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Abstract

Aims

This paper concerns a recently completed postdoctoral study carried out within a group of students of music education in Sweden. The research concentrated particularly on identifying the student-teachers’ perceptions of their on-going music teacher education. A particular aim was to investigate the student teachers’ opinions of, and experiences from their school-based teacher education.

Background of the study

Teacher education in Sweden was reformed in 2001. Student teachers’ education takes place within two main physical contexts. One context is the university campus, where the subject studies and general education studies are located. The second context is the universities’ partner schools in which their school-based training takes place under the supervision of local music teachers/mentors working in compulsory schools.

Background to this area of research 

In 1995, Stålhammar described the transitions in the Swedish music curriculum over the last 40 years as going from ”School Music” to ”Music in School”. A major factor of this shift was an increased emphasis on democratic values and students’ participation in the creation of the general curriculum. The transition suggested a shift from music being mainly a subject taught in school towards a subject with a significant inclusion of the students’ own musical experiences and preferences from outside school. A brief overview of this transitions can be illustrated as follows: In the 1960’s, music education focused on an aesthetic fostering of the child and was largely based on reading music, singing songs in harmonies and learning about the history of music in the western world. By way of an experimental approach including sound exploration and improvisation during the 1970’s, listening, singing and playing popular music became pre-dominant musical activities in the Swedish classrooms from the 1980’s onwards. Teaching and learning music in this way called for suitable educational conditions. Due to practical aspects such as encouraging every student to participate and the sound level in the class room, schools were advised to divide the classes up for music lessons (12-15 students). Due to budget restrictions in schools this has changed and today, music is often taught in classes of 25-30 students.

In 1994 another curriculum was launched, where a clear focus was put on musical practice, musical understanding and musical knowledge. The music syllabus was revised in 2000. The stress was now put on the students’ personal development, including their development of social skills as well as their personal relationship with music. 

In the Swedish national evaluation of music education in 2003, it was revealed that very few music teachers actually apply the national curriculum, syllabus or local school plans while planning their teaching. Instead, teachers’ choices of contents and goals are based on their own competences and interests, as well as their students’ interests and experiences. 

Ove Sernhede (2006) approves the idea that school and education need to be part of contemporary society. Furthermore, schools and education need to recognise and develop knowledge about what is going on in young peoples’ cultures and lives. However, Sernhede questions whether young people’s cultures, in this case various forms of popular music, should be the main source of influence in education. He warns that students might not develop an openness and interest to alternative ideas and experiences, such as experiences from other ethnic cultures and the influences that a multicultural society brings into music education. This is a problematic issue as studies show that even though a general intention to consider the students’ own music does exist, this purpose is not fulfilled as all students’ musical interests are not taken into account. The roots of his problem can be traced to both ethnic and socio-economical reasons. 

Method

The method used in this study was Focus Group Conversations, as they not only enable the investigation of ideas expressed in the group, but also of the interplay and dialogues within the members of the group. The achievement of these two goals is central to gaining an understanding of how attitudes and ideas are formed, developed and put to use in a specific social or cultural context. The participants also became ’co-researchers’ in direct relation to the study. This gave the research a transparency which can be considered an added value to the study. 

Findings 

A number of interesting themes emerged from the data such as discussions on different views on musicality, the music teacher’s identification of him/herself as mainly a musician or a teacher, professional status, the music teacher regarded as the ”loner” among other teachers in the schools, and the relationship between music in media – music in schools – music at university. 

One particular theme discussed amongst the group was issues related to the task of ‘Teaching music in our time’ which were associated with several of the matters mentioned above. Firstly, it dealt with music teacher education as such. Secondly, it drew attention to the music education practice in schools that the participants had observed and been involved in.
The student-teachers pointed out that the school teachers and their students seemed to be “struggling on without any particular purpose” during the music classes. The purpose and long-term goals of music education were found to be unclear and undefined. A general opinion expressed in the focus group conversations, was that music teachers in secondary school ”all seemed to be doing different things”. It was also said that entertaining and ”fun” one-off experiences seemed to have had priority in the music class. These observations and reflections among the participants led to a further discussion of whether an entertaining approach in the classroom causes a lack of continuity and/or progression in the music class. 

Concerning their music teacher education, the participants also brought up the relationship between the student-teachers and their mentors in the local schools. The student-teachers described a gap between the status of the ‘old’ and the ‘new’ teacher education which – for them – created a sense of uneasiness. Their common opinion was that teachers in the field (their mentors) – educated in the old system – had indicated that current music teacher education was poor. They had compared it to their own education which used to entail more compulsory elements such as musical skill training. The participating student-teachers in this study found their own education entailed wider opportunities for the individual student-teacher to design his/her own education, and that it had a stronger emphasis on research in the area than previous teacher education. Our interpretation is that they found themselves to be up-to-date on what goes on in the music world globally. On the other hand they warned that their individual competences might not be sufficient according to people’s general expectations of what a music teacher should be.

Discussion and implications

The findings indicate some major points that need to be further examined. This is particularly important in the light of democratic dimensions such as participation, inclusion and sense of development that the teaching of music is required to incorporate. Firstly, what happens in a music class seems to be dependent on each teacher’s personal qualities and sense of innovation, rather than the contents of the music syllabus or even what the teacher has learnt during his/her music teacher education years. Music in schools appears to be ”a personal matter” for both teachers and students. This is a crucial matter to further consider as music is part of the general curriculum.

Secondly, the student-teachers’ rationale was somewhat contradictory, which may highlight a general vagueness in the way music is taught in school. While reflecting on music as a subject in school, they did to some extent criticise it. They believed that what had happened in the music classes they attended during teaching practice was not enough. While discussing progress within the subject of music they were of the opinion that it did not ”lead anywhere” they had noticed few signs of progress and musical development. The participants found that the music classes were, as they described it, based too heavily on the relation between music and individuals. They discussed whether music education should – or should not – be primarily based on what could be defined as ‘musical knowledge’ and a more defined progression. 

Interestingly, while reflecting on their own aspirations in the area of teaching music, the student-teachers referred to their own music education as being pupils in compulsory school, and while doing this they suggested that music education must pinpoint the connection between ”personal emotional experiences” and ”social experiences” which can be understood as a strong connection between music and the individual of whom they had been critical while assessing their teaching practice.

An urgent matter that has been highlighted in this study and which calls for further investigation is whether the conditions for democratic values such as students’ participation and inclusion and their right to musical development is considered and properly addressed in compulsory music education. This needs to be explored in the context of students, music teachers and policy makers.
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