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Abstract 

This article explores how social class, “race,” and their intersections manifest in 
Finnish popular music education (PME) through an exploration of popular music 
practices in one upper elementary music classroom where I worked as a teacher-
researcher. By engaging with systems reflexivity, I illustrate how social class, 
racialization, and their intersections work together with the social system of PME to 
maintain inequalities. I argue that in the popular music classroom, identity work is 
especially required from the students who belong to racialized and lower-class groups. 
Furthermore, I argue that PME (re)produces a Eurocentric practice of school popular 

music that favors middle-classness and Whiteness. I suggest that moving towards 
genuinely multivocal and democratic music education entails questioning popular 
music as an eminent democracy maker. Alternatively, democracy might be fostered 



 

IJEA Vol. 23 No. 7 - http://www.ijea.org/v23n7/  2 

 
 

by considering the intersectional identities of the students––a process for which 
systems reflexivity serves as a useful tool. 
 
 

Introduction 

In this article, I challenge the idea of popular music as the answer to inequalities in music 
education. The uncritical stance towards popular music education’s (henceforth PME) 
capacity to enhance democracy in music education and for music teachers to acknowledge the 
experiences of students has led to cherishing it as a dominant educational practice. This 
dominance is relatively apparent in the Finnish context, with the country currently being well-
known and internationally respected for having established high-quality PME in music teacher 
education (e.g., Allsup, 2011). The democracy argument derives from the notion according to 
which PME brings students’ “own” music and their interests to the heart of the learning 
process, hence strengthening the voices of students in the educational context (e.g., Allsup, 
2011; Cremata, 2017; Green, 2006; Väkevä, 2006). This notion, however, assumes that 
students are a homogenous group with similar interests and, thus, may neglect the multiplicity 
of student identities and their potential unequal positionings in the classroom. In other words, 
if democracy is understood as an opportunity for expressing different identities and “inhabited 
by pluralism” (Mouffe, 2000, p. 34), as it is understood here, treating teenagers as a unified 
group becomes questionable. This raises the following questions: how could PME benefit 
music education by truly inhabiting pluralism? and how might scholars and educators better 
recognize the complex identity work students need to do in order to challenge underlying 
unification trends? 
 
I explore the conditions for democracy in PME through an inquiry that I conducted as a 
White, middle-class music teacher-researcher in a Finnish upper elementary music classroom 
with 22 students from diverse backgrounds. At the beginning of my teacher-researcher 
journey, I had certain practical starting points that I believed contributed to democratic 
teaching practice, such as asking the students to compile the list of songs to be practiced 
during our lessons. During the research process, however, it became clear to me that 
strengthening democracy required a much more profound inquiry into how systemic exclusion 
might take place in the music classroom. Hence, to highlight the entangled and intersectional 
identities of the students, this article explores democratic processes in one context of PME in 
Finland by taking intersectionality as its starting point to acknowledge that identities are 
diverse and overlapping (e.g., Crenshaw, 1989, 1991; Grzanka, 2014). The article therefore 
contributes to earlier critical research on PME which has shown that––despite the democracy 
argument––inequalities do exist in the field of PME (e.g., Björck, 2011; Bylica et al., 2019; 
Georgii-Hemming & Westvall, 2010; Kallio, 2015; Kallio & Väkevä, 2017).  
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To direct the critical gaze towards my own teaching, in this article I utilize systems reflexivity 
which helps scholars and educators  “to look beyond the boundaries of art and even education 
to conceive and grasp opportunities for ‘systematic interventions’” (Westerlund et al., 2021, p. 
3; see also Midgley, 2000). In other words, I look at PME from a systems perspective (e.g., 
Midgley, 2000; Westerlund et al., 2021) and acknowledge PME’s interactional classroom 
context as a micro-level social system that is intertwined with the macro-level social system 
(Westerlund et al., 2021) of Finnish society and its related hierarchies. This perspective is 
taken as a key to understanding inequalities more profoundly and holistically, and it exceeds 
the typical frameworks used in music teacher education programs. Overall, I use systems 
reflexivity to call for systems change––that is, for more equal and democratic music 
education. 
 
In this article, the intersectional lens is adjusted to focus on social class and racialization. I 
thus acknowledge that “race” and social class often intersect in educational systems (see also 
Peltola, 2020) and, furthermore, in the practice of popular music in schools. The article 
concludes by questioning earlier claims of popular music as democratic, stating that 
democracy in PME is not primarily a question of music style––instead, it is dependent on how 
the teacher negotiates popular music with the students by means of systems reflexivity. 
 

The Finnish context 

Finnish school, social class, and “race” 

Finnish school system has been celebrated internationally for its remarkable success in 
equalizing learning outcomes and reinforcing societal democracy via education (Peltola, 
2020). Finnish school system is undoubtedly the cornerstone of the welfare state, and Finland 
appears to have succeeded in supporting each student’s growth towards a more equal and 
democratic society. Recent statistics, however, show a diminishing capacity of Finnish 
schools to promote equal opportunities and reduce the gap between students (OECD, 2019). 
One example of this is related to residential and school segregation that, within the last two 
decades, “has been identified in the Finnish context as a new, growing challenge to providing 
equal educational opportunities” (Peltola, 2020, p. 97). The growing phenomenon of school 
segregation not just in Finland but internationally has been shown to increase the 
vulnerabilities of both lower-class and minoritized groups and, thus, school segregation is a 
challenge. This is especially the case for working class students and students with ethnic 
minority backgrounds (Peltola, 2020; see also Putnam, 2015). Furthermore, acknowledging 
that “privilege in terms of resources to choose both a residential area and a school follows 
social class divides, and that racialization in education and in society has consequences to 
people’s social class position” (Peltola, 2020, p. 98), points to a salient intersection between 
class and “race” in school segregation. 
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Although the discussion of social class in Finnish schools mainly focuses on school 
segregation, it is, however, important to note that class differences also exist inside each 
school. Hence, there is  
 

a need to understand and examine segregation not only in terms of differences between 
schools but as a phenomenon that manifests in varying ways inside schools, in official 
school practices, and at the level of informal school and peer relationships. (Peltola, 
2020, p. 110)  

 
Despite this, the concept of class is absent in Finnish curricular texts in a way rather similar to 
gender in the 1990s, an issue which previously led to underestimating gender inequality in the 
school context (Lahelma, 2011). The obmutescence of gender did not make gender differences 
nonexistent, nor will it do so with respect to social class. Rather, at its worst, the 
obmutescence of class may even reinforce class inequality through an ignorance towards such 
structural inequalities. 
 
The same obmutescence applies to “race.” In Finnish discourse, the term “ethnicity” is often 
used instead of “race.” In the more than 1200 pages of the Finnish National Core Curriculum 
(2014), however, the term “ethnic” only appears twice (p. 26; p. 211), while the terms 
“ethnicity” and “race” are not mentioned at all. None of these three terms appear in the music 
curriculum (Finnish National Agency for Education, 2014), which instead mentions “cultural 
diversity” (p. 1227) and “cultural heritage” (p. 1233). Thus, the connection between “race,” 
students’’everyday lives, and music often remains undiscussable (see e.g., Hess, 2017). 
Despite the absence of these terms in official documents and changes in their manifestation 
through the decades, differences due to social class and “race” continue to exist in Finnish 
society and the Finnish educational system, and these differences shape the everyday life and 
school experiences of students. It is therefore necessary to consider social class and “race” in 
the social system of music education and in PME. 
 
PME in Finland 

In Finnish school music education, teaching practices rely heavily on popular music. Music 
classrooms are equipped with electronic guitars, basses, drums, synthesizers, and microphones 
for singing. Hence, music learning happens through active participation in music making, 
which is often carried out in a popular music band (e.g., Westerlund, 2006). The successful 
and extensive use of PME in Finnish schools has led it to become a hegemonic and 
internationally recognized system (e.g., Allsup, 2011). This strong position has been further 
supported by PME research that claims that popular music is teenagers’ “own” music (e.g., 
Bennett, 2000; Väkevä, 2006) and therefore inherently democratic. 
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This democracy argument has, however, been questioned by more recent research that argues, 
for example, that the popular music played in school does not necessarily represent students’ 
“own” music (Georgii-Hemming & Westvall, 2010). Researchers have also questioned the 
understanding that teenagers are a uniform group with similar musical interests (Kallio & 
Väkevä, 2017). Moreover, although popular music band instruments are relatively adaptable 
for students with differing musical abilities, when students enter school, they already possess 
diverse starting levels and perceptions about their capabilities. For example, whereas middle-
class children are likely to identify with the surrounding culture of the school, working-class 
children often move “from a context largely dominated by restricted code use to one where 
access to elaboration is prerequisite to success” (Wright & Davies, 2010, p. 47). Hence, 
assuming popular music to be inherently democratic may bypass the interactional context of 
the music classroom in which students participate from different musical starting points and 
with different cultural capacities. In considering this oversimplification of democracy in PME, 
Kallio (2017) asked: “How might we broaden our ideas of who constitutes the we of the 
school community to enact the ideals of democratic participation?” (p. 166, italics in original)  
 
Recent critical research on PME in Finland  has also highlighted that 1) in the context of the 
music classroom the democratic potential of popular music is dependent on the educational 
context, not on the music style per se (Koskela & Leppänen, 2020); 2) music teachers engage 
in “political processes of legitimation and exclusion in popular repertoire selection” (Kallio, 
2015); and, as already argued, 3) assuming popular music to be students’ “own” music 
perceives teenagers as a homogenous group and therefore obscures the differences that 
produce inequalities (Koskela et al., 2021). Together, these critiques place the widely accepted 
democracy argument that has been used to justify PME for decades thereby supporting the 
current hegemonic status of PME in Finnish schools in new light by implicating that popular 
music, as any music, becomes recontextualized in the social system of PME. In my teaching 
context, this kind of recontextualization happened as I asked the students to assemble a list of 
songs to be played during the lessons. While the making of this list was something I 
considered at the time to be a democratic act, this was an assumption that I later came to 
question. 
 

Theoretical framework 

Intersectionality, social class, and racialization 

In this article, I use intersectionality (e.g., Crenshaw, 1989; Crenshaw, 1991; Grzanka, 2014) 
as a theoretical and analytical lens. Intersectionality theorizes identities through the study of 
“multiple dimensions of inequality and developing ways to resist and challenge these various 
forms of oppression” (Grzanka, 2014, p. xv). Intersectionality has thus helped me to 
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understand how the “dimensions of inequality co-construct one another” (Grzanka, 2014, p. 
xiii). In this article, I focus on the dimensions of social class, “race,” and their intersections. 
 
In the 1970s, social class was a dominant topic in the social sciences, however, in later 
decades it “almost disappeared from the agendas of feminism and cultural theory” (Skeggs, 
1997, p. 2). Nevertheless, in recent years, questions concerning class have been brought back 
into the discussion also in the field of music. Class issues have been discussed both with 
respect to classical music (e.g., Bull, 2019; Dyndahl, 2021) and popular music by focusing, 
for example, on the perspectives of taste (e.g., Michelsen, 2020), the history of and literature 
on rock music (e.g., McDonald, 2020), and the implications of the inclusion or exclusion of 
popular music for students in different class positions (e.g., Butler & Wright, 2020). In this 
article, social class is brought into focus by regarding it as a specific power structure in which 
middle-classness and the bourgeoisie are dominant and hegemonic positions within the school 
institution. Furthermore, the middle-class is here acknowledged to carry socio-cultural capital 
or, as Skeggs (1997) has named it, “respectability,” which is “usually the concern of those 
who are not seen to have it” and, on the other hand, “rarely recognized as an issue by those 
who are positioned with it, who are normalized with it, and who do not have to prove it” (p. 
1). 
 
I recognize the multidimensionality of identities by looking at how social class intersects with 
racialization. By racialization I am referring to the relational processes that produce “race” 
and exemplify Whiteness as a normative power position that is invisible to White people 
themselves whilst it sets the norm for everyone else (see e.g., Ahmed, 2007). “Race” is 
written in quotation marks throughout this article to highlight an anti-essentialist stance, 
emphasize the process of racialization, and underscore that Whiteness, too, is a “race.” 
Furthermore, I use the word “race” to avoid what Hess (2017) has argued to be “increasingly 
apparent” in the field of music education research, namely “that when our field is asked to 
speak of race…we  begin to speak in euphemisms” (p. 16). In this study, I recognize that class 
struggle and “race” struggle may be intersectional and, thus, cause experiences of 
accumulative and systemic inequalities. Finally, in this study I acknowledge that, as 
democracy entails the possibility of conflict as a prerequisite to genuinely cherishing 
pluralism (Mouffe, 2000), class and “race” struggles are needed to work towards a more 
democratic educational system and are therefore also integral in PME. 
 
Research questions 

Based on the theoretical starting points above, this study recognizes that while Finnish schools 
and education undoubtedly produce equity in society, they are also part of larger societal 
processes that cause not just desired but also undesired consequences, such as racism, 
inequality, and class hierarchies. To understand how such inequalities work together with and 
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within the social system of PME, I ask: How do social class, “race”, and their intersections 
manifest in PME in Finland, and what kinds of unequal hierarchies are reproduced amongst  
PME students? 
 

Data generation 

The study took place in one upper elementary school (grades 7–9, ages 13–15) in a relatively 
large city in southern Finland. The optional music group – which was part of the educational 
program – was attended by students from different home classes, and thus included students 
from both the elective and non-elective classes in the school. In line with the practices of 
Finnish school music teaching, the lessons focused on PME practices. The Finnish music 
curriculum (Finnish National Agency for Education, 2014) encourages teachers to include 
students in decision-making processes, thus the content of the course was planned in 
collaboration with the students. Accordingly, I started the process by asking the students to 
anonymously write down the songs they wished to play and sing in class during the course. I 
then chose one song for each lesson and arranged the songs to meet the technical level of the 
group. 
 
The data were generated during the school year 2016-17 and included 21 lessons (75 minutes 
each) in which I worked as a music teacher-researcher (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009). 
During this period, I kept a teacher-researcher journal, videotaped six of the lessons, and 
analyzed the 22 popular music songs selected by the students. In addition, 14 interviews (app. 
20-85 min, 6 in pairs, 8 individually) were conducted. The class included 23 students of 
whom one did not give their permission to participate in the research, and two did not want to 
be interviewed. The interview questions were divided into four thematic categories: 1) the 
student’s personal musical preferences; 2) music and family; 3) music and friends; and 4) 
music lessons and music at school. 
 
Ethical considerations  

Clear power relations existed between me (interviewer and teacher) and the interviewees 
(underaged students) (e.g., Brinkmann & Kvale, 2014). Hence, when analyzing the 
interviews, I kept in mind that the students responded not only to the questions of a 
researcher, but also to those of their teacher. The familiarity established through the teacher-
student relationship might have contributed to trust building, however, students might have 
also omitted certain issues or details from their answers because I was their teacher. 
Furthermore––as I considered the students to be not only research participants but also 
research partners––at the end of the school year, I invited the students to watch excerpts of 
the videotaped lessons with me and share their interpretations to “strive to understand our 
complex roles in relation to others” (Bolton, 2010, p. 13). By bringing the voices of students 
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into the interpretation process, I wished to ensure that they were active research partners not 
merely sources of “data.”  
 
Students were informed that participating in the research would not require them to participate 
in the interviews, that the interviews would be conducted outside of the lessons either alone or 
together with a classmate, and that their choice to participate or not would not influence their 
evaluation or grading. I also reminded the students throughout the process that they had the 
right to withdraw their participation at any time (see Finnish Advisory Board on Research 
Integrity, 2019, p. 9). Written permission was granted from the school principals, the students, 
and––because the students were all underaged––their guardians. As one of the students 
declined their participation, the video camera was used only on days that they were absent or 
in a way that ensured that they did not appear in the video recording. Anonymity of the 
research participants was ensured by using common Anglo-Saxon names as pseudonyms and 
by changing and/or effacing details such as information about home country or nationality. 
 
Analysis 

The data were analyzed by using qualitative content analysis (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2014). 
McCall’s (2005) intercategorical approach to intersectionality, which “requires that scholars 
provisionally adopt existing analytical categories to document relationships of inequality 
among social groups” (p. 1773), was the starting point for deductively coding the interview 
transcriptions. During the analysis, I looked for codes under the categories of “gender,” 
“culture,” “social class,” and “students’ thoughts about music” and color-coded the interviews 
according to these codes. I chose the category of “culture” because I considered it to include 
different music cultures as well as observations related to cultural identity and “race.” 
Importantly, I do not consider “culture” and “race” to be synonyms, instead, I used “culture” 
as an umbrella term to recognize students’ thoughts about, for example, diverse musics, 
diversity, and the processes of racialization. I focused not only on the words of the 
interviewees, but also on how the students talked about each other––that is, on the inter-
subjective reality that produced the school culture. The intercategorical approach to 
intersectionality (McCall, 2005) was utilized to consider how the constructs of social class 
and “race” intersected in the interviews. Finally, the “thinking with theory” approach, which 
here means “thinking methodologically and philosophically together” (Jackson & Mazzei, 
2012, p. vii) and negotiating “how the theory and data constitute or make one another” (p. 6), 
was utilized from the viewpoint of intersectionality. Thinking with intersectionality opened 
new possibilities to unprecedented approaches by underscoring how knowledge is 
“proliferated rather than foreclosed and simplified” (p. vii). Finally, to strengthen the 
reflexivity (e.g., Callaway, 1992; Hertz, 1997) of the analysis, I reflected the findings against 
my teacher-researcher journal. 
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Middle-class music learners 

Based on the students’ descriptions of their everyday lives during the interviews, I was able to 
determine some aspects of their families’ socio-economic status and social class. I did not ask 
directly about the class position of their families, however, the interviews explored students’ 
possibilities to participate in expensive hobbies, their families’ musical resources, and how the 
students perceived their options in the future. For instance, one of the students mentioned her 
family’s trip to Paris to attend an Alicia Keys concert when asked to share an example of a 
musical leisure-time activity, whereas another student told me that she had traveled abroad (to 
the neighboring country of Sweden) only once in her life. Such a difference between the 
experiences of these students suggests an opportunity gap (Putnam, 2015) based on the 
economic situation of each student’s family. Although social class is not only about money, 
economic wealth undoubtedly creates possibilities for fulfilling middle-class ideals such as 
traveling and attending expensive concerts or music hobbies. 
 
When asking about parents’ musical interests, one student told me that his family would go to 
the opera many times a year and that they often traveled to the national Savonlinna opera 
festival together, whereas another student told me that his father’s musical interests manifested 
at home when he listened to a Finnish comedy band from the 1990s. These examples indicate 
different access to social and cultural resources between the students. Attending an expensive 
opera festival adheres to “respectable,” class-related taste (e.g., Skeggs, 1997) that “might be 
conceived as a field of culture” (Michelsen, 2020, p. 14). Contradictorily, in the case of the 
1990s comedy band, commercial music’s ability to entertain is emphasized over authenticity 
and artistic sophistication and, thus, such genres are “the least privileged, as folk or art values 
may be compromised for the sake of mass appeal or providing ‘cheap’ pleasures” (McDonald, 
2020, p. 436; see also Frith, 1996). 
 
In all, there was a rather clear distinction between the elective group and non-elective group 
students. Students from the elective group had educated parents and mentioned classical 
composers by name, listened to classical music more often, went to concerts, traveled abroad 
with their families, and had expensive hobbies. They also expressed how a lack of a musical 
hobby was not a question of money, but a choice based on personal interest. Thus, not 
surprisingly, middle-class children possessed musical skills gained from paid tuition outside 
of school more often than their working-class peers. Yet, although fulfilling middle-classness 
entails wealth, it is also more than economics; it is a power position which defines what is 
“respectable,” normative, and worth pursuing (Skeggs, 1997). This is also the case when it 
comes to music learning. 
 
Unlike social class, skin color is visible, and the process of racialization is based on the 
identity negotiation against the White norm (e.g., Ahmed, 2007). For this reason, I did not 
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need to interpret the interviews from the perspective of “race” to gain knowledge about the 
students’ positions. The interviews did, however, reveal that the students and the parents who 
had moved to Finland from other countries listened to music from their home countries and 
cultures. Furthermore, some of the students explained that, whereas their parents listened to 
“old” music from their home country, they themselves enjoyed listening to popular music in 
their first language. Although I acknowledge that “race” is not a synonymous with lingual 
identity, in the context of a music classroom, the lyrics and, hence, the language of the songs 
have an important role. For example, the students explicitly mentioned the music in their first 
language as their “own,” however, such music was not present in the list of songs suggested 
by students for study in the music lessons, nor did the students want to bring such music into 
the music classroom. I return to this issue later in this article. 
 

Middle-class school culture in the (popular) music classroom 

Ada and Kate were White girls1 who studied in the elective class. They were interviewed 
together. Either one or both of their parents were originally from Anglo-Saxon countries. 
During the interview, it became clear that the girls’ families had a reasonably stable economic 
situation and that the girls had opportunities to participate in hobbies of their choice. They had 
money to travel, and they were encouraged to take part in cultural activities outside of school. 
These characteristics hint at middle-classness, however, I did not ask about the class position 
directly and the interpretations about the social class of the students are made by me as a 
teacher-researcher. When the girls were asked if the cultural diversity of the school was 
observable and in what ways, they described that it sometimes felt embarrassing to be 
associated with this particular school because, as Ada stated, it is “just so noisy you know.” 
Both girls associated noise and a certain kind of unruly behavior with the fact that there were 
so many immigrants in the school, illustrating “how the narratives constructing ‘us’ and 
‘them’ took shape” (Peltola, 2020, p. 133). 
 
Previous educational research has put forth the concept of the normal student – that is, an 
educational and cultural idea of a student whose characteristics are based on Whiteness and 
middle-class standards (Riitaoja, 2013). This idea of normalcy was visible in the interview 
with Ada and Kate. For example, the girls recollected their previous music lessons and how 
the teacher did not require participation in the musical activities. They explained how they 
finally felt so bored that they decided that “we just have to get our act together” and started to 
actively volunteer to play and sing. Such a decision was possible because both girls felt 
comfortable singing using microphones and playing the instruments in the music classroom – 

 
 
 
1 In the interviews, the students were asked to define their genders and gender definitions in this article are based 
on their answers. 
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they possessed musical skills which I, as their teacher, had become aware of during our 
lessons. The girls had also participated in extra-curricular music tuition outside of school 
which––in addition to the middle-class norms that support active participation in school (e.g., 
Peltola, 2020)––gave them courage to participate in music making in a school context as well. 
Furthermore, the girls expressed disappointment towards their teacher through a criticism of 
the final grades they received in the class: “But we did not get the grade ten.” The grading 
scale in Finland is 4-10, with ten being the highest. This criticism implies that the girls 
possessed self-confidence in terms of studying and, hence, a “preference of middle-class 
academic orientation” (Peltola, 2020, p. 109). 
 
The girls’ account demonstrates their familiarity with school culture, which requires 
respectable behavior and middle-class codes such as easy adaptation to the system of school, 
active participation, and academic self-esteem. Their ability to master such codes aligns with 
Wright and Davies’ (2010) argument that middle-class children are “likely to experience little 
disjunction between the linguistic, knowledge and control codes used in their education and 
those experienced at home” (p. 47). Furthermore, the interview indicates that if the music 
teacher lacks the reflexivity necessary to question the concept of normal student (Riitaoja, 
2013), the practices of PME tend to favor students who already possess musical skills––that 
is, students like Ada and Kate––and whose families have sufficient resources to encourage 
their children to participate in musical hobbies outside of school, and who often belong to the 
middle-class. 
 

Mechanisms of othering in PME repertoire 

Jeff, George, and Zack were three boys who had moved to Finland as children. They all spoke 
something other than Finnish or English as their first language, and they enjoyed listening to 
music in their first languages outside of school. Jeff, for example, mentioned that he shared 
Arabic music with his cousins. In the interviews, however, there were many examples of how 
these three boys intentionally excluded such musical preferences from curricular activities. 
When asking Jeff and George if they would like to play some music in their first languages in 
the lessons, Jeff laughed and said no, because “no one would know how to pronounce the 
words” and he “would not have wanted that.” George also laughed and said: “I don’t think so.” 
When I asked Zack if he ever came to think about adding any songs of his mother tongue to 
the list, he said that he did not, because “it would have been kind of a bad thing.” When I 
inquired into what he meant, he said that such songs would not sound like “all the modern 
songs” and that any song of his mother tongue would thus be too distinguishable. 
 
From the perspective of inequalities and democracy, it is unsettling that the students chose to 
leave out music from cultures other than Finnish or Anglo-American cultures as they did not 
see them to fit with the understandings of normalcy in the PME repertoire. This phenomenon 
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of freeing oneself from identity work (Saether, 2008) by voluntarily excluding the music of 
their home culture from music lessons is also visible in earlier music education research (e.g., 
Karlsen, 2012; Saether, 2008). Moreover, this phenomenon clearly contradicts earlier PME 
research which specifically claims that popular music is students’ “own” music (e.g. Allsup, 
2011; Väkevä, 2006): indeed, the interviews with Jeff, George, and Zack oppose this claim by 
showing, for example, that from the viewpoint of a racialized student, adding a song that is 
not in English or Finnish to the repertoire would be “a bad thing” because “it doesn’t sound at 
all like a modern song”.  
 
According to earlier research, when students were asked to describe the music they played and 
sang in music lessons, the answers confirmed that repertoires were dominated by popular 
music (e.g., Karlsen, 2012). Furthermore, even when students were asked to include their own 
music in lessons, they brought mainstream popular music despite this potentially differing 
from the kind of music they really listened to outside of lessons (Karlsen, 2012). The 
interviews with Jeff, George, and Zack support these findings by suggesting that students 
recognize the somewhat restrictive and narrow “genre” of school popular music as a 
precondition of the social system of PME and adjust themselves to it by effacing their cultural 
identities and, therefore, “race.” Finally, the interview responses suggest that the students 
have an understanding of what is “normal” in music lessons and feel that diverging from this 
would be too distinguishable and, thus, undesirable. When asking Zack, for example, if it 
would have been different to add a non-English song if everyone else would have chosen 
something other than Finnish or English as well, he said:  
 

Then it would have been normal, because if I add alone then everyone else would be 
against me. If everybody adds and I do it as well, then there would be no one against 
no one. Then it would be the same for everyone.  

 
Zack’s answer suggests that in this particular context, the above-described genre of school 
popular music does not include diverse cultural elements and, therefore, bringing something 
in a language other than English or Finnish to the lessons would potentially lead to othering 
based on the student’s “race.” 
 

Intersections of social class and “race” in PME practices 

The content of the music lessons with the studied group consisted of the list of 22 songs 
assembled by the students. All the songs were in English, which indicates that instead of 
cherishing the diverse and intersecting identities of the music classroom, emphasizing popular 
music in the lessons tends to favor Anglo-Saxon and North American traditions in a rather 
exclusive manner. This was an issue which became clear in the interviews with Jeff, George, 
and Zack. Furthermore, the interview with Ada and Kate showed that possessing cultural and 
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social resources––such as an ability to play an instrument or being able to adapt to the system 
of school––makes it easier to actively participate in the practices of the PME lessons and, 
thus, to fulfill the middle-class and White ideal of the normal student (Riitaoja, 2013) in the 
context of the music classroom. 
 
Based on these observations, school popular music is not “just” a genre – it is also a practice 
which may exclude students’ diverse and intersecting identities and favors middle-class 
resources and eurocentrism as a starting point for musical participation. Hence, identity work 
with respect to the normative expectations of school popular music is especially required from 
the students who belong to lower classes, ethnic minorities, or both (see also Peltola, 2020). 
Moreover, such requirements expand the opportunity gap (Putnam, 2015) between students – 
a notion which requires systems reflexivity from the music teacher to genuinely encourage the 
cherishing of intersecting identities in PME. 
 

Discussion 

As a micro-level social system, the music classroom reflects the hierarchical structures of the 
macro-level systems of society (e. g. Westerlund et al., 2021). This means that middle-class 
and White hegemonies are inevitably present in the social interaction of the music classroom 
and, thus, need to be acknowledged in order to make space for diversity. In this article, I have 
explored social class and “race” through and with intersectionality and, finally, brought them 
together to highlight the White and middle-class hegemony in PME. Instead of pretending that 
such hegemonic structures do not exist, the teacher should therefore consider how to bring 
critical voices to the school and to music classrooms, and how to better pay attention to 
marginalized identities that are being suppressed. In such work, intersectionality is a valuable 
lens. 
 
In the context of this study, my own critical considerations began by recognizing that asking 
the students to contribute their “own” music to the lessons was not an innocent act. Rather, 
my invitation led the students to suggest songs that conformed to the homogeneous genre of 
school popular music, and, as shown in this article, the students described how their 
suggestions did not necessarily represent their intersectional identities. For example, although 
Jeff, George, and Zack described music in their first language as their “own” during the 
interviews, they did not want to bring this music to the lessons because they felt that it would 
not suit the repertoire. My invitation, therefore, led to an effacing of the multiplicity in the 
classroom, instead of recognizing it as a starting point for music learning thus loading 
emotional work for the students to handle. 
 
What could I have done differently, then, to make room for the intersectional identities of the 
students? One possibility is that I could have rephrased the assignment. For instance, I could 
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have asked the students to bring an unexpected piece of music or one that they were 
unfamiliar with to the lessons. While such tasks would not have eliminated the hierarchical 
structures, they may have helped the students to look at PME from a wider perspective, 
perhaps even directing their gaze beyond the micro-level social system of PME to the macro-
level social system of Finnish society (Westerlund et al., 2021). Additionally, rephrasing the 
assignment may have helped me, the teacher, and the students to better recognize and 
challenge our normative expectations. As Hess (2017) argues, music teachers need to “center 
issues of race and racism in their daily praxis, both inside and outside the classroom” (p. 35). 
In other words, (White) teachers should be encouraged to consider their privilege and to listen 
to the experiences of their students––especially the students who are marginalized. 
 
Acknowledging the intersectional identities of the students requires vigilance from the 
teacher, who will have to challenge themself to make room for diversity and cherish 
confrontational classroom negotiations. Cherishing such diversity and conflicts is a 
prerequisite for democracy (e.g., Mouffe, 2000) that entails tolerating feelings of discomfort 
and incompleteness. Such (emotional) work should, however, be primarily required from the 
teacher, not from the students, who are not responsible for democratizing education. Through 
music teachers’ commitment to such work, we might move closer to genuinely multivocal, 
diverse, and democratic music education––whether enacted via popular music or not. 
 

Conclusion 

Using intersectionality as a theoretical lens, I have explored how social class, racialization, 
and their intersections work together with the social system of PME to produce inequalities. 
Through this intersectional lens, I suggested that popular music in Finnish music classrooms 
manifests as a Eurocentric genre of school popular music that favors middle-classness and 
Whiteness and, can lead to othering based on students’ social class and/or “race.” As a result, 
in PME, identity work is required especially from the racialized and/or lower-class students. 
Given that Sweden and Norway use a similar PME approach, this might also be the case in 
other Nordic countries. Furthermore, as some schools in the UK, Australia, and Canada are 
adapting Green's (e. g., 2006) informal learning approach in music education, the critical 
stances presented in this study may also have relevance in those contexts. 
 
With and through this argument, I wish to contribute to a new understanding of PME, an 
understanding which questions previous claims made by music education researchers that 
popular music in itself makes music education democratic. Such a claim can lead to blindness 
towards social class as well as to “race-related silences” (e.g., Hess, 2017, p. 16), which may 
reinforce Whiteness as hegemonic (Hess, 2017). Popular music (or any other musical genre 
for that matter) cannot automatically produce any social goods such as democracy.  Instead, 
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democracy needs to be enhanced by fostering diversity and opening possibilities for conflict, 
which is understood as an integral part of genuinely democratic music education. 
 
Acknowledgements: This work was supported by the ArtsEqual project, funded by the 

Academy of Finland’s Strategic Research Council (project number 314223/2017) and by The 

Finnish Cultural Foundation. 
 

References 

Ahmed, S. (2007). A phenomenology of whiteness. Feminist Theory, 8(2), 149-168.  

Allsup, R. E. (2011). Popular music and classical musicians: Strategies and perspectives.  
Music Educators Journal, 97(3), 30–34. doi: 10.1177/0027432110391810 

Bennett, A. (2000). Popular music and youth culture: Music, identity and place.  

Palgrave. 

Björck, C. (2011). Claiming space: Discourses on gender, popular music, and social  

change. (Doctoral dissertation, Academy of Music and Drama) University of 
Göteborg. 

Bolton, G. (2010). Reflective practice: Writing and professional development. Sage  
Publications. 

Brinkmann, S., & Kvale, S. (2014). InterViews: Learning the craft of qualitative research  

interviewing (3rd ed.). Sage Publications. 

Bull, A. (2019). Class, control, and classical music. Oxford University Press.  

Butler, A., & Wright, R. (2020). Hegemony, symbolic violence, and popular music  
education: A matter of class. In I. Peddie (ed.), The Bloomsbury Handbook of Popular 

Music and Social Class (pp. 97-116). Bloomsbury Academic.  

Bylica, K., Butler, A., & Wright, R. (2019). Transgressive or just unexpected? Heteroglossic  
gender performance and informal popular music learning. Journal of Popular Music 

Education, 3(3), 379-398. doi: 10.1386/jpme_00002_1 

Callaway, H. (1992). Ethnography and experience: Gender implications on fieldwork and  
texts. In J. Okeley & H. Callaway (Eds.), Anthropology and autobiography (pp. 29-
49). Routledge.  

Cochran-Smith, M., & Lytle, S. L. (2009). Inquiry as stance. Teachers College Press.  

Cremata, R. (2017). Facilitation in popular music education. Journal of Popular Music  

Education, 1(1), 63-82. doi: 10.1386/jpme.1.1.63_1 

Crenshaw, K. (1989). Demarginalizing the intersection of race and sex: A black feminist  



 

IJEA Vol. 23 No. 7 - http://www.ijea.org/v23n7/  16 

 
 

critique of antidiscrimination doctrine, feminist theory and antiracist politics. 
University of Chicago Legal Forum, 1(8), 139-167. Available at: 
https://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/uclf/vol1989/iss1/8 

Crenshaw, K. (1991). Mapping the margins: Intersectionality, identity politics, and violence  
against women of color. Stanford Law Review, 43(6), 1241–1299. doi:   

 10.2307/1229039 

Dyndahl, P., Karlsen, S. & Wright, R. (2021). Musical gentrification: Popular music,  

distinction and social mobility. Routledge. 

Finnish National Agency for Education (2014). National core curriculum for basic  

education 2014. Finnish National Board of Education.  

Frith, S. (1996). Performing rights: On the value of popular music. Harvard University  
Press. 

Green, L. (1988). Music on deaf ears: Musical meaning, ideology and education.  

Manchester University Press. 

Green, L. (2006). Popular music education in and for itself, and for “other” music: Current  
research in the classroom. International Journal of Music Education, 24(2), 101–118. 

 doi: 10.1177/0255761406065471 

Grzanka, P. R. (2014). Introduction: Intersectional objectivity. In P. R. Grzanka (Ed.),  
Intersectionality: A foundations and frontiers reader (pp. xi–xxvi). Westview Press.  

Hertz, R. (1997). Introduction: Reflexivity and voice. In R. Hertz (Ed.), Reflexivity and  

voice, (pp. vii–xviii). Sage Publications.  

Hess, J. (2017). Equity and music education: Euphemisms, terminal naivety, and whiteness.  
Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 16(3), 15–47. 

Jackson, A. Y., & Mazzei, L. A. (2012). Thinking with theory in qualitative research.  

Viewing data across multiple perspectives. Routledge. 

Kallio, A. (2015). Navigating (un)popular music in the classroom: Censure and censorship  

in an inclusive, democratic music education. (Doctoral dissertation, Sibelius  
 Academy) Studia Musica 65.  

Kallio, A., & Väkevä, L. (2017). Inclusive popular music education? In A. Kärjä & F. Holt  
(Eds.), Oxford handbook of popular music in the Nordic countries (pp. 75–89).  
Oxford University Press.  

Kallio, A. (2017) Give Violence a Chance: Emancipation and Escape in/From School Music  
Education In G. D. Smith, M. Dines & T. Parkinson (Eds.), Punk Pedagogies: Music, 

Culture and Learning (pp. 156-170). Routledge.  



 

Koskela: Middle-class Music Making?  17 

 
 
Karlsen, S. (2012). Multiple repertoires of ways of being and acting in music: Immigrant  

students’ musical agency as an impetus for democracy. Music education research, 

14(2), 131-148. doi: 10.1080/14613808.2012.685460 

Koskela, M. & Leppänen, T. (2020). How democratic is popular music in Finnish schools? 
 Exploring popular music education through intersectionality. Journal of Popular  

 Music Education, 4(3), 295-309. doi: 10.1386/jpme_00031_1  

Koskela, M. Kuoppamäki, A. Karlsen, S. & Westerlund, H. (2021). The paradox of  
democracy in popular music education: Intersectionalizing “youth” through 
curriculum analysis. In A. Kallio, S. Karlsen & H. Westerlund (eds.), The Politics of 

Diversity in Music Education (pp. 135-149). Springer. 

Lahelma, E. (2011). Gender awareness in Finnish teacher education: An impossible  
mission? Education Inquiry, 2(2), 263-276. doi: 10.3402/edui.v2i2.21979 

McCall, L. (2005). The complexity of intersectionality. Signs: Journal of Women in Culture  

and Society, 30(3), 1771–1800. doi: 10.1086/426800 

McDonald, C. (2020). The bourgeois blues? rock music and class. In I. Peddie (ed.),  
The Bloomsbury Handbook of Popular Music and Social Class (pp. 427-443). 
Bloomsbury Academic. 

Michelsen, M. (2020). Being in-between: Popular music and middlebrow taste. In I.  
Peddie (Ed.), The Bloomsbury Handbook of Popular Music and Social Class (pp. 13-
35). Bloomsbury Academic.  

Midgley, G. (2000). Systemic intervention: Philosophy, methodology, and practice. Kluwer  
Academic/Plenum Publisher. 

Mouffe, C. (2000). The democratic paradox. Verso.  

OECD (2019). PISA 2018 results (Volume II): Where all students can succeed. OECD  
Publishing. 

Peltola, M. (2020). Everyday consequences of selectiveness: Borderwork in the  
informal sphere of a lower secondary school in the metropolitan area of Helsinki,  
Finland. British Journal of Sociology of Education. 42(1), 97-112. doi:   

 10.1080/01425692.2020.1861930 

Putnam, R. D. (2015). Our kids: The American dream in crisis. Simon & Schuster. 

Riitaoja, A-L. (2013). Toiseuksien rakentuminen koulussa. Tutkimus opetussuunnitelmista ja  

kahden helsinkiläisen alakoulun arjesta. (Doctoral dissertation, University of 
Helsinki). Unigrafia.  

Saether, E. (2008). When minorities are the majority: Voices from a teacher/researcher  



 

IJEA Vol. 23 No. 7 - http://www.ijea.org/v23n7/  18 

 
 

project in a multicultural school in Sweden. Research Studies in Music Education 

30(1), 25-42. doi: 10.1177/1321103X08089888 

Skeggs, B. (1997). Formations of class and gender. Becoming respectable. SAGE  
Publications. 

Väkevä, L. (2006). Teaching popular music in Finland: What’s up, what’s ahead?  
International Journal of Music Education, 24(2), 126-131. doi:    

 10.1177/0255761406065473 

Westerlund, H. (2006). Garage rock bands: A future model for developing musical expertise?  
International Journal of Music Education, 24(2), 119–125. doi:  

 10.1177/0255761406065472 

Westerlund, H., Karttunen, S., Lehikoinen, K., Laes, T., Väkevä, L. & Anttil, E. (2021).  
Expanding professional responsibility in arts education: social  
innovations paving the way for systems reflexivity. International Journal of  

Education & the Arts, 22(8), 1-19. doi: 10.26209/ijea22n8 

Wright, R., & Davies, B. (2010). Class, power, culture and the music curriculum. In R.  
Wright (Ed.), Sociology and music education. Routledge. 

 
About the Author 

Minja Koskela (1987) is a researcher who has worked as a music teacher in upper elementary 
school and lower secondary school in Finland between 2013-2018. Currently she is working 
as a managing director at the Association of Finnish Music Schools. In addition to academic 
writing, Koskela has published three popularized non-fiction books about feminism and 
(in)equalities in Finnish society. Koskela has graduated from Sibelius Academy in 2011 and 
from University of Tampere in 2016 and holds two master’s degrees – one in music education 
and another one in gender studies. At the moment, Koskela is finalizing her doctoral degree at 
the Sibelius Academy of the University of the Arts Helsinki. Her topic is the conditions for 
democracy in popular music education in Finnish basic education. 



International Journal of Education & the Arts 

http://IJEA.org  
ISSN: 1529-8094 

 
Editor  

 
Tawnya Smith 

Boston University 

 

Co-Editors 

Kristine Sunday 

Old Dominion University 
Eeva Anttila 

University of the Arts Helsinki 

Kelly Bylica 

Boston University 

Jeanmarie Higgins 

The Pennsylvania State University 

Managing Editors 

Christine Liao 
University of North Carolina Wilmington 

Yenju Lin 
The Pennsylvania State University 

Associate Editors 

Shana Cinquemani 
Rhode Island School of Design 

Elizabeth Kattner 
Oakland University 

Christina Hanawalt 
University of Georgia 

Hayon Park 
George Mason University 

David Johnson 
Lund University 

Tim Smith 
Aalto University 

Alexis Kallio 
Griffith University 

Deborah (Blair) VanderLinde  
Oakland University 

Heather Kaplan 
University of Texas El Paso 

 

Advisory Board 

Full List: http://www.ijea.org/editors.html 

 

This work is licensed under a  Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International License. 

 

http://www.ijea.org/editors.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/

	v23n7-IJEA
	International Journal of Education & the Arts
	Editors
	Introduction

	IJEA Editor Page-2022

