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ABSTRACT
This study explores music teachers’ beliefs of student agency in whole-
class playing and investigates what characterises student agency
through teachers’ values, actions and observations within this unique
multimodal and -dimensional learning environment. Our abductive
analysis of 11 interviews reveals that the role of teacher support is
significant in enacting students’ agency. This study provides insights
into student agency through the eyes and actions of teachers within
the context of whole-class playing and suggests that the enactment of
different aspects of student agency is an essential feature necessary for
whole-class playing to succeed.
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Introduction

Spruce, Marie Stanley, and Li (2021) highlight teachers’ belief systems about the nature of music
and music educational knowledge, about what it is to be a learner, teacher and musician, and
about the most effective pedagogical relationships within music educational settings play a signifi-
cant role in how they teach. Teachers’ beliefs affect their behaviour, which influences their students’
learning and further reinforces their own belief systems (Turner, Christensen, and Meyer 2009).
Teachers’ beliefs and behaviour can also be expected to impact the enactment of student agency.
To date, a limited amount of research has investigated whole-class playing as a forum for student
agency using teachers’ beliefs. In the present study, we explore music teachers’ beliefs on students’
agency in whole-class playing to gain a better understanding of the potential that whole-class play-
ing can offer for students’ agency within and potentially beyond music education.

The study was conducted in Finland, where the national core curriculum for basic education
emphasises a learner-centred approach (Juntunen et al. 2014). In the Finnish curriculum, music
is presented as an opportunity for musical activities and methods to promote not only musical
but also social skills, well-being, imagination and cultural understanding (Finnish National Agency
for Education 2016). An important method in Finnish music education is whole class playing
(WCP) which involves every student in a classroom playing different instruments together in
music lessons as a part of the timetabled curriculum.WCP in Finnish music education, for example,
does not offer private instrumental tuition but involves every student, despite their perceived skills,
to play music as a group by exploring different instruments, musical styles, relationships and ways
of participating in the mainstream music classroom. Moreover, Finnish students are encouraged to
work with different instruments, rather than developing mastery of one instrument alone. WCP is
akin to rhythmic music pedagogy (RMP) as both approaches promote collective, embodied

© 2022 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group
This is an OpenAccess article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/),
which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

CONTACT Eveliina Stolp eveliina.stolp@jyu.fi

MUSIC EDUCATION RESEARCH
https://doi.org/10.1080/14613808.2022.2098264

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14613808.2022.2098264&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-07-08
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3086-6051
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3530-4373
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4647-8048
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7190-6705
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-5709-5800
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:eveliina.stolp@jyu.fi
http://www.tandfonline.com


engagement with music through the strategic use of voice, body and percussion instruments (Hauge
2012). In addition toWCP and RMP, whole-class ensemble tuition programme currently underway
in English schools supplements classroom-based music education offering all pupils new musical
experiences and the opportunities to learn musical instruments (Fautley and Daubney 2019).
The goal of these approaches is to actively bring a whole class of students through music to experi-
ence entrainment, that is being together ‘in the moment’ and playing at the same time (Clayton
2012). Entrainment is a complex interactive process among people encompassing not only an indi-
vidual’s metric perception and coordination and the coordination of individuals in a group, but also
negotiations of power relations and an ability to adapt to both musical and social entities by the
means of music.

Whole-class playing is, however, challenging for teachers and students as it calls for engaging
and actively participating in the exploration of something that is musically and socially unknown
(Juntunen et al. 2014). For teachers, it requires a high level of musical competence, knowledge of
pedagogical approaches and the ability to pay attention to the whole class of students within a
unique, constantly changing and intensive situation (Schiavio, K’ssner, and Williamon 2020).
For students, it requires not only social or complex coincidental cognitive skills, such as perception,
symbolic activity and motor performance, but also active participation and the ability to adapt their
behaviours to musical entirety in synchrony with others (Clayton 2012; Karlsen 2011). While the
importance of students’ active participation and agency in different learning environments has
become increasingly acknowledged in the twenty-first century (Vaughn 2020), student agency in
music education has received little attention to date.

Moreover, music education is significantly limited with the current emphasis on musical out-
comes and, therefore, has resulted in one-sided research (Karlsen 2011) that fails to develop a dee-
per understanding of learners’ experiences and teaching practices. In this study, we explore music
teachers’ beliefs as a way to gain insights into students’ agency in whole-class playing. In another
study, we focus on student experiences of their agency in WCP. However, as teachers are key par-
ticipants in the formation of student agency (Ruohotie-Lyhty and Moate, 2015 ) this study uses tea-
cher beliefs (Turner, Christensen, and Meyer 2009) as a starting point for our exploration. The
pedagogical values that teachers hold, for example, provide insight into their beliefs about what stu-
dents are capable of and how the relationship between their subject and the students can be devel-
oped. The actions that teachers implement in classrooms provide insight into their enacted beliefs
with regard to what is possible within this environment, with these students. The observations of
teachers provide insight into the ongoing interactions in classrooms, how students are participating,
interacting with each other, with the teacher and with the subject (Gallimore and Tharp 1990).
Therefore, in the present study, we explore music teachers’ beliefs about students’ agency in
whole-class playing.

Student agency from two theoretical perspectives

In recent years, the concept of agency has provided educational researchers with an important con-
ceptual tool with which to examine different aspects of and relationships between learning, teacher
and student experiences and development (Jääskelä et al. 2020; Vaughn 2020). In this study, our
thinking was informed by two theoretical perspectives, socio-cognitive and sociocultural, on agency
in order to explore student agency as an individual, relational, collective and environmental
phenomenon in educational settings (see Table 1).

Socio-cognitive approach

Within the framework of socio-cognitive psychology, the agency is often presented as an individual
property which includes competency, determination, intentionality, self-efficacy, motivation, self-
management and self-esteem. From this perspective, self-efficacy is the most central and forms
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the foundation of human agency. Beliefs of being able to produce desired effects by one’s actions is a
key element in setting goals and evaluating the outcomes, which similarly plays an influential role in
motivation that is central in learning (Bandura 1986, 1999).

Socio-cognitive theory approaches agency highlighting the individual capacity to influence one’s
functioning and life circumstances, and where other people’s acts are seen as means to secure
desired outcomes. If people are acting collectively on a shared belief then reaching a goal depends
on their collective beliefs about their collective capabilities. Socio-cognitive approach recognises
three types of environments of imposed, selected and constructed and which affect the exercise of
the level of personal agency meaning that the experience of the environment depends on how
people act and behave in it (Bandura 1999). Research highlights, however, that within educational
settings individual capacity is significantly influenced by teachers’ beliefs and actions in relation to
students. This relationship is a central consideration from a sociocultural perspective and perhaps
one reason why socio-cognitive and sociocultural theorisations have been regarded as complemen-
tary (cf. Jääskelä et al. 2020).

Sociocultural approach

Research based on Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory suggests that agency refers to an individ-
ual’s experience of their capacity as a learner, which constantly evolves in interaction with others

Table 1. Key characteristics of student agency from two theoretical perspectives.

Caracteristics of
agency

Socio-cognitive theory (Bandura
1986, 1999)

Sociocultural theory (Biesta
and Tedder 2007; Jääskelä

et al. 2020; Ruohotie-Lyhty &
Moate, 2015)

Socio-musical approach to agency
(Karlsen 2011; Ruud 2020)

Individual • Agency is the individual capacity to
influence one’s functioning and
life circumstances: self-efficacy,
competence beliefs, motivation,
and engagement.

• Human experience
inseparable from social
process

• Individual level of being in
interaction with music:
self-regulation, thinking, matters
of being, self-protection, shaping
self-identity, developing music-
related skills

Relational • Proxy action: relies on others to act
to secure desired outcomes

• Agency is relational and co-
produced in spaces between
people and social
environments

• Agentic ways of people using
music to construct themselves in
relation to others

• Quality of learner
engagement with temporal-
relational contexts

• Peers and teachers as
resources of learning

• Possibilities to participate
Collective • Group action: people acting

collectively on a shared belief
depending on their beliefs about
their collective capabilities

• Collective meaning-making • Collective level of being in
interaction with music:
collaborative musical action,
regulating and structuring social
encounters, ‘knowing the world’,
affirming and exploring collective
identity, coordinating bodily
action

Environmental • Imposed environment, selected
environment and constructed
environment affect the exercise of
the level of personal agency

• Agency is embedded in
temporal-relational context-
for-action

• Music and instruments – what is
possible in spaces of the
classroom, with musical
instruments and music itself• Cultural, structural and

material affordances and
constraints

• Opportunities for active
participation subjugated by
objects and tools
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and actively participating in learning environments that are conducive to facilitating agency
(Vaughn 2020). Sociocultural researchers often draw on Emirbayer and Mische’s (1998) conceptu-
alisation of agency as a combination of time and context where individuals’ agentic action in the
present is realised through experiences and understanding as well as orientation toward the future
to an anticipated, usually primarily social context. Furthermore, they acknowledge Biesta and Ted-
der’s (2007) argument that agency should not be considered as a power that individuals possess and
utilise but rather something that is achieved through engagment with unique temporal-relational
contexts that vary along with their environments as available resources and structural factors
change.

A range of studies has demonstrated the value of paying careful attention to teachers’ and stu-
dents’ active participation in education. Studies on student agency, for example, suggest that effec-
tive learning and improvement of performance result from learners’ active roles in learning
processes, such as agency at an individual but also at a collective level (Vaughn 2020). Moreover,
studies indicate that effective teaching practices can help to increase the agency of a student and
improve their profound learning (Niemi et al. 2015; Ruohotie-Lyhty and Moate 2015 ). Recent
research indicates that student agency in secondary and tertiary educational settings is affected
by relational, individual and participatory resources, such as interest, capacity beliefs, self-
efficacy, experiences of trust, support from teacher and peers and opportunities to influence,
make choices, and actively participate (Jääskelä et al. 2020). The current study employs this multi-
dimensional conceptualisation of person-/subject-centred approach to student agency as it recog-
nises the interplay of individual and sociocultural aspects of learning (Jääskelä et al. 2020).

Socio-musical approach
Karlsen’s (2011) sociologically inspired work contributes to the perspectives outlined above but
drawing attention to the notion of musical agency. The musical agency is seen as a capacity to
act ‘in and through’ music, which encompasses the unique ways people use music to construct
themselves in relation to others (Karlsen 2011). Although the quality of musical agency is regarded
as always relational, the individual dimension of the musical agency includes aspects of using music
to structure and extend one’s position in the world whereas the collective dimension of the musical
agency includes different aspects of collective musical use and action, which leans on Small’s (1998)
philosophy ofmusicking. Small emphasises the social nature of music as a ‘human encounter’ in the
sense that the meaning of the music lies not only in musical works, but especially in non-musical
outcomes like the relationships that are established by the musical act. Similarly, Juntunen et al.
(2014) address how joint playing of music can be a possible path to mutual commitment and
world-making, which leads to more meaningful learning experiences.

In the work of Ruud (2020), the musical agency is conceptualised as relational, being aware of
not only one’s personal and material resources but also possibilities for action in the immediate sur-
roundings. Furthermore, he discusses how both music and its material aspects lead the direction in
musical interactions. Thus, whole-class playing can be seen as a platform for an individual to be part
of a larger social and musical entity where they can recognise and investigate their own way of act-
ing and engaging in a multimodal dialogue with respect to music, instruments and the group,
including the teacher.

Table 1 brings together the key characteristics of student agency from these different theoretical
perspectives. The aim of this study is to examine whether teacher beliefs regarding student agency
in WCP can contribute to and extend conceptualisations of student agency as a key area for devel-
opment within and beyond music education.

The aim of the study

In the present study, we use teacher beliefs to investigate what characterises students’ agency in
whole-class playing. The following research questions focused more specifically on:
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(1) What characteristics of student agency are highlighted in teachers’ values?
(2) What characteristics of student agency are highlighted in teacher actions?
(3) What characteristics of student agency are highlighted in teacher observations?

Methodology

Participants and procedure

The participants in this study are teachers (N = 11) who teach music in grades 1–6 in Finnish basic
education. To ensure the diversity of the sample the participants (2 male; 9 female) ranged from the
ages of 28–55 with work experience of between 2 and 25 years. Three were qualified class teachers,
four were qualified as music teachers and four were qualified as both class and music teachers.
Before contacting the participants, permission was obtained from the town authorities. Voluntary
participants were recruited mainly using social media or by directly e-mailing teachers at different
schools. Participants were informed about the purpose of the study, methods and ethical commit-
ments, and informed consent was signed prior to interviews in October 2020.

Before the interviews, the teachers were asked to complete a short questionnaire on their back-
grounds including their gender, age, education and work experience. The semi-structured inter-
views (Tracy and Hinrichs 2017) were based on the theorisations of student and musical agency
outlined above, and they provided a space for the participants to share their knowledge, perspec-
tives and experiences of whole-class playing. An example of an interview question is the following:
In your opinion, what affects how an individual student participates in whole-class playing? All the
interview questions are presented in Appendix 1.

The average length of interviews was 40 min (variation from 30–60 min). Interviews were con-
ducted remotely on a one-to-one basis by the first author via Zoom or Microsoft Teams. The
recorded interviews were transcribed and anonymised. The final dataset included 260 pages of tran-
scribed text (double spaced in font 12).

Data analysis

An abductive approach (Timmermans and Tavory 2012) was used in the qualitative content analy-
sis of the transcribed interviews as this approach allowed for the interplay between the data and
existing theories as well as the creative inferential process of extending theoretical perspectives.
The goal of the qualitative content analysis (Vaismoradi, Turunen, and Bondas 2013) was to under-
stand what teachers believe about student agency in the WCP context based on their experiences of
WCP.

The overall analysis consisted of three rounds. The first round of analysis focused on identifying
whether and howmanifestations of agency were present in the data and their relations to theoretical
perspectives of student agency and musical agency. The first round of analysis combined a careful
reading of the transcripts based on the different theoretical perspectives with in vivo coding. By in
vivo coding we mean the form of coding in qualitative analysis that emphasises the actual spoken
words of participants and aims at understanding the nuanced meanings, ideas and contexts (Sal-
daña 2016). The first round was double-coded by two different coders for intercoder reliability
(Lombard, Snyder-Duch, and Bracken 2002), with some changes and corrections made in between
the coding rounds based on the discussion of the coders. Intercoder agreement among the categ-
orisations was high at 93.75% and the remaining 6.25% were recategorised by the coders coopera-
tively based on their discussions.

Despite the congruence with the existing theory of agency and intercoder reliability, the first
round of analysis did not explain the core of some in vivo codes, for example, the relations between
theoretical perspectives or relations between activity and agency of students. Therefore, the second
round of the analysis was inductive in order to enable the findings to better reflect the data, to
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identify other main themes, sub-themes and meanings in the transcribed interviews and to modify
the main themes, sub-themes and meanings by adding or combining them. Based on the data, one
additional sub-theme, entrainment, was identified and placed under the sub-theme of the collective
dimension of musical agency to replace synchrony that exists in the theoretical notion of musical
agency. Appendix 2 represents Tables A1 and A2 as a phase of the analysis after two rounds
with emerged themes, sub-themes and meanings concerning manifestations of agency and their
relations to theoretical perspectives of student agency and musical agency. The final step of rounds
one and two was to examine the main themes for illumination of how different aspects of the agency
are related to the teachers’ beliefs of whole-class playing. The third round of analysis was to identify
whether and how the characteristics of student agency were related to teacher beliefs and values,
their active engagment with students and observations about the ongoing interactions in the
classroom.

Findings

The findings based on the analysis are presented through three levels of the teacher belief system;
teacher beliefs and values, teacher actions and teacher observations, that reveal what teachers believe
about what characterises student agency in the WCP context. Teacher beliefs and values include the
understanding of student agency in WCP that guide their actions, and finally, observations provide
insights into the ongoing interactions in the classroom as teachers observe children’s act and give
meanings to what they see. Together these levels provide insights into the multifaceted notions of
agency in whole-class playing.

Teacher beliefs and values

Teachers emphasised the importance of students’ interest and competence beliefs in whole-class
playing. Interest was seen as a multifaceted phenomenon affected by the previous experiences
and history of a student, musical identity, self-efficacy, competence beliefs and the experience of
possibilities to influence the song to be played or choose the instrument. When discussing compe-
tence beliefs, teachers highlighted the importance of effective instruction in perceiving music and
knowing how to play an instrument so that students would know the nature of the task and that the
goal would be achievable for them. Teachers also described the personal resources students have to
draw on in order to participate as being a complex aspect. These personal resources were connected
to students’ overall self-confidence and the individuals’ previous experiences. Teachers acknowl-
edged significant diversity that could be part of a group of students when it comes to their socio-
cultural, physical and temporal starting points. These aspects included previous experiences of
whole-class playing, alertness, hunger, background of a student, possible illnesses, medication
and diagnoses are pertinent to the present moment, as noted in the teachers’ comments:

Teacher 7: The whole context such like previous experiences, problems, alertness and self-efficacy that a stu-
dent carries into the classroom has a significant impact on how he starts to work.

Teacher 6: A student might have an illness or a diagnose that affects how he is able to participate.

Teacher 10: It is good to acknowledge where the students come from, are they fine, have they got food. . . Then
there are students who don’t necessarily have the model at home that music exists and can be listened to. . .
And then there are students who have a broad knowledge of music if in their homes people play, sing and are
interested in music . . . So this is the field we are acting in.

In addition to the starting point of a student playing an important role, the participants regarded
environmental conditions as significant in how and who would even have the opportunity to be
agentic, as the excerpts below demonstrate:

Teacher 5: Everyone should have even an opportunity to enjoy and be part of it.
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Teacher 7: It plays a significant role what instruments we have; how many and how the students are able to
participate in the moment. Who gets to play and who does not, and why.

Teacher 8: We might not have the space or the instruments we would need so that everyone would be able to
participate.

Power relations among the students and the teacher were also highlighted by the teachers while
emphasising the students’ experiences of trust and emotional support from the teacher and peers.
Group dynamics, tense relationships, the working culture of a class and the role of an individual
were regarded as significant factors in learning situations. Teachers acknowledged the importance
of the experience of trust in whole-class playing situations, which they referred to as a safe atmos-
phere where students could ‘feel accepted as who they are’ (Teachers 4, 6 and 11) and ‘work without
the fear of making mistakes’ (Teacher 3, 4 and 9); many teachers saw this as the starting point for
creating the platform for whole-class playing, as Teacher 5 states:

If there is a lot of bullying and fear there is no way they could do anything as demanding as playing together.

Moreover, teachers perceived the importance of shared musical experiences and how this musi-
cal aspect of whole-class playing could incorporate all individuals in the class into one entity. Music
was described to be ‘a ‘glue’ that helps to form a collective one as music invites everyone to play
together and to listen to each other’ (Teacher 9) and how ‘the pulse from the metronome is not
enough because we need to listen and find our dynamic shared tempo’ (Teacher 3). These extracts
provide insights into how whole-class playing is a combination of perceiving music and actively
endeavouring to adapt one’s own musical activity to the musical entity that is taking shape in
the classroom as the feedback of succeeding comes straight from the music itself. In this sense,
entrainment is a critical feature that profoundly connects the outside with the inside to the extent
that there is no sense of boundary. Furthermore, whole-class playing was regarded as a ‘shared
emotional experience’ (Teachers 6, 7 and 10), an opportunity to identify how one feels, and as a
highly social act:

Teacher 9: I think interactional skills play a more significant role than musical skills in whole-class playing.

Teacher 11: In my opinion successful whole-class playing is an indication of the ability to listen to others and
take others into account.

All of these extracts point to the beliefs, values and the insights teachers have regarding what
kind of learning is valuable, ethical considerations, how they relate to their students and what values
they regard as intrinsically part of joint music making. These beliefs suggest that student agency
from the teacher perspective is an ongoing negotiation between the individual resources students
bring to the classroom, the collective resources the community can generate, and the relationship
with the teacher. The characteristics outlined here point to the resources and aspects of student
agency teachers believe are important in the WCP context. The following section outlines in
more detail how these beliefs and values inform teacher action as they curate WCP in music
education.

Teacher actions

As teachers beliefs and values guide their actions (Turner, Christensen, and Meyer 2009), the ways
they engage with their students can be regarded as their enacted beliefs that provide us another lens
to view student agency. The teachers provided insights into how they supported their students’
interest, for example, by asking students’ opinions of songs to be played, choosing a song they
knew their students liked, involving students to plan the lessons, providing clear goals for action
(‘just playing’ vs. making a music video or a gig at school festival), letting students choose which
instrument to play, or by first teaching students an easy riff in order to be able to participate in
whole-class playing. Each teacher participant described their role and supportive acts concerning
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students’ learning in the whole-class playing, and the analysis identified many descriptions of sup-
port provided by the teachers directed either toward student’s interest, feeling of trust and their
sense of being capable of or musical aspects so that students would find their own ways of acting
and participating. Their descriptions of how they usually build whole-class playing situations pro-
vided many examples of how they seek to support and give instructions in a musical way. The tea-
chers supported their students to perceive music by using visual auxiliary materials, adding different
levels or instruments one by one, using backing tracks, guiding students to listen, accompanying
them with an instrument and showing or counting out loud to maintain the tempo (supporting
entrainment). Teachers 2 and 3 explained how they achieved this:

Teacher 2: There is at least one element that everyone learns to play, and we do that in the beginning of rehear-
sing a new song. And by learning that element, we also learn the structure of a song which is always the same
no matter if you sing it or play the song. . . . And after we have learned to play one element, it is easier to keep
the whole group engaged continuously. . . . I usually have the structure of the song on the whiteboard where I
can show stuff and maintain the tempo. I show where we are going and maybe sing the melody at the same
time.

Teacher 3: Well, now we get to the core of whole-class playing and the significance of whole-class playing
which is to listen to each other. . . . I do a lot of rhythmic practices with my students so that it’s not a new
thing for students to keep up together, listen to each other, and do the same with everyone.

The environmental aspects highlight what teachers believe students need to support their
agency. Teachers described their actions by being strict in placing students and guiding the physical
transition to the instruments to avoid chaos, by using the class or rooms nearby in ‘creating spaces
for concentrating’ (Teacher 1) or ‘dividing the class in smaller groups where students can feel safer
to rehearse to play something new’ (Teacher 3). All participants described how they rarely stay in
one place while they teach whole-class playing but how they consciously choose the physical spot
that serves the students’ supportive needs; moving around the class helping individuals, leading the
start many times from the front of the class to keep everyone engaged, or hopping from one instru-
ment to another to support entrainment, that is maintaining everyone ‘in the moment’ by the
means of social and musical impulse.

The teacher actions outlined here indicate how teachers prepare for and participate in the cre-
ation and maintenance of WCP. Moreover, the findings provide insight into the ongoing inter-
action between teacher and students, the way teachers guide and facilitate student participation
and provide support towards their individual and collective resources of agency. The data analysis
also indicates how the teachers carefully observe and respond to their students during the realis-
ation of WCP, as outlined in the final theme.

Teacher observations

Whereas teacher values are enduring across classrooms and teacher actions can be regarded as their
enacted beliefs, teacher observations can be regarded as a form of ‘sensitised beliefs’ that focus on
individual and collective levels in the real time of the classroom, providing insights into conse-
quences and effects of action, and the adjustments teachers make to response their students’ agency.
If the instruction was not clear or if the task was too hard, the teachers explained in their experience
the students would become resistant and not participate in whole-class playing. Every participant
had experiences of difficult and challenging situations where they had felt clueless with a resistant
student or a class they just did not manage to get to play together. Teachers described how the stu-
dents begin to take responsibility for their participation when they feel safe, they are able to partici-
pate, when the task is achievable and not only offers experiences of success but also challenges. The
descriptions of participatory aspects of agency as perceived by the teachers provide insights into
how musical aspects like playing, perceiving the music and the experience of entrainment connect
to the sense of being capable, being safe and belonging, as illustrated in the following extracts:
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Teacher 10: I can see the enjoyment from their faces when they sound like really good and when they realise
they are part of it.

Teacher 11: What engages a student in whole-class playing is when he feels and hears that now this playing of
ours goes together and now we are in the same . . . and, ‘hey, now I got those beats in the right place’ and ‘now I
managed to change that chord on time.’

Supporting students in perceiving music or playing instruments was described as increasing stu-
dents’ competence beliefs, self-efficacy and interest toward things to be learned and, hence, enhan-
cing the possibilities to participate. The teachers noted that aspects that enabled participation
increased student engagement in whole-class playing. Different aspects of identity were also recog-
nised as strongly influencing students’ motivation and readiness to participate whole-class playing
since it affected how they identified with a certain piece of music. The comments from the partici-
pating teachers, however, indicate how the learning environment can play a significant role in
orienting students to the music. As Teacher 9 points out:

Students might react like ‘that kids’ song is so stupid!’ but if we are going to perform that song in a kinder-
garten, the older students might become totally infatuated with the song.

The participants noted how through the music, playing together and entrainment the way opens
to not only exploring social relationships but also affirming and exploring collective identity. Tea-
chers often emphasised that once the playing starts, it often engages even restless students to par-
ticipate because there is no room for anything other than being present in the moment if they aim to
be in synchrony with others. Teacher 8 described how a student would refuse to play any instru-
ment but as the playing started, the student immediately started to physically ‘sulk in tempo’.
The participants also underlined music as a connector for establishing a collective identity as
they described for example how whole-class playing reaches the next level when a class has com-
posed its own song (Teachers 8 and 11), how the hard work of the class and a successful gig at
school festival made students united (Teachers 1, 5, 8, 9 and 11) or how there have been smaller
collectives, bands, that have engaged in certain genres and performed in school band festivals.
Moreover, Teachers 5 and 11 emphasised how whole-class playing ‘strongly mirrors the social skills
of the class’ and Teacher 2 described the situation where a class of students found a new way of
being together through whole-class playing:

They wanted to play that song all the time together, many hours. . . . They had this tension in the class all the
time and students were stressed because of that. It was like ‘we can do this together and we are able to do this
together,’ and there was this ease of doing.

Teacher observations as a form of ‘sensitised beliefs’ provide insight into the dynamic, relational
and contextual nature of student agency. These extracts call attention to the non-musical outcomes
of whole-class playing as the social aspect is merged through the musical act. The key seems to be
how the group learns to listen to each other, how they take responsibility in the interactions with
each other, and how they explore and affirm relationships through collaborative musical action.
This is a notable finding because here the musical aspects intertwine reciprocally with the relational
and participatory resources of agency, like safe atmosphere, peer support and participation activity,
in the most significant way.

Discussion

The study examined teacher beliefs of students’ agency in WCP by exploring characteristics of stu-
dent agency in different levels of teacher belief system; teacher beliefs and values, actions and obser-
vations. In response to the first research questions about what characteristics of student agency are
highlighted in teacher values, the findings suggest that student agency in WCP is inextricably
associated with students’ diverse sociocultural, physical and temporal starting points, and with
the environmental considerations that either facilitate or limit the chance to be agentic. Teachers
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believe students’ interest play a crucial role in successful WCP but they also acknowledge how
motivation is a sum of several multifaceted factors that are intrinsically central in student agency,
such as competence beliefs in perceiving music and playing an instrument, self-efficacy, musical
identity and possibilities to influence and choose. Values of safe atmosphere, providing students
social affirmation and the experiences of belonging through music emerged throughout the inter-
views. The enacted beliefs of teachers, the focus of research question two, highlight student agency
inWCP as highly interactive and relational, where teachers’ supportive multimodal actions directed
towards the different aspects of students’ interest and trust enable students’ participation to joint
music making. The findings to the third research question, through teachers’ sensitised beliefs,
draw attention to the challenges of resistance, aspects enabling students’ participation, non-musical
social outcomes of joint musical action and highly agentic special characteristics of student agency
in WCP, entrainment, which is active being, feeling and sharing the moment collectively by the
means of music. These findings highlight the value of examining teacher beliefs within the specific
context of described WCP as a multimodal and multidimensional platform where, through partici-
pation and the experience of entrainment, the way opens to strengthen beliefs in one’s ability and
capacity as a learner and establishing the collective by creating a safe atmosphere, social cohesion
and the possibility to explore or experience new collective ways of being by the means of music.
Consequently, our findings emphasise howWCP cannot be understood only by exerting individual
agency within a shared environment, but goes beyond the individual without losing the individual.
Above all, the findings highlight that teachers believe the enactment of different aspects of students’
agency as essential features for whole-class playing to succeed. The synthesis of the aspects and the
process of the development of student agency in WCP are illustrated in Figure 1. At the bottom of
Figure 1 is the starting point of an individual, which forms the foundation for an individual to
approach whole-class playing as a learning environment, and the circle that surrounds the aspects
of agency illustrates how teacher support affects every aspect of student agency in WCP.

Figure 1. Synthesis of different aspects and the process of student agency in whole-class playing through teacher beliefs.
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The findings indicate how individual, relational and participatory resources of student agency
connects with and through musical aspects of agency and how the role of teacher support is signifi-
cant in bringing students through music into collective exploration socially and musically. The tea-
cher beliefs reported in this study provide insight into how they see themselves as facilitators who
support and enable the students to find individual ways to participate and create the path step-by-
step toward the opportunity of entrainment for the entire collective. Therefore, the key finding
suggested by this study is the profound relationship between teacher beliefs meaning their values,
enacted and as sensors, in the development of student agency. Furthermore, the high degree of ped-
agogical sensitivity required of teachers could be framed as ‘pedagogical entrainment’ on the basis
of this study. Pedagogical entrainment highlights teacher ability of being adjustable and responsive
when encountering students from diverse starting points, reading the musical and social situations
and taking actions in guiding their students towards and through entrainment. Thus, our study pro-
vides further insights into how teachers’ belief systems drive the way teachers support their students
(Gallimore and Tharp 1990; Spruce, Marie Stanley, and Li 2021; Turner, Christensen, and Meyer
2009), which emerges as an incremental element for increasing student agency (Niemi et al.
2015; Ruohotie-Lyhty and Moate 2015).

This study highlights the role of entrainment, a complex interactive process among people that
points at the ability to adapt one’s behaviour to social and musical entities and perceiving oneself as
a part of an entity by means of music (Clayton 2012). It is a profound way of being present, in the
moment and in time collectively. The earlier conceptualisations have recognised synchrony (Karl-
sen 2011) as a part of musical agency, entrainment as a part of student agency and as a way of
understanding student agency are new. This study clearly shows how playing together and the
experience of entrainment open the way not only to exploring the social relationships and establish-
ing collective, but also to recognising and investigating an individual’s unique way of acting and
participating through music. Thus, entrainment is a key factor in the success of WCP. The findings
support the understanding of music as a ‘human encounter’ wherein a joint playing of music can
create mutual commitment (Hauge 2012; Juntunen et al. 2014; Karlsen 2011; Small 1998). Further-
more, the current study contributes to explaining how social affirmation and establishment, equiv-
alent with experience of trust and significance of peer support recognised in other studies of
educational settings (Jääskelä et al. 2020; Niemi et al. 2015), develops in WCP by clarifying the
realisation of how making music together is dependent on individuals investing in the forming
of the collective ‘one’ through entrainment.

Our findings emphasise the diversity that could be part of a group of students, including not only
the present physical sensations, such as hunger, alertness and diagnoses, but also the sociocultural
and temporal context, such as previous experiences and starting points to social interaction and
music. We suggest that these aspects need to be carefully considered as they significantly affect
the enactment of students’ agency, as the individuals’ agentic action in the present is realised
through bringing their experiences and understanding from the past as well as orientation toward
the future into a certain context (Biesta and Tedder 2007; Emirbayer and Mische 1998). Moreover,
this study suggests that not only the earlier aspirations of the past of the individual form the present
and prefigure the future, but also the concrete and physical considerations and environmental con-
siderations are notable aspects of agency here-and-now. We would thus argue that student and
musical agency should be reconceptualised to acknowledge the importance of the immediate phys-
ical environment in educational settings.

Implications

Teacher beliefs about student agency can provide new insights. After all, teachers spend a consider-
able time with their students, and how teachers work has a significant effect on the development of
student agency. Music teachers in particular have to negotiate and come alongside students in the
real time of the classroom in a way that other subject teachers don’t have to. As illustrated in Figure
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1, teacher support effects every aspect of student agency in WCP, and through ‘pedagogical entrain-
ment’ needed in WCP, the teacher should be able to discover whether the support should be
directed to individual, participatory, relational or musical aspects since they blend with each
other. The findings highlight the potential of entrainment as special characteristics of student
agency in WCP, by its musical and social aspects, as it is a very effective tool for profound partici-
pation and belonging. This understanding should help to create new pedagogical approaches to
support and shape student agency in music educational contexts, which can insure the relevance
of music as an essential school subject in the future.

Limitations and future directions

The current study has certain limitations that need to be considered before making any generalis-
ations. First, while the interviews shared the beliefs of the participating teachers, future research
could include observations to examine how understanding emerges in practice. Second, a larger
sample size would provide a more diverse picture of the beliefs and perspectives of music educators.
Finally, the study was conducted in a Finnish educational context, and to see whether the findings
are reflective of other teachers, future research should include teachers in different countries. How-
ever, our study offers a pragmatic tool with which music educators can reflect upon not only their
work but also their personal relations to music. Furthermore, to gain a better understanding of the
full potential of whole-class playing, the experiences and thoughts of the students should be
examined.

Conclusions

This study invites us to acknowledge how teachers’ values are inseparable part of the activities they
curate with their students, and how teachers’ role is central in the formation of students’ agency.
Furthermore, the findings help us, as music educators, to recognise what affordances whole-class
playing has to offer for children’s agency, so that we could more consciously develop new pedago-
gies to support our students. Based on our findings, we can conclude that, in WCP, the collective,
relational and participatory aspects of student agency appear to precede somewhat the individual
elements. In a way, in a joint musical activity, ‘being part of something’ allows ‘being someone’.
This characteristic feature of whole-class playing may hold relevance for understanding how this
activity may support the development of students’ agency and social growth.
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Appendices

Appendix 1

The questions used in the interviews in this article are as follows:

What kind of experiences do you have of playing as a group in your personal life, and what kind of meanings do they have for
you? In your opinion, what affects how an individual student participates in whole-class playing? In your opinion, what
affects how a whole group of students starts to play together, and how is the whole-class playing situation built? How do
you support an individual student and the whole group in the whole-class playing situation as a teacher? Is there something
concerning whole-class playing we have forgotten to talk in addition to what we have discussed already? Is there something
you want to mention/talk about?

Appendix 2
Table A1. Teacher beliefs about student agency in whole-class playing.

Meaning Sub-theme Main theme

Motivation, finding a task pleasant, enthusiasm, interest, finding a task
meaningful and worth pursuing.

Interest Individual
resources

Beliefs and experience of capacity and being capable, experiences of
success, self-confidence.

Self-efficacy

Experience of one’s ability and know-how, conception of what is
demanded in the task, too challenging tasks vs. achievable goals.

Competence beliefs

Safe vs. unsafe atmosphere, possibility to be oneself and be accepted as a
oneself, supportive atmosphere, feeling of trust toward the teacher and
peers.

Trust Relational
resources

Teacher’s support, instructions given (also in a musical way) feedback,
experience of being noticed.

Teacher support

Cheering vs. flattening peers, impact of the peer, roles of the group and
group dynamics.

Peer support

Possibility to participate, responsibility of participation, asking questions/
help, enjoyment of performing tasks.

Participation activity and ease
of participation

Participatory
resources

Opinions of the students being considered, opportunity to influence the
contents.

Possibilities to influence

Opportunity to choose one’s way to participate, choosing an instrument
or easy vs. difficult part when playing.

Possibilities to make choices
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Table A2. Teacher beliefs about musical agency in whole-class playing.

Meaning Sub-theme Main theme

Emotional and mood work mediated by music, using music for identifying
how one feels.

Knowing emotions Individual
dimension

Shaping self-identity, the meaning of music for oneself. Musical identity
Musical perception and perceiving, perceiving self as a part of entity. Medium for thinking
Playing and singing, music as a hobby, playing tests. Developing music-related

skills
Exploring the social relationships through music. Knowing the world Collective

dimensionPlaying together. Collaborative musical action
Using music as a connector for establishing the collective, for example, by
having the class’s own song or by establishing ‘who we are as a class’ or ‘as
a band.’

Affirming and exploring
collective identity

Adapting one’s activity to create an entity together with everyone else
simultaneously, perceiving self and the action of self as a part of an entity
as the final result sounds good, becoming part of an entity by means of
music. (Entrainment is enabled and supported by the teacher, for example,
by counting in before and during playing, accompanying with any
instrument, showing chords from whiteboard in tempo or using backing
tracks.)

Entrainment

MUSIC EDUCATION RESEARCH 15


	Abstract
	Introduction
	Student agency from two theoretical perspectives
	Socio-cognitive approach
	Sociocultural approach
	Socio-musical approach


	The aim of the study
	Methodology
	Participants and procedure
	Data analysis

	Findings
	Teacher beliefs and values
	Teacher actions
	Teacher observations

	Discussion
	Implications
	Limitations and future directions
	Conclusions
	Acknowledgements
	Disclosure statement
	Notes on contributors
	ORCID
	References
	Appendices
	Appendix 1
	Appendix 2



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles false
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile ()
  /CalRGBProfile (Adobe RGB \0501998\051)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 524288
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments false
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo false
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings false
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Remove
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.90
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.90
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 300
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects true
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /ENU ()
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [600 600]
  /PageSize [595.245 841.846]
>> setpagedevice


