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Problems of the present activate a study of the past and nostalgia can be a source of thoughtfulness and critique (Finney, 2009).
As a rhetorical question, ‘Whose music education?’ invites a great many possible lines of enquiry, one of which might involve investigating the structure and workings of the field that is music education, revealing the dynamics in play between the many stake-holders investing energy and finding positions from which to voice interests and exercise power. While such a study is urgently needed, it will only be found in embryo here. Instead the reader will find a story which draws in major debates of the period covered, along with their protagonists and counterpointed by the voices of teachers and pupils. At the same time there will be found the structuring voices of policy and governance becoming ever louder as we reach the present time. 

 ‘Whose music education?’ works with the child-centred-progressive tradition to create a fresh viewing point from which to evaluate ideas and practices evolving during the past sixty years.  In an important sense the work can be thought of as a critique of the present with an intention to expose the dangers in our current pursuit of future gains which are thought to serve the making and sustaining of the social order. Beyond justifying the study as offering a fresh perspective on music education of the recent past, there is a pressing case for understanding this in the context of the present, where the place of the child in making a music education is framed by a contradictory rhetoric. 

No longer is a ‘child-centred’ education promoted. The idea is both passé and politically inept. Instead, and while there is some talk of an education that is ‘learner-centred’, there is much more of ‘personalisation’ and ‘personalised learning’ addressing the needs of the child as a consumer and producer of education. Indeed, the notion of ‘personalisation’ proposes that education, like other services should be designed, co-produced and co-delivered involving ‘intimate consultation’ and ‘expanded choice’ (Leadbeater, 2005). The child is indeed the centre of attention and Hartley notes ‘the strong semantic accord between the terms ‘personalisation’ and ‘child-centred education’’ pointing out how the  government’s denial of association between the two serves to ‘adapt education further to a consumerist society…’ (Hartley, 2009: 423).  
The argument presented works through a series of six episodes, each seeking to capture the spirit and fervour characteristic of a particular phase within the period studied. The first is a portrait of  Sybil Marshall, a woman of the immediate post war period, independent in mind and spirit, a ‘liberal romantic’, whose class of children aged 5-11 learnt to imagine and to express their understanding of the world through artistic outpourings and through music in song, dance and famously through coming to know a whole symphony. Sybil Marshal was a woman of the 1950s attuned to criticisms of an unduly conformist society, an overbearing rational order where there was repression of feeling and spontaneity and lack of individuality. It was Sybil’s free-spirited enterprise in unique circumstances that was to become a source of inspiration for several generations of primary school teachers, and which was to chime well with the Plowden Report of 1967 and the official reshaping of the primary school. What was emerging was ‘the age of authenticity’ leading to the contemporary demand for an ‘expressive individualism’, a search for sources of the authentic self (Taylor, 2007). 

The chapter sets out to be a compelling narrative drawing upon Sybil Marshall’s writings both educational and literary, interviews with pupils from her class of the 1950s; examination of their art work and poetry still preserved; the voice of Sybil as archived radio broadcast material; my own reflections on being in primary school and teacher training; and all this set in the context of an HMI report of the time calling for fewer large group musical performance activities and more attention to individual musical development. The chapter is an ‘experiment in portraiture’ serving Sybil Marshall’s own ‘experiment in education’. The art of portraiture demands that ‘the boundaries of aesthetics and empiricism are blurred in an effort to capture the complexity, dynamics, and subtlety of human experience and organisational life’ (Lawrence-Lightfoot 1997: xv). 

Sybil Marshall’s robust resistance to authoritarian models of the past and her reaching out for intellectual stimulus from the progressive thinking of artist educators such as David Holbrook and Wilfred Mellers, served as a precursor to the more widespread distaste expressed by the young for what seemed mechanical and all that smothered creativity, individuality, the body and the possibility of informal organic ties in place of traditional communities of order. Thus, the second episode examines the 1960s and 70s and the impact of egalitarian ideals, focusing on a bold response to the changing expectations of adolescents and their rejection of the canons of good taste. Why did reason dominate feeling, why was play marginalised by work and why was school so different from ‘not school’? Could not the authentic self of the adolescent be present in school? The radical thought and practice of Robert Witkin and Malcolm Ross, like that of Sybil Marshall, bring to the fore the dialogic character of the teacher-pupil relationship and how to know the medium of musical expression was to know self and to learn a respect for subjectivity. At the same time the clash of educational ideologies brought into play by the rejection of traditional values and creeping cultural relativities saw the emergence of a highly partisan political positioning that was to establish a ‘new right’ educational voice of great force. Culture was now contestable and at the heart of politics. Quite unlike the portrait of Sybil Marshall this episode explores complex theoretical ideas that were posited in the name of self-expression where the arts would have a common purpose and the adolescent first and foremost would have a life of feeling.

This prepares the way for considering the response to changing circumstances and a major crises of confidence within music education through the perspective of the thought and practice of composer and music educator John Paynter. Concurrent with the turbulence caused by Witkin and Ross, episode three uses the text ‘Sound and Silence’ as the starting point for understanding how the idea of creative music and creative music making worked to reconfigure what it meant to know music and to be musical. This was conceived of as a part of a liberal education in which music education would need to find underpinnings in philosophical debate about what it meant to ‘know music’, what was distinctive about music and the arts and just whose music was to be a source of education. This coincided with my own most formative phase of experience in the classroom, where an ideological shift of some significance led to innovative practice and being drawn to find further and better explanations for what I was experiencing.

In considering the upheavals of the 1960s and 1970s and the more circumspect 1980s, the reader will have been taken into classrooms and become acquainted with particular pupils and my own trajectory as a music teacher in secondary schools. It is now time to hear the voices of youth through an ethnographic study yielding better understanding of ways in which the young are, in Paul Willis’s phrase, ‘culturally energised’. In episode four a group of four adolescent boys, engaged in managing their own music education, present what must ipso facto constitute a child-centred-progressive view of how music is learnt and the kind of values that come to be attached to the creative process. In this way theoretical concepts previously developed are brought down to earth and developed further. This gives rise to more questions about music’s social and cultural significance and the inadequacy of a model over-reliant on music as an expression of the self. And this coincides with the making of a national curriculum, representing a call to order leading to a centralisation of policy making and the onset of bureaucratic management and the surveillance of music in school. With ‘new era values’ comes the closure of practices celebrating the authority of the child as artist. 

By the new millennium the official curriculum had repositioned the child as a ‘learner’ amongst a dazzling rhetoric surrounding the notion of ‘learning’. Out of all this had come ‘pupil voice’, a fresh attempt to place the child at the centre of the educational process and promoting their full participation in the life of the school. The fifth episode presents the story of a class of thirteen year olds and their teacher in a school striving to improve in the wake of the educational reforms of the 1990s. In particular it celebrates the agency of four of the class given voice and authority to engage a class of eleven and twelve year olds in their vernacular musical practices. The chapter draws on ethnographic data as well as that gleaned through action research making full use of the pupils’ voices as they create an image of a school where for a short time they are seen differently and where a school might be seen differently.

In the wake of a second crisis of confidence in music education and amidst the hope of a music educational renaissance the final episode is presented as a critique of attempts to revive the fortunes of music in school at the start of the new millennium. This is focused on two initiatives boldly setting out to enliven music in the school. On the one hand there is offered a radical quasi child-centred-progressive curriculum in recognition that ‘freedoms’ children’ know how to learn music through their consumption and production of music beyond the school gates. On the other, there is a National Strategy intensifying the official curriculum through the deployment of set procedures and templates of practice. All this is placed in the context of New Labour’s educational policies investing in the future and the consumer-learner-citizen.

In the final chapter the narrative developed is reviewed out of which the idea of music education as an ethical pursuit is proposed in which classroom relationships can be thought of as playfully dialogic, where teacher and pupil remain curious, and where there is serious attention to what is to be taught and why, where this will always need to be negotiated and where the expressed and inferred needs of children work together to find a critical approach to what is being learnt.  

The enquiry tells of a time through which music education in England has travelled with both abounding confidence and great uncertainty. It is an epoch where two major crises of confidence have surfaced within music education and in each case met by bold responses disruptive and contentious in equal measure of well-established orthodoxies. Throughout the period there have been child-centred-progressive tendencies drawing on child-centred and progressive traditions that have emanated from the belief that a music education for the child and adolescent here and now should hold personal meaning and significance. 

The work complements and re-contextualises previous historical studies in Music Education in England by Pitts (2000), Cox (2002) and Rainbow and Cox (2003). ‘Whose music education? is currently under review by Ashgate.
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