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Challenging the salvation stories in music education:

Adolescent music school students narrating their musical ecosystems

Hanna Backer Johnsen

Music education tends to portray marginalized students—for example those with foreign
backgrounds or from low-income families—as needing to be "saved" by music education.
While these stories are potentially helpful when securing funding and promoting socially
driven initiatives as part of institutions’ inclusive aims, they simultaneously risk obscuring
the complexities of meaningful music making and overlook the lived experiences of the young
people involved, thereby perpetuating structural inequities. This article addresses the
question of inclusion from the perspective of the students themselves by exploring
adolescents' experiences in Floora, a social innovation within the Basic Education in the Arts
music system in Finland, providing access to regular instrumental tuition at music schools for
children and young people who would not otherwise be able to participate due to
socio-economic barriers. The empirical material has been generated through interviews with
adolescents in Floora and analyzed through narrative inquiry. The findings articulate how
students’ experiences of regular music tuition do not align with benevolent professional
salvation stories. Rather, the findings point to the complexity of meanings given to music
making and instrumental learning, creating a whole ecosystem of social and musical
encounters where agency can be achieved or challenged far beyond music schools.
Recognizing the multiplicity of young peoples’ musical worlds and viewing these worlds as
interconnected requires professional responsibility and genuine knowledge sharing among all
involved, fostering the potential for social justice and more democratic practices within
music schools.

Keywords: adolescents, music schools, musical ecosystems, salvation stories, social
innovations

Introduction

An increased research focus on social inequalities in education has pointed out structures and
socio-economic factors that perpetuate the exclusion of certain individuals or groups of
people from educational systems, including music education (e.g., Wright, 2010, 2015).
Researchers have shown how children and young people from well-educated and wealthy
families have easier access to extracurricular music education (e.g., Hahn et al., 2024;
Hofvander Trulsson et al., 2015) generating inherited privileges in meritocratic educational
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systems (Vikevi et al., 2022). In the Nordic region, where this study was situated, the
mechanisms of exclusion have been widely recognized in the state-funded music school
system (e.g. (Di Lorenzo Tillborg, 2021; Jeppsson & Lindgren, 2018; Jordhus-Lier et al.,
2021; Laes et al., 2018; Vikeva et al., 2017), and policymakers and state funders expect
quick solutions and measurable outcomes demonstrating how institutions have addressed
these problems of exclusion. However, while attempting to respond to the increasing
inequalities, music education policy and practice tends to inadvertently cause division
between the “mainstream” and “marginalized” groups, or normal and special students —
between those who fit in the system and those who need specific action to be included (Di
Lorenzo Tillborg & Ellefsen, 2021; Laes, 2017; Wilson et al., 2020). These benevolent yet
uncritical attempts to make music education more inclusive have created a phenomenon that
is narrated through “salvation stories”: of how, for instance, students with foreign
backgrounds are defined and verified through their “otherness” (Di Lorenzo Tillborg, 2021),
and in which “poor children” or “youth at-risk” are “saved” through the “mystique” of music
education (Baker, 2021; Cheng, 2019). While promoting and legitimating “socially driven”
music education initiatives, salvation stories are manifested in endeavors for social mobility —
to uplift low-social class children through music education initiatives — or normalization
through “soft techniques” (Kuuse et al., 2016, p. 193). In these attempts to include the
excluded, the mechanisms of inequality in the system itself may remain hidden (Vikevi et
al., 2022; Wilson et al., 2020), and the complexities and ambivalence in these initiatives go
unreflected upon (Baker, 2021; Boeskov, 2022; Kolbe, 2023). Consequently, inclusion has
become a debated concept among scholars, and, as suggested by Gert Biesta (2019), can be
considered as a “moving position” depending upon who are outsiders and insiders, and as
“shifting the terrain” that encompasses the “need for transforming the very field where
positions can be held and taken” (p. 97). This view stands in sharp contrast to so-called
“inclusive” goals aimed at accommodating, tolerating, or transforming difference to maintain
harmony or consensus (Laes & Kallio, 2015) within educational settings.

This study explores this phenomenon through Floora, a social innovation (Vikevé et al.,
2017) within the Finnish Basic Education in the Arts extracurricular education system. Social
innovations can be described as “initiatives in a particular part of society — an organization, a
practice, or an area of activity that signal a promising path of wider social change”
(Mangabeira Unger, 2015, p. 233 in vikeva et al., 2017). The extracurricular system includes
nine art forms and tuition is mostly offered in separate art schools including music schools.
Subsidized by the government, music schools provide individual instructions mainly for
children and young people in various instruments, voice, and musicianship skills, and follow
a nationally regulated curriculum. Traditionally, entrance exams have served as a
gatekeeping mechanism, privileging those who either demonstrate early abilities or who have
had prior exposure to musical training. Within this context, Floors was initiated in 2013 by a
small group of individual instrumental teachers with the mission to offer goal-oriented music
tuition to supplement the basic school system and as a remedy for the socially unequal
extracurricular music education system. Floors was organized as a separate project taking
place in multiple music schools in Finland. Through Floora, participants were provided free
instrumental lessons and equal access to high-quality music education, including one-to-one
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and group lessons (Backer Johnsen et al., 2025). Participants were recruited in collaboration
with professionals working in regional child welfare departments, social and immigrant
services, and public schools (Laes et al., 2021). During the 10 years (2013-2023) of its
existence, Floora reached approximately 600 children and young people across the country
and nearly 60% of the participants in Floora were first or second-generation immigrants.
Altogether about 80 instrumental teachers were involved in different music schools. The
teachers’ salaries were paid through external funding from private foundations, the state and
municipalities, administrated by the Amabile Association established in 2013 to run Floora
and apply for funding.

The aim of this narrative study is to challenge established perspectives of social inclusion in
music education to better account for students’ experiences, critically examining the
discourse in which young students become the targets of inclusion. The study seeks to
understand what constitutes a meaningful musical environment for students — their musical
ecosystem (Barrett & Westerlund, 2024) — and how music school studies, and Floora as a
social innovation with inclusive goals, contribute to this meaning-making. The concept of
musical ecosystem, as experienced by the students themselves, is used to refer to the
interconnected (Niemi, 2021) musical, social, and material whole wherein the participating
students live, learn, and act.

Research approach

Research question

This narrative inquiry approaches human experience and action as a “purposeful engagement
in the world” (Polkinghorne, 1995, p. 5). While experience in this
pragmatic-phenomenological understanding greater than what can be expressed through
language and never fully mirrors a person’s felt meanings (Polkinghorne, 2007), individual
narratives are nevertheless seen as communication (Chase, 2018) and “meaning making
through the shaping of experience; a way of understanding one’s own or others’ actions; of
organizing events, objects, feelings, or thoughts in relation to each other; of connecting and
seeing the consequences of actions, events, feelings, or thoughts over time (in the past,
present, and/or future)” (p. 549, emphasis in original). Focusing on the relationality — in this
case adolescent music students and their actions within their musical environments — makes
space “for narratives that express meaning without necessarily achieving coherence” (p. 550).
Therefore, examining “how narratives actually work in social life requires attention to [...]
circumstances that call for ambiguity” (p. 550). To bring forward the students’ experiences,
the following research question is addressed:

What meanings do adolescents give to their instrumental learning and music-making
within Floora and beyond?
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By focusing on experience and shedding light on adolescents’ local knowledge (Barrett &
Stauffer, 2012), this study also addresses “institutionalized inequalities and how these may be
resisted and/or changed” (Butler-Kisber, 2018, p. 80). The music school students’ local
knowledge and experiences are seen as keys to understanding and unfolding the possible
mechanisms of inequality within the music school system.

Empirical material

The empirical material was generated through individual semi-structured narrative interviews
with five voluntary participants, students Kai, Oliver, Anna, Sandra and Linn (pseudonyms)
aged 15-20 years who participated in Floora for 1or more years (see Table 1).

Table 1. Research participants

Name (pseudonym) Kai Oliver | Anna | Sandra | Linn
Age 16 17 15 20 16
Years of participation in Floora 4 6 1 2 4
Years of regular instrumental lessons | 4 6 8 8 4

Each participant was interviewed 3 to 4 times, with each interview lasting 35 to 60 minutes.
A minimum of 1-year participation in Floora was the criterion for participating in the
research. The interviews were conducted with a 1 to 3-week interval, which allowed time for
reflection in between the meetings. Due to COVID-19, only two interviews took place at the
local music school, while all the others were conducted via Zoom. Two of the adolescents
brought their mothers with them in the interviews, as the possibility of having a trusted
person in the interview was mentioned in the invitation letter. The researcher also kept a diary
to help reflect on the research process, ethical considerations, and positionalities.

In the interviews (Phase 1) the adolescents were invited to describe their experiences of
instrument lessons, the meanings they gave to instrumental studies in their music school, their
motives to join Floora, and their musical life outside the music school. The participants were
asked to bring examples of their favorite music to create a space where it was possible not
only to discuss their preferred music but also important events, memories, feelings, and
thoughts about music and everyday life. In addition, the adolescents were guided to draw a
map illustrating the places and people significant to them (Visser et al., 2015).

Method of analysis

The empirical material was analyzed vertically and horizontally (Polkinghorne, 1995, 2005).
Since “experience has a vertical depth” (Polkinghorne, 2005, p. 138) the analysis process
started by analyzing each narrative account by focusing on each individual’s experiences and
purposeful engagements with music and instrumental learning, both inside and outside the
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music school environment — their experienced musical ecosystem. The vertical analysis
process (Phase 2) involved several rounds of carefully listening to and reading the interviews
and making notes, continuing with narrative configuration including color-coding the
different events, happenings, feelings, and thoughts of the students, finally connecting these
elements to structure the uniqueness and complexity of each student’s actions into meaningful
and temporally organized wholes — emplotted stories.

A horizontal analysis (Phase 3) aimed at finding common elements across the five emplotted
stories (Polkinghorne, 1995), and to reconfigure narratives about where music school
institutions’ stand within students’ musical ecosystems. The commonalities illustrate the
complexity and interconnectedness within adolescents' musical ecosystems that condition
students’ experiences with music. As pointed out by Westerlund (2008), “learners’ earlier
experiences condition not only cognitive processes but also the forming of social
relationships during the learning processes” (p. 88). An overview of the research process,
including interviews and transcription and the vertical and horizontal analysis, is presented in
Figure 1. The five emplotted stories were member-checked by the participants (Creswell &
Poth, 2018) and visualized into figures, one figure for each student (Figures 2—6).

The analysis was guided by the concept of ecological agency (Biesta & Tedder, 20006).
Agency is a much discussed concept within sociology, and different understandings have
been developed as to “what it means to act in and through music” (Karlsen, 2011b, p. 111).
Seen from an ecological perspective, agency is not something students inherently have; it is
rather something they can achieve through the social process of interactions with their
surroundings (Biesta & Tedder, 2006). Agency, then, becomes a phenomenon wherein both
the students and the environment are affected by their engagement. The ecosystemic
perspective (Barrett & Westerlund, 2024; Niemi, 2021) enabled exploring the musical spaces
in which adolescents lived, learned, and acted — such as music schools, school, and home — as
interrelated and in “dynamic interplay with each other” (Otto et al., 2023, p. 16).
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Figure 1: Overview of the research process, including the vertical and horizontal analysis.

Ethical considerations and (de)limitations

The study was reviewed by The Ethical Review Committee of Uniarts Helsinki, and the
ethical concerns related to research with young people (Christensen & James, 2017) were
taken into account throughout the process. The research procedures included seeking
informed consent from adolescents and parents, and a central part of the research process was
to pursue dialogue while being aware of the possible power asymmetry (Brinkmann & Kvale,
2015) when interviewing young people and individuals from various cultural backgrounds
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(Cook-Sather, 2020). Participation in the study was entirely voluntary and acknowledging my
dual role as both a researcher and program administrator was central, particularly to mitigate
potential pressure on students. The students were assured that their decision — wether to
participate or not in the research — would have no negative impact on their relationship with
the program or their music schools. Clear and transparent communication was prioritized to
ensure that students and parents understood the purpose of the research, the nature of the
empirical material being generated, and the measures taken to protect their anonymity. The
invitation to students to participate in the research was distributed through their instrumental
teachers because of the strict protection of the students’ personal information. However, this
might have impacted who participated in the research, or students’ motivation to participate
according to how their teachers informed them about the research.

Floora students’ experienced musical ecosystems:
The vertical analysis

The five emplotted stories created through the vertical analysis process, describing the
individual adolescents’ musical interactions, were organized under the following titles: 1. A
lot in me is about music; 2. I don’t necessarily feel that I belong to the music school family;
3. It surprises me that I still continue to play this instrument; 4. I’'m the kind of a person who
likes to learn new things; 5. I like to be there where I have friends. Musical, social, and
personal elements influence each other in the adolescents’ activities and learning, both in
terms of the physical location of where, when, and with whom the music activity takes place,
but also in relation to why music or playing an instrument is experienced as meaningful or
challenging. The emplotted stories encompass descriptions of instrumental lessons, activities
in music schools or music in general education, composing, playing games, listening to music
with friends or alone, and of participating in concerts, festivals, and music camps. Further, the
stories articulate areas of agency (Biesta & Tedder, 2006), as well as areas of possible
tensions and ambivalences within the adolescents’ ecosystems. The tensions should, however,
not be understood as exclusively negative, but as areas where their possibility to achieve
agency is challenged. The five following emplotted stories, including the connected figures
(see Figures 2—6), represent the experienced musical ecosystem of each adolescent as
outcomes of the vertical analysis.

Anna’s story: A lot in me is about music

1 started playing in the first grade in an afternoon club, but I also took lessons at the music school and
Jjoined the orchestra there. However, at some point my motivation dropped because the songs we
played were not interesting. After a break I continued because I really liked my teacher, and I could
develop my skills better with the teacher s help. The second level test was quite easy, but [ don t think
that it tells anything about my musical knowledge. Of course, it'’s nice to show what you have learned
but its not so important. At home I play many instruments. I also write my own music, and I’'ve

become quite good at accompanying myself. A lot in me is about music. Once I went to a folk music
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festival and played in a big festival ensemble. I really enjoyed it with my friend. I've found those songs
again and I've played them over and over again. I do all of this outside the music school. I haven 't
gotten so much help from anywhere to become more professional. I dream about writing my own
music, that’s what I would like to do. Music has had such an impact on my life. But it s more about if
you have good luck or not. Now the most important thing for me is climate change, like protecting the
environment, protecting the animals... and of course, that there would be no racism and transphobia,
no sexism, no ableism... all these. That no one would feel excluded. If I had the power to change

things then I would do it through writing music! But you can't have an impact if nobody is listening.
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Figure 2: Anna’s Experienced Musical Ecosystem

Oliver’s story: I don’t necessarily feel that I belong to the music school family

I'was the one who wanted to play an instrument, I knew it already in [home country]. No one in my
family is a musician or plays an instrument. It was a nice hobby as we had moved to Finland. The
lessons at the music school gave me a kind of “boost” for my self-esteem. Or I mean, I don't have a
problem with my self-esteem, but it felt nice. People who just arrived in this country need a hobby...
they need something. But I think that I wouldn 't have needed it. I would still have made it here. I didn t
feel that it helped me in the integration process. Now I've been playing for almost six years with the
same teacher. Its always nice to come once a week. We 're quite open with each other, since we have
known each other for such a long time. But I don t necessarily feel that I belong to the music school
Sfamily, it’s not such a big deal. I'm connected to my teacher, and I haven 't been involved so much in
the music schools other activities. I was in the orchestra for a while, but they were much younger
than me. In secondary school I went to a music-oriented class. I'm glad that I was accepted because
there were nice people. I joined the schools orchestra and played in concerts and with classmates at

different events. It was fun. My life is full of music and many friends have come through music.



According to Spotify, I've listened to music 2000 hours this year; it's almost two months of listening
without a break! Now I'm in high school, and not all my friends know about my music hobby. In the
future, I think that I won t go to lessons, but I will keep my instrument with me. But I'm not going to be

a professional musician, there are already so many musicians in Finland.
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Figure 3: Oliver’s Experienced Musical Ecosystem

Linn’s story: It surprises me that I still continue to play this instrument

1 have a lot of energy, and I like to perform. As a child I liked music and singing and I also sang in a
choir in [home country]. Here in Finland, I asked my mom if I could have a hobby, and she said
something about Floora. In the beginning everything felt quite new since I had never touched this kind
of instrument before. It was difficult and I needed to practice every day. It was exciting to play in front
of the teacher. 1 feared playing wrong and that everyone would be disappointed with me, and that 1
would disappoint myself. In the entrance test to the music school, I couldnt come up with any song to
sing, because I didn 't know what I was supposed to sing, 1 felt really stupid. But all my teachers have
been very kind and going to the lessons has helped me because I've had something to do every day.
I've also played with the orchestra, classical music from Finland, and that’s how I got to know more
about Finnish culture. But I don't do so well in the orchestra. Everybody is playing so well and I'm
more in the middle. No one has said anything, but it’s how I feel. I don 't discuss so much with the
others, and I have become very quiet. Now when I’'m in high school, I've a lot of homework and
sometimes it feels that I no longer have the energy to go to the music school, but my mother wants me
to continue with the lessons. But I don t want to become a musician, playing is more a hobby for me. I
would like to continue with music in one way or another and not be restricted to one instrument. It
surprises me that 1 still continue to play this instrument... because I'm also interested in singing and
playing band instruments like the bass or the electric guitar. I like rock music but with my instrument [

can't do it.
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Kai’s story: I’m the kind of a person who likes to learn things

Everything started in the music lessons in primary school. It's because of my music teacher that I got
interested in this instrument. And then I talked to my mom who had heard of Floora. 1 first joined a
band club...but that wasn t really my thing and then I ended up here at the music school. I thought it
would be a nice, new skill. I'm the kind of person who likes to learn new things and don 't give up so
easily. In my secondary school I had the opportunity to join a band, and it was really fun. I made new
friends there. I learned many new things in the band that helped me with my instrument, especially
playing with a percussionist. It opened my musical world. All the band members had different musical
tastes, and I got to know different genres, which I had never heard before. Every year a rock event was
arranged where all the bands in the school performed. Our first gig at this event, performing on stage
for 400 pupils, was a powerful musical experience. Afterwards I was surprised how many people liked
it. They came to me and said: Wow, you are such a good player! It felt so good. And then we got more
gigs after that. But as I started high school we didn 't continue with the band. Once I joined a band at
the music school because they needed a player for a gig, but it was not so fun because I didn't know
any of the band members. However, my teacher at the music school has taught me so much and is a
very important person in my life. It's always fun to play, and it'’s very hard to imagine a life without

music so I will probably play my instrument my whole life. But maybe not as a job, more like a hobby.
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Figure 5: Kai’s Experienced Musical Ecosystem

Sandra’s story: I like to be where I have friends

1 started to play when I was seven years old, and I like it very much. At some point I had a three-year
break, but then I continued because my teacher told me that there was a possibility to join Floora. I
like to go to my lessons once a week. I talk with my teacher about different things that have nothing to
do with my instrument, things that have happened in my life. My teacher is a very close person to me
and always asks me what [ want to play. It’s me who decides what to play. But it hasn't always been
like that. At some point, during my worst teenage years, I didn't want to go to the lessons, I just
wanted to hang around with my friends. The others in the orchestra were much younger than me, and
1 didn 't have so many friends. Well, you don t need friends there, but I like to be where I have friends, |
don t feel motivated to go to rehearsals if there are no friends. Thats one reason why I had a break.
There are still no friends in the orchestra, so I rarely go there. But I practice the pieces and then [
participate in the orchestra now and then. I only play in concerts where I know it will go well, when
I've practiced. I'm afraid of failing. I haven t done any level tests in the music school. I just want to
have this as my hobby. ['ve also performed in solo concerts when I was younger. But I don t like it
anymore to be alone on the stage. However, it’s a wonderful feeling when I succeed, when I play a
piece well. I will probably play this instrument my whole life as a hobby. But I would like to play the
electric bass, too. I have talked with my teacher about this, but I can only choose one instrument. |

need to pay for the lessons if I choose an additional instrument.
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Figure 6: Sandra’s Experienced Musical Ecosystem

Students’ stories informing music schools: The horizontal analysis

As the outcome of the horizontal analysis (Polkinghorne, 1995, 2005), three common
elements across the adolescents’ stories can be identified in relation to their experiences of
music and instrumental learning in the music school and beyond: 1. Openness, trust,
regularity, and the importance of the teacher; 2. Expanding social and creative landscapes;
and 3. Lack of motivation, ambivalence, discomfort, and feelings of non-belonging.

First, the reason that the adolescents joined Floora was either connected to the family’s
economic situation or because having a meaningful hobby was perceived as important by the
parents and the adolescent when arriving in the new country. As the adolescents’ stories
illuminate, trust and open communication is the foundation for a good relationship between
the instrumental teachers and the students. While a safe and trustful relationship should be a
prerequisite for all educational settings, the adolescents’ stories highlight the importance of
listening and talking about “everything” during the instrumental lesson (Sandra), even things
that have little, or nothing, to do with music. In addition, the thythm of coming once a week
to the lessons is valued by all adolescents, providing regularity in their everyday life (Linda).

Second, the adolescents in Floora refer to expanding social and creative landscapes and how
they are actively seeking new experiences, friends, and social contexts with and through
music. Music is described as a way to communicate and find new social relationships (Kai
and Oliver), as a means to express themselves while playing or composing music (Anna) and
to expand their knowledge in different areas of their musical and everyday social life (Linn,
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Oliver, Anna, Kai). The experiences of music and playing an instrument are complex,
pointing at feelings of joy and agency, but also of different strategic steps taken to find their
way with music outside the music school setting. This includes joining a band, applying to a
school with a music-oriented program, playing in the school’s orchestra, going to summer
music camps or festivals with friends, listening to music, and composing at home. These
experiences are transformative for the adolescents’ musical and social identity and are areas
of achieved agency (Biesta & Tedder, 2006).

Third, none of the adolescents identify themselves as “Floora students”. However, a
perceived distance from the music school’s social environment and its practices is present
across the stories, depicting a lack of motivation, ambivalence, discomfort, and feeling of
nonbelonging, especially in relation to group activities or performances within the music
school (see Figures 2 to 6, areas of tensions and ambivalence), but also in relation to parents
and their future musical life. This is expressed, for example, by Oliver: “I don’t feel that I
belong to the music school family...but it’s not such a big deal. I feel that I belong to my
teacher”. Anna places herself “above” some commonly used practices within the music
school: “I don’t think that the level test tells anything about my musical knowledge... Of
course, it’s nice when you show what you have learned, but it’s not so important.” The
absence of friends at the music school is one of the main reasons for the lack of motivation,
as described by Sandra: “I don’t feel motivated to go to the rehearsals if there are no friends.”
Kai explains that it was not so fun to play in the music school’s gig because he did not know
any of the band members. In other words, the adolescents are emotionally detached from the
music school’s social system as a whole, the instrumental teacher being the exception.

In addition, the absence of the possibility to try out different instruments at the music school
influences the students’ motivation: “I don’t want to be restricted to one instrument” (Linn).
Even though all adolescents liked their chosen instrument, they still expressed a concern
about being restricted to one instrument only, and hoped for more opportunities of
experimentation, both with other instruments and writing music. Their dreams stand in the
periphery of the music school setting. While all adolescents express that their chosen
instrument is likely to remain an important part of their future life, a tension between “my
dream” and their experienced institutional reality is present. In Anna’s words, reflecting how
she could become more professional in writing music: “I haven’t got much help from
anywhere” and “It’s more about if you have good luck.”

Discussion

At a first glance, when engaging with the narratives and stories of the adolescents
participating in Floora, their everyday use of and engagement with music reflects patterns
identified in earlier research on adolescents’ musical lives and the multifaceted meanings
given to music activities (e.g., Kuoppamaiki & Vilmild, 2023; McFerran, 2019; North et al.,
2000; Parker, 2020; Saarikallio, 2023). For example, Oliver, Kai, and Anna revealed that they
are actively looking for learning opportunities outside formal settings and for continuous
support for their own musical goals (Kuoppaméki & Vilmild, 2023). They take full advantage
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of the opportunities to access different musical worlds through the internet, and like to listen
to music when multitasking with games, social media, and when studying (McFerran, 2019).
Sandra and Linn expressed that they value a nonstressful music-making environment without
the pressure of having to specialize too quickly (Després & Dubé, 2020). However, a deeper
engagement with the adolescents' experiences in Floora unveils challenges connected to
these findings when critically examined in relation to music-making in socially driven music
initiatives like Floora. While the adolescents in Floora have a good relationship with music
and their instrumental teachers, and feel that music and playing their instrument will remain
an important part in their future life, their stories reveal a gap between their multiple ways of
being musical in their musical ecosystem as a whole compared to the music school system in
which the path is more scripted. In other words, the findings highlight that the adolescents in
Floora define music-making in their own terms, which are broader than the conventions of
institutional music education (Karlsen, 2011a; North et al., 2000; Sether, 2008).

Complicating the “socially driven” in institutionalized music education

The social in music is a key element for understanding how young people “create and
re-create” (Kanellopoulus, 2010, p. 119) musical worlds within their everyday ecosystem.
Music, far from existing in isolation, is imbued with significance shaped by the environments
in which it emerges. Turino (2009) has highlighted that music-making "fulfills different
social functions” (p. 95) depending on where, when, and for what purpose it takes place. One
essential aspect is the “sociality” (p.99, emphasis in original) of the music-making process.
However, by acknowledging the “social” in music on an individual and personal level, it is
possible to acknowledge the complexity of the “social” in institutional music education.
While young people are living in multicultural, intermediated, and digitalized environments
and have access to musical worlds more than ever before (Grindheim et al., 2021),
researchers have highlighted the complexity and ambiguity of music-making, music
education practices, and socially driven music education programs (Baker, 2014, 2021,
Boeskov, 2022; Kertz-Welzel, 2016; Schmidt, 2021). The adolescents’ stories in this study
support calls to take a more sensitive and critical stance towards over-simplifying attributes
of “social” and the “socially driven” musical activities, such as those concerning an
institution’s ambitions of inclusion (Baker, 2021, p. 279). In other words, as the young music
students in Floora express their rich musical lives, in which social connections and context
condition their experiences with music on a personal level, their stories simultaneously bring
out the mixed feelings of being part of institutionalized music education, depicting
experiences where they had not felt included as part of its social formation. In this sense, the
adolescents’ possible expectations of finding a social and participatory community (Turino,
2009) in the music school context were only partly (or not at all) fulfilled.

Changing the perspective: From target groups to agents

As addressed through the adolescents’ stories, music education institutions — including social
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innovations like Floora — can enhance encouraging and creative relationships between
teachers and students. However, inclusive ambitions that emphasize the need for special
programs and tailored interventions for a target group (Di Lorenzo Tillborg & Ellefsen, 2021)
tend to overlook the significance of students’ lived experiences and may challenge their
efforts towards ecological agency. In addition, expectations of a desirable and legitimate
“outcome” for Floora may also be related to tendencies of normalization (Laes, 2017). In
Finland and other Nordic countries, normalization has become a foundational principle
shaping educational policy and political decision-making, meant to ensure that every
individual can live a life as normal as possible (Kristiansen, 1999). However, the ideology of
normalization is not unproblematic, as it makes a distinction between the “normal” and the
“abnormal” (Laes, 2017, p. 5). Seen from the perspective of students’ experienced musical
ecosystems, pursuing equitable opportunity and inclusion on equal terms in music education
is less about normalization, and more about enabling students’ agency and creating
meaningful musical and social encounters. For example, the adolescents did not define
themselves as “Floora students”, and even less in need of being “saved” or “cared” for by the
music school and their teachers. Rather, in the students’ own stories, such as Anna’s
perspective that “A lot in me is about music”, Oliver’s, that “I don’t necessarily feel that I
belong to the music school family”, and Kai’s “I’m the kind of a person who likes to learn
things”, the most significant aspects were, on the one hand, their musical identity and social
experiences, and on the other hand, a sense of alienation which, however, did not prevent
their musical agency. In fact, the adolescents were actively seeking new ways to connect with
music and friends and taking strategic steps towards accomplishing their (musical) goals. We
may thus ask, who or what are the institutions saving in the name of music education?

Consequently, a change in focus that goes beyond the normalization and saving discourses of
disadvantaged groups can provide new directions towards a more ecological and holistic
understanding of music education. As suggested by Carson and Westvall (2024), teaching
should be “less about ‘helping others’ in a traditional, top-down way and more about
facilitating the kinds of engagement and empowering interactions that are perhaps best
understood as a form of co-creation” (p. 11). Acknowledging that music schools, and
teachers, are just one part of a young person’s musical ecosystem enables support of their
multiple ways of being musical, beyond the “informal/formal dichotomy” (Johansen, 2014, p.
92). Perceiving the “other” parts of the student’s ecosystem as competing with the teacher’s
professional work within the music school — or ignoring the experienced ecosystem
altogether — can hinder students’ attempts to achieve agency. From an ecological point of
view, the relationship between music school students, teachers, and the institution calls music
genuine dialogue to be able to explore new musical worlds together. Understanding agency as
a reciprocal movement provides room for inclusion as a transformative force for a/l involved.

Towards a genuine sharing of power and knowledge within musical ecosystems

While the purpose of the state-funded music schools in Finland has historically been to
educate professional musicians (Heimonen, 2002), primarily serving students pursuing higher
music education studies, music schools today in the Nordic countries have a dual role of
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preparing future professionals and providing education for all (Heimonen, 2024; Tuovinen,
2024). The ideal of “a good relationship to music” (Bjork, 2016, p. 2) has been a central
value guiding teaching and learning within music schools. However, broadening the
articulation of the purpose of the music school even further is vital for the institutions to
remain relevant in today's societies (Hahn et al., 2024; Juntunen & Partti, 2023). This
requires music schools to move away from ecological ignorance when focusing too narrowly
on learning outcomes, and towards ecological awareness (Barrett & Westerlund, 2024, p.
16), allowing them to acknowledge students’ inherently social experiences and the
social-ecological challenges deeply intertwined with matters of “justice and fairness” (p. 16).
Music schools’ inability to acknowledge students’ ecosystem urges music educators and
institutions towards “letting music go [...] once in a while” (Cheng, 2019, p. 231) and to
critically reflect on their professional responsibilities (Backer Johnsen et al., 2025) and their
societal tasks. By doing so, student’s everyday realities — such as not enough access to
different instruments or challenges with concrete steps towards a professional career — could
become visible instead of being hidden behind the aims of unidirectional inclusion.
Acknowledging this allows students’ different musical and social worlds to work together
and support each other, instead of being separated (Karlsen, 2011b). In other words, the mere
possibility of having been invited to participate in regular instrumental lessons and orchestra
rehearsals at a music school through Floora does not mean that this is automatically
perceived as meaningful by the adolescents themselves. Therefore, as Kertz-Welzel (2012)
points out, we can only be successful teachers as long as we understand students’ worlds and
what matters to them.

Finally, this study’s findings suggest that knowledge sharing between all participants, both
professionals and students within music school institutions, would offer an interesting path
forward. While opening up the spaces where important decisions concerning young peoples’
lives are made is already encouraged on a governmental level in Finland (such as through the
Finnish Government’s National Child Strategy, 2022), there is still “a disturbing absence of
children’s perspectives, needs, and aspirations in contemporary educational policymaking”
(Barrett, 2017, p. 176), including in music education policies. Efforts are indeed made to
consult young people, but they often remain superficial, “a form of asking and listening rather
than a vehicle for genuine power sharing” (Tuovinen, 2024, p. 37). This reveals a troubling
pattern of adult normativity and deeply cemented adultism (Janes, 2024; Sundhall, 2017) that
stands in the way of more age-inclusive practices, policies, and radical imagination (Wall,
2022). Childism (Janes, 2024; Wall, 2022) could be not only a response to these barriers, but
also a means for broader systemic critiques of norms in society and in music education, since
it seeks to transform prevailing understandings around children and young people, as well as
around “the social and political foundations on which children’s lives and experiences are
already imagined and pre-constructed” (Walls, 2022, p. 260). Actively seeking imagined open
spaces of joint learning and knowledge sharing within music schools as part of the ecological
surroundings could offer unexpected beginnings and opportunities for the institution. Taking
the “risk” of welcoming the students’ ecosystems into the musical classroom requires
professionals to navigate in chaos (Johansen, 2024), since teachers and leaders have the
responsibility to engage with complexity rather than avoiding it. By acknowledging this
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responsibility — and acting upon it accordingly — new (hybrid) musical identities (Westerlund
et al., 2024) may arise that can transform the music education field to one wherein agents live
and create with the world.

Concluding words

This article has aimed to provide an alternative way to understand the meanings young
adolescents’ give to their instrumental studies and their perceptions of where music schools
stand within their experienced musical ecosystems. By adopting a more reciprocal approach
to inclusion — one that acknowledges the complexity of young peoples’ musical worlds and
seriously considers the ambiguities within institutionalized music education — the use of
grandiose "salvation stories” in music education is challenged. Consequently, rather than
overpowering the lived experiences of those who are “the targets” of social inclusion,
recognizing students’ areas of achieved agency and why they matter to them can empower
music school leaders, teachers, and policymakers to foster more democratic learning
environments — for all. The stories of the adolescents in this study thus shift the focus from
one-directional grand narratives on how music “saves” people, toward unfolding the agency
of the participants themselves. Ultimately, this calls for a radical reimagining of how young
people are perceived within music education institutions and socially driven initiatives in
music, not as passive recipients, but as co-creators of meanings, values, cultures, and
educational change.
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