprehend? In this respect, whilst students and teachers are each 

responsible for their own actions, it falls upon the teacher, as senior in both 

age and power, to ensure that students take the opportunity to share 

experiences, and for such a common ground to come into existence. This 

demands reflection by teachers, which in turn can lead to professional 

development, in which teachers themselves become learners. 

Professional development through learning is of great importance in 

public education, not only in that it concerns how others view teachers as 

learners, but also how teachers themselves approach their own learning (cf. 

Dewey 1916; Timperley et al. 2007; Zandén & Ferm Thorgersen 2014). Apart 

from aspects of human growth in general, as for instance stipulated by the 

Education Act, focusing on students’ learning in an upper secondary context 

usually concerns the performance of music (and thereto connected meta-

levels). As learners, music teachers are, on the other hand, supposed to 

develop their teaching. Nowadays this is done preferably by adapting to and 

appropriating external “packages” of information (cf. Broady 2012; Carlgren 

2013; see also Chapters 1 and 4). Such a focus on teachers’ learning often 

concerns efficiency, assessment and evaluation, as opposed to developing 

collegial interaction or subject-related areas, such as musical skill or 

knowledge. Thereby, not only is the issue of the education of teachers one of 

mediation, but the balance of further education for teachers falls towards the 

pedagogical and didactical side of the teaching profession as opposed to music 

as a subject. The recipe for such learning is to appropriate what others 

consider necessary. This can be problematic if external demands do not match 
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internal needs,60 or if they are presented in such a way that teachers do not 

have the opportunity to reflect upon why such suggestions may be of 

educational importance. Nonetheless, since the necessary course of action 

required in order to connect the intentions of both communicating parties 

(Dewey 1923, 1958), the result is a lack or loss of meaning in a pragmatic 

sense. As Biesta (2013) puts it, meaning cannot be the result of such actions 

since the focus is on behalf of one of the parties, and not the “in-between” (see 

3.5). 

How much focus professional development has on pedagogy, musikdidaktik 

or method is a question that cannot be answered by the analysis presented 

here, nonetheless the majority of the music teachers at the participating school 

mentioned lack of time for collegial communication. If teachers are to be more 

than mediators of information or subjective knowledge, or assessors of final 

achievements only, sharing experiences between peers is an important part of 

professional development. Otherwise, the teaching part of the profession as 

described for instance by Biesta (2013), Dewey (1916) and Liedman (2001, 

2011) will not only become a question of solely giving information and 

performing of assessment, but as such be based on subjective experiences only. 

As opposed to the participating students, the music teachers in this 

research investigation have experiences of actually being asked by lecturers 

and/or school leaders (their kind of “teachers” if you will) to reflect upon 

professional matters. The times when this occurred outside the core group 

during the RD/PAR project, there seemed to be a missing link between (those 

                                                        
60 One troublesome example is the implementation of so called “evidence-based” methods 

leading to the direct opposite of the intended effect, such as an increase in bullying in 
school, by the use of methods developed in a specific environment, according to specific 
needs being applied directly on another environment with dissimilar prerequisites 
(Evaldsson & Nilholm 2009).   
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representing the) employers and the employees. This was manifested when the 

music teachers, who on occasion felt uncertain of what to do, asked me as the 

only external participant for guidance or even instruction (see 8.1). In terms of 

a pragmatic stance (Biesta 2013), the “in-between” of employers and/or peers 

was insufficient for meaning making to be made possible. The reasons for this 

lack within inter-subjective communication could be multiple. One reason 

arising from this empirical study of music teachers was organizational 

background, experience of, and interest in, peer driven professional 

development work (see Article 3). Professional development as learning 

thereby becomes similar to that of the students’ experience of not being asked 

to share or express their conceptualizations, conceptions and concepts of 

musical knowledge and learning. Regardless if the learners are grown-ups or 

adolescents, or in this case teachers/professionals and students, there is always 

the question of balance between demands and interests (cf. Dewey 1916). If 

employers or teachers emphasize the former, the issue of compliance can 

become critical.  

7.2 Learning and (criteria) compliance 

The area of learning does not include only differences between the two groups 

of participants, but also similarities. Both groups express a gap in 

communication within their respective educational contexts: the students 

experience themselves not being asked by any of their teachers to 

conceptualize, while the teachers describe experiences of reflecting by 

professional necessity. The teachers express having lack of time for such 

reflection, for instance to create a deeper, shared understanding of the 

curriculum, but also not being fully sure what to do (or why) when time is 

actually being given for professional development. The experienced lack of 
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time expressed by the teachers mainly concerns the possibility to share 

experiences with other professionals (internally as well as externally). Thereby 

both students and teachers risk ending up learning through compliance, 

meaning achieving without fully understanding respective learning matter (see 

Article 2). In the case of the teachers, this can also be seen as connected to 

teaching, as in teaching without deeper understanding.  

Besides the need for communication of experiences to enable full human 

growth, Dewey describes the need for intelligent action so as not to end up in 

an either/or type of education: either theorizing or performing physically, or 

either acting on impulse or intellectual actions alone (cf. Dewey 1915, 1929c, 

1938a). In an education based on a holistic perspective of action (including 

aspects of act and activity as described in Chapter 3), impulse, desire and 

reflection together can create the “moving force” necessary to avoid the risk of 

compliance (Dewey 1938a). Learning by compliance could in the case of the 

students be connected to the criteria of the syllabi (cf. Torrance 2007); and, in 

the case of the teachers with externally set prerequisites and demands, internal 

interests and/or conflicts of interest.  Lack of time or possibility for music 

teachers to reflect and share experiences with peers as opposed to “doing” (to 

perform teaching) has been brought forth earlier as a “traditional” trait of the 

music teacher profession (Bresler 1996/2005) and in the Swedish investigation 

of public education of 2003 (The National Agency for Education 2004). With 

reference to the increased demand for accountability, the moving force 

described by Dewey as a necessity to avoid learning (or teaching) by 

compliance is at risk of being either completely lost, or supressed or 

fragmented. Even if students and teachers are driven by an interest to learn in 

accordance with compliance, by, for instance, striving for rewards in the form 

of grades, “shaping” students according to personal preferences alone or 

applying a competitive stance between schools, pragmatic epistemology 

reveals that the type of learning and knowledge will be different to its non-



 164

compliance counterpart. This conclusion has to do with the pragmatist notion 

of purpose as dependent on anticipation by the sequence of observation, 

information and assessment (cf. Dewey 1987, 2004). If there is no time for, or 

interest in reflection as a way to reach learning and knowledge beyond 

“rewards” or “punishments”, a possible result will be an egotistical form of 

agency of public education, and hence the risk of a similar society. Even if the 

area of interest is personal growth (students and teachers as learners) or 

growth of persons (for instance teachers focusing on pedagogy/teaching 

students), without the time required for, or interest in reflection and/or 

sharing of experiences (parts of intelligent action) the risk is compliance of 

another kind – but still with a focus on the individual. When Dewey (1916) 

talks about judgment as detrimental to teachers’ sense of humour, I would 

argue that compliance could easily have a similar effect on curiosity.  

In this interpretation, teacher deprofessionalization results in a form of 

criteria compliance. The student equivalent of such a development is 

sidestepping students’ possibility to develop their full learning potentials (cf. 

Dewey 1916, 1938a) as well as teachers’ possibility to aid such a development. 

Where learning does not need justification but reflection (cf. Broady 2012; 

Dewey 1916), compliance (in a learning sense) needs to be replaced by meta-

cognition: what are the external demands (for instance teachers’ experience 

when teaching and/or curriculum, or other frames of the educational context) 

and how can these be balanced with interest and curiosity? This is also a 

question of knowledge and learning as a commodity, where “rooting for” your 

child or your “company” is a felt necessity. Otherwise, they will perish in the 

competition between other operators on the open market of education. 

Education (music education included) thereby becomes a race towards the top 

as in competing with others, and not necessarily related to the constituents of, 

and for personal, continuous growth. As such, music education becomes the 

opposite of an adventure of knowledge (other than the thrill of the chase), 



 165 

rendering the development and execution of intelligent action, as the common 

necessity for enabling students as well as teachers to learn from their peers, 

superfluous. 

7.3 Student and teacher agency 

Knowledge, as defined from a pragmatic point of view by Määtänen (2010), 

asserts the need for an ability to execute “changes […] through controlled 

operations” (p. 58). But who has the power of definition and control over such 

operations, and to what effect? What are the prerequisites for such operations 

to be performed by students and teachers within the learning context of upper 

secondary school? Here, the question of agency leads to regarding students and 

teachers as learners, and not only performers of an in detail pre-planned and 

standardized music education. According to the results of this thesis, 

understanding the notion of an agent in an educational setting as a person 

“who can flourish in the moving landscapes of learning” (Allsup & Westerlund 

2012, p. 127), suggests that the individual, subjective prerequisites for both 

student and teacher agency are in place.   

The students’ detailed conceptualizations of musical knowledge and 

learning are accompanied by reflections on the prerequisites for learning to 

become meaningful, and hence their education. The teachers willingly shared 

their experiences to be scrutinized, both by peers and by participating in a 

research effort. This was done with an open mind and curiosity towards each 

other’s experiences and conceptualizations of musical knowledge and learning, 

education and teaching. Thus their actions are different from what has been 

described as obtrusive for music teachers’ professional development (cf. 

Benedict 2008; Colwell 2003; Stanley 2009), and lacking in professional 

capabilities (cf. Zandén 2010). The question becomes how the experiences and 
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conceptualizations of students and teachers can be shared and acted upon 

collaboratively, within as well as between these educational peer groups. 

As described earlier, personal and educational goals within formal 

education, such as upper secondary school, can be different for students and 

teachers respectively, between whom, moreover, there are power relations. 

For instance, teachers have the power to grade students. These power 

relations can be addressed in several ways depending on how you regard 

knowledge as a learning outcome. If students (or their parents) use their power 

as “customers”, then they and their teachers can sidestep the process of music 

education as an adventure of knowledge, and instead focus on the final 

“product”.61 None of the students interviewed for this thesis endorsed such a 

view, regardless of their educational environment in terms of, for instance, 

entrance levels or school status. On the contrary, what they conceptualize are 

aspects they see as necessary for teachers to be aware of. These concern music, 

pedagogy, adolescents’ personal circumstances and related issues (see Article 

1). The teachers, on the other hand have a more diversified description of 

agency. There is no doubt that the teachers acknowledge their power, but 

according to the analysis this is not used in an abusive, self-fulfilling way. At 

the same time, they express different approaches towards teaching and student 

ability, for instance when it comes to collaborative actions during lessons. So it 

seems both students and teachers agree that external framing, such as syllabi, 

and interest intersect (cf. Dewey 1916). Not only does this connect with 

                                                        
61 The metaphor of education as an adventure of knowledge is in this text connected to the 

chosen ontology, epistemology and philosophy of education. “Adventure” is thereby meant 
to be something you experience, even if you happen to “buy it” on an open education 
market such as the Swedish model. There is a possibility that such a metaphor is used for 
branding, so that schools become educational “travel agencies” selling “knowledge 
adventures”. However, such an approach will implode as soon as the metaphor does not 
translate into epistemological, but only economical gains and “currencies”. 
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students and teachers as learners, but also to the interpretation of curricula 

and educational setup. Whose interest is in the foreground? Is it the teachers’ 

or the students’, the organization’s in which they interact, or could it even be 

the interests of the open educational market? Here, the view and role of 

communication within education is important. The pragmatic notion of 

education as communication as opposed to mediation (see Chapter 2) means 

that power differences as well as differences of interests and opinions may 

exist, but that the use of power needs to be executed reflectively. Otherwise, 

the potential growth of the individual will be limited (cf. Dewey 1916). 

Music teachers’ authority is not necessarily ubiquitous, for students may 

have a more detailed interest in or understanding of certain genres or artists, 

but foremost because of the professional experience of teaching, learning and 

music in general. With this comes a responsibility to be an authority without 

being authoritarian, and thereby heed the needs, interests and emotions of 

others, as well as to be aware of educational frames and demands such as 

curricula (cf. Allsup 2003; Dewey 1916). This is something that can be 

connected to what Biesta (2013) sees as the “in-between” of educational 

communication, meaning that being taught by is different to learning from. 

Situations wherein teachers feel the need to be authoritarian can occur in 

public education framed by knowledge requirements, such as when helping 

students to pass examinations. Such a situation is not preferable, either in a 

pragmatic sense or according to the students and teachers who participated in 

this research. Both groups felt positive about teachers’ support, demands and 

challenges, but criticized oppressive use of their power. The solution, 

according to both students and teachers, lies in communication, though the 

nature of this power was described differently. Whereas the students presented 

a multifaceted but mutual perspective on what teachers need to do to aid their 

learning, the latter conceptualized communicative actions differently (see 

Article 2). This is not to say that some of the teachers were authoritarian and 
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others were not, for they all focused on students’ development, and in ways 

other than just musical, and they all cared about them as individuals and 

adolescents. How students experience these communicative actions and uses of 

teachers’ authority is another issue that underlines the importance of 

understanding education as both communicative practice and intelligent 

action on behalf of both students and teachers.          

The question of agency with respect to teachers as learners concerns 

authority and power structures within educational organizations from both 

internal and external aspects of peer groups and school leadership, which is to 

say, municipalities or market economic equivalents, or government and 

politics.62 The issue of agency thereby becomes a question of what frames let 

teachers “flourish” (Allsup & Westerlund, 2012). How much and in what ways 

are teachers free to communicate and share their experiences within public 

education with others than students and peers, and how do they use and take 

responsibility for such freedom?   

Interpreting curricula is the main way that teachers participated in the 

second empirical study, an area in which issues of their power and agency are 

interesting. One aspect of the power to interpret concerns the effects of 

teacher deprofessionalization. As an example: in 2012 the Swedish Schools 

Inspectorate issued a report regarding the assessment of national tests. One 

conclusion was that “it is of utmost importance that the instructions [for 

assessment] are clear and contain descriptions that leave minimal possibilities 

for individual interpretation” (p. 25, author’s translation. Hence, national tests 

in language subjects were interpreted as particularly risky even though they 

are just one of several assessment procedures that the Educational Act 
                                                        
62 The Swedish educational system is an example of a shift from almost political consensus to 

political power struggles that are often charged by opinion, even more so than ideology, or 
for that matter esoteric knowledge (cf. Carlgren 2013; Liedman 2011). 
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(SFS2010:800) deems mandatory. If teachers’ individual, professional 

assessments are considered to be a threat to equivalence, and equivalence is 

regarded less as different things having equal value and more as uniformity, 

whose experience and agency is leading the profession? Since the Swedish 

Schools Inspectorate has the mandate to issue remedial actions and penalties 

such as fines, they also have considerable power to control and direct teachers’ 

actions and thereby teacher agency.    

Whilst these are the national constituents of agency and power, there are 

also local and internal differences. At the school where the second empirical 

study was performed, teachers were not only encouraged to share experiences 

by the principal, but this sharing was considered to be a prerequisite for 

professional actions. Hence, teacher agency was not limited by executive 

power but framed by demands on professional responsibility in conjunction 

with educational legislation and curricula. At the beginning of the PAR 

process, there was a difference regarding the core group teachers’ foci and 

aims. A sub-group of vocal teachers expressed a strong emphasis on what to 

assess, such as sight-reading, which they understood to be the main means to 

decode and realize simple musical notation (see Articles 2 and 3). At first, they 

felt insecure about their interpretations of the knowledge requirements, and 

how to ascribe correctness in relation to singing only, whereas the aims of the 

RD project as well as the mandate invested in the teachers as professionals by 

school leadership concerned not only other instruments but also diverse 

assessment procedures besides grading.63 Combined with the expressed feeling 

                                                        
63 The music teachers of the core group in this investigation consider the voice an instrument. 

Regardless of whether it is considered as a “valid” or “true” interpretation or not, the syllabi 
for the courses Instrument or singing 1-3 (The National Agency for Education 2011) are, as the 
name suggests, mutual and general for all types of instruments as well as for voice and 
singing (see Chapter 4). 
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of lack of time by the sub-group of vocal teachers and their strong will to 

address assessment specifics of “their” instrument, the teacher agency was 

thereby split into parallel tracks: mainly the what and the how of assessment, 

but also into instrument specifics as well as the Arts programme 

(sub)orientations Music, Artist and Music production. In the beginning, the 

“vocal teacher agency” therefore became strong. Being the largest sub-group 

of the music teacher faculty, this may not be surprising. You are more likely to 

come across a fellow instrumental teacher if you are higher in numbers and if 

you teach within the same orientation (Artist having only voice as the main 

instrument). Consequently, the agency of the other instrumental teachers 

appeared to be weaker. This was sometimes expressed as frustration over lack 

of time to meet with instrumentalist colleagues. Given exactly the same 

amount of time for collegial interaction, the question then became how this 

time was administered and what areas of the teaching profession these 

teachers emphasized. Collegial communication was shown to be an area less 

emphasized by, for instance, guitar teachers who are the second largest 

instrument group.  

The responsibility to administer such time outside the teaching task was 

sometimes put on others outside of a teacher sub-group (see Article 3). The 

teachers can be seen as moving between the apprehensions of not having or not 

being given time for collegial collaboration. Not being give time puts 

professional responsibilities for time management on others, thereby defining 

a certain type of teacher role that is different from not having enough time. 

Thereby, these conceptualizations give information about what the 

constituents of teachers’ roles could encompass as well as their agency. The 

question then becomes one of whether this was a recurring habit, or if it was a 

pre-stage to an  “intelligent inquiry into […] conditions and consequences” as 

Dewey puts it (1929b, p. 398-399). If not, it is a mere complaint due to either 

frustration or fatigue or avoidance of professional responsibility during present 
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circumstances, and hence a weak agency as suggested by Allsup and 

Westerlund (2012). It is not possible to tell from the empirical data if this 

expression of dissatisfaction is a sign of an “arrest of [professional] growth” 

(Dewey 1916, p. 30), but it can be said to show different aspects and foci of 

agency connected to learning. 

7.4 Conceptualizations of music and learning  

As described in the introduction to this part of the thesis, there is a difference 

in method as well as methodological approach of the two empirical studies. 

Whereas the students were interviewed and asked directly to conceptualize 

musical knowledge and learning, the teachers have participated in a 

collaborative effort wherein they have been informed and continuously 

reminded of the research aim and the role of the researcher within PAR. 

Whereas the students have been asked to conceptualize their individual, 

personal growth, the teachers’ conceptualizations had to focus students’ 

learning within the upper secondary context and not their own. In 

comparison, the students also had lesser experience, if any at all, of an actual 

teaching perspective on musical knowledge and learning, while the teachers all 

had experiences of being students of music. Whereas the students are almost 

Deweyan in their conceptualizations, the teachers do not fit into any 

epistemological mould that easily. On the other hand they make and have had 

to make direct connections to the chosen syllabi for their RD project and to 

have a defined aim. That said, some teachers initially showed a more atomistic 

conceptualization of learning and knowledge than the students. Whereas the 

students saw connections between the different music courses and subjects as a 

different ways to further their education, some teachers saw such connections 

as counterproductive (see Article 2). This was with reference to a teaching 
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situation that lacked time to connect subjects/courses, and to students’ ability, 

or lack thereof, to make such connections themselves. This particular view is 

related to the teachers’ different experiences of organizational traits and 

methodological approaches (see Article 3). It could also be what students say 

about being at different levels, such as in music theory compared to 

instrumental or vocal training, which they thought made learning more 

troublesome and led to a sort of mismatch in their education. Teachers 

focusing on student ability are possibly catching up on such student 

experience, and thereby avoid connecting courses wherein students perform at 

different levels. The teachers’ standpoint of not having time for, or not 

wanting to focus on another course during vocal/instrument lessons is thereby 

put in another kind of light.  

Another aspect of differences between student and teacher 

conceptualizations is that of advocating an aim/goal focus as opposed to a 

production focus within the Arts programme. The former could be seen as 

going against the students’ conception of a meaningful learning environment 

as “putting things together”, for instance in the form of a production (see 

Article 1, p. 193). Students express such an inclusive, holistic approach as an 

opportunity to understand subject matter on a deeper level, and teachers 

advocating a production focus see a possibility for learning in an authentic 

setting. The teachers advocating a focus on course aim/goal on the other 

hand see such a procedure as possibly counter-productive. This 

conceptualization is based on teachers’ view of students’ needs to reach aims 

and goals as well as their own needs for teaching these. This approach is based 

on the view that productions, regardless of how “real” or “authentic” they 

may be experienced, do not automatically help or make the students focus and 

reach the aims and goals that are assessed as necessary to address. To be able 

to do so, students need to be aware of what these aims and goals are, and how 
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their teacher apprehends the way(s) in which these can be addressed and 

reached.   

When analysing the different conceptualizations of knowledge and 

learning made by the informants and participants in the two empirical studies, 

the aim is not to look for or to present any form of “best practices”. 

Nonetheless, what is of importance are the aspects of communication: in what 

ways can teachers and students communicate with each other and within their 

own peer groups to be able to share their concepts of learning and knowledge? 

Having the traditional power and task of curricular interpretation and 

assessment, how do teachers address and elucidate their choices and 

assessments towards the students, whether in- or outside a production as 

exemplified?  

7.5 Education as communication and mutual activity  

As presented in the theory chapter, one of the pioneering traits of pragmatist 

philosophy is that it understands education as communication (as opposed to 

mediation) and thereby a mutual activity (cf. Boman, Ljunggren & von Wright 

2007; Dewey 1916, 1958). While students and teachers communicate 

musically during their time together in upper secondary education, the 

musical qualities of the curriculum are in writing, whilst communication 

regarding assessment is at least partially verbal. Without being able to make 

claims that musical communication is less represented between teachers and 

students when conceptualizing musical knowledge and learning, research such 

as Heikinheimo’s (2010) show that teachers and students have different 

experiences of both musical and other types of interchange during lessons. 

Even if the pragmatist view of experience is that it is “a thicker concept that 

needs to be examined in the context of interaction”  (Westerlund 2002, p. 47), 
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and Dewey (1934) considered aesthetic experience as direct and pure, 

conceptualizing in a music education context such as upper secondary 

education must be regarded as dependent on spoken, written and bodily 

language too.64  

Whilst the students’ experience never being asked to conceptualize 

musical knowledge and learning or to express their positionalities during their 

music education(s), there may have been opportunities for them to share their 

thoughts and experiences with their teachers. This is not the staying 

impression of their education through nine years of music as a compulsory 

school subject and varying amounts of time in upper secondary education or 

extracurricular activities concerning music. Even if this can be related to the 

strangeness of their research participation, which focused only on 

conceptualization, it raises questions about the impact of upper secondary 

music education as a communicative practice. Some teachers expressed a 

similar feeling of novelty when participating in the PAR project. This is in part 

related to issues of assessment, but also to collegial exchange as well as 

experience of a holistic and collaborative approach towards music education, 

the latter with reference to colleagues as well as students. The second 

empirical study also points to this issue and aspects of teaching as a 

communicative profession. 

When the participating teachers were asked during the PAR cycles how 

students could become more closely involved in their own learning process, 

collaborative assessment was touched upon. In this type of assessment teachers 

and students together analyse, reflect upon and assess an area of the 

curriculum that might be chosen by the students. Teachers who advocated this 
                                                        
64 In my experience as a music teacher and researcher, I have yet to come across an interaction 

between teacher and student, say a grading conversation, where music is the only mode of 
communication. 
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saw their students as capable of being included in assessment and evaluation 

as well as choosing contents (see Article 2). Those teachers who practiced such 

an approach ensured that it was always done under supervision and in relation 

to what was seen to be students’ capabilities, so that they were never solely 

responsible for planning and/or structuring. This approach is important for 

encouraging students to be conscious of those aspects of their education that 

were possible for them to think about. Rather than demanding “correct” 

analyses, this enables focusing on the effects of music students’ difficulties, such 

as being out of tune or time. In such a conceptualization, as exemplified by 

collaborative assessment, music education is a mutual activity that focuses not 

only on what to do, but also on the reasons why. However, analysing the 

teachers’ conceptualizations this approach does not seem to be fool proof or to 

lead automatically to mutual reflective activity. Regardless of approach 

towards for example teaching or student abilities, teachers express deviations 

from the planned outcomes (one example being the student participation in 

deciding material for a written test as described in Article 2). Thereby, what 

and how of education as communication and mutual activity is a key feature 

for music education to become an adventure of knowledge.  
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8. Concluding discussion  

The idea that any knowledge in particular can be instituted apart from its being 
the consummation of inquiry, and that knowledge in general can be defined apart 
from this connection is, moreover, one of the sources of confusion in logical 
theory. For the different varieties of realism, idealism and dualism have their 
diverse conceptions of what “knowledge” really is. In consequence, logical 
theory is rendered subservient to metaphysical and epistemological 
preconceptions, so that interpretation of logical forms varies with underlying 
metaphysical assumptions. (Dewey 1938b, p. 8) 

In this final chapter I will discuss the methods used, and then return to the 

questions presented in the introduction. The overall aim of this text has been 

to develop knowledge about teachers’ and students’ conceptualizations of 

musical knowledge and learning within the context of Swedish upper 

secondary school’s National Arts programme with orientation Music. This has 

been done by using a pragmatic point of departure, whilst acknowledging 

education as communication and the importance of public education for the 

shaping of a democratic society (cf. Dewey 1916; Englund 2006). While the 

research questions concern how students and teachers conceptualize musical 

knowledge and learning, researching with the teachers has also led to an 

examination of their views of educational communication, and concepts of 

quality, equivalence and teachers’ roles. Finally, some thoughts regarding 

educational implications as well as some ideas on future research connected to 

the results of this thesis are discussed. 
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8.1 Method discussion 

Just, just to phrase the question scientifically: Larry, what the hell just happened 
here...? (Schaefer, June 12, 2009)65 

In what ways can research, including intersubjective actions, be made 

transparent? Before discussing aspects of validity in relation to the chosen 

methods (questionnaire, focus group interviews, narrative inquiry and 

participatory actions research) and the analyses of data emanating from these, 

questions of validity in qualitative research in general will be discussed.     

The general notion of validity concerns questions about the “believability 

of a statement or a knowledge claim” (Polkinghorne 2007, p. 474). In relation 

to qualitative research as science, the question of belief must start with the 

following acknowledgement: qualitative data can form the basis for developing 

scientific knowledge, and thereby assist our understanding of the world. In this 

research, pragmatic ontology forms the basis for such an understanding, also 

with respect to choice of method, in which belief, according to Dewey (1938b), 

is a “double-barrelled” word (p. 7). In this context belief includes the 

description of the outcome of inquiry, and personal matters: “something that 

some human being entertains or holds” (ibid.). Therefore, the issue of validity 

in qualitative research efforts needs to address how actions have been 

performed, and to what extent they could have been performed differently. 

Whilst questions of researcher–participant interactions and ethical 

considerations have been described and problematized in chapter 4, this 
                                                        
65 This question, put forth by moderator John Schaefer to discussion panel member Lawrence 
Parsons, follows musician Bobby McFerrin’s demonstration of musical interaction with the 
audience, using the major pentatonic scale, at the 2009 World Science Festival, (see 1:01:39 in 
the following clip: 
www.worldsciencefestival.com/2010/09/notes_neurons_in_search_of_the_common_chorus/). 
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chapter includes a further problematization of the chosen methods. Being a 

qualitative study, meaning that the data examined is non-numerical (Åsberg 

2011) and that the aim is not measurement, the basis of the methods used here 

recognises the validity of subjective experiences for scientific results (cf. Barrett 

& Stauffer 2009; Reason 2006). In relation to narrative inquiry and 

participatory action research, this entails accepting the narrative and action 

turns within science, and the relevance of pragmatic ontology and 

epistemology to individuals’ interactions with and understanding of others and 

the things that surround them. 

The validity and reliability of the research presented in this thesis can be 

questioned with respect to both researchers and participants (Möllås 2009; 

Swahn 2006; Tobin & Begley 2004). Some aspects of these issues have been 

addressed in chapter 4 in connection with issues of authenticity, representation 

and meaningfulness (Swahn 2006). The two empirical studies have guaranteed 

that: the empirical material has not been handled by anyone else other than 

myself, the participants, or in the case of the study, four contact persons; there 

are no signs of tampering; and there have been no attempts to interfere with 

or disturb the research processes. Thereby, the empirical material emanating 

from the two studies is considered to be representative of the participants, and 

their participation to have been honest and open. The conceptualizations have 

only on a few occasions been brief – foremost in the questionnaire – and none 

of the participants have been completely silent or avoided interactions with me 

or the other participants. Besides the fact that all material, regardless of type of 

answer or interaction, is valid for the research, the risk of “adapted” answers, 

as when participants say what they think the researcher wants to hear, is based 

on an existential perspective from which the individual is the “material” to be 

analysed, and that his/her “’real’ or ’underlying’ views (conceptualised as the 

views she would express ’in private’) represent the purest form of data” 

(Hollander, 2004, s. 611). The individual is considered as a source of “real” 
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information. The material analysed in this research is conceptualizations of 

students and teachers in an upper secondary education context. Whilst as a 

researcher you cannot disregard the fact that the research subjects are 

individuals, it is their contextualized and shared conceptualizations and 

experiences that constitute the basis for analysis; and the basis for human 

growth from a pragmatic perspective. Since processes of interaction are of 

importance in individuals’ everyday lives, “group thinking” need not 

contaminate empirical material, but can provide sound data. While Hollander 

(2004) regards the tension between the subjective and intersubjective as the 

foundation for adopting the interview methods used for focus group 

interviews, making sure the participants’ voices and intentions are heard is the 

main purpose of PAR. 

8.1.1 STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES OF THE FIRST EMPIRICAL STUDY  

The participants of the first empirical study had the opportunity to 

conceptualize in mostly written and verbal form by means of a questionnaire, 

and by participating in focus group interviews. The research approach has 

been to regard these conceptualizations as narratives, and by retelling them in 

two different narrative forms by use of a mix of narrative analysis and analysis 

of narratives (see 5.5.1). Although the focus of the questionnaire and 

interviews has been on musical knowledge and learning both in and outside 

school, the context of the analysis has been upper secondary education 

approached by way of the pragmatic notion of experience as the basis of all 

meaning-making and value (see Article 1). Thereby, the produced data and 

results have been filtered not only through my own experiences as a researcher 

and music teacher, but also from an ontological and epistemological 

perspective that acknowledges intersubjective actions as sources of knowledge 

and learning. The latter is something Jean Clandinin and Shaun Murphy 

(2009) see as a necessity for narrative research, and what I, based on the work 
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of Katherine Kohler Riessman (2005), have chosen to call the prism of 

narrative inquiry.  

In the case of the study concerning students’ conceptualizations, the 

personal, face-to-face interaction between the participants and me as a 

researcher occurred during the focus group interviews. The questionnaire was 

used as a tool for preparing both the students and me. Together with the letter 

of intent, this gave the students the opportunity to reflect upon their 

experiences of musical knowledge and learning, and to share these with a 

stranger in the interview. Because it was myself who constructed the 

questionnaire, the participants understanding of concepts of musical 

knowledge and learning were not free from influences from my own 

experiences. Consequently I took precaution to use writing adapted to the age 

group and to the context of upper secondary education. In this, my 

experiences as a music teacher within the said context were helpful, for 

example when constructing an interview template. Since this was built upon 

answers to the questionnaire and the syllabus, this worked as “impulse 

material” (Kirsch 2001) built partially on the students’ own experiences. 

Together with the chosen pictures, the template functioned to some degree as 

what Alexis Kallio (2015, in press) calls “factional stories”, a construct 

designed to bridge possible gaps between researcher and participants by 

encouraging interaction and sharing concerning the interests of the inquiry. 

To fully use the power of such a tool, I would have had to construct more of a 

story from the answers to the questionnaire. At the same time, the use of 

images was a way to address “the tyranny of the transcript” in narrative 

research – the “hegemony” of interview-transcripts based on the retelling of 

experiences by individual voices (Squire, Andrews & Tamboukou 2008, p. 8). 

The images were also a way to discover the different allusions made by the 
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participants and me, examples being the function or intentions of the persons 

and/or contexts depicted.66   

The narrative inquiry, both as a parameter for analysis and for 

controlling the scope of the investigation, allowed the primary standpoint of 

the participants to inform the construction of the first empirical study. This 

informed their reflections on the research purpose, scope and the time given 

for the empirical study process. The limited amount of time set aside for 

interaction with the students could have had a considerable impact on what 

the students chose to discuss, for instance sociality (see 5.5.1), and to what 

extent they chose to answer as “school students”, thereby possibly disregarding 

music as a part of their lives outside school.     

The main purpose of the investigation concerns the students’ learning in 

upper secondary school, which is why they were asked to participate, and the 

reason for its connection to everyday school experiences. Since the focus on a 

school context for the most part relies on the contents and actions within 

education rather than on connections between their education and the 

students’ outside experiences, it is a fairly compartmentalized environment (cf. 

Stålhammar 2004a, 2004b). One way to reach further into the 

interconnections of the outside and inside environments would have to include 

interviews that went deeper into the students’ experiences and life histories (cf. 

Kvale & Brinkmann 2009). At the same time, a great deal of effort has been 

put into a thorough investigation, down to levels of detail with regard to access 

to empirical material and analysis. One such effort has been to add questions 

relating to life outside school in both the questionnaire and during the 

                                                        
66 Examples ranged from pointing out who was seen as the teacher and student respectively, or 

in what ways the persons depicted were considered as learners or not, for instance in 
pictures of live performances in front of audiences, studio settings or (what was interpreted 
as) rehearsals. 
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interviews, giving the participants the opportunity to share their experiences of 

music. Another aspect of the research is connected to the aim of investigating 

experiences as upper secondary, arts programme music students, in which 

their time and experiences as students of music include their prior K-12 

education.  

The presentation of the results was partially constructed by merging all 

participant voices into a single one. From a pragmatic view of the individual in 

relation to social context, the risk of such a procedure is the disappearance of 

the pluralistic and the dialectical. At the same time, the purpose of the 

research was to create as wide a connection as possible to the field of praxis, 

wherein experiences of reading or working with scientific publications is 

limited; and by trying “to compose research texts that speak to the everyday 

experiences of researchers and participants as one tries to understand storied 

experiences situated within social, cultural, institutional, and linguistic 

narratives” (Clandinin & Murphy 2009, p. 601). Therefore, readability 

connected to degrees of recognition was taken into consideration, in this case 

resulting in a “conversation” between a teacher/researcher and a student that 

could be read separately from the rest of the research material. To maintain 

the complexity of the data, great efforts were made to include the pluralistic 

and the dialectical, including any lack of consensus between the participating 

students. This was enabled by the conceptualizations often being open 

reflections rather than peer dialogues. The reason for this concerns the 

unfamiliarity of conceptualization rather than the time, place and context of 

questionnaires and focus group interviews.  

If the interview template had been more “open” and richer in its 

concepts, choice of words and issues of time, place and sociality, maybe the 

students’ reflections would have been different. Nevertheless, all the variations 

could be addressed and incorporated into the results by means of analysis. In 

summary, if the investigation had been performed at the time of writing this 
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thesis, the choice of methods and execution would have been largely the same 

apart from small modifications to the depth of the interviews and the analysis. 

Still, it is my conviction that the results are valid.  

8.1.2 VALIDITY OF PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH 

Since the aim of action research in its different forms is to  

[…] forge a more direct link between intellectual knowledge and moment-to-
moment personal and social action so that inquiry contributes directly to the 
flourishing of human persons, their communities, and the ecosystems of which 
they are part (Reason 2006, p. 188) […] 

there has been a movement away from validity as “policing and legitimation” 

towards asking questions, stimulating dialogues, reflecting on the groundings 

of research practices and thus what “significant claims concerning quality we 

wish to make [, claims that rest] not so much on getting it right but on 

stimulating open discussion” (ibid., p. 191). This view of validity in action 

research depends on the following criteria (Anderson & Herr 1999): 

democratic validity concerning the extent to which the research was 

undertaken in collaboration with all partners involved in the “problem” under 

investigation; process validity concerning the research activity as educative 

and informative; dialogic validity concerning to what extent to which the 

research can be discussed with peers in different settings; outcome validity in 

the sense of to what extent the research actions “solved the problem”; and 

catalytic validity, concerning to what degree the research transformed “the 

realities” of those involved? 

Concerning democratic validity, participation in the second empirical 

study was based completely on voluntary actions. Although there was a frame 

set as described in the RD application, this, as well as the rest of the 

participatory action process, was built on questions and problems brought 

forward by the participating teachers on the basis of their experiences of 

musical knowledge, learning and educational assessment. The focus of the 
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PAR process was thereby decided collaboratively, whereas the how to 

investigate the area of interest came from me (using PAR). Whether to do as 

suggested was then decided by the participating teachers, as were the different 

areas addressed during the PAR process.  

All the participants contributed to elucidating the collaboratively decided 

areas of interest. Thus, the results of the PAR cycles were derived from the 

participants’ experiences and my own. Although the direction of the process 

was monitored mainly by the two administrative teachers and me, all 

participants in the core group were active in steering the PAR cycles, while the 

rest of the music teacher staff had the opportunity to take part and interact to 

information provided by the core group members. Their collaborative 

decisions were always based on the needs that each and every member 

expressed. During every core group meeting, actions and preparations before 

the next meeting were agreed upon, but how these would be addressed or by 

whom could not always be decided during the meetings due to the intensity of 

interaction and engagement. Determining who is to perform such actions is of 

importance for the development of knowledge within the PAR process (cf. 

Andersson 2006). In some cases, I was the one preparing and performing these 

actions, one example being the overview of the aims and processes shown in 

fig. 1, Article 2, whereas in other cases, for instance the examples of simple 

notation, this was done by the teachers. That way, we maintained awareness 

of the process validity of the PAR project, although some of the core group 

participants chose not to prepare before, or participate in, every meeting, as 

with reading the triple and quadruple logs for example.  

The need for dialogic validity was addressed by the decision to leave open 

the work of the core group for the rest of the music teacher staff, for instance 

by bringing themes, questions or problem to other types of staff meeting (see 

Article 3). Public presentations also worked as a way to discuss the research. 

All that was left to do of the plan and wishes for the PAR project was to finish 
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the collaborative article, and cooperating with other schools concerning upper 

secondary assessment practices. The dialogue within the core group was based 

on generosity and respect, and performed in a both curious and critical way.  

Thereby, reflective dialogue with others outside the core group has been made 

possible. 

When it comes to “solving the problem” (Anderson & Herr 1999, p. 191) 

or “outcome validity” it is hard to determine what the complete outcome is 

going to be. The aim has never been to come up with concrete solutions, 

though making the voices of the participants in PAR heard has been 

successful. There were occasions when the teachers expressed a change in the 

way they regarded musical quality, prerequisites for teaching and assessment, 

and assessment in itself. They also expressed gratitude for the opportunity to 

meet each other and me as external participant, and the support it gave for 

their professional development. At the same time, on occasions outside the 

core group, some participants expressed a lack of direction and purpose when 

asked to work in peer groups outside teaching courses. They seemed to take 

on a more passive and sometimes negative role than within the core group. 

To what extent did the PAR process make the participants aware of the 

constituents of their assessment practice and lead to changes? According to 

Dewey (1916, 1938a), sharing experiences is necessary for human growth, 

which has been made possible throughout the whole research process. As 

mentioned above, both I as an external observer and the participants 

themselves noticed changes in the way they perceived and addressed issues of 

musical knowledge, learning and assessment, as well as how they interacted 

with both students and peers, thereby showing a widened perspective on music 

education and assessment practices. The work has also raised new questions. 

All this gives hope of some catalytic validity in the sense that the changes that 

became visible during the PAR process could lead to further development. 

One thing that became clear amongst the core group participants was that the 
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responsibility for elucidating areas for development and creating solutions and 

changes to a great extent lay with themselves.  

To summarize: the issues addressed during the PAR process, and the 

ways in which this was performed give hope for a raised ability to act in ways 

that can further teacher professionalism and thereby students’ learning 

outcomes over time. 

8.1.3 FINAL REMARKS ON METHODS 

According to Mats Alvesson and Kaj Sköldberg (2008), aspects of truth 

concerning research results can be related in three ways to the chosen 

ontology of the research: truth as a concept has a relation of representation 

and application, as well as being a carrier of meaning in relation to the 

ontological choice. Since the pragmatic notion of truth is one of fallibilism, 

and because creating meaning depends on relations between individuals, all 

three criteria are satisfied by the research method and execution. In a similar 

way, the conceptualizations can be regarded as representative of the 

participants (the conceptualizations are theirs), they have a relation of 

application in connection to the analysis and are carriers of meaning in 

relation to the groups to which the participants belong (students and teachers 

of upper secondary music education). Within these groups, the participants 

were representatives of themselves as individuals and within the research 

situation. Because the actions of students and teachers in an education system 

are framed by legislation and curricula, it might well be important to access 

their conceptualizations since the results could be of use to others involved in 

upper secondary music education (Göransson & Nilholm, 2009).  

That which is to be considered general and valid in research has to do 

with what Alvesson and Sköldberg (2008) allude to as the domain to be 

investigated: “A theory of organizations can – simply put – only concern all 

organizations, not protons or sea-lions […]” (ibid., p. 53, author’s translation). 
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So the theories and conclusions generated by this research can be valid for the 

Arts programme of the Swedish Upper secondary school, and may be used 

when addressing issues pertaining to this domain. The method is general in 

the sense that it could be repeated, and produce answers in a similar fashion, 

without necessarily being the same. As Richard Rorty (1979) asserts: the 

general aspects of research results lie not as much in truth, as in the possibility 

to use them to edify perception and deepen conversation.  

8.2 Discussion of results 

Science is a profession in which individuals cooperate together in order to 
advance human knowledge, eliminate ignorance, and solve practical problems. 
(Resnik 1998, p. 37) 

In this part the following main themes will be discussed: approaches towards 

and effects of external demands, those relating to curricular demands, to 

others in relation to teachers and peers (students), and to issues of 

professionalism (teachers); education as communication, which includes a 

discussion of the results in relation to shared experience within the context of 

upper secondary music education; the necessity of assessment in which results 

are discussed in relation to epistemology, curricula and other external 

demands; music education as getting or having?, which questions value, 

agency and moral deliberation in music education. The overall discussion will 

then be concluded with thoughts on educational implications and future 

research. 

8.2.1 APPROACHES TOWARDS, AND EFFECTS OF EXTERNAL DEMANDS 

As described earlier (see 7.1), according to both pragmatic epistemology and 

within the framework of upper secondary school as a formal educational 

practice, both teachers and students are expected to be learners. Besides the 
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obvious differences of age and allotted roles – growing as human beings 

(students) and as professionals (teachers) – there are areas of learning that are 

both mutual and specific to the two groups. Through their conceptualizations 

both students and teachers expressed their views of these roles and thereto 

connected areas. The students see themselves as ultimately responsible for 

their own development, while their concept of a music teacher, as the analysis 

made visible, is one of great importance for such a development to be possible. 

The teachers’ focus lies mainly on their actions as enabling students’ learning, 

but there are differences regarding how they address this issue.     

While teachers as well as students need to reflect upon how they learn, 

what to learn differs. Students’ learning concerns mainly developing musical 

skills and qualities, while teachers are mainly expected to assess, conceptualize 

and address these skills and qualities, rather than develop their own. This 

means that sharing experiences in an educational setting that concerns 

aesthetic quality as represented by sound and other modes, corresponding 

with Dewey’s (1934) notion of the work of art as the processes and influences 

of the aesthetic that is reflected on from different horizons. Whereas aesthetic 

experience needs to be addressed as subjective to both students and teachers, 

it also needs to be related to external definitions, for instance those of Swedish 

educational frames.67       

While multi-facetted and detailed, the results of the first empirical study 

show that being asked to share concepts of musical knowledge and learning is 

a novelty for students. Together with their descriptions of what they see as 

                                                        
67 The participating teachers were unanimous in their view of professional interpretation: 

interpreting syllabi must never boil down to just personal tastes, to issues of quantity or 
disregarding any of the contents (for example by motivation of students’ lack of interest, 
perceived abilities or future (un)usefulness of certain types of skills or knowledge). 
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necessary for teachers to know about their students, I posed the question of 

how the intersubjective communication and sharing of experiences between 

peers and teachers is constituted (see 7.1) Finding the necessary “common 

ground” (Dewey 1929a, p. 208) in the intersubjective communication of 

experiences within education was thereby revealed to be a case of students, if 

not appropriating, learning externally defined concepts and espoused or 

enacted conceptions of musical qualities, knowledge and learning,  through, 

for instance, their teachers’ actions and/or curricula. However, the results of 

the second study show that teachers conceptualize different approaches 

towards education, learning, teaching, assessment and student abilities, that 

form a continuum between the instructive and collaborative, and production 

and aim/goal focus (see Article 3). Whereas the interactions between an 

instructive approach and production that focus on the empirical data seems to 

provide the obvious “common ground” for the students’ experience of sharing, 

this is by no means certain. Such an interpretation puts the full responsibility 

for students’ sharing experiences on the music teacher, and defines education, 

including views of learning, as a question of mediation rather than 

communication. It also sidesteps the Deweyan (1934) aspects of aesthetic 

experience. Building a music education solely on the power of aesthetic 

experience is problematic when taking into account differences between 

student and teacher experience. Even if music “makes sense”, to paraphrase 

Westerlund (2002), on both existential, intellectual, and instrumental levels 

and for all ages and types of people, this differs depending on the individual’s 

own experiences because we are not each other, we meet each other by 

interacting even given that experience, in a pragmatic sense, can be shared.  

As described earlier (see 7.1), students and teachers are each responsible 

for their own actions, but it falls upon the teacher as senior in both age and 

power to make sure that students give and take opportunities to share 

experiences, and thereby for a common ground to emerge. If teachers’ 
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reflections build solely on their own conceptions of aesthetic qualities, musical 

knowledge and learning, for instance as interpretations of curricula, then what 

happens to students’ as well as teachers’ learning? According to the pragmatic 

theory of learning, including assessment, such a practice would risk leading to 

compliance, meaning learning without understanding, regardless to whether it 

is a matter of musical knowledge and skills, or issues of musikdidaktik (see 7.1.1). 

Compliance means reducing understanding of (or pertaining to) intentions of 

teachers and students, and a lack or loss of meaning besides gaining something 

– for instance by passing a test, or ticking off criteria (cf. Biesta 2013; Dewey 

1923, 1958; Torrance 2007).  

In this, the external demands on education to be, or become, more 

effective, evidence-based and accounted for by measurement and evaluation 

using pseudo-quantities (Liedman 2011), are critical. Imposing such demands 

gives rise to no more than adapting to and appropriating external input with 

little or no concern for the subjective experiences of those who are supposed to 

interpret the contents and consequences of ready-made “packages” (cf. Broady 

2012, Carlgren 2013). When it comes to music teachers, professional 

development and professionalism is to a small degree connected to personal, 

musical skills and knowledge. Instead, it concerns more general concepts of 

education, something that is certainly necessary but could be troublesome 

given the expressed lack of time for professional development by the 

participants in the second empirical study, an underdeveloped, professional 

language of upper secondary school music teachers (cf. Zandén 2010, 2011), 

the high impact and importance of the teacher on students’ learning, and 

shaping of the education (cf. Asp 2011; Borgström Källén 2014; Karlsson 

2002) and not least the participating students’ of the first empirical study 

conceptualizations of what teachers need to know and think about (see Article 

1). Instead of having external “packages” built on exoteric understandings of 

the interacting parties’ musical knowledge and learning, what would be the 
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consequences of using and producing “internal” packages built on esoteric 

equivalents, adapting externally suggested solutions by including and building 

on students’ as well as teachers’ conceptualized experiences? And what would 

be necessary to make such actions possible? 

Just like the students, some of the participating teachers expressed a 

feeling of novelty during the initial phase of the PAR project. This was 

connected to a re-conceptualization of musical knowledge and learning in 

accordance with a new curriculum, and issues of equality and the legal 

certainty of assessment. Nevertheless, within the PAR core group there were 

differences in experience of peer communication and collaboration. The 

results of the second study show that some of the teachers experienced a lack 

of time for peer collaboration; and when opportunities68 for this outside the 

PAR project occurred or were alluded to, they also expressed dissatisfaction 

with planning, execution and focus. This could be a result of their being 

caught between the occupational and organizational strands of professionalism 

(cf. Evetts 2013), which were expressed as lack of time for occupational actions 

of most, but not all participating teachers. The expressions of dissatisfaction 

differed from that of the communication within the core group, which was 

almost exclusively positive in spirit without being superficial. The dialogue was 

mostly critical in an investigative, permissive and curious fashion.   

The reasons for professional “uncertainties” of the teachers, as being 

subjectively sure regarding educational necessities of musical knowledge but 

uncertain how this translates to the curriculum or syllabi, and differences in 

educational approaches can all be found in organizational matters. This raises 

the issue of impact of organizational structure on the teaching profession, and 

                                                        
68 These were meetings with all music teachers or in peer groups, arranged, for instance, by 

subject or music course, or informal meetings. 
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consequently the shaping of teachers and students’ educational environment, 

something Dewey (1913) in his writings on professions says is “so habitual that 

it has become […] mechanical” (p. 66), or concerns aptitude – something he 

also sees as challenging and maybe even surprising for a person with/within a 

chosen profession (Dewey 1916). In relation to this, the results showing that 

those teachers who work more with student inclusion do not express the same 

lack of time for implementation of syllabi – as is the case the other way around 

– is interesting, raising questions regarding education as a communicative 

practice.  

8.2.2 MUSIC EDUCATION AS COMMUNICATION 

The results show how students and teachers conceptualize approaches towards 

education. One aspect of this is the notion of integrating subjects and courses. 

The students see this as beneficial for meaning making, “putting things 

together”, to use the students’ own words, while the teachers have different 

views of how such integration can be performed, for instance through 

production, aim/goal focus, or separation or not between courses. What 

connects the students’ view with that of the teachers who advocate an 

aim/goal focus or course integration, is the dual notion of reflection and 

communication as being imperative for such an approach to create meaning 

for students. If students are not aware of the aims and goals in, for instance, a 

production that “puts things together”, and if the teacher does not apprehend 

or share in the ways in which these can be addressed and reached, no level of 

integration or “authenticity” can automatically create meaning for students 

(cf. Asp 2011). Those teachers advocating student inclusion on a collaborative 

level also stressed the importance of making sure that there is not too much for 

students to grasp simultaneously, and that they are allowed to  use their own 

expressions even if they are “incorrect” in relation to musical vocabulary. 

Regardless of teaching approach, how teachers make sure that their students 
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apprehend what is necessary for meaning-making to occur is, according to the 

results of this research, of great importance. Another aspect highlighted by the 

experience of their novel inclusion in conceptualizing musical knowledge and 

learning is how students themselves address their teachers’ educational 

planning: what responsibility do they take and/or get to become involved in 

course planning, a planning that ultimately controls the processes of their 

learning?69  Earlier research in music education has shown the positive effects 

of students’ experience of meaning-making through collaborative actions and 

increased responsibility, for example in planning and monitoring, even if the 

students fail, or the results are not as intended (cf. Dillon 2007; Rusinek 2007; 

Stålhammar 2004a, 2004b).       

Based on the results of this research, it is not possible to draw the 

conclusion that the students have never been asked to conceptualize during 

their years in formal music education. There may, as well as should have been 

opportunities for them to share their thoughts and experiences with their 

teachers. Being asked by someone else other than their teachers, in another 

situation and in other ways than within their regular education may well evoke 

a feeling of novelty. Nevertheless, the results point to initial difficulties to 

conceptualize as well as expressed feelings of novelty, which raises questions 

regarding the impact of upper secondary music education as a communicative 

practice. Given what research in music education tells us about music teachers 

being their “own curriculum” (Sandberg 2006), the staying power of 

educational changes, changing minds rather than behaviour (cf. Timperley et 

al. 2007), and the impact of teachers on students’ learning, for instance as 

carriers of conceptions (cf. Asp 2011; Borgström Källén 2014), what lasting 

                                                        
69 Not least considering the discrepancies of teacher and student apprehensions of intensity 

during lessons as shown by Hekinheimo (2010). 
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impressions of students and teachers’ communication have is of interest, not 

least since the participating teachers, without considering themselves 

redundant (cf. Zandén 2010), did not reflect much upon the possible impact 

they have on their students. In the first empirical study, the students expressed 

the importance of having others to be able to “mirror” themselves. Given the 

effects as described for instance by Asp (2011) and Borgström Källén (2014), 

the question then becomes if the students were really satisfied with re-

producing their “mirrors”, or if they had not yet been guided sufficiently to be 

able to match their detailed understanding of musical knowledge and learning 

with a more personal, creative process. Given the different entrance levels of 

the schools included in the first empirical study, and thereby a difference in 

students’ entrance skills, the homogeneity of the conceptualizations raises the 

question of a possible educational, creative hegemony in the 21st century but 

without a specific repertoire.70   

8.2.3 THE NECESSITY OF ASSESSMENT 

In relation to the teachers’ educational approaches, the results show a 

difference between student reactions to their inclusion. When it comes to 

teachers’ conceptualizations regarding assessment, the results show that a 

continuous inclusion of knowledge requirements when teaching seems to give 

the teachers more information regarding the students’ understanding and 

learning. It is also seen as a way to make the students reflect upon heir own 

learning and the issues surrounding this, which is in line with earlier research 

findings (cf. Dillon 2007; Rusinek 2007; Stålhammar 2004a, 2004b) and what 

                                                        
70 Although the first empirical study does not include a survey of repertoires, the schools have 

different educational profiles such as “classical”, “rock”, “jazz” or a mix of these, mostly 
depending on school tradition, practical considerations, such as profiling as a way to 
complete a fully functional education, and economic resources. 
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the participating students of the first empirical study express (see Article 1). 

The risk of criteria compliance, by focusing so much on methods of getting 

students through that the constituents of what learning really means becomes 

obscured (Torrance 2007), seems to be dependent on the ways which the 

participating teachers included the knowledge requirements. Those who used 

a type of communication that is built on collaborative actions, thereby letting 

criteria become “co-defined” (Atjonen 2014, p. 241) by the students, expressed 

less need for teaching by instruction, less stress about time and the need to 

“get students through”. This is supported by the analysis of the quadruple logs 

from the second empirical study, which shows that students who were allowed 

to work collaboratively on assessment in a continuous way during class 

expressed the opposite of criteria compliance. What teachers need to do, 

according to the results of this research, is to have patience and faith in their 

students’ abilities when working collaboratively. This calls for thorough 

monitoring and assessment by teachers, so as not to leave the students solely 

responsible for their education, and to address what Biesta (2013) calls “the 

educational question” of “the encounter between what is desired and the 

desirable” (p. 458, italics original). It is also a question of balance between 

demands for “correctness”, for instance according to knowledge criteria, and 

kick-starting the students’ process of reflection. It seems that the continuity 

aspect of teacher and student communication when it comes to assessment 

echoes that of Dewey (1938a) when he asserts that the “principle of continuity 

in its educational application means, nevertheless, that the future has to be 

taken into account at every stage of the educational progress” (p. 47). The 

results of this research show that teachers and students who continuously, 

collaboratively and patiently conceptualize and share reflections create the 

opportunity to take account of the future in terms of what Dewey (1916, 

1938a) calls “intelligent action”. By assessing students’ difficulties 

collaboratively and without being judgemental, students and teachers can 
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understand what to do next. They can thereby make concrete the 

educationally abstract. However, according to the results of this research, it 

does not comes automatically but needs constant monitoring by teachers, and 

a balance between their tasks as civil servants, framed by curricular demands, 

and the interests and abilities of their students. 

8.2.4 MUSIC EDUCATION AS BEING, GETTING OR HAVING? 

What springs to mind in relation to the results is Dewey and Tufts’ (1932) 

notion of value as what one will be as opposed to what one will have; moral 

deliberation as involving doubt, hesitation, making up one’s mind and thereby 

be able (or in the case of my student in the introductory narrative, probably 

feeling forced) to make a decisive choice. It is also a question of what von 

Wright (2000) describes as seeing students as whos or whats – a customer, 

singer, guitarist, etcetera – thereby risking overlooking the uniqueness of each 

student as a creative, human being, and seeing him or her instead in the light 

of what s/he shares with other students or teachers.  

and are their perceptions of self and of their teachers an issue of who or 

what? In the light of an increasing interest in educational assessment as a tool 

for measurement and accountability (cf. Apple 2004; Liedman 2011) and the 

student thought of as a customer (cf. Biesta 2013), what possibilities do 

students and teachers have to discern between being and having, whos and 

whats? According to pragmatic epistemology, the key to being able to 

understand and discriminate among these aspects is intelligent action, and an 

idea of communication as a sharing of experiences.  

If students’ experience of conceptualizing musical knowledge and 

learning within music education is one of novelty, if teachers experience a lack 

of time for similar actions, if external demands stand in opposition to 

curricular designs, and if these are based on mediation and accountability 

instead of shared experiences, what kind of music education is possible? Even 
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if there is a demand on, and room for reflection and sharing of subjective 

experiences, the results of the empirical studies in this research show that there 

seems to be some kind of missing link to enable the development of what 

Dewey considered to be intelligent action: in the case of the students for to 

perceive experiences as conceptualized, and for the music teachers why and 

how to share experiences with peers and students. Since the students have the 

experience of novelty of conceptualizing, the question becomes what part the 

curriculum, including the knowledge criteria, has played, and how it has been 

implemented in their education, since it is this that stipulates reflection on 

behalf of the students and their inclusion with regard to what is to be learnt, 

educational material and interests.  

In comparison to results of earlier research in music education, for 

instance regarding the lack of a professional language (Zandén 2010, 2011), 

music teachers being their own curriculum (cf. Sandberg 2006) or feeling 

confused and insecure when implementing a new one (Zandén & Ferm 

Thorgersen 2014), the teachers participating in this research have shown 

something else. For instance, they posed the question of whether quality and 

value in the knowledge requirements are holistic, such as “re-presenting a 

simple musical phrase” with a “satisfactory” result encompassing technique, 

instrument specifics, expression, stylistic diversity/mimicry and so on. The 

teachers thereby showed both a will and an ability to discuss musical qualities 

such as pitch (chords/melodies), rhythm, dynamics, phrasing, form, and 

expression. They also connected these aspects of musical quality to contexts of, 

for instance, solo or ensemble performances. 

According to the music teachers, in the upper secondary context such 

musical qualities are always goal-related, and connected to learning through 

the necessity of priorities, for instance decoding as a prerequisite for realisation 

in musical performance or knowing what mechanical action to perform, 

putting a finger on a fret/string, hitting a certain drum in a certain way, or the 
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anatomy of the vocal apparatus. The participating teachers displayed a will 

not to be, or become, their own curriculum. Instead, they strove to interpret 

curricular qualities in relation to professional knowledge of what Asp (2011) 

calls their “interpretative repertoire”. They thereby held their mandate as civil 

servants in focus, taking into account equivalence and legal certainty. The 

guiding light for the teachers was their students’ learning and growth as 

human beings through their development of musical skills and knowledge; and 

the tool they used for this is a professional language between peers – a 

language and a communication that, according to them needs to be 

continuously developed so as to understand its purposes, and adapted when 

used in dialogue with students.  

Taking all these things into account when teaching and assessing, is 

considered to be a professional necessity by the teachers; and a similar, holistic 

notion of musical knowledge and learning was also described as a necessity by 

the participating students. Thereby the “fuzziness” or esoteric aspects of the 

criteria (cf. Sadler 1989; Zandén 2010) were elaborated upon, so that the 

teachers were able to understand them, as well as make them understandable 

for students by either presenting or discussing them.  

The results of this research also show that those teachers who expressed 

curiosity and openness towards students’ conceptualizations, as 

complementary to their performances, were less stressed about implementing 

a new curriculum that included interpretation and assessment. Curiosity and 

openness were also sought-after teacher traits by the participating students (see 

Article 1). The results also show that this curiosity must encompass students’ 

conceptualizations of teachers’ actions, and not only their own. Otherwise, 

teachers risk missing what impact their actions and conceptions have on their 

students’ learning (cf. Bamford 2009; Borgström Källén 2014; Hattie 2008; 

Karlsson 2002). Hence, revealing and examining of preconceived or un-
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reflected roles of students and teachers are of great importance if education is 

to become an adventure of knowledge. 

With reference to the roles of teachers and students in contemporary 

education, Biesta (2013) criticizes education as being built on what he calls 

“transactional constructivism” (p. 450), as represented for instance by the 

philosophy of Dewey. Biesta wishes to emphasise student activity and “the 

assumption that students have to construct their own insights, understandings 

and knowledge, and that teachers cannot do this for them” (p. 450), resulting 

in a philosophy that does not include “a theory of teaching” (p. 450). 

However, in my reading of pragmatic epistemology, this is one of the 

foundations for this philosophy: there is no such thing as truly effective 

teaching without taking into account student activities – not least since the 

latter encompasses for others non-observable actions (cf. von Wright 2008). 

This conviction has been strengthened by the results of this research. What 

Biesta (2013) reaches for is a notion of the importance of the teacher for 

students’ learning, and not giving up on “the idea that teachers have 

something to teach and that students have something to learn from their 

teachers” (p. 451). This is in my interpretation the opposite of what Dewey 

(1916) warned us for if education was to be built on the idea of education as 

mediation.  

When Biesta (2013) describes teaching as encompassing more than the 

Socratic, maieutic perspective of education, i.e. teachers solely as enablers for 

development of innate abilities and possibilities, this includes an “in-between” 

within the educational context. This means that education can be more than 

just the “sum” of the learner’s experiences brought into consciousness – a 

teacher brings something to the plate that would not be possible to address 

without actually being a teacher, something “that transcends the self of the 

‘learner’” (ibid., p. 451). Examples of this from the results of this research 

could be the students’ conception of “mirroring”, or their awareness of the 
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impact of teachers’ actions that the teachers are not aware of themselves. 

Other ways to look at teaching in relation to learning is the shift in education 

towards the utility of learning (Cee 2013), an instrumentalist education, and 

the effects that accountability could have on education as an adventure of 

knowledge: teachers taking responsibility for external responsibilities only 

(what they can be held accountable for), as opposed to moral responsibility (cf. 

Dewey & Tufts 1932; Edling & Frelin 2013).  

The question becomes what the constituents of such a transcendent 

education would be? A pragmatic understanding of education, as represented 

by Dewey or Biesta for instance, agrees that the purpose of education is to 

teach particular things as opposed to only developing the capacity to learn. 

This problematizes how transcendence could be connected, not only to the 

“other”, which makes it possible to appreciate what I myself am not, but also 

to something beyond this. Teachers are more than just an “other” who 

presents students with something that is neither derivable from nor validated 

by their subjective experiences or prior knowledge. Given the students’ 

conception of what a teacher needs to be as well as do, the teacher could be 

someone without whom it would not be possible to reach beyond such 

demarcations of themselves, and thereby transcend what they already know or 

have experienced (cf. Biesta 2013).  

Demands on accountability and teaching efficiency (cf. Apple 2004; 

Englund 2011) lead to “a very concrete and practical concern about the 

disappearance of teaching and the demise of the role of the teacher as 

someone who has something to say and something to bring” (Biesta 2013, p. 

458). In the light of the results of this research, I would like to include the 

student as someone equally important for just the same reasons: someone who 

has something to say and something to bring, beyond the question of student 

inclusion, towards the notion of agency and not least the “in-between”, as well 

as the transcendence of teachers. One possible key to realising this ideal could 
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be the pragmatic notion of purpose as connected to anticipation in the 

sequence of observation, information and assessment (cf. Dewey 1987, 2004). 

This would demand an education teachers and students the opportunity to 

“anticipate”, and in turn demand of them to look beyond educational value as 

a possible determinant for being or becoming instead of “merely” having (cf. 

Dewey & Tufts 1932), and so reaching beyond the thinking of rewards and 

punishments as tools to facilitate learning.  

The results of the second empirical study show something similar to 

earlier research on music education (cf. Zandén & Ferm Thorgersen 2014): 

confusion, frustration or even “embarrassment” as Biesta (2013) puts it, 

regarding the idea of teaching. But this has been shown to have more to do 

with educational changes and how they have been implemented through 

educational reforms, and public and political debate with a focus on 

knowledge as a commodity or something that is to be explicitly connected to 

instrumental purposes (cf. the focus on PISA and TIMMS reports). Then 

again, this reductionist view of education arises from painting a picture of an 

educational system in perpetual crisis. These issues all stand in the way of the 

philosophical notion of students as active participants in their own education, 

or for that matter the importance of the teacher as described by the students in 

this and earlier research (cf. Karlsson 2002). The core of the importance of 

both teachers and students being open, aware, curious and agents of their own 

learning, is what I would argue to be the same idea found in pragmatic 

epistemology as presented in this thesis: for students to arrive at the 

“impossible”, that which “cannot be foreseen as a possibility” (Biesta 2013, p. 

452). That would most certainly be an adventure. 

8.2.5 EDUCATIONAL IMPLICATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH  

In their responses to the two empirical studies, the students and teachers 

expressed a detailed understanding of musical knowledge and learning, and 
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the educational context of upper secondary school. Although the students, 

after nine years of compulsory schooling, talked about being “finished” with 

subjects other than those connected to the arts, they expressed an 

understanding of the importance for Bildung, in the sense that they, as students, 

cannot know today what they might need tomorrow. They see Bildung as a 

chance to widen their horizons by studying subjects other than music, as well 

as the music courses they have found less interesting. What is clear from the 

second study is the teachers’ expressed lack of time to interpret syllabi, develop 

peer collaboration, and to support the implementation of a changed 

curriculum. This echoes earlier research into how music education is 

traditionally organized (Bresler 1996/2005), and how music teachers in public 

education experience the balance between teaching and preparing for 

teaching (The National Agency for Education 2004).  

Furthermore, the results show that the music subject, and connected 

courses with the two curricula (Lpf94 and Gy11) as external demands, are seen 

by both students and teachers as a natural, if somewhat demanding part of 

public education. To use and interpret syllabi per se does not cause, or meet 

any resistance. There seems to be a mutual understanding of the special 

nature of the arts programme, whereby students as well as teachers have a 

clear idea of what they demand from each other. The value of the “musical 

practices and the methods” (Allsup & Westerlund 2012, p. 139) employed by 

teachers seems to be either accepted or shared, as well as sometimes 

scrutinized by the students. The crucial thing that emerges regarding external 

demands, such as those represented by curricula, is the time and effort 

necessary for meaning-making to be possible.  

 One way to look at it is the lesser the time for such activities, the greater 

the risk of disrupting the moving force necessary for avoiding learning and 

teaching compliance. How time is spent, that is where, when, how and with 

whom, is also important. Besides its deprofessionalizing effects, the current 
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increased demand for accountability is a force that can cost both teachers and 

students a lot of time that could be used for developing their actions, for 

example collaboratively. How students and teachers choose to administer their 

time together and separately, and what they focus on is of great importance. 

Whilst the purpose of this research has not been to investigate specifically 

into how the participants addressed this issue or came up with “best 

practices”, some clues can be found by analysing the conceptualizations of the 

participants. Others can be found when turning to the chosen theory of 

education. The student equivalence of deprofessionalization, for instance, has 

been interpreted as sidestepping students’ possibility to develop their full 

learning potentials (cf. Dewey 1916, 1938a) as well as teachers’ possibilities 

and abilities to aid such development.  

Meaning-making by reflection instead of justification solely (cf. Broady 

2012; Dewey 1916) calls for meta-cognition, which in turn depends on student 

and teacher agency. So what are educational objectives, and how do students 

and teachers adapt to the changing, intersubjective landscape of education? 

As described earlier, knowledge, as defined from a pragmatic viewpoint 

by Määtänen (2010), requires ability to execute “changes […] through 

controlled operations” (p. 58).  The ability to define necessary changes and the 

prerequisites thereof can be found in the students’ conceptualizations, but 

there is no way of telling through the analysis of the empirical data if these 

ever have been tested as to working for performing controlled operations. 

Turning now to the teachers, the question of student agency (cf. Allsup & 

Westerlund 2012) can be interpreted both as in place and operational, for 

instance in the collaborative teaching approach, or missing, for example 

through the instructional teaching approach. However, this is not to be taken 

as an indication of what works best, for there is no possible way to deem either 

approach as better or worse without further investigation. What becomes clear 

though, is the impact on how time is spent depending on holistic or atomistic 
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views of teaching and learning, when it comes to both meaning-making and 

agency.  

The students call for a holistic notion not only of subject and course 

integration, but also of knowledge regarding students as persons. The 

difference of this research to others in the educational field is its detailed 

conceptualization of students’ musical knowledge and learning, and teachers’ 

ability for, and interest in, the development of a professional language (cf. 

Benedict 2008; Stanley 2009; Zandén 2010).   

The teachers willingly shared their experiences, but differences emerged 

with respect to approaches to education, such as the level and ways in which 

to include and collaborate with their students. Thus, the teachers can be said 

to be open to scrutiny by peers (as well as by an external researcher), but the 

extent to which sharing experiences with students differs, in the sense of how 

their professional development may or may not include students’ 

conceptualizations and agencies.  The question of teachers’ and students’ 

execution of power as “power over” or “power to” remains unanswered (cf. 

Hildreth 2009).71  

Adapting a pragmatic epistemology means approaching the issue of 

power within education as inherent and important, and therefore as an area 

that needs to be addressed by openness and awareness and through reflection 

and communication (cf. Dewey 1916). Herein, for instance, lie the answers to 

the professional choice of teaching approach. Teachers may well choose an 

approach that entails less student influence as the best solution to reach 

mutually set goals, even if they, as is the case with the students and teachers 

                                                        
71 As described earlier, the balance and use of power can be addressed in several ways 

depending how you regard knowledge as a learning outcome, for instance if the students (or 
their parents) use their power as “customers” to focus on knowledge as a final “product” in 
the form of a commodity that can be delivered more or less successfully by teachers/schools. 
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who participated in this research, do not consider this to be the ultimate way 

for students to develop knowledge.  

The results of this research show that teachers’ use of power to aid, 

support, make demands on and challenge students is beneficial so long as the 

communication is clear and open. It would be interesting to investigate further 

into what the constituents of such a communication could be according to 

both students and teachers, and where the borders lie between experienced 

authority and authoritarianism (cf. Allsup 2003; Dewey 1916). Maybe this 

could also give further information about the constituents of the “in-between” 

and transcendence of teaching (Biesta 2013).   

Issues of communication, agency and power within upper secondary 

school also concern teacher professionalism. The teachers in the second 

empirical study expressed possibilities as well as disappointments within their 

current context, where the ability to “flourish” (Allsup & Westerlund 2012) 

seems to be a question of allotted time, and the ways in which teachers and 

their employers communicate. 

The teachers expressed being given power to address and choose areas of 

importance within their organization, but at the same time some of them 

expressed disappointment with how collegial collaboration was planned and 

structured by school leaders, while others connected this to teachers’ own 

responsibilities. At the beginning of the PAR process, disappointment was also 

expressed by some teachers over lack of support from the National Agency for 

Education concerning the implementation and interpretation of the latest 

curriculum – something that disappeared towards the end of the process, 

when it was exchanged for a belief in their power and abilities as professionals 

instead. As such, the teachers seem to have developed what Dewey (1929b) 

called an “intelligent inquiry into […] conditions and consequences” (pp. 389-

399), at least within the context of the PAR core group.  



 207 

The results of this research show that abilities to conceptualize, the 

prerequisites for a communicative education with strong agencies is in place, 

but there needs to be agency that creates and makes use of these opportunities. 

The students view teachers as facilitators, given that they take heed of a 

holistic notion of the student and musical knowledge and learning. 

Meanwhile, some of the participating teachers expressed ambiguity regarding 

students’ abilities to be agents of their own learning. Again, this is not to 

suggest judgments of good or bad approaches to teaching, but to focus on the 

possible consequences if this ambiguity is built on an apprehension of student 

stereotypes, rather than recognising students as individuals – the former being 

what von Wright (2000) stresses as seeing students as “whats” instead of 

“whos”.   

As described earlier, agency is also a question of how you view knowledge 

and learning. Does agency concern a competition between individuals or 

operators on an open market, or is it a question of personal growth? More 

particularly, are students and teachers considered to be people or 

professionals? There is an interesting clash here between the view of 

knowledge as stipulated in the curriculum, and the instruments that control 

and shape public education in Sweden. This concerns the balance between 

personal growth and education in a democratic society in which education is a 

commodity. The risk of the latter is that teachers’ professional development as 

learners becomes similar to that expressed by the students in the first empirical 

study about not being asked to share or express their conceptualizations, 

conceptions and concepts of musical knowledge and learning, but to just “get 

on with the job” of providing the most efficient and attractive education as 

possible.  

A holistic notion of education is in place through the curricular designs 

present in the two empirical studies (The National Agency for Education 

1994, 2000, 2011). Adding a similar view of action in the form of sharing 
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impulses, desires and reflections can create the moving force necessary to 

avoid teaching and/or learning compliance, and instead to reach for the 

“impossible”. According to Dewey, for this to happen students and teachers 

must be willing, and get the opportunity, to share experiences, as well as take 

into account educational demands, for instance in the form of curricula, and 

balance these with interests. By use of intelligent action, students and teachers 

together can avoid ending up with an either/or-education (cf. Dewey 1915, 

1929a, 1938a), and instead collaborate in the creation of a music education 

that is an adventure of knowledge. 

8.3 Final words 

The introduction of this thesis starts with a description of an encounter 

between me as a teacher and one of my students, in which her experiences of 

a lesson in music theory were conceptualized. Had she not shared with me her 

concepts of “pedagogue” and “teacher”, or her frustration regarding the 

difficulties and resistance she experienced, I as her teacher would have missed 

the opportunity to understand both her and my own actions as reflected in 

another’s experience, in this case being both “great” and “lousy” 

simultaneously.  

To me, this is an example that not only nurtured my already existent 

curiosity regarding the meeting between students and teachers in music 

education, but also one that encompasses critical aspects of the results of this 

research. These show that upper secondary music students not only have the 

ability to conceptualize musical knowledge and learning, they also share a set 

of multifaceted concepts, together with the experience of novelty when 

conceptualizing. This is similar to the results concerning the participating 

music teachers, with two major differences: an expressed frustration over the 
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lacking possibility to share conceptions and concepts with peers, and diverging 

educational approaches, for instance towards teaching.   

Ending on a personal note, I feel thankful for being conceptualized as 

both “a great pedagogue” and a “lousy teacher”.  For me, these expressed 

values connect to the ideas of Dewey and Tufts (1932), as well as to music 

education as a deliberative, moral practice. I still want to be as good a teacher 

as possible for all my students, which to me means something else than 

necessarily having, or working towards having, obedient, amenable or 

compliant students or being, or becoming, so myself. I would like music 

education to be a place for curiosity where, to use the words of Liedman 

(2001), the hunger for knowledge is elicited as the adjacent becomes estranged, 

and the distant is made familiar – an adventure of knowledge shared by 

teachers and students. 
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Appendices  

Appendices 1-5 are translated and formatted for this publication.  



Appendix 1: Letter of intent 

Thank you for accepting to participate in this investigation. It concerns upper 

secondary students’ view of musical knowledge and learning, and is part of my studies 

as a doctoral student at the Royal College of Music in Stockholm. You, who 

participate, are all Arts programme students with the orientation Music at different 

schools in [regional area]. The investigation consists of two parts: A questionnaire 

where you answer questions, and a group interview together with some of your 

schoolmates and me. The interview will last approximately 40 minutes up to an hour. 

All information is confidential, which means that your identity and school will never 

be revealed or misused. The information I collect will only be used for research 

purposes, and I will follow research ethics. Participating in this research is voluntary. 

Whenever you want, you can choose to terminate your participation and I will then 

not use your answers. If you have any questions regarding research or this 

investigation, please contact me, or any of my supervisors by phone or e-mail. Once 

again: thank you for participating. I look forward to meet you during the interview.  

 

Bets regards 

Johan Nyberg 

 

[contact information]  



Appendix 2: Questionnaire 

[Name // Class // Main instrument] 

Thank you for choosing to participate in this investigation. I look forward to reading 

your answers. In this questionnaire, there are no “right” or “wrong” answers. Of 

importance are your thoughts and experiences. Please answer the questions as detailed 

as possible, preferably with motivations (e.g. if your answer to question 2c is “Many”, 

try to describe the ones you think of).  

 

In your own words, describe the following: 

1. What do you consider to be musical knowledge? 

2. What do you consider to be musical knowledge in the following contexts? 

a. In school 

b. Outside school 

c. What are the connections between musical knowledge inside and 

outside school? 

d. How do you, as a student, use your musical knowledge?  

3. What similarities and/or differences are there between the different music 

courses/subjects?  

4. What do you consider to b knowledge within the other school subjects (like 

languages, mathematics, social and natural sciences)?  

5. In general, describe your music education in compulsory school.  

6. How does one learn music? 

7. How does one learn music in and outside school? 

8. How does one learn music in comparison to other subjects? 

 

Once again, thank you for answering this questionnaire. I look forward to meet you 

together with your classmates. 



Appendix 3: Interview Template 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Theoretical knowledge Practical knowledge 

Expression – Emotion 

Music 

How do you learn music? 

[Ten pictures of musical performances 

in different settings and constellations] 

Musical 

knowledge 

Ensemble 
Music production 

Music theory 

Main instrument  

Choral singing 

Arranging and 

composing 

Aesthetic orientation 

Eurythmics and dance 

Ensemble-directing 

on

Auxiliary and accompany  

instruments  



How does  

one learn…? 

Ensemble 
Music production 

Music theory 

Main instrument  

Choral singing 

Arranging and 

composing 

Aesthetic orientation 

Eurythmics and dance 

Ensemble-directing 

on

Auxiliary and accompany  

instruments  

 

Knowledge 

Computer technology  

Natural sciences 

Swedish  

English  

Mathematic
s

Cultural sciences  

Social sciences  History  

Sports and health  

Religion  Work environment and safety  

How does  

one learn…? 

Compter technology  

Natural sciences 

Swedish  

English  

Mathematic
s

Cultural sciences  

Social sciences  History 

Sports and health  

Religion  Work environment and safety 



Appendix 4: Transcription system for recorded speech 

(.)  short pause 

(..) medium pause 

(…) long pause 

(0,5) length of pause (seconds) 

[    ] beginning and end of overlapping speech 

=   simultaneous speech without interruptions 

.    falling intonation 

,    even intonation 

?    rising intonation 

:    prolonged sound  

-   interrupted sound (hyphen) 

–  emphasis (underscore) 

º…º   silently spoken section 

CAPITALS     loudly spoken section 

<   >   slower spoken section 

>   >   faster spoken section 

.hh       inhalation 

hh        exhalation 

(h)       exhalation, laughter 

£ £     happy exclamation (jokingly) 

#  #    creaky voice 

@        shift in tone of voice, e.g. quoting or imitating another person 

(  )       unfathomable word or section  

((   ))    marks thoughts/notes of the transcriber  

 



 

Appendix 5: Form of consent  

Thank you for your consent to participate in this research. Participation is voluntary, 

which means that you at any moment can choose to withdraw your consent. If so, 

your answers will be excluded from further use. By this consent, you allow material 

generated from the Research and Development (RD) project [name of project] to be 

used in scientific research, and after analysis being published in connection to the 

dissertation in progress by doctoral student Johan Nyberg. The aim with the RD 

project is to enhance students’ learning within the courses Instrument or singing 1 and 2 

through a collaborative effort between your school and the School of Music in Piteå 

(Luelå University of Technology). This will be performed by your participation in a 

peer group within the action research that is a part of the RD project, together with 

doctoral student Johan Nyberg (further mentioned as participant researcher). The 

purpose of the participatory action research is to gain knowledge within, and about 

educational assessment of music at the national Arts programme of upper secondary 

school, by collaboration between the university and upper secondary fields of praxis. 

The methods used will be decided collaboratively by the participants (teachers and 

researcher), and may comprise participatory observation, auscultation, audio and/or 

video recording, logbooks or diaries, seminars, group meetings and/or interviews and 

conversations. All presentation will be performed as to guarantee anonymity (in 

accordance with research ethics as stipulated by Codex, www.codex.vr.se). The data 

generated will be stored with no access possible by any other than the participant 

researcher. Those who will possibly gain access to the research material are those 

supervisors connected to the project, but always in accordance with the research 

ethics as stipulated by Codex. If you have any questions, please contact the participant 

researcher or any of the supervisors connected to this research by phone or e-mail (see 

p. 2). 

 

[signatures and contact information] 
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The majorest third ever played — music education as an adventure of knowledge
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Students’ experience of conceptualizations regarding musical 
knowledge and learning

7������ ��	��� 
������
����� ��� ��	� �	�	����� 
��	���� ��	� ����	�����	�	� ���	�� ��

	������	���� ���� 
	������ 	�
	��	��	����	������ ��	� �	������ ���� ����� �	�����

�	��� �� ������ ���� ���� ��
	� ��
������	���	� �� ��	� ���������� ����	� �����

��	������������	����	�����������	���� �����	���	��������������	������	����
	��

��	���	��������������������	��	�����������	���������������	��������	���	�
	�

�
����	����	�����������	�������	���	��������	����	����������	����	�	�
	��	��	�

�	�����	�����	���������	�������	� 		��!��������"������	����	�����	�	���	������

 	��	��#���	��� ��	�
������
�����	�
����	��������� ��	� ����	������ ���	���	�$��


�������������	�

��������������	����������

�
�"

��	�����	������������������	�
�	������	�	�
	��������������	�	�����	������������	��

���	
�����%���� ���������������	��	������	��������&����	�����	����	��	�������


������������������	�����	�����	����	���������'�� ��(���������	����)	�����	���

����	���� �����������	
�����%�������������	������	�����	�	����	�����	�����	����

��	�	�����	���
������������	�	�����
��	���������������	�	�����������
�������������


�����	�	�����������	���
������
�������������������	������*	�	�+����	����	���	����

	�
	��	��	��,�����	�����	�����	�������	��������������� 	����������� 	�������	�	���

����������	��������	����$��

�

����
���	
���������������	���������������
���



189

�

������	��
���	���������������������������������������
�����	�������������������

�������������������������������������	�		����

Students’ conceptualizations of musical knowledge

�����������������	������	�������	�����	���������������	������������������������

����	��������������������������������������	������	�����������������	��
���	����

����������������	�����	��������������������	���	���� �!�������"���	�������# �

!�$���		���"����%���!
������"�����������������������������	������&����	���	��
������
�����	��
 ��'	�����	������	�����������������(��	������������	���	�

�

�������������������
��������������������������������������������������������

�����
����������
������������
������������������������������
������������
����������������������������������������������������������
�������������
������������������
�����������
�������
�����������������������������������
��
���������
���
����������������� ��
����������������������
��������������������
����!������������������"����������������#��������������������

������������������������������������������
�������
���������$
��������
�����
���������������������
���$�������������������������
�������������
��������

)��*�����������	���	������	���	�����������������������	��
�!�������"�����!�����

������"��	�������������������������������	���+�
���	�������������������
�
�����������

*�$���		��������*
���������
���	����������������������������������,���+���-./%#001 �

��	����	��	��������������������������������������������� ������+���	�� ��� ������ �
�
������'��������������	������	��������	���	��
���	��������������������������

	�������������
�	���������������	�������	�������	������$�����������������������+	�

��	�������	����������
�������
���������
�	�������������������2������+����������

����+��������������������������������������	������������
��������������������

���������������	�������������	�����
������(��	���	������	������	���	�������

������

�	���	���������	���
���	�����������������������������������������������������

����������������

)����������	���	��������������������	�������������������	������	�������������

��	���������������	��������������������������
�����������
��������������������%
������������������������������������+��������������������	����������
���+�	����������

The majorest third ever played — music education as an adventure of knowledge



190

Johan Nyberg

����������	
���
�
�����������
�������������������������������
�����
�������
�

���
�������������
����
������
��
�����������

��������������
�������
�����
��������
���

�
�����������
�����
�������������
�������
��
��
��������
�������
���������������
�


��
��
��
������������������������������
��������������
��
������
�����
��
����
���

����

���������
��
��������������������������	���
����
�
������
�
�������������� 

�������!�
��
��������
����
���������
������"
������
������������
���#��
�����
���

����������
�����
��������������
�
��
��
��
�����������$

�
��������))(������%�	
����(��
�*���
��������������������������
������������%�
��������*������������������������
�*����

���������������������	����������������
���

���������
��������
����
���*����
	�����������
���	������
���
����

��������)+(����������������������������������������
����
	�������

��������))(������������*�������������������
����
	���������
�������������
���
	
*������
�����
��������������
����

#����
������
�����������������
������
�������
�%�
���������
��������
����������
�

����
�
�	�����
������������������
�����$�&'�(��������
������
��
��������
��!������

��
�
�	�����
��)*������������
������
	��
������������
��������������	�����������
��
��

�
��
��������
���������������
�������������
�	�
��
��
��������������$

�
��������,(� 
�������
���������
�������
�����
���	��������������������
���

	��������������
�������	������*��!������������"�����������������*��	���%������

��������-(����������������������
����������
�����*��������
���
	��������������
���

��������,(�#
��
��������%��
�*�������������������*���
���
�����
��������
��
��
�
������
�����������	����
���

��������-(������
����	�����
�����������
���������
�����
	��������������
���
������������	
�����
��������������������������������������������
��������
	
�*��������������������������

��������
�����
���(�����
������"�������������
�������
�����������������
��
����

����
��
�������
	
�������
�����������������
������������
�������������
�	�����
��(��



191

'���������	
�����������	�����������	������������
�����������	������	����������

������������	�������������������������������������	�������������
�������������

����������������������������������	����	�����	������������$�%���������������	�
�����	�����	����	����������������������	��	
������	����������	�	�������������

������������������������	������������	���	�����������	��		�������	���������	
�

����	������	������������������������	���������  ��������	�������������������

�����������	�����������������������������������������������������������	���

!	�����������������������������������������	��������
����	������	����	��������

������������������	������	���������	�����
����	��	��������������	�������

����������	��������������	�������������������������������������������������

���������������	����	"����	�������������������#���������������	���������	�����

�����������������	��	�������������������������������������������������$	%
�

�������	�	�������������������������������	������	�����������������������&����������

�����������	����������������������������������������
�����������	�	���	��������

	������������	������	�	���		"�����������������������������������������	���

��	��������������

'������	����	��������
	���������������������������������������������������
��������
�������	������������	������	����������������������������������	���

���������	���������������#�����������������������	����	���������	��������

������������	�����	�����	��������������������	����	
�����������������������

�������(�����		�����'���	�������������������	��������	�����	����������������

��������������������������)��#���*	����������	����	���#��	�����	���	����������������

�	����	�����	������		�����������	������	*�����	���
�����������	����������������

������	�����	��������������

+�	���������������	����������������������	������	���	��������	�	�����������	����

���������������
���������������������	�����	����	����������������
���������
������		��(

���������������������!�	����������	����
������	�����	���������������	�	��������

�����������	�����������������������	��������	����������	������	���������������������

��������	����������������������������	���������	��������������������	� ���	������

������������������������$�������������%������������		����������������������������

�������������������������������
�������������������������*	������	���������	�

����� ���������		�����������	����������������������������������
����������������

����������	���������������	�����		����	�����������������������������������������

�������	����	�����	���������������#����	�������	�������
������������	������	��

�	����	�����	���������������������	�����$�������������
�������������������		���(

�������%����������������������������������������
���	��������������	�������

The majorest third ever played — music education as an adventure of knowledge



192

Johan Nyberg

�()�
*��������	�
�������������������������%�����	�
���������������	����	������

�����	�
��������������������	�
������	����������
�����������
������������	������

���������������	���	���	��	����������������������������������������������������������

����	���������	�������	�����������������	�
���	����	���������������������������������

Students’ conceptualizations of learning music

%����	�	�
������	�
����	�����������	��	����
���������������������������������������

���	����������������	��������
�����	�����������	����������������������	��������	�

�	�	����������������������������
�����%������������������	������������������������

������������%�������	����	������������	���	����������	�����������	�
������������

�����	�
������ 	���	��������	����������������	��	����������!������������ ���	���

���"�	�����������������������������	�
������������������������	������	�����	�	������

���������
����	����

#��������������������������	���������	�
�������������	������������	���������!��
��

����������������������	�
�"����������������	����
������$�����	�
�����������������

�	��������
�����������������������	�
��������	�������	�������%�	�	���������	��������

��������	��������������	��������������	����� �����	���������������������������

	����������	����&��������������� �������	����������������� ���	���������������������

�����������������	�
��	������	���������	�
�����	���������	����
����������������
����

�����9	�����	�����	����	���	����������	��������	����	�	��:�������������������������

����������� ���	���������������������	������	�������
��������������������
���	�
�

�����	�
�������	��!�����������������������������������"��������	������������	��������

���������	���������	�������

$�����	�
��������������������������������	�����������������������������

�����	�
��	����	��������������������������������������������������������������������

	�������	�����������	�
�������������������������	�
������������	��	�������	�
����

������������������������������������������������������������������	����	�������	���

�����������������������	�
�������������������	�������	��������������	������������

	�����������	������������������	�������������������
������������������������������

	�������	�
�	����������	�
����	���������������������	�
����������������	�
��'�	�
�

������������	������������������
������������������	��������������� �����	��(

����	���	����
���������	������������������������������	�����	��������������������



193


������������	
������������
���
��������������������
�������
�������������������������

�
����	�
�����������������������������������������
���������������������������
������

����������������������������
����
��������������
������ 
�������������
�������

�
����
������������������������
��������������������������
����
�������
����������������

���������������������������������������������������������������������
������������
���

���������������������������
�����
��������
��������������������������������
���������

������������	������
�����������������������������������������������������������������

������������

 ������������������������
������������������������������������������������!

!

������ 
����������������������������������
�����������������������������������

������������������������������������������������������������������������"�
����

�����������������������������������������������������������������������������
������������

#$%$&'$%%()��
��
��������������
����������������������������������
����
�����������

�
����������������������������
�������
��������������������������������������������*��

������
���������������
����
�������������������������������������������������
�����������

�����
�����������������������������������
�����������������
���������������������

��������������� 
�����������������������������������������������
�����
�����������

�����������������������������
������������������������
�����������

�
������	
�������
��������������������	����������������
����
������������
����	�	��������
�����������������
����
����������������������
����
�������
	����	�����������������	��
�		�
���	�������	��������	��������	��������	�	���
�	�������������
�����������
�		�
���	��������������	�����	�	��

�����	����	������
�����������������
�	���	���������������	�������������

�������������������	��	����������
�	���	����������������������������	���	
���
���	��������	����	������������ ����	��������������������������!�����
�		�
��

������������"����������	�����
�	���	���������	������
�������#�� �	���	����$
%�
��������������	����������� ������	���!����
������������	������� 	��������
���������	����������������

&�����
�����'�����������!���	��"������

�����	����������	��
�	
�������%�
��������������	
�����������������(���
�	������
������������	������	����!�����������
������ 	���	�����������������������	
���

The majorest third ever played — music education as an adventure of knowledge



194

Johan Nyberg

� �!����������	
������	������������������������������	����������������	��


���	������������	��
�������	�����

)+��,++����,+� �,� ���������	
���� ��������������������
��������������� ������������

������������������������������������
�����
��������������������������	�������

���
��������������������������
��������������
�������������
���������	
�������������

����������	
���������������������������������������	����������������
����������

���������������������������������������
�����������������������������������	
������

�
����������������������������
��������
��������������������������������������������

����������������
��������������������
������������	��������	�������� ���	����

���������������������������	
���������������������������������	�������������������

��������������������������������������������	
���������������������
����������������

�������������������������������	����� ����������������
�	��������������������������

������	��������	
�����!�
������������������������������
�����������������
����������

�������������
����
����������
	�����

����		�������
����	��������������������"��������
���#����������	
���������������

��������������������������������������������
���������	
���������������������������������

	
������������������������������������
��������������������������������������������

������������������������������
���� ����������������
��	
���������������������$

	�����������������������������������	��������������������������������������������������

%��������������������	����������	
������
�������������
���������������������������

���������
����������������������		�����������	�����������	�������������
���������

����������������������
�����������������������������������	���������&�����!���������������

���������������������������	�������������������
���������������������������������
���

����$��$��������������
������������������������

%�����
���������������������������������������	����������������������
�&��������

����������	
�������������������������
������
�����
���������������������%����������������

�������������������������
�������	����������
�&��������
�����������������������������

��
��������
�������������'��	���	���������������������������������������
�����

����������������
�������%�����������������������	�����������������������
����������

�������������������
������
������������������������������������������������������

	���������	������'�����������������������	�����������������������������������������

���������������������������	
��������������������������������

����	
����������������������������������	�������
��������	
���������������������

������
�����������������������������������������������������
���������������������

��	������%�������������������������������������������
�������������������������



195

-��.����������	�
�����������
�����	
����
	����
���	�����
��

����������
������
����

������������������	���	��������	�	����	
����
	���
��
����
����
���������������������

�����
���������
���������������������
��	��	��	��	���
�����
�����	������
�����

������
��
��		�		������������
�����������
��	���		���������	
����
	������
�
�

���	���������	���	
����������
�����������������������������������
�����������

�����		��

����������������������	���	�������
����������
���	
����
	�����
� 
����	�
�!


�������	����	�������
��"���������
��
���	
����
	������������
���	�	������	�

	���
������
����
���������������	��������������������	��������������������������

#�
�������
���	����������������
�
���
�������	�	����	��

����������
�
�������
�

����	�
��
��	����
���
��
�
������
��������	�$��
�������������������������	�

�����
������
����������
�������	
����
	�� ���		�
�
�
�����	��������
������
������

��������������		����������	
��������������
���	
�����
���	�����
%	&�
���
����

����
��
��������	��	����	���	
��	��������
���������	���
	������	��������������

%���
�����
�����
�������� ���		���'���
����&�����
�����������		�����	����	
�

����
������������
���	
���������	
������������
�����	�
��
���	
����
�	�������

"	������������
���
��
��
�����	������
����������	��������
���	
�������
��
���

	�
�
�����	�����������������������
������"��������
�����
������
�����
����
����

	
����
	��	�
���
�����(	�����
��
����������
�����	
���
��������
��
�����	
����
	��

����
�������	�	����	�
�������������������
�������������		��������
�
������	��	��


�����	�������		��	�����	����
�����������
�����	(����	����� ��������	������������

��������	�	����	�����		�����
�����
���������	
����
�� ����������"���������


��
���	
����
	��
��	���������������
������������������	
�������������������

	���
����������������������	����
�
����������������������	����������
��
���

� ���
������	������
����	)�#�
����	
����
	�� ���
���
���������������������

��
���	���	�����
��	����	����
���������	
����
���	���
�����*�+���������������

,��
��	��
����	�������������
��������������	������	�� ���		����
�����	���
�
�
�

���������	�	���
���������&"����
�	���
������������������

Discussion

,���������������	�������������������	�������		�����
������������	�������
��	������

���	����	�������	��
��	���������	����	�
�����	-	������	�
��	����������
���

The majorest third ever played — music education as an adventure of knowledge



196

Johan Nyberg

����������	
������
����
������������������������
��������	����������
�����
������

�
����������������������������������������������	�
��������������
�������	����������

��������
��
��
��
���
��������
	��������
���
���
�������	���
����
��������	������
����

���
���
������	��	
�� ����
����
!�
�����
�����������������
���	
���	����
	���

����	�������	���	���!	�	������	�������������
������
��������������������������
"

����	��!�
���
��!������	��	�������������	�������	����
	���
����
	��!�����
��������

�	�����
��������
���
���
����
�
������	���������������������
����	�����
����

��������
��	���
�������
��������
���	���!	��	�����	��������	�����������������������!�


�������
��������!��������������������
������������
����������
����

�	���!	��	����������
��#
��������	���
�����
���!��������������	�������
�	�

���$����	����	
���	���	
���
�������
������������
����!��������
���������!��


�����
����!���	����������
��#
�����������������������������������
���
�	�
������

���������������������
���������������!
�����	����
�!��������	���
�����
����!
����!�

����
���������!���������
������	�����!�
��
�������������!����
������
�������


��������������������
����������	������������%���!����	��	������������&�������!�


������������
����������
��#
��������	�������
����	����������	
����
���#������
�������!��	������	��	���	���"�
����������!�������
�����������	�������������
���
�����		�
���
��
��
������������������!�������������!
����!��	
��
���	��������
	��

�����&
���������	���
�����
������	����������������������
���
����������������!��


���������
��
���
���	���
��������	
���!�
�	�������
�����
��!�
��������������
��

�������!��
�����
����!��'����
����������	����������
�����
����	����
���������

�
�����
����	����
���!����	��	�����������
����!��������������������������
�����������
���	����	������������
���������	
���������
��
����������������!��
��
�������
��

�	����������	����	�������������������
����������
	�����
��������������&������������"

���
�����������
�������
�����
��������������	������������%����	��������
��
������

�������������	��!��	
�������!������	�����
�������	����
������
���������
����	���

���
�������
����
���������	������
���(�)	
���������
�������
���!��
���!���������	���

�	�����������
����������
���������!�(

�	������������������
��#
�������������
���������!��
�����
����!��
�����

�����
�������
������	
�� �����*+,-./01123����������
�������!���!�
�������!�
��

�&��������
����	����&�������!��	��������"��
���&���������	���!	�
�������	���


��������������
����!�����	����
���������������������
�����
�����
��!����
�

�
���������������!����������	������
���
��������	�����	����
	�����
���
��������
���

�
���
��
��
����
����������
����!�����������
��	��!	������
����������������
�������

�	��������
����
������	�������
��	
�����&�����������	����	���!������������������	
��

��
����!���������	��!��	
���������������
�������������������������	
��
���	�������

�	�������������������&���������
��������
��#��!���	���	���
�������	�������������



197

��������!�
���������	
�������
����	���������!��	������
��������������
�����
���


������	��!���
����!���!
����!��	������������
���������
����������������������	���

����
���������!���	
���	������������4���������
���
������������	������������(�

��������
������	�����
����	
���������
����!�����3�&���	����
�����
�������	���
���

$��������!����
���
�����
���!�
�������������������&	
�!��
���������������������

�
����3�&���	���&����������������������������
��#
�������������
��
����	����������

�	���
�����
���!���������)������	����	
��������������������������������
��#
������


����
���
���
��
�
��������������������
������
������	����	����������
����3�

%�������������
��������	��������������	
��#���	
����
����!���������	��!���������*���

�&���������!
���������	��������
����)��	����	���	�����������������	������	
��#��

�	����������+��
���,��&�����
���������	���&����������������������������
��#��!���	��

�������������	
���	��������������
������+��
���,�
�������)	�����	�����	���
����	��

���������
���3�)	
����������
����.�/���������������������	��������
����	������

���	����	�������
������
����	
�����
����
����	������������
	����
�����������3�

&�����
���������	��������������	����������������
��������	����	����������(����
�

�����	
���������
���������
�����
���&	
�!������������
�����������
��������	���������


������
!���������
�������
��������
��#
��������	��������
���������������	����
���

�����
�����
������!
����!��	
�������������������
������
��
�������
�������������

%�����!���� �����.0506-0557�����������	
�����������������������������������

������������������������������������������� �!���������������������� ����"

#��������!������������������������� ��������������� ������������������$����%

������������!���������� � �������������������&���������������!���������������'����

(���������� ���� ����
������������ ���� ���������������� �����������������(��������

����'��� ���� �����������
�������'�������������������������������������� ������ ���'��

���������������������� ���������!����������������)��'��������*�����������(��"�+�����

��,	-������.�������� �����
"�/������ ������!������������������������� ���������!%

0��������� ������ �����������������������"�

#����� ����������������������������� �����������������������������������������%

 ������������������������������������������������������������������ ��� ������ ����

���!����������� ������� ���������������"�/�����������������������������!����������

 ��������������������� ���������� ��������������������������������������!������

���������������������������������������"�1������������������������������������������

������ ������������������������������������� �!���������� ���������� ��������

����� ��������������������������������������������"���

The majorest third ever played — music education as an adventure of knowledge



198

Johan Nyberg

4�

/0�1��/�1
��2�	��/��1�	
�21���	
��2��1	�/��3�	�/���	����3�/�
/��1��	��01�2�3���

2/�4/���41�
�3�1��
8��1	
��/����1�	��/�����	��/��1��	�/��9�56	���1
�	�1��/41��/���41�

2�����2����(1��
�	���0��	���2/���
�3�1��
�����	�1��1
���
/0/�/����4��3�4��11�3��3�11��

	��/��
��3�/�����	

������	��/�19�1���

/0�1���3�1�2���
��1���41�/����41�/���3
/���	���

16�1�/1��1��2��/	���31��	��01�����	��/�����41
1��1�4������/�	��	
�1��
1�03��	�
���4��3�4�

����	0��	�/41���	��/���2/�4/���41�1�3�	�/��	��2�	�1�2�29�)�7�4	��	��899:	3�899:0;9�

*��24	��2	�
��	��	��1�3�	�/��	��
�
�1���1	���2���1�	����11���41
1�����1��3	3

�/+	�/��
��2��3
/�	�����2�1��1�	����1	��/��<�)��1�	
�1��
�	�1�4/�4�/�4�1��/���4/
�

	��/��11�03��24	����

/0�1��1�	��
��	���41
1��1
3��
��3������4�
1��1
���
/0�1�2����41�

�3
/��1�3�	�/���/��.��1��
1����	���
�4���
8��3
/�������	��1
<������11�/������

�1	��/���2�����41��
11�
�����������������
1��41�/�1	��2��30�/��1�3�	�/���	
�	�0	
/
�

2���	��1����	�/��
��/1���224/�4�/��)21�1��/
�
�	�3����;1�03��	�
��	
���3��1�����33

16��1

�/���4/
�
�3������/���1�	�/�������41��1
1	��4�/���3
/��1�3�	�/�����1
1��1��/��

�4/
�	��/��19�%121�8
���	��	�/���4/��
��4��	
�21���	
����
��3��/����2��	��	�/41
��	��

19�9�
�4����
�
�1�
9�2�29�'�	�4�	���41/���1��899B3�%121��899:3� 1���//341��/���

899=3� 1���//341��/���	���%1
�4	���89>93�+	�

���899B3�)�4�/���899C3����������	�


�������	����B���
����������������������	����������������	���	�������������������

�����������	������	��������������������������������	����������������������	����

���������������������
�������������	����������� ���������	�����������������������

����������������������������������!����"����������	�#�����	���$$%�&��	'����$���

��$$�����������	�������!����(�����$$%�)�����*+����������,%�&��������-�������

���<������	���������!����.����/��0���'����$$�������	���������������1�������!����

"����	����<%�-�������$$���

*

������������������������������������������������������������	����2���	��������2�

�����������������������������������������������������������������������	�����	����

��	����������"����� ���������	������������������*������������������	��������

��������	����������	������������������	�����������������������������������������*

���������������3�������������	��2���	�����������������!���������������������
����4�

��	���������5��������������������������������������������������������������#���

)�����*+�������!���,�������������������	�����������6������"����	��!���C����������

!$<B<�����������������	���������������	���������4����	���������������������������������

������������������	�����������������������������������������������������������������

���������������������	���������������	����������������	���



199

References

(���������	
���
��������������
���DEEFG��

�������������������
����

������
����DEHHG������������	����
������.��������������������������������
��/
����������������������������������������������������������0����������������
�������������������������������������

������ ��	���!
�"���DEHHG����������������������������������������������/ ����
!�����������"�������#��
����0�#
��������������
���$��
���
��%��������!��$��

�����$�&�����
����
��'���������!�(�
���
�����&�)��� ����������� ��!�&��������
��

���
�
*'$
%�
���&�����������1����
�
��+���������!��%�$����,,-��
�����
��
-
*
��%�-�-�%,%��
,�IJKDJLM����.�$�%�$����,,-��
�����
��
-��%�-�-�%,%��
,�M

%�
M
�
M����
�-$M-��
����,I,J,K,D,J,�IJKDJLM����.�$�%�

��
�������%���-����
���#�����/�������������HJLJG��$$%����������������������$
%���

0
���%���-����

�����
��"�����DEEL
G�� �&���1����%
���'��

�����������	������0���$���2���G�2�!
���$�����
����
�%
���%��������

������������
����

�����
��"�����DEEL�G��0$ �30$
��/����3�/��4��/�����2�����-�*�
������
-��-��
���

&
���������� ����1�KL��H5DD�
��
�$�����$
��
���6��%������	
��
��DEELG��	���-�2��-
�����
���7������
�����

7�%�-�
- ���'�����1�%��������1���
� ���������$�����&
���������2�HG��������
DEEL��+���������!��%�$����,,///�%
 �
 ���������,�'8,�N�H,��
�$M

6��%����NMH���!

��9���
���'
���+��#���DEEKG��(������
����
��)���0���-�$��%���������

��������%��:��;���'
���
��DEHHG��*�����������������������3������������������
������������������������������
��������������"���������6������
��!���
�-����-$�%����56	�������:����
�!
����������"����������������������

��/%
���0
 ���7���DEENG��0$ �<
��
����=�0$ �<�/=�"�������#��
�������$�����
&
�������1�DL��K5DE��+���������!��%�$����,,��%��
������-�%,-��,-������,


����
-�,DL,H,K

'�
��������7��>�
���DEENG��<
��
�����&�)��� ����	��$������ �!������ ����������

2.������-���"�������#��
�������$�����&
��������45521�46�HG��II*KI0�+���������
!��%�$����,,��%��
������-�%,-��,-������,��!�,DL,H,II

'�
��������7��>�
��
���	���$ �	��$
����DEEJG��+��
����
��?�������-
��

'�%%���%��������<
��
�����+���
�-$��&
����������"��������1�OF��KJF5NED��
+���������!��%�$����,,���
��
����

The majorest third ever played — music education as an adventure of knowledge



200

Johan Nyberg

'�����������	�
���������������������������������������������	������������������

 ���������������!���	������������ ������&
�������1��������+���������4,,71�
-81�4.//-0�"��������� ��#����$%&&'��	����$�	(�#&(��&(������&

������(�&)*&+&�++

��,����
�����+-+��	������������0�����������	.	%�����������(������	

��,����
�����+-+/�	�(�����������
�&
�������0���,�.��0���	.	%�1�����(�������

2�#$���	�

��,����
�����+-+/&+--��	�(�����������������
����0�34������%���������	

��,����
�����+-56&���)�	�'���� �&!"�������0���,�.��0���	.	%���������&�������

3��$	

��,����
�����+-)*�	�&!"����������
�������0���,�.��0���	.%�����������(�����	

��,����
���	�����6�	� �7%�8	�

9���#����:	��	�;�����������"	��	�9���#����<��	�	�8��(0���#%������=�>���	�

<��(������2���������;�������������(�����+��	�#� �����  ��������������������0�
���
�� ������1��
�������1� �������������� ��" ���
����0�9��#����%�8�0�������

 4���?��������������94��0�������9��#����	

3������@9�##�����<�������)�	�����������	�
	���������������0������
�����������
�������������0�A�����%�A������:������������:�������������������0��	

3������@9�##�����<�������B������������������+��	����(���(�����C��$���������

#�����D�<E�#����������(���������(������� �#��(���(���������8,����	���������
��
�	������
������
�����	�����+����+@55	

3������;(������/�	���$�������(�<�(������������� ���7���� ������ ���F�����G�

���(%�2������"�����(���������2�������#	��	���	����	�����
�	������
����
��
�����	���6�����+�+@++*	

34���������>�����������������#��2���������-�	��#��#����$������������������

$��������0��������������0�����������������	�	�����������1�+6�����+5/@+6�	�

9���#����8�����;��������:� ��	������9���#����"������������6�	���� �(���

������(���������(��������(�##������	�7�%�
	���,�������6�	��	�����1�����������
�8��(0���#%������=�>���	�

9��0�����#���1�$���	����+��	��	��	��������	��������	��	��	���
��	�����
���������	�0�
9�����0�%�8��������(���#�	

9����������
�(������	�����6�	�1���8�(����2����E���� �H�(��3��$�	���
�	�����
�/��@/5�	


�  �������3��������6�	�3��������� ������(��$����#�����,�������������(����	�7�%�

3	�9	�;�������<�	�	� �

�#������#%�
����I��'�#����I	J	



201

>���������	��
�����������		�������������������������������������������������
 ���������!��	"����	�#������������������#�������� !��"!"�$����!�"��
#�%�!�����$%�$���%$&$�'�

(������
���������)��� ��������������������*���������������	��+�����,������
&���!��'(!�)%�%�&����"�&�����%�!(&�����(�� �%��!���*�&���!��+�$������("��!���%,�
-9,�� (��.%%$*�-�����������
����	�.�/�	�������.���������

(��0������1���"��)%%2���+����������	��"��3��������������&������')��(���!�"��/�
��)�$&)�)�

(��	��#���������*����������������4����/��!��	"�����5����!�����6�7������������

�����	���� ���������� !��"!"�$��#�%�!�����0%�%���!(��(*�+��������8�����
*�	���
������7	���������

(��	��#���������*������������9���4����/��!��	"�����5���4��(�		"��*��6�������
(����	��������#�7��������.��#�7������� �����1!��!"�$�,������)�/��$��)&!)���(��

(���"��!�����0�������$���1�����
����������:�"����+�	����
�������*������������

������������*��������������� %�2�� ��#�%�!���*����� !��"!"�$��#����",�
'�2���9$%&92'�

(������#������!������*���"����"�!��������)���.�������������*����������������

�����5���/��;���&���!��'(!�)%�%�&����"�&�����%�!(&�����(�� �%��!���*�
&���!��+�$������("��!���%,�� (��.%%$,�$<������2&�$���-�����������.�*���


����	�.�/�	�������.����������

(/�	���
��������������������
/��������%���+�(��$!��"!"�$!�(��%�(�('%�("��$� (*�
:�����
������	��������

:�������(��������=���&!�"!�,���!%%� �%����!"��������$��%�&��!�"�'��"�3$��$)'!(4
&�(����('��(�&������!"�$�&�&!�"��*�>�7���?��/�������7�7	��������

��		�����(�����)%=9����������%"�" "��(��!���%5�'�%!(&�&�+�!��' ���:���������	�����
������

�������.�/���:���)%%<����������������'(( !��#�$��*��(�&������')��..��)�%&)9���
#����/���3��������@@;;;�A������@���7	�@��'$2�=

4"7����1��������))����!(��!(�!�&��'�� ((!�!��"����� %��6&�"��)((%�$�����'�(�
%"��"*��(���!'�!"�%��%" &������')�(!%�� ('&��!�%���'����%��''3�!(&��!$�
� (%�!�������)�!(&����� %��*�
������	���(�6�3B	�����

���	�����!���
������'���&���!"�%��(�"���%�!%%����*�#!"��(!��%�!(&��((��"%��(�
�
������	���
������	��?��/����"��.����������3�

 ���������

#����������7��	�����=���
�������C���������/����������		�7����/��������������

��A���������
��������������"������	��� %����& �!"��(�#�%�!�����:�$���$�$&$$9�

The majorest third ever played — music education as an adventure of knowledge



202

Johan Nyberg



�������#
�!�:@77D8	�
���
����%����������%4�����
��	�5�%�?	��	�:�������: �	8��

�  �)��+��( �)��+�!! �)��0�)�!(&�+��� � ���!�"  �)���(����������(����(�('1��

��-�$��%%�?���
�
����/��������-$�J������
��E���	


-$������
�!���:@77F8	�$"����(+�����!(�������!������� � 1���(� ��"�����2�')�,
(!��� ������(�&�����"('&��!����&�( � � ���!�!(&�1�?%�E%�?%�E����/������	

�

����-� ��-
����	�'� ��(+�%�� �����+�!(&������)�(���$"�����������	
��;:A8�
#����/���!�%�$���%;;
-�	%
9�
9����	��;
��-���;
-$%���G:A	��!


-�%�$
;��4�/���
	�
������
������
9�#	�:AFF@8	��������������
����	���������
����������������	�	�	������	�����

�
���
����������	
�	�����������������
��	���������������%�5����
����
��4�������������
�����!��.�/��������

*��������:54�.*8	


���/����	�:@7778	�����   � <���������!����	�����������	�����"�#�!������
��#�
$�����!���������	���!	���
���������E�%�
���/������-$����;��	


���/�����:@77D8	�%&�	���
��'�����������������!	��	����
������
�����!	��
#�
���
�����&��!	��
#���
�!	���
������(�
��$���
�
��
#������
���!	�	���'��
��(
��	�����(�
��$���
�
��
��'�������!��
����'�����%���=>	�
��-�$��%%�


���/����	


���/�����:@7AA8	����
�����!	���� ))	�
��-�$��%%�
���/������-$����;��


���������+����.	�
��� ��������+�%
��:@7AA8	�����������!������
��

������������9��
-����	�*��������
���������������	
��BD��A@AH	


�
�������+�%%9�:@77G8	�+������,��-�.���!���
������!	��
������!�
������
�
��
������)=><��?%�E%�?%�E����/���������
��������I%�����!4��I
������������

5�������������!4���������
�I%���	


�E�$
%%
���4���:@77J
8	�����!�
/���������������%�?��/������������������	


�E�$
%%
���4���:@77J�8	�����-<+$���:�/��%�+$���.�����-���!�%���-�
���/��;�

�!�%���-��!�
���%����!�
;����$�
��� �����$�9�����������	����	
#�0��������#�
�#����/���!�%�$���%;;
-�	%
9�
9����	

��;
��-���;
�
�$
%%
B:@	��!

+
�
-���.
/���:@77B8	�6�;�.����1�����������
���9���
��1��� �����%����9	�

1�	�����2����	
#�*�������  ?#�@G<BK	�#����/���!�%�

$���%;;;;	�$�
	��;
�����;�%�;���+$���$�!��!-����;+!!:7B:7J	��!

+$��������(�����:@77G8	�3
��	!�
�������/$	���������������
�*4���������		���
:���E%�:���E�+������
�?��/������	

+�����1
��:@77A8	��
!&�$	!�
��:���%�
�����������
��	



203

���������	
����������������
�	�������������������
�	�����	��������������������

���������������� !"#��	���������$�%�&'���	����(��#���"�&��������	���)
����

��
�	�������#���-����������	�
�����������������������
����	��*��+���������

���!����",--	���!	&�	&���
"����-	����#��-�	���	./*�"��

���������	
���	���0�����#
����1����������������2)�����2����$�!���	�&����)
����

��
�	������������	����������	�
�����������������������
����	��3���+���������

���!����",--	���!	&�	&���
"����-	����#��-�	���	/0�����#
��./3�"��

0�����#
����1�������������������������������	��������
��������������������
����
������1�#�����,�4�5�#�
����	��!&��)
������
�	�����$�"	��!�����

����0�������)���	��������0�����	!� �%���� �	!�	���	��6�+�#��	�������������������

	������&������
�	�����������������
������� !7������8�79�

:	��;���<##����*����"
��
������
�������#$
����������
������
�����������%�
����
��
��������������&��������'�����
������=>��5���,�?�!������>����������#����


�����#����	�5�����@�������#��	��	�
#�������=>��5�����
�����������

:	��;���<##����**���(���������	#�������"����������	��������������������
�	����	#�

A
	#��&�����
�����##���	������"��	������ �,�4B���1�#�������	���4��=��?��#����

�������������(���
�����������������
������C�	�5����*���""��**�B*73���<�#�,�

?������!
�����D����#��

:�!!��!	��?�#������)	���B1�#�������E���������%�
����$
��
$������$�������)
�����'��*�������������������$��������������&����������+��)�����
������%�
����������
�������
���=>��5���,�@�������#��	��	�
#����������

=>��5�����F�����������

�

��##����>��������#����$�����	#��	���	B��	����	���	�	��
!�������!������	����

���������,��
�������-�����������"$�������������8�E����

Notes

*� (�������	#��&�����������G����#	�������2����!
#��"#���
��A
���G"�����������	��

���
	����	������
�2��	�	������7,�77��	��!	�����������#	����	#�"����������	���

�	�����#
�����������	���������"������������	���&��"���������%#������"�������"B

�������	����
�����	������������	�H����#&���**I��	�	������7�����������
#��5�������

�����#	�����������������G�����"�	G������!
������
�	�����

The majorest third ever played — music education as an adventure of knowledge



204

Johan Nyberg

/� /�����4KK/�����/��������������7�������������������������������������������

����������������������������������+�����7������������������������
�,�#���

�����7���+����������+���������=���������7��������
�������������������������

�����������������,�#��
������������������-����������������
���������������

�����	�����
�������	
�������
��������
�����
��
��������	���������	��������

����������������

�
���������

��
���������

 ���!�������������"�	
������

#�	��������$��%�&�����	��������� ������

���!�'	
�������(��	

)�*�+,,

-,.�/0����!�

�

1�����&����������(��	

��������������2��	����

)�*�/+�+..�

..��-.�'��	3
���

4�
���������5������



 

Article 2: Professionalism in action – Music teachers on an 
assessment journey. Forthcoming (2015), and included with permission 
from: Söderman, J. & Sundmark, B. (Eds.), EDUCARE 2015:2 – Tema: 

bedömning (pp. 69-100). Malmö: Malmö högskola. 
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*+��Z>@�+@���+�Q`�Z�����`�>�*~@`�>*�=�~Q��X>��>�~�Q+�
@^�+=��>=�~X`Y�@^������@�Q�+X��>@�X�+}����<�}���������`YZ*`������� �

�+Q@`Y�����`�>�@`���*��+X@`�Z����@*`+�
XZX+}�=�{���`�X�~��+�@`�
+���=X`Y��`��Z��Q`X`Y���^��	~~Z���������!X����`������ ��"`���>~��+�
@^��@`+Q@ZZX`Y���*��+X@`�
}����`>�@^�>*�=�������`�� X>� +=�� QX>\�@^�
��~Q@^�>>X@`�ZX��+X@`������=��+��Z����������Q@��}���������@Z
Q�\\��
#��`YZ*`���������!XZ�������� ��>�<�ZZ��>� �� X����
���=X�{���`+�<X+=@*+�*`��Q>+�`�X`Y����@QQ�`����������~����� ���=��
X>>*��@^��@�~ZX�`����@`��Q`>�>+*��`+>��>�<�ZZ��>�+���=�Q>|�Z��Q`X`Y��+=��

1 The national Arts programme is one of six higher education preparatory 
programmes within Swedish, non-compulsory upper secondary education.
2 In this text, conceptualization encompasses describing, explaining, putting 
into words, text, gestures or sound how something is apprehended and under-
stood. e.g. musical qualities in an educational setting.    
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3 As an example, the latest grading system in Swedish upper secondary ed-
ucation can be mentioned, where qualities in the knowledge requirements 
(i.e. criteria) are summarized by the use of letters (from F to A) (The Swedish 
Agency for Education, 2011).
4 In Sweden, equivalence of public education is legislated in the Education 
Act (SFS2010:800).
5 This was part of a municipal effort aimed at developing teachers’ assess-
ment practices, in which schools were able to apply for funding of projects 
connecting professional development with research/scientific knowledge.
6 See Method and design of the empirical study.
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7 One axample being the weight put on reports like the OECD’s Program for 
International Student Assessment (PISA).
8 Legal certainty concerns assessments being performed in accordance with 
educational legislation, but also making teachers’ assessment and grading 
practices “as transparent as possible” (Klapp Lekholm, 2010, p. 23) regarding 
what teachers base their assessments on and how. 



JOHAN NYBERG

EDUCARE 2015:274

	6������������	��
����������������������������������	������������������
��������������������������������������������
�����������
�����
�������
��������	����������������
�����������
����������������
���
��������
����������������������������
������������������������������������
������ ���������	�!"##$�����%��	�#&'&$�(������	�!""!$�)�����	�!""*���
 ���������������������
��	���
������!"#"���
��������������������
������
��� ��������������� ������ ��������������������� ����+"�,� ���������	�

�������������� �� ����� ���������� ��� ���� ��������
������	�������������
��������
�
����������������������������������
-���.��
��������� ����+"�� ������������� ��������	��
�����
������
�������������������������������������������������������������������
���������
��������������/�������������������������������������������
���������
���	��������������������������������
�0�������������������
����������������
��������
���������������������������1�������	�
!""&$�2�����	�#&+&$�3�����	�!"#4���5����������������������������������
��������������������������������0�����167891����0��:

��������������	�
����������������������������	����
/�� !"##	� �� ���� 
���
�
�� ���� 
����� ��������� ��
������ ����
������
������2���������
������������������������� ���2�������
(��������9���������;�
�����	�!"##���9�����������������<�������	�����

	�
�� ��������� ���� ��������� ���
��/������������������
���
�
�	�����;�
������9���2�2�

!"#",+""�� ����
������ ����� ���� ������ ��
������ ��� 2������ �������

��'	��
������� �������������� ����������������������� ���
������ �����
�������������������������������������������������������������������
����2�������2������/��������������������������������������������
�������������������������������
��������������������������������������
�����
��������
���������������������������0�����167891����0���

��������������	�
�������������������������������������
 ����
��������������������������������������������������������������
��
�����������������������������������������	��������������������������
���������9����	�!""=$�2����	�!"#4$� ���������������	�!""*���9����������



Professionalism in action  
– Music teachers on an assessment journey

EDUCARE 2015:2 75

%&�'(����������	�����
��������	����������������
�
�
������������}�
�����������
�����������������������������������������������
��������� ���
��������� �
�����	��������
���� �
���� �������������}�
���	����������������������������
��
�������������������
�����������
���������������������������������� !���������	���������������"�
��

����
��������������������������������}�����������
��������������#����
������������	�����
��������������$�����%�!��&���������
��'��������	�
��������������������������������������������������������������
�
����}��#�����"�������'��������������������$�����%�!��(��������
���)�����}�����*!���
�����������������������������������#��������	�
$�����������}��������+���	����������#���������������,$�������!�-�
����������������������������������
��������������}���������

����������������������)����
����������������.�#������%*/�!�
����)���������%**0!��������
���������	������	�������������������
����
��%*1��������
��������	��������������
����
����������������
�'�������� 	����������������	�����������������
�#������#������
�������������
��������������������������������
������������.�#������
%*/�2�3����4���%*1*!��5��.�#��������%*/�!������6

5�������������
���+�
�����������	��'��������	�������������,�������	����

�����������������������������	��
�����������}���
�	����������������
��������#��������%1������
���������������!����

7
�� �
��� �#������� �
�� �		�������� �� ����������� ����������� ���
��������������8�����}�
������8��
�#������-�
��������}�������
��
�������#�����#�����	��
��)����
�������������}������9�������
��%%2�9����
�����%%!��

��
�� �
��	������	������}������	� ����}��:���4�����%%!������ ��
�'����}�������������������}�������������������
����������	����������
����������
��������#���������
���
�����������������������	�#�����������}�
�:���4�����% !��7
�� �� �������� ��� �
�� �
	�� �������������������}�
����������������������������������	���������������������������
��������
�'�#������������������7
��)����
�)�
�����5���������������%�!��7
��
�������
����;����������������
��������������
���	��������������������
�
�������������������������	������������������}���
��
�����#�����



JOHAN NYBERG

EDUCARE 2015:276

����������������������<� ����������	
��
��������������
�����
������������������������
��
������������������� �����!�"��#
�
����
���
�����������
���$
�������%�����&��#���#
�
��'��������(��
��
��������������)*
�&+��#��������,����'
�����-����� ������!.�

��������	
��
����
������
��������	�����������	
������

������������	
�����������
���	��
�����
	���������
�	�
�''������ ���/
&
(�� �#
�������$�
��'����� ���#�������&�#.�,#
�
���

���� �������$� �#��������&���#��� $�����������$�
��'��������
���������	����� ��� �����
�� ��� �
���	���� �0����� �1����
� ��
2��	���#������-!.���'
�/
&
(�'����
���#�������&�#� ����
���
3�
������$�����$��������&#
�
��#
�$�������$�
��'�������
������(�

�
����
��/
&
(���4�5���4�4������#���������6+�
2+�����-��6+�
2+�
��	
��
���������-!.�/
&
(�'����'�%
���#
���
��$����
���
�����#
�
$�����$��
&������������#�
���&��#����
��'��������
�������.
.����
�
������������
�
���$�����#
����
��
��������'�����(��$��#
�������
�������
����'
��#
��
����&#��#������������'#����#���'���#
��#�2
�����'�
�!�
�������(��#�����������#
�����#������
���&���/
&
(���4�5���.���7!.4�
,#
�8����#���/
&
(��
�'���
����
��

�����#
�������
��'���
����$���
�
��������
���������'�
��'�����$����
���������
�&

���&�
��
�
���
��#
�� �#
��
��'���������'��'������ �#
�
$��
������ ������
��$���
���
����������2�����'���%
�.�/
&
(������������
��������
���
��
���
���������2���
��
���
����������
���#����#
���
��(����#
��(��$�

��'����������
���
������
��$� ������
�#����$����'���������
��������������#
��������$��#
�'���������$��#
������
���'
������$�
�#
���'��
3�
'
�����497���.�:45!���.
.���
*���������$������������
���
��
�
3�����
������������'�
'�
��������#
��
���0���������;!.��
<
��

��2���
�����2���
�����
.�	
���&�(��
*�
��
'
�������'�2���
��
���3������
����
�
����������
2�����
*�
��
'
������#
������������
&#�'#��#������
�
*�
��
'
��������������'���.�=����
���$�2���
��
����''���������/
&
(���������'���$�����$����������

9 This is a theme currently surfacing in the Swedish educational debate re-
garding grading in early years of compulsory schooling, but is also relevant 
in the case of teacher accountability and teachers’ professional development 
– i.e. teachers as learners and the types of effort connected to this (cf. Carlgren, 
2013).
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10 One example is the joining of research and development and music educa-
tion research purposes by the use of PAR method as described in this article.
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11 Therefore it is compatible with the Deweyan notion of purpose as being 
dependent on anticipation by the sequence of observation, information and 
assessment (Dewey, 1987, 2004).
12 These are two of several courses within one of two subjects, Music, con-
nected to the national Arts programme (the other being Music theory). The 
curriculum and course syllabi are the same regardless of choice of instrument.
13 To minimize the risk of causing a division into “us and them” within the 
staff and getting the opportunity to gain valuable peer-feedback and informa-
tion, teachers opting not to participate actively within the project were updat-
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ed about, and welcome to inquire into the project development. This entailed 
the participating teachers to keep eventual information from the core group 
anonymous. The purpose was to be able to share knowledge and learning re-
lated to the profession, and not specifically to other participants. Regarding 
the research data, getting input from “inside” as well as “outside” of the project 
could be of interest. 
14 For further information regarding participants and instrument groups, 
see Fig. 1.
15 Two external presentations of the project were also performed. Public 
publishing and/or presentation were one of the demands for funding. The 
coordinating music teachers and I held these presentations together.
16 In this case, the term was included and used by the teachers, alluding to 
them understanding each other.
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Figure 1. Overview of RD/PAR project – planning, execution and participation18

17 I.e. course criteria for the grade pass.
18 Dotted lines in the What section mark planned but not performed/non-ex-
istent actions/interconnections. The names of the teachers are fictitious.
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19 The latter was performed through semi-structured interviews in direct re-
lation to lessons and based around the following questions: When were you 
assessed? What are your reflections on that assessment? What is your reflec-
tion on the teacher’s actions and the observations?
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20 The school offers students to apply on any instrument, but at the time 
there was only one wind instrument represented (tenor tuba). The main in-
struments taught are guitar, bass, drums, keyboards and voice. 
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21 A knowledge requirement for the highest grade of the course (A) only.
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22 The importance of this for the students cannot be assessed by analysing 
this empirical material, but seems to be dependent on the teachers’ approach-
es towards student abilities as described in the next paragraph. 
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23 This was not a case of the students investigating whether they got an F or 
E, but of the higher grades D, C, B or A.
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Introduction 
Clara: As a singer, there is a precise degree of pressure and tension needed but not in the 
same way as “the fourth fret on the third string, there’s your note and that’s how they are 
connected”. The instruments are constructed differently.    

Astrid: But on the other hand singing has an advantage, in my opinion, thinking about 
personality and expression and given that it is more direct in a way.  

Thomas: Well, you’re seldom born with a drum kit in your hands… 

The above conversation is an example of how music teachers conceptualize aspects of 
knowledge and learning in relation to Swedish Upper secondary school as an assessment 
practice. In an educational environment that since the early 1990’s has been focusing more 
and more on assessment, evaluation and accountability, the interest has also increased 
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regarding teachers’ assessment practices: what are they supposed to assess, in what ways, to 
what ”effect”, with what ”learning outcome” and for whom? This has not only raised 
questions about the constituents of the teacher profession (Bredmar 2014; Florin 2010; 
Langelotz 2013; Lilja 2014; Zandén 2010, 2011), but also put a lot of pressure on educators to 
present evidence on efficiency and results. The tool for this is external control, auditing and 
ranking – not always in connection to education as an arena of pedagogic activity but one of 
market economy, and therefore with a focus on quantity instead of quality (Apple 2004; Ek 
2012; Hargreaves and Dennis 2008; Liedman 2011; Woodford 2008). Together with demands 
for clarity and public transparency – and in the case of Sweden: political confusion of 
research with opinions – the result has been one of deprofessionalization (Solbrekke and 
Englund 2011; Englund 2011; Frostensson 2011; Liedman 2011; Lilja 2014; Nordin 2012; 
Zandén 2010, 2011). In terms of knowledge and learning, a great risk with assessing 
education this way is one of compliance, i.e. achievement without understanding (Sadler 
2007; Timperley et al. 2007; Torrance 2007) or as Lars Løvlie puts it in relation to teaching as 
a profession guided by curricular design:  

Instead of enabling a dialogue between the different participants within the educational 
system, these participants are instructed in their participatory functions. The demands of 
the curriculum regarding dialogue, discussion and communication are mediated in a 
monologue that alternates between exhortation and imperative. It demands re-evaluation 
by others but compliance by itself. (Løvlie 1999, p. 260-261 author’s translation, italics 
original).  

This effect relates to all who are supposed to learn (and thereby grow) within an educational 
setting, i.e. employees as well as students (Dewey 1916; Edling and Frelin 2013; Ek 2012; 
Liedman 2011) and thereby the possibility of education becoming an adventure of knowledge 
(Liedman 2001). The current educational policies concerning Swedish Upper secondary 
school have for instance elicited a demand for and execution of a stronger division between 
vocational and non-vocational programmes – and thereby a labelling of knowledge and 
education as practical and theoretical respectively – as well as suggestions to assess and grade 
student behaviour. Acknowledging the relation between public education and democratic, 
societal development John Dewey (1909/2008) asserts that 

[to] isolate the formal relationship of citizenship from the whole system of relations with 
which it is actually interwoven; to suppose that there is some one particular study or 
mode of treatment which can make the child a good citizen; to suppose, in other words, 
that a good citizen is anything more than a thoroughly efficient and serviceable member 
of society, one with all his powers of body and mind under control, is a hampering 
superstition which it is hoped may soon disappear from educational discussion. (p. 5) 

In this article, the aspect of education as closely connected to democracy is related to both 
method (participatory action research) and theory (Deweyan pragmatism). Participatory 
action research methodology and Dewey’s pragmatism do not ascribe to such a division or 
type of assessment nor to the compliance and deprofessinalization resulting from educational 
policies as of today – not least in relation to its significance for societal development and 
democracy. Why then is teacher conceptualization of knowledge and learning of importance 
in relation to teacher professionalism?    
 
Developing teacher professionalism to enhance students’ learning has been shown to be 
dependent on teachers’ ability to reflect upon and develop their conceptualizations of 
knowledge, learning and teaching practices (Bryk 2010; Stanley 2009; Timperley et al. 2007; 
Volante and Beckett 2012). For a development of this kind to have any long-term effect or 
“staying-power”, this needs to be done in a balance between what Helen Timperley et al. 
(2007) calls the two extremes of professional learning and development: from teachers being 
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seen as “self-regulating professionals” (p. xxv) to presenting them with externally produced 
“recipes for teaching” or  “prescribed practices” (p. xxvi). As two of several key elements for 
development, Timperley et al. identify opportunities for teachers to process new 
understandings and challenge problematic beliefs within a leader supported and actively 
organised environment. Here, conceptualization is seen as the key feature – a notion shared by 
other researchers for maintaining and developing teaching as a profession as well as 
supporting student learning (Bryk 2010; Frostensson 2011; Korp 2012; Zandén 2010, 2011). 
However, research on professional development within (arts) education has shown that there 
is reluctance in relation to change put forward by practitioners as well as authorities and 
policy makers (Benedict 2007; Colwell 2003; Smylie 1996; Stanley 2009), and for changes to 
last it is more a question of changing patterns of thought than behaviour (Gardner 2006; 
Hiebert, Gallimore and Stiebler 2002; Smylie 1996; Timperley et al. 2007). In the case of 
Swedish education, despite teachers being both willing and able to express professional 
interests and needs as well as the proven effect of teacher inclusion (The Committee on 
Education 2013)1, the emphasis on professional development has been on presenting teachers 
with ready-made packages of what is decided as important and beneficial by others than 
teachers themselves (Carlgren 2013). Regarding Swedish music education, the importance of 
a shared, professional language is due not only to the prevailing deprofessionalization as 
stated above but also to current changes in and implementations of curricula as well. This is a 
process being much more rapid than thought of before, causing teachers to doubt their 
competence as well as being questioned both internally and externally as professionals (Ferm 
Thorgersen and Zandén 2014). A developed professional language of music teachers is 
therefore seen as a prerequisite for progress within music education, equivalent assessment 
not least to be able to “argue successfully for music as an essential part of public education” 
(Zandén 2011, p. 1).  
 
In relation to the educational importance of teacher conceptualization, the specific purpose in 
this article is to gain knowledge about Upper secondary school music teachers' 
conceptualizations of musical knowledge, learning and communication working with peers – 
the context of which is a research and development project on assessment. This is aided by 
asking the following research questions: 

• How do music teachers conceptualize knowledge in Upper secondary school as an 
assessment practice?  

• How do music teachers conceptualize learning in Upper secondary school as an 
assessment practice?  

• How do teachers conceptualize teaching and teacher roles in Upper secondary school 
as an assessment practice?  

The Arts programme in Swedish Upper secondary school 
Education in Sweden is regulated by the Education Act (SFS2010:800) – which includes a 
specific Upper Secondary School Ordinance – and “shall rest upon a scientific base and tried 
and tested experience” (§5 author’s translation). The attempts being made to uphold this 
paragraph are connected to both external control (e.g. by The Swedish Schools Inspectorate) 
and internal development of the teaching profession and its (public) status. While the Swedish 
Parliament decides on legislation and the Swedish National Agency for Education produces 
curricula, K-12 education in Sweden is administered on a municipal level. The Upper 

                                                
1 The Committee on Education is one of 15 parliamentary committees in the Riksdag (the Swedish 
Parliament) and prepares matters concerning preschool activities and care services for school 
children, the school system, higher education and research and financial support for students.  
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secondary education (years 10-12) is non-mandatory, and as of 2011 offers 18 national three-
year programmes. While12 of these are vocational, the other six are preparatory programmes 
for higher education. The Arts programme – first introduced in the school reform of 1994 – is 
one of the latter with its five current orientations: Art and design, Dance, Arts and media, 
Music, Theatre.2 All programmes include a core of so-called ”foundation” as well as ”typical” 
or ”programme specific” subjects, whose aims are described as follows: 

The subjects which mainly contribute to providing a good foundation for personal 
development and active participation in the life of society are the Upper secondary 
foundation subjects, earlier referred to as core subjects or general subjects, whilst the 
main aim of subjects typical of a programme has been specialisation for a particular 
profession or as preparatory for higher education. (The Swedish National Agency for 
Education 2012, p. 8) 

In addition, every programme offers other subjects under the categories of Orientations, 
Programme specialisations, Diploma project and Individual options. Each subject has a 
subject syllabus and the structure is the same for all subjects in Upper Secondary School. The 
subject syllabi contain descriptions of the subject as a whole as well as descriptions of each 
course included in a subject. There may be one or more courses in a subject. In the case of the 
Arts programme with orientation Music, there are two subjects – Music and Music theory – 
that each includes several courses. The structure of the subjects and courses is as follows:  
 

 
 
Figure 1: Curricular design of subjects (The Swedish National Agency of Education 2012) 
 
Through working with the core content, the students are expected to reach the knowledge 
requirements, including the system for grading. As of 2011 this contains six steps from F 
(fail) to pass levels from E to A.3 Grades E, C and A are defined through verbs with adjectives 
or adverbs as qualifiers and are based on the conception of knowledge underpinning Swedish 
curricula since 1994. Below is an example of knowledge requirements connected to the core 
content “Playing or singing by notation and ear” from the course Instrument or singing 1:  

Knowledge requirement for the grade E 

The student plays or sings, decodes and realises a simple notation on/with his/her 
instrument or voice with a degree of certainty. 

Knowledge requirement for the grade C 

The student plays or sings, decodes and realises a simple notation on/with his/her 
instrument or voice with a degree of certainty. 

Knowledge requirement for the grade A 

The student plays or sings, decodes and realises a simple notation a prima vista on/with 
his/her instrument or voice with certainty. 

                                                
2 Usually, students applying for the Arts programme with orientation Music make some sort of entrance 
test. The score from this is weighed together with grading credits from year 9 in compulsory school at 
a 50/50 rate. There is no national or official agreement or demand regarding entrance tests, and the 
factual setup of these as well as that of teaching forms are decided locally. 
3 This system is based on the Eurpoean ECTS assessment standard. 
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(The Swedish National Agency for Education 2011, author’s translation, bold text 
original) 

In this view of knowledge, distinctions between cognitive, psychomotor and affective skills 
are absent. Nor does it presuppose a hierarchy between different modes of knowing – a 
holistic approach that also can be found in the pragmatist philosophy of Dewey. 

Theory 
A call for a developed professional language of teachers – seen as a prerequisite for progress 
within education – is not new. John Dewey (1909/2008, 1916, 1929, 1938a) saw this as 
essential (for educators): not to avoid resistance by succumbing to ruts and falling back on 
routine ways and habits since these are the same as “unthinking habits” (1916 p. 28) and 
thereby risk leading to arbitrary regulations (1909/2008). In this, he precedes the constituent 
traits of teacher profession as seen today (cf. Lilja 2014). Dewey’s theory of learning, or 
human growth, is holistic and relational (1902, 1916, 1929, 1938a). There is no use in making 
separations between for instance academic or vocational knowledge as in theory vs. practice, 
nor between body and mind since these are seen as prerequisites rather than opposites. Terms 
like these can be used and seen as models of explanation but cannot be separated in a 
dualistic, Cartesian sense. To grow, the human being needs to overcome resistance in which 
tension is seen as necessary for equilibrium and balance (Dewey 1934). Acting in the world, 
or rather interacting (as illustrated in the introduction of this article) can bring forth such a 
tension, cause the individual to react and thereby grow through the gaining and development 
of experience – i.e. learning is based on interaction with objects as well as with other people 
and through the communication of experience (Dewey 1916/1997). In relation to education, 
Dewey emphasizes the value of learning processes and not only final achievements by 
describing it as a self-contradiction “to suppose that when a fulfilment possesses immediate 
value, its means of attainment do not” (1958, p. 397). Although the prerequisites may be 
different, this is valid regardless of age and environment – in the case of this research the 
learners being adults with teaching as a profession. It is also valid in relation to the arts. 
Experience in its aesthetic form is direct and encompasses both doing as well undergoing 
something (Dewey 1934), or to use the quote above: it  “possesses immediate value”. This 
could be seen as a contradiction in relation to the value of process, but regarding the arts and 
the aesthetic Dewey (1934) indicates that 

art denotes a process of doing or making. […] Every art does something with some 
physical material, the body or something outside the body, with or without the use of 
intervening tools, and with a view to production of something visible, audible, or 
tangible. (p. 48)          

Hence, the quality of art is constituted by actions past or present, which in Dewey’s 
philosophy include thinking as well as perceptible, bodily movements. This is what Dewey in 
essence calls the work of art – the ways that art affects us as well as denoting a certain quality 
of process in creating, executing or perceiving the aesthetic. Aesthetic experience being an 
exception as a direct and “pure” experience4, Dewey (1929) notes that art as a process needs 
to be seen as not only empirical but also experimental. Otherwise it would be reduced to  
“mainly routine, skills acquired by mere exercise and practice” (p. 79). Experience is a 
unification of knowledge as well as feelings. Without both these aspects, Dewey (1934) 
points out that the experience made often is inchoate and thereby risk lack of meaning for the 
perceiver. For to make an experience complete, and thus meaningful, one can and often need 
to reflect upon the experience made. This is related to Dewey’s notion of learning through 
                                                
4 Dewey used the word ”pure” with a notion of caution since he saw it as ”often abused [and denoting] 
something beyond experience [itself]” (1934, p. 285).  
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growth being dependent on action. Not solely to be seen in terms of physical movements but 
also in terms of thinking, Dewey therefore sees the goal of his philosophy as regarding 
intelligent action (Biesta 2007; Dewey 1916; Väkevä 2007).   
 
Art as well as experience is rooted in everyday life wherefore teachers’ experiences as well as 
interests (important for meaning-making) are of importance in relation to education and to the 
teaching profession. To assume the opposite, that anything can be known in isolation from its 
connections with other things “is to lose the key to the traits that distinguish an object as 
known” (Dewey 1929, p. 254). Denoting these aspects is the same as denoting their 
importance for and relation to knowledge and learning, including (the development of) the 
teacher profession. The balance between personal interest, experience and demands within an 
educational framework is one where tension can appear. In such cases, teachers, as 
professionals need to reflect upon their own, personal experiences and interests in relation to 
the demands pertaining the role of a civil servant. Although older and (hopefully) more 
mature than students, in their profession teachers are – and also need to be and consider 
themselves as – learners. Otherwise there is a risk of teachers getting stuck in routines due to 
the priorly mentioned unthinking habits, devoid “of freshness, open-mindedness, and 
originality […] [marking] the close of power to vary” (Dewey 1916 p. 28). Sidestepping the 
learner’s experiences in a chase for what is considered to be quick and correct answers (e.g. 
that of deciding educational quality by ranking) is “the explanation of much of the zeal for 
rigid and mechanical methods. Forcing and overpressure have the same origin, and the same 
result upon alert and varied intellectual interest” (Dewey 1916, p. 90) – something which is 
relevant both in teaching and in the development of teaching (as a profession).  
 
Education can according to Dewey (1938b) not be built upon an Either-Or philosophy. In the 
words of Lauri Väkevä (2007), this makes “pedagogical critique indispensable” (p.1) in 
Dewey’s philosophy because of its connection to learning as human growth, and the need for 
human beings to learn to reflect upon possible outcomes in advance. Otherwise we are at the 
mercy of our impulses and with the risk of confusing these with purposes. According to 
Dewey there is no purpose if an immediate execution is postponed until you can anticipate the 
consequences of the impulse being realized. This anticipation is not possible without 
observation, information and assessment (Dewey 1987, 2004). Put short: in order to grow and 
flourish, human beings need to be able to use critical reflection in communication. Translated 
to teachers’ (as well as students’) learning, this calls for possibilities not only to use but also 
to develop abilities for such a reflection and hence communication. 

Method 
In the research effort described in this article, participatory action research (PAR) was used as 
the method to give music teachers the opportunity as professionals not only to communicate, 
reflect and share experiences, but also to develop their abilities and awareness. All actions 
were performed in accordance with research ethics as established by the Swedish Research 
Council (www.vr.se). In this part, the methodology and method of PAR and the research 
design will be described.  

Method and methodology  
With its roots in Kurt Lewin’s research on group dynamics and organizational development – 
“a comparative research on the conditions and effects of various forms of social action and 
research leading to social action” (Lewin 1946, p. 35)  – PAR fits under the type of research 
described as interactive, collaborative and practice-based (Johansson 2008; Reason and 
Bradbury 2006) and the label action research. This type of research is seen more as an inquiry 
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into investigation than a method (Reason 2003) as well as of great importance “in the 
exploration of day-to-day school practice from ‘within’ on a concrete level [pointing to] 
meanings, structures and built-in dilemmas that we often assume to know beforehand” 
(Evaldsson 2003, p. 26, author’s translation). Action research demands researchers to look 
beyond an academic, traditional and maybe even hierarchical environment, i.e. to conduct 
research on or about a practice. Instead the researcher needs to see the possibilities of (and 
strive for) researching with the practice but at the same time be aware of the risk of doing 
research for the practice (Svensson 2002). Therefore, researchers must be aware of the 
“variability [in] researcher-participant relations” (Phillips et al. 2013, p. 1). The researcher’s 
primarily function is as a research and process guide (Raelin 1999). Reason (2006) sees this 
method as a turning point in research, focusing on actions within rather than representations 
of the world. He concludes that quality in action research “will rest internally on our ability to 
see the choices we are making and understand their consequences; and externally on whether 
we articulate our standpoint and the choices we have made transparently to a wider public” (p. 
190). But what type of action is it that makes the participants (teachers as well as researchers) 
aware of their own practice and enables them to follow the research prerequisites and features 
stated above?  
 
Action research can be described as an approach or an attitude, where apprehension and 
action appears in an iterative, cyclic process (Reason 2006). This traditionally includes four 
steps: plan – act – evaluate – reflect (Cain 2008; Rönnerman 2004). Since new questions 
arise and cause the researcher and participants to focus on the need of further actions, it is a 
process with no finite end. The input of time from both researcher and participants is 
therefore crucial. Action research brings out a process with contents that enable participants to 
become aware of their own practice. Thereby they are able to face challenges and questions 
within that practice and realize changes in a reflective way (Rönnerman 2004). Conducting 
research this way – with the practice/practitioners – emphasizes problematizations “from 
within”. It enables an illumination of a profession from a practice as well as an academic 
point of view, and thereby a mutual creation of knowledge. To enable this process, the 
following aspects need to be addressed, enabled and acknowledged by all participants (the 
researcher included):  
 

1) Participants within the practice produce knowledge, identities and language by 
participating in the activities that constitute a day-to-day school practice  

2) In-depth knowledge about the informants’ day-to-day activities in- and outside the 
classroom over a longer period of time 

3) Analyses based on records of day-to-day school activities focusing the informants’ 
learning as well as shaping of identity 

4) A close cooperation between experienced researchers and informants who 
collaboratively reflect upon meanings and dilemmas in day-to-day school practice  

5) Transparency within the project internally as well as externally.  
 
(Cain 2008; Evaldsson 2003; Holmstrand 2006; Lewin 1946; Phillips et al. 2013; Qvarsell 
1998; Svensson 2002; Reason 2006; Rönnerman 2004; Winther Jørgensen 2008). 
 
Although interactive and collaborative, action research is part of the scientific researcher’s 
domain, and therefore – like all other scientific endeavours – call for systematic and thorough 
documentation, distance through theoretic reflection and production of argumentative text 
(Ewald 2009). 
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Design of and participants within the research project  
The empirical data on which this research is based comes from collaboration with one Upper 
secondary school, quite recently to the PAR project created by the merging of two separate 
school organizations. Offering the Arts programme with the orientations Music and Theatre, 
the former has three sub-orientations: Music, Music Production and Musical (the last 
combines subjects from the orientations Dance, Music and Theatre). Emanating from long-
term goals of increasing students’ goal-related achievements, there was a decision made at the 
school to look into and develop its practices through a municipal drive for funding of research 
and development (RD) projects. The choice of RD area fell on assessment of musical 
knowledge and learning, and together with me (being a former employee at the school) two 
music teachers designed the project plan needed for RD funding. With the foci of equivalence 
and legal certainty of the how and what of assessment within the courses Instrument or 
singing 1 and 2, the choice of method fell on designing a PAR project. Thereby the different 
goals of the RD project and that of the research could be addressed simultaneously. The 
length of the project was set to one school year in accordance with PAR methodology and the 
criteria for funding. Participation was decided to be voluntary. Together with the two 
administrative music teachers and me as researcher, an additional five music teachers formed 
what became a core group. Apart from me (with a bass teacher education), this consisted of:   
 

• Thomas (guitar teacher, administrator of the RD project) 
• Clara (vocal teacher, head teacher, administrator of the RD project) 
• Laura (vocal teacher)  
• Astrid (bass teacher) 
• Samuel (vocal teacher) 
• Vera (vocal teacher) 
• Tom (guitar teacher)5 

 
Using different conference- and classrooms, the core group held a total of eight meetings 
during the project where what and how of educational assessment was conceptualized, i.e. 
musical knowledge and learning and teaching in Upper secondary school. In addition to this, I 
participated in meetings for planning the RD project together with Clara and Thomas, other 
types of formal staff meetings as well as talking to staff members in informal situations. This 
included participating in a book club on assessment together with Thomas and Clara and 
other teachers from another, bigger school, and together with different core group members I 
attended other staff meetings as well as lessons. All core group and some of the other staff 
meetings were recorded in audio, occasionally with additional field notes. By choice of this 
method for making inquiries into the RD objectives, a host of additional staff members as 
well as students participated outside the core group meetings during stretches of the project: 
Eric (drum teacher), William and Sara (vocal teachers), four vocal, two guitar and two drum 
students6, all of whom gave their consent to participate in the research. The reason for their 
participation, besides additional staff meetings, was the use of logbooks during lesson 
observations. Triple logs, based on the work by Björk and Johansson (1996), were used to 
make observations and reflections. An observer made notes of actions during a lesson (1) and 

                                                
5 The names are changed in accordance with agreements made with the participants and in 
accordance with research ethics. The specified instruments are the ones taught by the teachers in the 
Instrument or singing courses.  
6 Students applying for the Arts programme usually do this on a main instrument, e.g. vocals. At the 
school in this study, the sub-orientation Musical has vocal students only while a mix of instruments are 
taught at the other two.  



9 

added reflections (2) to which the observed teacher then added his or her own reflections (3). 
In a development of this we created what we called a quadruple log where the participating 
students also made reflections on the observers notes (4). This was done in direct connection 
to the lesson and in the form of semi structured interviews. The logbooks (made anonymous) 
were then used as a template for reflection and discussion within the core group. Together, all 
participating teachers and students covered the three sub-orientations of the Arts programme.  

Analysis 
The empirical data used for analysis comes from audio recordings and field notes as well as 
the logbooks. The qualitative data was processed, and seen as individual utterances as 
intersubjective actions (cf. Lerner 2004), wherefore consideration has been taken to type of 
dialogue (Denscombe 2014). In addition, written reflections were made using a research diary 
of formal meetings and informal encounters such as conversations with the participants and 
others connected to the RD project and/or research project. All audio recordings were 
transcribed using Gail Jefferson’s (2004) system for coding with columns for each participant, 
thus creating what Kate Millett (1975) calls a score of voices. Another column was used to 
make notes on occurrences other than spoken words during the meetings. Additional 
commentaries were also added while transcribing regarding occurring ideas, questions, 
uncertainties, themes, cross references, connections to method and theory as well as ideas for 
discussion. To be able to switch between micro and macro focus, the transcription work was 
intertwined with listening to the recordings of core group and staff meetings. During these 
sessions, written reflections were made and sometimes cross-referenced with field notes and 
the research diary. The experiences from all these actions were also fed back to the PAR 
participants. This could be in the form of questions, suggestions or explanations, e.g. mapping 
out my own experiences regarding meetings and the data created. This was consequently fed 
back into the research diary, as well as subsequent recordings and hence transcriptions. The 
transcriptions, diary and logbooks were then analysed to develop themes – sorting and fine-
tuning these with every new reading (cf. Alvesson and Sköldberg 1998).  

Results 
Laura: We are not talking about this because it is the most important, but because it may 
be the most difficult.7 

To be able to answer the research questions the results will be presented under the themes of 
knowledge and learning, in which the teachers’ conceptualizations on teaching and teacher 
roles appear. In an attempt to interpret as well as guide the reader, each theme has been 
divided into several sub-categories. This does not imply that these are fully separable entities. 
On the contrary, they are to be seen as intertwined and dependent upon each other – 
something the teachers themselves expressed in relation to the educational context in which 
they work. The results are presented as narrative text including quotes of the participating 
teachers’ conceptualizations. 

Knowledge 
Since the teachers described the conceptualization of knowledge as a necessity for grading, 
this became the starting point when discussing equivalent assessment. As one of the teachers 
put it in relation to reading the knowledge criteria of the syllabi:  

Laura: You’re not a hundred per cent sure what is actually meant with all this (laughs), 
it’s not second nature, so for me it’s very much about feeling safe and secure… what I am 

                                                
7 Italics in quotes mark verbal emphasis. 
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supposed to sum up in the end to be able to work with this. But I already know what I 
want [the students] to know after two or three years with us, and that’s something I’ll 
always know papers like this [syllabus] or not. This is what’s supposed to aid me grading 
what they do when singing. Like, it’s no novelty what it is they’re supposed to know. But 
since I’m supposed to put it into these boxes, I have to know exactly what ”represent a 
musical phrase with a satisfactory result” stands for. 

Knowledge is hereby described as something subjectively familiar in relation to Upper 
secondary education, but since the curricular concepts are not made up by her own words the 
exact meaning of these are not (yet) seen as familiar to Laura. This is connected to one of the 
concerns the teachers expressed when deciding to participate in the project: the necessity of 
shared concepts of knowledge as defined in the syllabi, thus addressing both legal certainty 
and equivalent assessment, i.e. intra- and inter-rater reliability of assessment (Jönsson and 
Matsson 2011; Sjöberg 2010). When analysing the empirical data, the following aspects 
regarding the teachers’ conceptualization of knowledge could be discerned: Knowledge in 
relation to new syllabi, value and personal expressions, as progressional, compartmentalized 
and subjective and as instrument specific. 

Knowledge in relation to new syllabi, value and personal expression 
Although more detailed than the prior ones, the new syllabi are not experienced as clear or 
explicit (enough) without taking the time for collegial sharing and interpretation, i.e. 
reflection. Despite this, when I asked what content in the syllabi was aimed at sounding and 
technical aspects respectively, Laura – one of the teachers expressing lack of time for 
reflection – quickly answered: ”but that’s pretty clearly pigeon-holed I think”. Clara, the 
teacher who during the project showed the least concern regarding time given or appropriated 
for reflection then answered:  

Clara: But if you look at for instance ”the student apprehends a simple musical phrase 
with some certainty by ear and re-presents this on his or her instrument or voice with a 
satisfactory result”, there already it becomes… well the reproduction should be a 
satisfactory result, does that mean that it is pitch- and rhythmically correct? Is it also good 
technically, like being sung or played in a healthy way? 

This divergence in understanding had its reason in the direction in which Laura actually read 
this version of the syllabi. Realising the mistake of having read the knowledge requirements 
in rows and not in columns, Laura concluded that it is ”really good, because it becomes 
clear”. What was more troublesome to conceptualize were criteria regarding values. The 
teachers acknowledge values as personal, but in relation to their profession this must never be 
a question of personal taste or quantity. Knowledge in the case of education is seen as 
contextualized as in not only understanding performativity aspects but also the contexts in 
which these are used. This was elaborated on by an example in relation to the knowledge 
criteria of “personal expression” while working collaboratively on assessment: 

Clara: [The student] could not adapt to the boy-band thing or to a rock-thing [but] when 
he could be completely still, his expression was super-strong. 

Laura: A personal expression was what we discussed then, and he really had that down 
but he could not adopt it. 

Clara: Like, he couldn’t bring it into any other context. 

The musical qualities of personal expression were not fully defined during the PAR cycles, 
but the teachers agreed that ”something more than just playing correctly should happen” at a 
higher level of performance. 



11 

Knowledge as progressional, compartmentalized and subjective 
Contextualizations of knowledge were not only connected to Upper secondary school, but 
also to different instruments and the Art programme’s focus on higher education. When 
discussing levels of knowledge in relation to progression between courses 1, 2 and 3 of 
Instrument or singing, the teachers’ shared conceptualization was holistic in that these levels 
were seen as belonging to a continuum between Upper secondary school and (a possible) 
higher education. To be able to conceptualize knowledge within the syllabi, a full scope of 
this progression was put forward as an important aspect. When it came to conceptualizing 
knowledge locally so to speak and within the Arts programme, at first a different picture 
emerged. One of these was a compartmentalization between subject and course, e.g. reading 
of musical notation as belonging to Music theory vs. Instrument or singing. Here, different 
aspects of the purpose of knowing how to read music appeared: one aimed at learning and the 
other at (direct) performing. Teachers relating that ability mainly to the latter had a hard time 
seeing it as connected to something else than a prima vista performance.8 The reason was that 
they had been using (and thought of) music reading only in conjunction with a prima vista 
practice when teaching Instrument or singing. A decision was made to bring examples 
representing ”simple notation” (as written in the knowledge requirements). The result was a 
wide variety of examples, ranging from a single melody line of over four bars of 4/4 time in 
treble clef in the key of C major to complete song transcripts with melody and chord notation 
– including accidentals and other signs regarding articulation, dynamics and form as well as 
lyrics. Questioning, “how much of that should be brought in to our instrument or singing 
courses?” Samuel gave voice to the aspect of what teachers need to know and understand to 
be able to come up with a template of “simple notation”, and what students need to know, 
understand and perform to pass the course – i.e. knowledge as something subjective.  
 
These compartmentalizations of knowledge occurred at the beginning of the PAR cycle. 
Samuel was one who was opposed to the idea of criteria being focused too much on music 
theory in relation to other knowledge requirements. When I asked him about any possible 
differences in demand on student ability to read notated music in relation to subjects and 
courses, his answer was that ”I don’t have time to teach music theory during vocal lessons”. 
This led to the core group giving themselves the task of reflecting upon ”what belongs to the 
Instrument or singing and Music theory courses” respectively. Through this, Samuel for 
instance changed and developed his understanding over time. Working with non-core group 
vocal teachers Sara and William later during the semester, he actively supported a theorisation 
of and reflection about the knowledge requirements with the goal of connecting these, as 
opposed to seeing them as stand-alone entities. Another compartmentalization in relation to 
knowledge as being subjective became evident during that same meeting: that of assessing the 
physical course of events leading up to a sound. 

Clara: But I think [a vocal sound] is also a setup of, it’s like a technical construction too. I 
have my larynx positioned here, I use this type of closing the vocal cords, the jaw is here. 
Do you get what I mean, it can be two different things. 

Sara: But what you’re talking about is incredibly advanced and something I don’t think is 
level one, Upper secondary-level at all where we have super basics and that’s where we 
have the grade… I think it’s a grade-level two.   

Clara was trying to explain her thoughts on the aspects related to the need of conceptualizing 
and assessing knowledge. Considering this as necessary knowledge for a teacher to be able to 
help a student, she did not see it as necessary for a student to (be able to) make the same 

                                                
8 A prima vista could be translated to ”at first sight”, i.e. to perfom by sight-reading musical notation  



12 

conceptualization to produce a certain vocal sound – as opposed to Sara’s statement. Samuel 
was the one who expressed a solution from which the discussion then continued: 

Samuel: We [teachers] have certain concepts that you don’t necessarily say out loud to 
your students but which you still demonstrate. 

This solution of compartmentalization is similar to that of ”decoding and realising a simple 
notation”, where the teachers in the core group came to the conclusion that the information 
needed within a knowledge requirement must be one of possibilities as well as function: what 
you are able (and supposed) to do on a certain instrument must be regarded in relation to 
what notation is, and hence what is seen as simple in relation to (the context of) an 
instrument.  

Summary of the teachers’ conceptualizations of knowledge 
When conceptualizing musical knowledge as stated within the syllabi, the teachers touch 
upon the connections between these conceptualizations. Although definable separately they 
are not seen as isolated, because according to the teachers you have the question of function 
as well as the underlying purpose behind these different aspects of knowledge. They thereby 
present a holistic view when analysing and ”atomizing” the syllabi. With the 
conceptualizations connected to purpose and function, they also connect to questions of 
learning – an example being the knowledge requirement of ”realising and decoding a simple 
notation” initially connected to performing but then also to a tool for learning during and after 
the education. 

Learning 
As with the aspects of knowledge, the analysis of the teachers’ conceptualization of learning 
has been divided into several interconnected areas under the heading teachers’ approaches, 
namely the subcategories of approaches towards teaching, educational focus and holistic and 
atomistic approaches.  

Teachers’ approaches 
When analysing the empirical material in relation to learning, different approaches appear: 
approaches towards teaching, educational focus within the Arts programme as well as to 
student attitudes and understanding and holistic and atomistic approaches. All have multiple 
aspects that show themselves in teachers’ conceptualization regarding learning. Roughly put, 
the aspects of each category can be seen as representing ends of a continuum and are not fully 
separate entities. The analysis is in no way done to advocate one before the other. 

Approaches towards teaching 
In relation to teaching, the teachers’ conceptualize approaches that range from a 
master/apprentice approach at one end (cf. Nielsen and Kvale 2000; Åberg 2012) to a 
collaborative approach at the other (cf. Gaunt and Westerlund 2014; Mars 2015). Roughly 
described, in the master/apprentice approach the teacher is the one in full control of the 
learning situation in which teacher and students meet – this by explicitly taking charge for 
planning, presenting and deciding aims, directions and progressions – often by demonstration 
and instruction. The teachers describing this approach as their modus operandi express 
sensitivity in relation to “where the students are”, both on a personal level (e.g. well-being) 
and in relation to the knowledge requirements. In this aspect of teaching, they see themselves 
as learners. Within the collaborative approach, students are described as having more overall 
input regarding their education. As with the master/apprentice approach this includes choice 
of learning material, but foremost it concerns a different form of communication with a lesser 
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degree of instruction and more of an open dialogue. The difference of the approaches became 
obvious when discussing types of actions and interactions in relation to syllabic contents in 
the learning context.      
 
When the teachers talk about student progress and grading in relation to syllabi, some 
describe an almost constant dialogue with the students in relation to aims, goals and 
knowledge requirements throughout the courses while others seem to address this generally 
speaking three times per semester: at the start, in relation to bi-annual so called subject or 
development talks (the latter including parents of students under the age of 18) and towards 
the end of either the semester or the course itself. During these “talks” the teacher and student 
“sit down”, something that marks one of several conceptualizations within the 
master/apprentice approach. At the other end of the approaches to teaching continuum we find 
teachers who include students continuously in choosing their routes with the syllabus as a 
map, i.e. with the teacher functioning more as a more experienced travel companion than a 
strict guide. One example is Clara’s use of color-coding of the different knowledge 
requirements. Students keep track of reached requirements by marking them green. For the 
next learning aim, decided in dialogue between teacher and the student, this is marked using 
yellow colouring. All color-coding is done by the students, something that according to Clara 
“makes them realise and appreciate what progress they have made” as well as getting 
involved and interested in “what’s next”.  
 
Presenting these examples is not an attempt to assess teaching quality, nor does it mean that 
the participating teachers do not use or talk about using a mix of both approaches in their 
teaching, as shown for instance through analysis of the logbooks (Tom, Vera, Clara and Eric). 
They serve as an example of conceptualized approaches in relation to learning, similar to that 
of educational focus.  

Approaches towards educational focus 
Approaches to educational focus can be said to range from a production to an aim/goal focus. 
These can be related to the formerly separate school organizations from which the music 
teacher staff emanates. The conceptualization of a production focus does not necessarily mean 
disregarding of curricular goals, just as the aim/goal focus does not imply criteria compliance 
or assessment as teaching (cf. Torrance 2007) or a negative stance towards productions within 
the educational context. The common notion of both foci is related to making the education 
and students’ learning experiences “real”, “authentic” and “professional”. Some teachers’ 
express their view of learning as being more meaningful for students when performing in a 
“real” and “concrete” setting.9  
 
A production focus was conceptualized through the notion of setting up productions as being 
the main objective of the Upper secondary education – if necessary at “all costs” as one of the 
teachers adhering to the aim/goal approach put it. Productions were thereby being connected 
primarily to aim/goals, and not student experience of project participation. The absolute 
opposite could then be seen as reaching curricular aims/goals “at all cost”, if necessary by 
cancelling or not setting up a production if there is a risk of too many students not reaching 
the goals through the type of work needed for a production. Another aspect brought forth in 
relation to this approach was that of equality, i.e. students not getting to participate in a 
production vs. getting the necessary and best opportunities for each and every student to reach 
                                                
9 This is something Upper secondary school students themselves have acknowledged in their 
conceptualizations of learning, but with an emphasis on meaning-making being dependent upon 
knowing what curricular aims these settings are supposed to cover (Nyberg 2011, 2013, 2014). 
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the aims/goals. Both of the educational foci (production and aim/goal) are connected to other 
approaches towards learning that appear when analysing the teachers’ conceptualizations: 
those of holism and/or atomism.  

Holistic and atomistic approaches 
Despite the differences in approaches towards educational focus, a shared concept of learning 
in a holistic sense appeared already in the beginning of the PAR process: the notion of 
learning of vocal and instrumental skills as stipulated in the curriculum being aided by public 
performances. This was one example where teachers touched upon holistic and/or atomistic 
issues in connection to learning. Another appeared when the core group discussed student 
abilities to read musical notation. At the same time as addressing students’ “atomistic” 
understanding of notation as problematic – e.g. not being to perform in vocal lessons what 
they could perform during Music Theory class – Samuel for instance made knowledge 
compartmentalizations as described earlier. The reason was an experienced lack of time to 
include goals that he saw as more connected to a different subject (in this case Music Theory). 
A similar approach can be found in Sara’s reasoning about vocal technique as described 
earlier: lack of time and what she considered to be proper knowledge contents for a student. 
What could be seen as holistic in her conceptualization is the progression she sees throughout 
the course levels. Regardless, music theory (Samuel) and vocal technique (Sara) were only 
seen as goals and not necessarily as tools for learning within the instrument or singing 
courses. Another aspect of holism/atomism was the ways in which teachers’ included syllabi 
and connected these to students’ learning. As described earlier, this ranged from the 
continuous to specific occasions.  
 
What became clear regardless of approach was the teachers’ awareness of learning music as 
putting together small parts into a bigger whole. One metaphor for this kind of learning of 
music was that of learning how to read – this not only because the discussion at that time 
concerned the knowledge requirement of “decoding and realising a simple notation” (The 
Swedish National Agency for Education 2011, author’s translation), but also due to the 
conceptualization of sound perceived as music having narrative parameters. This was later 
during the PAR process elaborated upon by Thomas: 

Thomas: You have some sort of song and then you work on it, correcting parts and in the 
end you create a complete sentence structure that hopefully is grammatically correct too. 
Then, since you have that type of correction […] you create a musical entirety that 
somehow becomes interesting in a way you probably have learnt and been taught. The 
same goes for assessment, you always assess both small parts and the totality. You work 
on a whole lot of levels there.  

Besides the fact that learning music (in this educational context) needs constant monitoring by 
making “small summaries”, they ways in which teachers need to or could acknowledge “the 
totality” – for themselves or for/by the students – was not elaborated upon more in detail. The 
different approaches to learning gives an insight into some expressed needs, and an additional 
aspect brought forth by Thomas in relation to the statement quoted above was connected to 
“the structure” of learning through weekly lessons: “otherwise we could have on lesson per 
year”. Together with the talk of small summaries as well as how much the teachers need to go 
into detail10, this spurred the following exchange:  

Clara: Like you don’t grasp for too much although there are a lot of things [to grasp] 

                                                
10 See for instance the exchange between Clara, Sara and Samuel in the Knowledge as progressional, 
compartmentalized and subjective section (p. 11). 
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Johan: What do you see as the reason for this? 

Clara: I think it has to do with communication. 

Clara’s elaboration in response to Thomas’s description of learning processes and teaching 
thereby put focus on what can be regarded as the overarching aspect of students and teachers’ 
(collaborative) learning as conceptualized within the RD/PAR project: communication.         

Discussion 
The purpose of this research effort is related to current trends of deprofessionalization within 
education. In a Swedish context, the lack of – and need for – a professional language in the 
field of music education has been brought forth (Zandén 2010, 2011). Analysing the data 
made accessible through the use of PAR, it is clear that the participating teachers have shown 
the ability to conceptualize knowledge and learning. Therefore, it is possible to claim that 
such a language can and does exist. If not fully developed or coherent initially, through 
collegial learning by communicating concepts and experiences the participating teachers show 
the will and power to change, learn and elaborate upon their professional language. At the 
same time, the opportunities for and forms of collegial communication seems yet to be 
developed. The teachers have also shown a critical and reflective stance towards material 
presented within the PAR cycles – critical in the sense of not buying in to anything right 
away, i.e. their reflections are based foremost on curiosity and not scepticism. This relates to 
external as well as internal material (e.g. official documents, research findings, logbooks).  
 
Despite the findings presented above, there are areas that could be investigated further. For 
instance, the teachers’ conceptualizations of different approaches to learning as well as 
compartmentalizations could be of some concern in relation to the goal of their own 
organization: to reach an equivalent education. This since the aspect(s) of equivalence were 
not fully elaborated upon, and the (extra) time used for collegial learning disappeared after 
finishing the RD project. If Liora Bresler’s (1995/2006) notion of teaching music as 
traditionally oriented towards “doing as opposed to reflecting” (p. 19) is the standard setup for 
music education, in what ways is such teaching organised and how do teachers working in 
such an environment view their responsibilities and possibilities for (collegial) learning? This 
is something to consider not only in relation to the described lack of time for reflection and 
balancing collegial learning with teaching, but also to the compartmentalizations visible in the 
participating teachers’ conceptualizations – i.e. what impact does a/the felt lack of time have 
on professional views on knowledge and learning?  
 
In the analysis of teacher approaches, the question of time stands out as imperative. Some 
teachers’ show great frustration regarding what they experience as a lack thereof, foremost 
expressed by Vera and Samuel. Both come from a background of higher amount of teaching 
within their employment, as well as an organization with strong subject orientation and 
separation. Compared to the description that for instance Clara and Astrid give of their ways 
to include students – the former coming from a background with a focus more on subject 
integration and peer-driven organization – the conclusion is that the teachers act differently in 
relation to perceived amount of time as well as educational approaches. This is interesting in 
relation to their conceptualizations on student ability, where teachers feeling pressed for time 
view student abilities in a similar way and vice versa (Nyberg 2015).11 The teachers’ 
                                                
11 This is also interesting in relation to Upper secondary school music students’ conceptualization of 
musical knowledge and learning. It has been shown that their apprehension of inclusion in reflecting 
upon such matters within their education is that no one has asked them before participating in a 
research study (Nyberg, 2011, 2013, 2014).   
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approaches towards educational focus can thereby be connected to background, possibly 
affecting their conceptualizations of learning. Therefore, scrutinizing teaching of music with a 
focus on what Bresler (1995/2006) sees as a traditional procedure – separating and 
emphasising “doing” before “reflecting” – is important. Such a system is problematic for 
several reasons. Related to pragmatic epistemology and educational philosophy (cf. Dewey 
1913, 1938a), there is a risk of labelling and dividing (musical) knowledge, learning and 
teaching into “theoretical” and “practical”. Not only will the holistic approach necessary to 
acknowledge the importance of aesthetic education in a democratic society – i.e. other than 
for instrumental or recreational purposes – thereby be lost, but also the basis for meaningful 
learning as expressed by Upper secondary music students (Nyberg 2011, 2013, 2015). What 
kind of knowledge and learning – both collegial/professional and educational – such a divided 
education leads to is therefore a crucial aspect.  
 
Within the PAR core group, there was a shared notion that conceptualizations of knowledge 
need time and effort, as well as a continuous sharing of teaching experiences. Although many 
times privately sure of the constituents of qualities regarding musical knowledge and learning 
in their professional setting, the teachers felt unsecure how to relate these when interpreting 
the latest curriculum – similar to the experiences of K-9 music teachers (Ferm Thorgersen and 
Zandén, 2014). Up to the time of the PAR project, regular collegial discussions on knowledge 
and learning had been sparse. This professional uncertainty was also something that became 
apparent when analysing the empirical material regarding the teachers’ conceptualizations on 
learning. A reason for all professional insecurities as well as differences in educational 
approaches can be found in organizational matters. With the recent merging of two separate 
schools, the teachers have been forced to spend much of their time planning and executing 
this, as opposed to implement the latest curriculum.12 This raises the issue of organizational 
structure and its impact on the teaching profession, e.g. what Dewey (1913) writes about a 
profession “so habitual that it has become […] mechanical” (p. 66) as well as questions of 
aptitude – something that according to Dewey (1916) also could be seen as challenging and 
“surprising” for a person with/within a chosen profession. In relation to this, the result 
showing that teachers working more with student inclusion do not express the same lack of 
time for implementation of syllabi – as is the case the other way around – is interesting. 
 
Regarding teacher and student collaboration or student inclusion, current trends in educational 
assessment today is one of criteria being “co-defined” by “the instructor and pupils” (Atjonen 
2014, p. 241). This calls for an examination regarding the constituents of “co-defined”. In the 
case of the core group of this research, the power of definition looks different in relation to 
teacher approaches. The expressed, unifying aspect is that the definitions must be, and are, 
always rooted in official documents, and the conviction of professional responsibility – this 
includes making sure students get the chance to learn and be assessed in relation to complete 
syllabi. According to the teachers, a continuous inclusion of knowledge requirements when 
teaching seems to give them more information regarding the students’ understanding and 
learning. It is also a way to get the students to reflect upon heir own learning and the issues 

                                                
12 As described briefly in the results, these schools had different organizational structures, sizes and 
pedagogical ideas: one smaller with the complete staff being actively included in shaping the school’s 
pedagogy, working interdisciplinary and with shared offices; the other school being bigger and with a 
more traditional setup, where tecahers were placed in separate buildings and in groups according to 
subject, were not expected to be involved in forming the organization on a deeper level and hence 
becoming more focused on their respective orientations and subjects. 
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surrounding this.13 The risk with such an inclusion of the knowledge requirements can be one 
of criteria compliance, creating a  “focus on methods of getting students through – often at the 
expense of what it really means to learn” (Sadler 2007, p. 1). Taking Clara and Samuel as 
examples – the former describing such a continuous approach when teaching and the latter 
using separate occasions – it seems to be the opposite when analysing their conceptualizations 
since Samuel is the one taking about lack of time and the need of “getting students through”. 
Analysing the quadruple logs give some answers from Clara’s students, also pointing to the 
opposite of compliance. This is interesting in relation to Dewey’s notions on 1) continuity, 
where the “principle of continuity in its educational application means, nevertheless, that the 
future has to be taken into account at every stage of the educational progress” (ibid. 1938a, p. 
47) 2) the importance of communication and interaction for human growth (ibid. 1916, 
1938b). In relation to the findings of this research, Dewey’s notion on intelligent action for 
education as a possible adventure of knowledge seems highly relevant: ”There is no such 
thing as educational value in the abstract” (ibid. 1938a, p. 46). 
 
Other questions, related to agency and professional responsibility, arose when participating in 
meetings outside the core group. Music teachers – both core and non core group members – 
were sometimes prone to habits and actions as put forward by Ann Marie Stanley (2009) and 
Cathy Benedict (2007): putting full responsibility of change on others or resigning to and 
accepting things as they are, although far from satisfactory. Sometimes this bordered on self-
pity, and in other cases it was more a question of not putting effort into creating a dialogue in 
relation to contradicting views of staff members and occasional bursts of negativity – the 
latter always a symptom of temporary frustration. “Professionalise or perish” (Zandén, 2011) 
is a direct call to music teachers, hoping that they will develop a professional language. In the 
case of this research, such a language is in effect, while other aspects of the teacher profession 
seem to need further attention.  
 
For teaching to be seen as a fully professionalized occupation, teachers must not only stand 
up against acts of deprofessionalization but also move in change with society and the 
increased demands on transparency which are not all bad or detrimental. For instance, the 
former air of secrecy regarding teachers as professionals “gifted” and having authority (cf. 
Florin 2010) is challenged by the notion of instead being authoritative and carry agency if 
necessary (Allsup 2003; Allsup and Westerlund 2012) – something Dewey through his 
critique of traditional education and philosophy of education and learning brought forth 
already in his early works. By creating and using a mutual language regarding knowledge and 
learning in school, music teachers can hopefully have more longevity and lasting impact in 
their efforts by sharing this with others, not only colleagues (Hiebert, Gallimore and Stiebler 
2002). This means that the reluctance towards professional development in the form of 
complacency or internal power struggle (Benedict 2007; Colwell 2003; Smylie 1996; Stanley 
2009) must be addressed and overcome. Although there are differences in the teachers’ views 
on teaching and learning, the general impression is one of mutual respect and willingness to 
understand each other as shown in the title of the RD project (“Equivalence is not spelled 
‘exactly the same’”). This can be seen as the key to ensure a mutual respect for differences, 
e.g. in method or preferences, grounded in a belief of the music education they are providing 
being equal when it comes to students’ prerequisites for learning. The question yet to be 
answered is how the work these teachers have done have affected their ability of intelligent 
action as opposed to changing their behaviour (Gardner 2006; Hiebert, Gallimore and Stiebler 
                                                
13 When it comes to music students’ conceptualizing of learning and meaning-making, being included 
in such ways is seen as positive by students themsleves (Dillon 2007; Nyberg 2011, 2014; Rusinek 
2007; Stålhammar, 2004). 
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2002; Smylie 1996; Timperley et al. 2007) and/or unthinking habits, as Dewey (1909/2008, 
1916) would have put it.



19 

References 
Allsup R E (2003) Mutual Learning and Democratic Action in Instrumental Music Education. 

Journal of Research in Music Education, 51(24):24-37 

Allsup R E, Westerlund H (2012) Methods and situational ethics in music education. Action,  

Criticism, and Theory for Music Education, 11(1):124–48 

Alvesson M, Sköldberg K (2008) Tolkning och reflektion. Vetenskapsfilosofi och kvalitativ 

metod. Lund, Studentlitteratur 

Apple M W (2004) Creating Difference: Neo-Liberalism, Neo-Conservatism and the Politics 

of Educational Reform. Educational Policy, 18(Jan./March):12-44 

Atjonen P (2014) Teachers’ views of their assessment practice. The Curriculum Journal, 

25(2):238-259 

Benedict C (2007) Naming Our Reality: Negotiating and Creating Meaning in the Margin. 

Philosophy of Music Education Review, 15(1):23-35 

Biesta G (2007) Why “What Works” Won’t Work: Evidence-based Practice and Democratic 

Deficit in Educational Research. Educational Theory, 57(1):1-22 

Björk M, Johansson M (1996) Dubbellogg – ett redskap för reflektion och lärande. In: 

Lendahls B, Runesson, U (eds) Vägar till lärares lärande, Studentlitteratur, Lund, pp 52-67 

Bredmar A-C (2014) Lärares arbetsglädje. Betydelsen av emotionell närvaro i det 

pedagogiska arbetet. Dissertation, University of Gothenburg, Gothenburg 

Bresler L (1995/2006) Ethnography, Phenomenology And Action Research In Music 

Education. Quarterly Journal of Music Teaching and Learning, 6(3):4-16, Reprinted with 

permission in Visions of Research in Music Education, 16(6), Autumn 2010 

Bryk A S (2010) Organizing Schools for Improvement. In: Bryk A S, Sebring P, Bender 

Allensworth E (eds) Organizing Schools for Improvement: Lessons from Chicago. 

University of Chicago Press, Chicago 

Cain T (2008) The characteristics of action research in music education. British Journal of 

Music Education, 25(3):283–313 

Carlgren I (2013) Hur lärare ska få kunskap bestäms uppifrån. 

http://www.skolaochsamhalle.se/flode/skolpolitik/ingrid-carlgren- 

kunskapsimplementering-genom-pabjuden-kollegialitet/. Accessed 13 June 2013  

Colwell R (2003) The Status of Arts Assessment: Examples from Music. Arts Education 

Policy Review, 105(2):11-18 

The Committee on Education  (2013) 2012/13:RFR10. Riksdagstryckeriet, Stockholm 



20 

Denscombe M (2014) The Good Research Guide. For small-scale social research projects.  

Open University Press, Berkshire 

Dewey J (1902) The Child And The Curriculum. The University of Chicago Press, Chicago 

Dewey J (1913) Interest And Effort In Education. Houghton Mifflin Company Boston, New 

York And Chicago 

Dewey J (1916) Democracy and Education: An Introduction to the Philosophy of Education. 

Web-edition, Columbia University, New York 

Dewey J (1909/2008) Moral Principles in Education. Houghton Mifflin, Boston accessed 

online as a Project Gutenberg EBook http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/25172  

Dewey J (1929) The Quest For Certainty – A Study of The Relation of Knowledge and 

Action. George Allen and Unwin Ltd, London 

Dewey J (1934) Art As Experience. Perigree/Penguin Group, New York  

Dewey J (1938a) Experience and Education. Touchstone, New York 

Dewey J (1938b) Logic – The Theory of Inquiry. Henry Holt and Company, New York 

Dewey J (1958) Experience and nature. Dover Publications, New York 

Dewey J (1987) The later works of John Dewey, 1925–1953, Essays, Reviews, Trotsky 

Inquiry, Miscellany and Liberalism and Social Action. Boydston J A (ed.) (vol. 11). 

Southern Illinois University Press, Carbondale 

Dewey J (2004) Individ, skola och samhälle. Utbildningsfilosofiska texter. Sven 

Hartman S, Lundgren U P, Hartman R M (eds) Natur och Kultur, Stockholm 

Edling S, Frelin A (2013) Doing good? Interpreting teachers’ given and felt responsibilities 

for pupils’ well-being in an age of measurement. Teachers and Teaching: theory and 

practice, 19(4):419-432 

Ek E (2012) De granskade. Om hur offentliga verksamheter görs granskningsbara. 

Dissertation, Göteborgs universitet, Göteborg 

Englund T (2011) The linguistic turn within curriculum theory. Pedagogy, Culture and 

Society, 19(2):193-206 

Evaldsson A-C (2003) Mångkulturalitet och jämställdhet i vardaglig skolverksamhet. In: 

Carlgren I, Josefson I, Liberg C (eds) Forskning av denna världen – praxisnära forskning 

inom utbildningsvetenskap, The Swedish Research Council, Stockholm, pp 27-34 

Ewald A (2009) Att möta och förstå förskola och klassrum. Sektionen för lärarutbildning, 

Högskolan Kristianstad, Kristianstad 

Ferm Thorgersen C (2011) Assessment of musical knowledge from a life-world 

phenomenological perspective – Challenges of conceptualising and communication. 



21 

HejMEC, 2:37-45 

Ferm Thorgersen C, Zandén O (2014) Teaching for learning or teaching for documentation? 

Music teachers’ perspectives on a Swedish curriculum reform. British Journal of Music 

Education, September 2014:1-14 

Florin C (2010) Lärarnas professionalisering, www.lararnashistoria.se, 2010. Accessed May  

15 2014 

Ford C (2010) Musical Presence: Towards a New Philosophy of Music. Contemporary 

Aesthetics, 8(26) http://www.contempaesthetics.org/newvolume/pages/journal.php 

Frostensson M (2011) Läraren som konkurrensmedel Kunskapskälla, stödperson eller icke- 

person? Utbildning & Demokrati, 20(2):27–48 

Gardner H (2006) Changing Minds. The Art and Science of Changing Our Own and Other 

People’s Minds. Harvard Business School Press, Boston 

Gaunt H, Westerlund H (eds) (2014) Collaborative Learning in Higher Music education. 

Ashgate Publishing, Farnham 

Hargreaves A, Dennis S (2008) Beyond Standardization: Powerful New Principles for 

Improvement. Phi Delta Kappan, 90(2):135-143 

Hiebert J, Gallimore R, Stigler J W (2002) A Knowledge Base for the Teaching Profession: 

What Would It Look like and How Can We Get One? Educational Researcher, 31(5):3-15 

Holmstrand L (2006) Deltagarorienterad aktionsforskning – ett nytt paradigm. In: Wingård B 

(ed), Livslång nyfikenhet. En vänbok till Gunilla Härnsten, HLS förlag, Stockholm, 

pp125-139 

Jefferson, Gail (2004). Glossary of transcript symbols with an introduction. In: Lerner G H 

(ed) Conversation Analysis – Studies from the first generation, John Benjamins 

B.V., Amsterdam, pp13-34 

Johansson T (2009) Etnografi som teori, metod och livsstil. EDUCARE 2009, Malmö 

Högskola, Malmö 

Jönsson A and Mattsson M (2011) Assessing Teacher Competency During Practicum. In: 

Mattsson M, Eilertsen T V, Rorrison D (eds) A Practicum Turn in Teacher 

Education, Sense Publishers, Rotterdam, pp169-186 

Korp H (2012) ‘I think I would have learnt more if they had tried to teach us more’ – 

performativity, learning and identities in a Swedish Transport Programme. Ethnography 

and Education, 7(1):77-92 

Langelotz L (2013) Vad gör en skicklig lärare? En studie om kollegial handledning som 

utvecklingspraktik. University of Gothenburg, Gothenburg 



22 

Lerner G H (2004) Introductory remarks. In: Lerner G H (ed), Conversation Analysis – 

Studies from the first generation, John Benjamins B.V., Amsterdam, pp 1-12 

Lewin K (1946) Action Research and Minority Problems. Journal of Social Issues, 4(2):34- 

46 

Liedman S-E (2001) Ett oändligt äventyr. Om människans kunskaper. Albert Bonniers förlag, 

Stockholm 

Liedman S-E (2011) Hets! En bok om skolan. Albert Bonniers förlag, Stockholm 

Lilja P (2014) Negotiating Teacher Professionalism. On the Symbolic Politics of Sweden’s 

Teacher Unions. Dissertation Malmö University, Faculty of Education and Society, Malmö 

Løvlie L (1999) Utbildningsreformens paradoxer. In: Säfström C A, Östman L (eds), 

Textanalys. Introduktion till syftesrelaterad kritik. Studentlitteratur, Lund 

Mars A (2015) Creating space for composing – Frames, tools and collaboration, Beiträge 

empirischer Musikpädagogik/Bulletin of Empirical Music Education Research (accepted 

for publictation) 

Millett K (1975). The Prostitution Papers: A Candid Dialogue. Paladin Books, London 

Nielsen K, Kvale S (eds.) (2000) Mästarlära. Lärande som social praxis. Studentlitteratur, 

Stockholm 

Nordin A (2012) Kunskapens politik – en studie av kunskapsdiskurser i svensk och 

europeisk utbildningspolicy. Linnaeus University Press, Växjö 

Nyberg J (2011) Man kan aldrig kunna allt om musik – det känns verkligen stort. En 

pragmatisk studie om gymnasieungdomars begreppsliggörande av kunskap och lärande i 

musik. KMH Förlaget, Stockholm  

Nyberg J (2013) Den största tersen någonsin – Gymnasieelevers begreppsliggörande av 

kunskap och lärande i musik. In: Ferm Thorgersen C (ed) Perspektiv på praktiknära 

forskning. Utkomster av en forskarskola. Luleå tekniska universitet, Luleå 

Nyberg J (2014) The majorest third ever played – music education as an adventure of 

knowledge. In: Holgersen S-E and Graabræek Nielsen S (eds) Nordic Network for 

Research in Music Education (NNMPF), Yearbook 15:181-206 Norges musikkhøgskole, 

Oslo 

Nyberg J (2015) Professionalism in action – Music teachers on an assessment journey. 

EDUCARE Special Issue on Asessment 2015. Malmö högskola, Malmö (accepted for 

publication) 

Phillips L J, Kristiansen M, Vehviläinen M, Gunnarsson E (2013) Tackling the Tensions of 

Dialogue and Participation – Reflexive Strategies for Collaborative Research. In: Phillips 



23 

L J, Kristiansen M, Vehviläinen M, Gunnarsson E (eds), Knowledge and Power in 

Collaborative Research – A Reflexive Approach, Routledge, New York, pp 1-18 

Qvarsell B (1996) Pedagogisk etnografi för praktiken – en diskussion om 

förändringsfokuserad pedagogisk forskning, Stockholms universitet, Pedagogiska 

institutionen, Stockholm 

Raelin (1999) Preface. Management Learning, 30(2):115-126 

Reason P (2003) Pragmatist Philosophy and Action Research: Readings and Conversation 

with Richard Rorty. Action Research, 1(1):103-123 

Reason P (2006) Choice and Quality in Action Research Practice. Journal Of Management 

Inquiry, 15(2):187-203 

Reason P, Bradbury H (eds) (2006) Introduction: Inquiry & participation in search of a world 

worthy of human aspiration. In Reason P, Bradbury H (eds) Handbook 

of   Action   Research: Participative Inquiry & Practice, Thousand Oaks, London, pp 1-14 

Rönnerman K (2004) Aktionsforskning i praktiken. Studentlitteratur, Lund 

Sadler D R (2007) Perils in the meticulous specification of goals and assessment criteria. 

Assessment in Education: Principles, Policy & Practice, 14(3):387-392 

SFS2010:800 (2010) The Education Act. The Swedish Ministry of education 

Sjöberg R (2010) Balansakten bedömning. Svenska språklärares bedömning och 

betygssättning som uppdrag, praktik och kompetens. Paper presented at the Mötesplats 

CUL, Göteborgs universitet 

http://www.cul.gu.se/digitalAssets/1326/1326006_posterpresentation_culdoktorander_20 

0_.pdf. Accessed 18 June 2013 

Smylie M A (1996) From Bureaucratic Control to Building Human Capital: The Importance 

of Teacher Learning in Education Reform. Educational Researcher, 25(9):9-11 

Solbrekke T, Englund T (2011) Bringing professional responsibility back in. Studies in  

Higher Education, 36(January 2011):1-15 

Stanley A M (2009) The experiences of elementary music teachers in a collaborative teacher 

study group. Dissertation, UMI Publishing, Michigan 

Svensson L (2002) Bakgrund och utgångspunkter. In: Svensson L, Brulin G, Ellström P-G, 

Widegren Ö (eds) Arbetsliv i omvandling. Interaktiv forskning – för utveckling av teori 

och praktik, Arbetslivsinstitutet, Stockholm, pp 1-22 

The Swedish National Agency for Education (2011) Programstruktur, Estetiska programmet, 

www.skolverket.se  

The Swedish National Agency for Education (2012) Upper Secondary School 2011, Fritzes, 



24 

Stockholm 

The Swedish Research Council. http://www.vr.se/inenglish/shortcuts/humanitiesandsocial            

sciences.4.12fff4451215cbd83e800021439.html  

Timperley H, Wilson A, Barrar H, Fung I (2007) Teacher Professional Learning and 

Development – Best Evidence Synthesis Iteration [BES]. University of Auckland and the 

Ministry of Education, Wellington, New Zealand 

Torrance H (2007) Assessment as learning? Assessment in Education: Principles, Policy & 

Practice, 14(3):281-294 

Volante L, Beckett D (2011) Formative assessment and the contemporary classroom: 

Synergies and tensions between research and practice. Canadian Journal Of Education 

34(2):239-255 

Väkevä L (2007) Art Education, The Art of Education and the Art of Life. Considering 

the Implications of Dewey’s Later Philosophy to Art and Music Education. Action, 

Criticism, and Theory for Music Education, 6:1, 

http://act.maydaygroup.org/articles/Vakeva6_1.pdf. Accessed June 8 2014  

Winther Jørgensen M (2008) På framkant: Interaktiv forskning och vetenskapens plats i 

samhället. In: Johannisson B, Gunnarsson E, Stjernberg T (eds) Gemensamt kunskapande  

– den interaktiva forskningens praktik, Växjö University Press, Växjö, pp 349-366 

Woodford P (2008) Fear and Loathing in Music Education? Beyond Democracy and Music 

Education. Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education, 7(1):105-38 

Zandén O (2010) Samtal om samspel. Kvalitetsuppfattningar i musiklärares dialoger om 

ensemblespel på gymnasiet. Nämnden för konstnärligt utvecklingsarbete, Konstnärliga 

fakulteten, Göteborgs universitet, Göteborg 

Zandén O (2011) Professionalise or perish. A case for heightened educational quality through 

collegiate cooperation. In: Holgersen S-E, Graabræk Nielsen S (eds), Nordic Network 

for Research in Music Education (NNMPF), Yearbook 13: 117-134 Norges  

musikkhøgskole, Oslo 

Zandén O (2013) Till en kritik av tydlighetsdoktrinen. Conference presentation Nordiskt 

nätverk för musikpedagogisk forskning (NNMPF), Feb. 27-March 1, Bergen, Norway 

Åberg S (2012) Circumvention On judgement as practical action. AI and Soc, 28(3):351-359 

 



 



 


