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Abstract 
 

Richard Coady 

Teacher Participation in the National Childrenôs Choir:                               

An Interpretive Study 

 

Choral singing has characterised music in Irish primary schools for over 100 years as the 

dominant musical activity and while current government policy advocates for the creative 

potential of the arts in schools, music as a curricular subject at primary level continues to 

encounter many challenges. Established in 1985, the National Childrenôs Choir (NCC) is a choral 

singing programme for senior primary school children, typically aged 9-12 years in the Republic 

of Ireland. Offered biennially, the programme involves teachers teaching their classes an 

extensive collection of songs and then sharing rehearsals and concerts with neighbouring, 

participating schools. The choral experience is characterised by a challenging repertoire, a range 

of musical genres, and delivery of the programme by primary school teachers in their classrooms 

or schools. 

 

The current study explores the concept of teacher participation in the NCC pondering: What is the 

nature and significance of teacher participation? The study is framed within hermeneutic 

phenomenology and was conducted across three phases, beginning with preliminary data 

collection and document analysis, followed by an exploratory phase with teachers and principals 

from four schools, and finally drawing on in-depth interviews with six participating teachers. The 

qualitative data is complemented by documentary material and statistical data which locate the 

NCC in its historical and contemporary context. Bourdieuôs (1977, 1986, 1990) socio-cultural 

concepts, together with Engeströmôs (1999, 2001) activity theory are employed to frame and 

critique interpretations and meanings of teacher participation. 

 

Findings indicate that teacher participation in the NCC is a multi-dimensional construct, resulting 

in multiple outcomes across the domains of teaching and learning, identity, power, capital, and 

transformation. The data suggests that the nature of teacher participation is broadly positive, 

where teachersô musical and professional capital and personal identities are valued and enriched 

in the habitus of participation. However, the hierarchical structures and narrow aims of the NCC 

suggest the maintenance of a homogenous, replicative vision of musical experience, inconsistent 

with contemporary music education research and policy narratives. The findings also suggest 

ambiguity among participants towards considerations of more collaborative, culturally responsive 

approaches to music education and the musical repertoire. More broadly, the study points to a 

need to re-examine the purpose of choral music education in primary schools and the role of 

external arts organisations, such as the NCC, in curricular provision. Given the current focus on 

curriculum redevelopment at national level, the study provides an opportunity to critique the NCC 

within the wider primary school curriculum vision and reimagine its place within music education 

in the 21st century primary school. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction  
 

Choral singing has characterised the Irish primary music classroom for over 100 years, 

beginning as part of Revised Programme for Instruction in 1900 (Walsh, 2007). Singing continues 

to be the dominant musical activity in primary schools today, due to its broad reach within Irish 

schools and society, and its accessibility as an instrument (Government of Ireland [GoI], 1999b; 

Sheil, 2008). However, singing in schools is often led by ñenthusiastic teachers working in 

isolationò, which can lead to the uneven and unequal provision of music education countrywide 

and thus missed opportunities for children (Ashley, 2013, p. 2). 

The status of music education in Ireland has been subject to much criticism and critique, 

with various reports and policies identifying weaknesses and advocating for reform (Benson, 

1979; Doyle, 2019; Heneghan, 2001; Herron, 1985; Irish National Teachers' Organisation 

[INTO], 2009). Indeed, arts education in general, and music education in particular, continually 

justifies its place within the educational context, often for its ñdesirable cultural influenceò rather 

than its value as a subject in its own right (Fautley & Murphy, 2015; Pitts, 2000, p. 34). 

Unfortunately, plans for improvement are ñoften a more accurate reflection of ideological 

yearning than of the reality of schools and classroomsò (Bresler & Thompson, 2002, p. 153). 

More broadly, it has been argued that education, through numerous reforms, has become 

hegemonic and monocultural, leading to a system that is controlled by too few individuals and 

consumed by neo-liberal ideals (Howard et al., 2021). 

Many organisations work in collaboration with schools to support and facilitate musical 

experiences and music education (Flynn & Johnston, 2017; Kenny, 2014; INTO, 2009). Both 

internationally and in Ireland, the possibilities of partnerships between schools and external 

organisations to enhance the provision of music in schools has been noted and advocated (Fahy & 

Kenny, 2021; Flynn & Johnston, 2017; Partington, 2018). Organisations such as Music 

Generation, RT£ôs Music in the Classroom, The Cross-Border Orchestra of Ireland Peace Proms 

and Dublin Diocesan Laudate programme operate in collaboration with schools, promoting and 

enabling various musical activities, including choral singing, for primary school children. This 

study is based on a foundational organisation that has worked in partnership with teachers and 

schools, facilitating choral singing since 1985: the National Childrenôs Choir (NCC). 

 

1.1 The National Childrenôs Choir (NCC) 

The NCC is a choral singing programme for primary school pupils in Ireland from 4th to 

6th class (traditionally children aged nine to twelve). The choir forms biennially and is offered to 

schools who can choose to affiliate and participate on a non-commercial basis. Essentially, it 
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involves teaching a predetermined repertoire of songs to participating classes in a school, joining 

with local schools to rehearse three times during the school year, and finally performing with 

other schools at a regional concert for the public. Each two-year cycle culminates in a final 

showcase of three public concerts at the National Concert Hall (NCH), Dublin. Here a select 

number of children who participated in the regional concerts combine for a final performance of 

the repertoire. The choir is led by three musical directors (MDs) alongside a national committee, 

supported by regional committees and assistant musical directors (AMD) around the country 

(INTO, 2009). AMDs are experienced teachers who have participated in the NCC and are selected 

to direct some NCC regional rehearsals and concerts.  

The NCC programme was founded in 1985 by the late Dr Seán Creamer, a Department of 

Education (DE) Inspector of Music, who was the original musical director of the choir. A 

historical biography of Creamer is contained in Appendix B.  The choir was created to perform as 

part of the European Year of Music in 1985, and Creamer approached teachers with his ambition 

for a combined choir of senior primary school children. The initial aims of the choir as articulated 

in the original 1985 programme are:  

¶ The NCC aims to further the cause of music in Primary Schools. 

¶ The NCC aims to expand the repertoire of songs currently taught in our schools 

¶ The NCC aims to highlight the importance of music in the social and intellectual 

development of children.      

(NCC, 1985; Appendix A) 

The vision of the choir is to bring ñmassed choral singing of the very highest quality to the reach 

of every primary school, regardless of size, pupil numbers or even facilitiesò (NCC, 2019, p. 2). 

The musical repertoire performed aims to include pieces that represent Irelandôs ñcultural 

heritage, classical genres and the modern musical idiomò (NCC, 2019, p. 2). Following Creamerôs 

retirement, he was succeeded by three female musical directors [MDs], Mairéad Deiseach, Órla 

Gillan and Anne Purcell, who have co-directed the choir since 2007 (NCC, 2015). 

The role of the MDs includes the selection, and sometimes arrangement, of the repertoire, 

including type setting the scores and vocal parts, recording teaching CDs with vocal lines and 

piano accompaniment, and advising teachers of their agreed interpretation of the musical works. 

When the repertoire is prepared, the resources are disseminated to registered teachers and schools. 

The choir is characterised by the challenging nature of the repertoire, the scale of the organisation, 

and the high standard of singing required to participate. (Boyd, 1999; McCarthy, 1999a; cf. 

Appendix A). The Appendix C contains an analysis of the schools and repertoire of the NCC from 

1985 ï 2019, which contains useful contextual information relating to the makeup of the choir and 

repertoire. The following sections will consider the origins of the programme, followed by an 

overview of how one participates in the NCC. 
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1.1.1 Origins of the NCC 

Since the introduction of the National School System almost two hundred years ago, the 

prevalence of singing as the main musical activity within primary schools has been a constant 

(INTO, 2009; McAuliffe Ryng, 2005; McCarthy, 2010). This legacy of song singing was 

endorsed by DE Inspectors for Music during the 20th century. Proinnsais Ó Ceallagh, the 

Organising Inspector for Cork, established the Córfhéile na Scoile (Choir Festival for Schools) in 

1948 and Cantarí Óga Átha Cliath in 1960 (Beausang, 2002; Cork International Choral Festival, 

2022). Supporting his colleague, another inspector Briain Ó Dubhghaill led both these 

organisations as musical director, and was well known with Cantarí Óga Átha Cliath who were 

renowned for their performances of music from the Western Art Music [WAM] and Irish folk 

tradition (Adams, 1999; Cork International Choral Festival, 2022). The Organising Inspector 

system, of which Ó Ceallagh, Ó Dubhghail and Creamer were members, was an important 

influence on primary school music as they visited schools in their regions, providing support and 

music courses for teachers (Beausang, 2002). Furthermore, all three inspectors led choral music 

outside of their roles, each having a choir of their own, which further supported the role of singing 

as their musical activity of choice.  

During the middle of the 20th century in Ireland, the advancement of religious, 

nationalistic ideals and the Irish language permeated much of the educational discourse and 

reform agenda (McCarthy, 2010; Walsh, 2012, 2016). The NCC was conceived within this 

context and amid the backdrop of numerous reports on the failings of music and arts education 

through the poor implementation of the 1971 curriculum (Benson, 1979; Herron, 1985). In 

response to these reports, Music was given a prominent place in the revision of educational 

agendas, culminating in Irelandôs celebration of the European Music Year in 1985 (McCarthy, 

1999a). Involving country wide activities, one of its key goals was to foster a common European 

heritage through Irelandôs education system (McCarthy, 1999a). The NCC was one of the major 

musical endeavours of that year, led by Creamer from within the DE.  

Therefore, the preoccupation of policy makers with song singing as the musical activity 

of choice emerges from a variety of factors co-existing at the same time. McCarthy argues that 

projects such the NCC ñwhose end was a stage performance, were responding to the idea of music 

education as cultural educationò (as was endorsed by the European Year of Music initiative) and 

this endorsed the apparent civilising purpose of music education (1999a, p. 153). The NCC, 

particularly in its earlier years, attended to the ambitions of high culture and societal ideals 

desired by politicians and policymakers, promoting the Irish language, religious repertoire, and 

national identity (McCarthy, 1999; Boyd, 1999; Hollwey, 1987). In the initial concerts, the NCC 

was named Cór Náisiúnta na nÓg (NCC, 1985; Appendix A). However, that title is no longer 

used, perhaps due to the existence of the Irish broadcaster RT£ôs childrenôs choir which now uses 
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the Irish language title. It is noteworthy that at the final NCH concerts the choir performs 

ñAmhr§n na bhFiannò, the Irish national anthem, prior to the concert starting. A significant mark 

of respect and identity usually reserved for national sports activities or presidential events, the 

singing of the national anthem may be a subtle way of aligning the NCC with a broader sense of 

national identity. 

1.1.2 Development of the NCC 

Creamerôs unique position within the DE and the wider choral music scene in Ireland 

enabled the NCC to grow and gain considerable attention from many music educators and 

academics. Drawing on personal communications contained in Appendix A, the eminent 

musicologist Joseph Groocock referred to the NCCôs founding as ñsurelyéone of the most 

momentous happenings in music in this countryò, while John Harris of the DE praised the choir 

for ñbring[ing] music alive in schools and giv[ing] young people a love for itò. The President of 

the Cork Choral Festival and the former Association of Irish Choirs, Professor Aloys 

Fleishchmann referred to the choir as ña great step in bringing children to the joy and fulfilment 

of choral singingò (Appendix A).  

The NCC was supported by ESB during the 1990s which enabled its expansion from 

approximately 4,000 children nationally to over 8,000 in 1997 (NCC, 2015). There is currently no 

official sponsor of the NCC as of 2022. The choir expanded geographically from its roots in 

major urban centres such as Dublin and Cork, and has had participant schools from the 26 

counties of the Republic of Ireland, two from Northern Ireland and even one year collaborating 

with a school in the Netherlands (NCC, 2015). The NCC claim that 1 in every 6 primary schools 

has participated at some stage over the choirôs lifetime, however in 2019 the choir was more 

centred around Leinster (NCC, 2015; Appendix D).  

In the years that followed, many in the Irish education and musical sphere have 

acknowledge the significant contribution of Creamer and the NCC to Irish primary music 

education. McCarthy pointed out the success of Creamerôs engagement and utilisation of 

classroom teachers in the delivery of the programme and its aims: ñAt no other time in the history 

of Irish primary music education were the national music talents of classroom teachers tapped 

with such effectiveness as they have been in this creative projectò (McCarthy, 1999a, p. 153). In 

the same year, Brian Boyd of the Irish Times commented on the uniqueness of the project within 

Europe bringing together thousands of children that year in ñthundering harmoniesò. The 

redesigned curriculum of 1999 includes a picture of the NCC as a notable exemplar of how 

teachers could use choral singing and public performances to enhance music education in their 

schools (Government of Ireland, 1999b, p. 87).  

To celebrate the 30th anniversary of the NCC in 2015, the choir produced a souvenir book 

ñThank You For the Musicò that reflects on the developments and reactions expressed by 
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journalists, children and others involved over the choirôs history (see Appendix A). Following 

Creamerôs death in 2016, another Irish Times writer and former NCC member, Una Mullally, 

wrote that there is ñnow a part missing from all the harmonies we hearò and summed up his 

impact on choral music in Ireland ñimmeasurableò (2016). The 2019 NCH programme pays 

tribute to Creamer saying, ñthe flame lit in 1985 still burns as brightly as everò (2019, p. 2).  

While the historical context of music in Irish primary school during this time will be 

discussed in Chapter 2, this section concludes with brief outline of how schools, teachers and 

children participate in the NCC. 

1.1.3 Participation in the NCC 

As outlined above, the NCC programme takes place biennially, with teacher participation 

occurring over a full school year. Preparation and planning by the MDs and the National 

Committee occurring in the preceding year. At time of writing, the NCC has not performed since 

May 2019 and therefore the outline presented below are the typical events of an NCC cycle but 

may not be representative of future cycles. Table 1.1 outlines the main parts of the two-year cycle, 

Year 1 being the year preceding participation and Year 2 being the year schools and teachers 

participate. The outline of the cycle is based on the researcherôs own experience of the 

programme in addition to the contextual interviews conducted with the MDs and NCC CMs.  

Y
e

a
r 

1
 

 

September ï January MD select the repertoire. 

September ï April  MDs trial songs with their own schools. 

January ï April  Scores prepared and teaching recordings created. 

July Teachers participate in an optional summer course. 

September Schools register and begin teaching the repertoire. 

Y
e

a
r 

2
 

November 1st Regional Group Rehearsal 

January  2nd Regional Group Rehearsal 

February 3rd Regional Group Rehearsal 

March ï May Regional Concerts 

Late May                             NCH Concerts 

Table 1.1: Typical NCC Cycle 

In Year 1, the MDs consider the repertoire for the following year, working with some or 

all the children in their own school to trial songs and establish a balance of difficulty level and 

range of genres for the programme. In addition to trialling the repertoire, they also arrange the 

scores for printing, agreeing the division of soprano and alto parts for each song and ensuring a 
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clear and uniform interpretation of the repertoire is presented to teachers through the sheet music. 

Further standardisation of the repertoire occurs as they record a set of teaching recordings, with 

each part recorded together with piano accompaniment. These are then split into teaching CDs 

containing Soprano and Alto parts only, alongside a recording of the solo piano accompaniment 

and the full performance. The score and CDs therefore make up the resource pack for schools, 

which will guide teachers in the teaching and interpretation of the repertoire.  

 In early July, teachers are invited to attend a DE approved summer course in Dublin for 

five days to learn the repertoire facilitated by the three MDs. This course grants teachers three 

Extra Paid Vacation days during the school term as a reward for attending the course, however 

each course must adhere to DE guidelines on content, links to the curriculum and quality control. 

During this week, teachers learn and perform the entire repertoire as a choir. The MDs provide 

teaching notes for individual pieces, as well as modelling choir rehearsals and facilitating 

questions from participants at various stages during the week. Teachers receive the repertoire and 

teaching materials during this week also. The week-long course allows teachers to experience the 

music first hand and learn to perform it as a choir. In this way, participating teachers become 

intimately familiar with all the elements of participation in the NCC in an immersive, social 

environment. Participation in the summer course is highly recommended by the MDs but is not a 

prerequisite to participation. Additionally, day-long refresher workshop(s) are usually held in the 

Autumn, primarily outside Dublin. These are offered to affiliated teachers who could not attend 

the summer course or for those who require extra support. 

 In Year 2, schools affiliate with the NCC in early September and schools begin dividing 

their participating classes into soprano and alto groups and teaching the repertoire. During the 

academic year, the children take part in three regional group rehearsals with neighbouring 

schools. The regional group clusters are organised by a volunteer regional organiser, supported by 

a regional committee, who liaises with schools to facilitate a rehearsal in a host school with a hall. 

These rehearsals are led by either one of the MDs or Assistant Music Directors (AMDs), and 

involve practising a set group of songs, working on difficulties that arise, ensuring uniformity of 

interpretation among participating schools, and modelling good choral practice for the attending 

teachers.  

 In Spring of Year 2, all the affiliated schools will take part in a regional concert, 

organised by their regional committee, which will be accompanied by an orchestra and conducted 

by an MD or AMD. The Dublin concerts take place first and are conducted by the three MDs in 

rotation, followed by other regional concerts. Most childrenôs participation in the NCC finishes 

after their regional concert. Following these concerts, the National Committee invites all schools 

to select approximately 10% of the children who participated in the regional performances to 

perform in one of the three NCH concerts in May of Year 2. These children have two more 
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rehearsals (one regional and one the day of the concert in the NCH) and perform with the full 

NCC orchestra conducted by one of the MDs. These concerts are considered a showcase of the 

work completed by schools, teachers, and children during the NCC year, and complete the two-

year cycle.  

 

1.2 Research Context  

The NCC has been noted for embodying best practice in the field of school-based singing, 

in that it is delivered by primary school practitioners who also have choral experience or expertise 

(Doyle, 2019; McCarthy, 1999). To date, over 160,000 children have participated since its 

inception almost forty years ago (NCC, 2019). The programme has changed little over its 

lifespan, and many of the members who were involved in or linked to the initial concerts still 

occupy senior positions within the choir.  

However, the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment [NCCA] notes that 

primary school children, primary classrooms and wider society have evolved and changed 

considerably since the NCCôs inception. In their introduction to the proposed new curriculum 

framework, the NCCA note that education and schooling must respond to:  

ǒ Global developments such as climate change, migration, and sustainability.  

ǒ Irish societal developments including the increasingly diverse nature of learners, 

encompassing various ages, abilities, cultures, ethnicities, religions, identities. 

ǒ Educational developments such as the implementation of education and special 

educational needs legislation, the formalisation of early childhood education 

provision, the impact of the Literacy and Numeracy for Learning and Life 

strategy, the revision of the Junior Cycle curriculum, and the introduction of the 

new Primary Language Curriculum. 

ǒ Learning developments such as the increasing focus on developing competencies 

such as digital literacy and creativity, employing child-led methodologies and the 

introduction of new areas of learning such as wellbeing, coding and modern 

foreign languages at primary level (NCCA, 2020).  

A reimagined primary school curriculum must also respond to the criticisms of the current 

primary curriculum, including curriculum overload and the existence of subject hierarchies (Fahy 

& Kenny, 2022; Gubbins, 2021; Hallam et al., 2010; NCCA, 2010, 2020). Regarding music 

education, primary school teachers, schools and policy makers continue to face numerous 

challenges in 21st century primary classrooms. There has been a sustained critique of the content 

of school music programmes which are often drawn from a dominant, school-music culture 

containing repertoire from the Western Art Music (WAM) tradition, rather than music that 
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resonates with childrenôs own experiences and interests in music (de Quadros, 2015; Green, 2002, 

2006, 2008; Murray, 2022; Spruce, 2015). The literature has also been critical of the homogenous 

nature of some music programmes and curricula within increasingly diverse, multicultural 

classrooms (Kelly-McHale, 2013; Spruce, 2015). It is argued that music education must move 

beyond preservation and remain contemporary and open to change, responding to the wider global 

trends of sustainability and inclusion, and new educational agendas which embrace student voice 

and culturally responsive pedagogies (Finnerty, 2017; Holdhus et al., 2021). However, much of 

the literature argues that music classrooms and curricula have been found to facilitate traditional, 

teacher-led experiences, perpetuating a dominant form of capital that is culturally and historically 

static (Wright, 2015a, 2015b).  

In addition to the curricular challenges, much has been written about the problematic 

place of teachers in primary school music, including a consistent lack of perceived confidence 

among generalist primary school teachers, which impacts the quality and content of music 

education facilitated in schools (Hennessy, 2017; INTO, 2009; Mills, 1989; Seddon & Biasutti, 

2008). In addition to this, it has been argued that teachersô previous musical experiences have a 

substantial effect on the teaching methodologies used, the genres of music taught, and their 

attitudes and dispositions towards music education and its purpose (Bresler, 1998; Kenny, 2017). 

It is argued that teachers teach as they were taught and carry their positive or negative mindsets 

regarding subjects into the classroom (Stakelum, 2008b). 

 Currently policy places creativity at the centre of future arts education curriculum, 

establishing the Creative Ireland and corresponding Creative Youth and Creative Schools 

programmes (GoI, 2016; 2017). Additionally, curriculum reform is underway following on from 

the Primary Language Curriculum. There will be a revised Mathematics Curriculum introduced 

from 2023 and a redesign of the curriculum structures and time allocations are currently 

underway, with extensive consultation on the future of the primary curriculum completed in 2020 

(NCCA, 2020). Finally, both academics and policy makers advocate fostering meaningful links 

between school music making and external organisations in the community to promote learning of 

the arts through creative and collaborative opportunities and partnerships (Department of Arts, 

Heritage and the Gaeltacht & Department of Education and Skills, 2014; Fahy & Kenny, 2021; 

GoI, 2017; Kenny, 2014; Partington, 2018; Pitts, 2017). In summary the global, national, societal, 

educational and policy environments have evolved considerably since the NCC began, and the 

research will now reflect on the place of the researcher within the NCC and research context.   

 

1.3 Researcher Positionality

It is important to state at the outset that the researcherôs engaged, subjective, and substantial 

presence in the study and organisation is viewed as key to the interpretation of this research (Van 
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Manen, 2014). The researcher aims to be reflexive and use their experience and insight to capture 

a holistic understanding of the phenomenon of participation. Therefore, it was important to reflect 

on my own experiences and background, providing a context and rationale for my place within 

the research and my positionality as the researcher.   

 I am a musician and a teacher, with a newly formed researcher identity. I have played 

piano since I was seven years old and became serious about music after third year in secondary 

school. One day at school, I was asked to accompany the choir and piano accompaniment has 

been my main performance activity ever since. I have completed a Bachelor of Arts degree in 

Music, specialising in performance. I then completed a Master in Education degree focusing on 

assessment in music education and curriculum reform in the Junior Cycle. When I returned to 

study to become a primary teacher and subsequently in my job search, music was always central 

to my perceived role and identity as a primary school teacher. During my teaching career, I have 

participated in the NCC, taught piano to children privately and conducted various school choirs, 

while also working part-time with pre-service teachers at a third-level institution for many years. 

This involved me delivering lectures and workshops relating to primary music methodologies and 

content. I am fortunate to have taught music in four distinct educational contexts: primary, 

secondary, tertiary, and private instrumental tuition. 

 Over my twenty-five years of music making, I have performed, taught, and enjoyed a 

variety of music genres, albeit primarily through the lens of notation based WAM. I began 

learning popular songs from the ósixties, óseventies and eighties with my late elderly piano 

teacher, before joining a music conservatoire to complete my grade exams with the Associated 

Boards of the Royal Schools of Music. In secondary school, I accompanied choral repertoire with 

the school choirs alongside musical theatre and popular genres with the school musical society. I 

have performed as an accompanist with numerous soloists, choirs, chamber groups and musical 

societies. I also enjoy participating in choirs, although mostly behind the piano, and have always 

enjoyed group music making. I have sung with the Irish Youth Choir, RTÉ Philharmonic Choir 

and Ramparts Male Voice Choir.  

 From my early experiences in post-primary school, third level education, and throughout 

various professional events, as well as in my teaching career, I have always believed in the 

transformational power of music and the benefits experienced by many who take part in group 

music making (Hallam, 2010; Pitts, 2005; Turino, 2008). I believe that everyone can participate in 

music and become more musical. Solo performance, while my specialism during my degree, was 

never as fulfilling as group work. I enjoyed working with children and teachers, trying to develop 

their understanding of the musical elements through performing, listening, and composing 

activities. While music literacy, graded examinations and WAM made up a large part of my 

childhood music education, my experience since has involved me working with many ways of 



 

 10      

making music. Most of my experience has been with groups who have not been exposed to the 

traditional Western based music education that I received. What I have learned is that to sustain 

one's interest, engagement and enjoyment in music, participants must feel part of the music 

making. From this viewpoint, active participation in music has always been important in my 

conceptualisation of what music education and life-long engagement in music should be and in 

my approach to teaching and learning in music education (Pitts, 2017, p. 20; Pitts et al., 2015; 

Spruce, 2015; Stakelum, 2008a).  

In my initial years participating in the NCC, I helped to teach the repertoire alongside 

other colleagues, before being asked to lead our schoolôs participation and accompany local 

rehearsals. My involvement with the NCC progressed to becoming an AMD and leading regional 

rehearsals, performing in the Dublin Regional and NCH concerts as part of the orchestra and 

joining the Dublin organising committee. I believe that my background in music has enabled me 

to participate effectively in the NCC. My experience in the NCC allowed me to return to my 

original passion of piano accompaniment, which was developed through my pre-teaching musical 

studies but has since been dormant. Working with the NCC allowed me to interact with a wide 

variety of schools and teachers sharing a vision of what music in schools should or might look 

like. The large numbers of teachers and schools who participate in the NCC suggest that the 

practice of participation is varied and diverse. It is this ambiguous nature of participation, viewed 

within the current research context of policy and curriculum renewal, alongside the recognised 

benefits of creative and collaborative partnerships in music education, and the continued success 

of the NCC, which led to the consideration of the research problem. 

 

1.4 Research Problem and Rationale 

Given what is known about contemporary music education research and policy, the 

researcher questioned the nature of teacher participation in the NCC, within the changing context 

of music education in primary schools, and sought to explore what are the outcomes of teacher 

participation in the NCC, what are the missed opportunities of participation, and ultimately what 

does teacher participation reveal about teachersô musical teaching and learning, the NCC as an 

organisation, and the wider music curriculum and policy landscape.   

Drawing on the description of the NCC earlier, the choir appears to be a well organised, 

streamlined organisation with a clear outcome in mind for all teachers and children who 

participate. It enjoys broad support from many stakeholders in education, including policy 

makers, with a historical legacy dating back to the DE Inspectorate. Therefore, the choir occupies 

a significant position within the minds of many in music education in Irish primary schools. 

However, with the programme approaching 40 years old, much has changed in the field of music 
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education and reconciling teacher participation with the changing nature of primary school music 

education is problematic.   

Personally, I have seen the dedication of participating teachers and the pride that they 

receive from involvement in it. I have also witnessed the efficient way in which teachers can learn 

the repertoire, be supported informally in their schools and through rehearsals, and ultimately 

teach a difficult collection of songs to the children in their classes. In doing this, it is accessible to 

a broad range of students and teachers, working homogeneously towards a shared target. On the 

one hand, I have enjoyed the challenge of teaching the programme and witnessed the 

achievements of teachers and children who participated in the programme and persevered to 

perform in the final concert. However, my work with many of the teachers both informally and as 

an AMD, has revealed much ambiguity among them regarding the implementation of the current 

curriculum and their engagement with contemporary music education philosophies, suggesting a 

narrow view of music education that focuses on presentational and performance-based music 

making that they feel aligns with participation in the NCC. This relationship between teachers, the 

NCC and music education and curriculum required investigation. 

On a broader level, it would appear that there has been no significant published research 

conducted that relates to the NCC or the participating teachers. Given the significant scale and 

history of the programme and the research problem outlined above, my research focus will 

explore the nature and significance of teacher participation in the NCC. Furthermore, while 

teacher participation in the context of team teaching (Kerins, 2019), mentoring student teachers 

(Clarke et al., 2014) and in Continuous Professional Development [CPD] programmes (Hoban, 

2002; Tarc, 2012) has been examined in the literature, their participation in extra-curricular 

programmes or alongside partnership organisations operating within schools has rarely been 

examined, with the focus typically centred on the childrenôs experiences of these programme. In 

this research, it is argued that as teachers participate equally alongside children in the NCC and 

other initiatives, the nature of their participation is worthy of consideration. Therefore, given my 

own identity as a musician, a teacher, a researcher, and an NCC member, I sought out to question 

the nature of teacher participation in the NCC and what implications this could have on future 

policy and curriculum, as well as for the organisation itself.  

 

1.5 Research Question 

The research question emerged from this research problem which prompted me to examine 

the phenomenon of teacher participation, informed by other contextual data gathered as part of the 

study. Willigôs (2012) work on qualitative research in general, and phenomenology in particular, 

focuses on understanding of the nature, meaning and significance of participation in extreme 

sports. Inspired by this, the research aim of this study is to investigate, understand and interpret 
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the nature of teacher participation in the NCC. From this central research aim, a two-fold research 

question emerges: What is the nature and significance of teacher participation in the NCC? In 

addressing this question, the researcherôs objective is to understand how teachers participate in the 

NCC by considering the historical and cultural context of the phenomenon, examining of the 

various levels, trajectories, and hierarchies of teacher participation within the organisation, and 

finally critiquing and interpreting the nature and significance of teacher participation in the NCC.  

 

1.6 Conceptualising Participation  

The central construct under investigation in this study is participation. The interpretation of 

this study is informed by a theoretical framework which considers the multiple outcomes and 

influences on participation which shape the nature and significance of participation. This final 

part of the introductory chapter will conceptualise what teacher participation means in the context 

of this research and the various outcomes of participation. In doing so, this section will consider 

the theoretical, philosophical, and pedagogical underpinnings that inform the researcher and this 

studyôs theoretical framework. This in turn will advise the perspectives consulted in the literature 

review and the resulting conceptual framework that emerges thereafter. Before all of this, 

participation as a construct will now be defined.  

To conceptualise what participation is, it is helpful to start as Wenger does with 

Websterôs definition: ñTo have or take a part or share with others in some activity or enterpriseò 

(1998, p. 55). Key here is the notion of sharing with others as participation is not a solo 

endeavour. Also, participation is not a fixed construct, but one that is negotiated with others 

within the context of the world (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Turinoôs work considers the concept of 

participatory performance, whereby he examines the value of participation in music and the 

significance of participating in music with others. He explains that ñparticipatory music-dance is 

such a strong force for social bonding [that]é leads to diminished self-consciousness, because 

(ideally) everyone present is similarly engagedò (2008, p. 29). There is an implied equality 

therefore in everyone participating together and experiencing the same outcomes. However, 

Spruce (2015) and Wright (2015b) argue that participation alone can be limiting when aiming to 

facilitate a socially-just music education. McCarthy and Jinnett (2001) write that participation in 

the arts is not ñdichotomousò and that there are multiple factors that influence oneôs level of 

participation, encompassing personal, community and socio-cultural dimensions. They also 

explain how participants will draw on their previous experiences to inform any future 

participation (McCarthy & Jinnett, 2001).   

Considering participation more broadly, Reed et al. (2017) note that the likelihood of 

beneficial outcomes from participation depends on the context, design, power implications and 

scale of the activity. They argue that for positive results, all participantsô values and contributions 

must be valued and that the design and context of the engagement should facilitate and encourage 
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learning as well as changes in attitudes and mindsets (Reed et al., 2017). Furthermore, Ten Dam 

and Blom explain that teacher participation can be ñboth a learning objective and a means of 

learningò (2006, p. 658). They explain that participation allows teachers to experience a real 

problem and work to find a real solution (Ten Dam & Blom, 2006). This study considers 

participation as a process but also as an outcome of the NCC. Therefore, it is argued that one 

cannot simply predetermine or predict the outcome or result of participation, as it depends upon 

numerous factors, as outlined here, which frame the positive or problematic nature of the 

participation. 

In summary, participation is not experienced in the same way for all people and has 

multiple outcomes and influences. In the context of this research participation is a social activity, 

engaged in with others, that is also negotiated through the context and environment in which the 

activity resides. In conceptualising teacher participation, this study is underpinned by certain 

philosophical, theoretical, and pedagogical mindsets that implicate how participation in education 

is experienced, how teachers participate in education and music education, and what is the 

significance of this teacher participation. The philosophical, theoretical, and pedagogical 

underpinnings of this research will now be considered. 

 

1.6.1 Philosophical Underpinnings 

In this section, the philosophical underpinnings of education in general and music 

education in particular are discussed. One of the key philosophers considered within the field of 

education during this research is John Dewey. His work advocates for the link between education 

and social renewal, the importance of child-centred aims in education and for education to be a 

ñreconstruction or reorganisation of experience which adds to the meaning of experienceò (1916, 

p. 76). More specifically, Dewey tells us that meaning and the emergence of meaning from 

experience becomes practice (Maattanen, 2003). In this way practice and learning are closely 

linked, and meaning emerges and is influenced by previous experiences, in addition to potential 

future experiences (Maattanen, 2003). Building on Deweyôs work, R.S. Peters explains education 

as ñintentional transmission of what is worthwhileò (1966, as cited in Beckett, 2018, p.383). The 

worthwhile knowledge or experience that is valued by teachers is transferred to children through 

experiencing a common world over time (Becket, 2018).  

However, Dewey is critical of societies and education systems that view the ñmaintenance 

of established customs as their measure of valueò and what is worthwhile (1916, p. 79). The link 

between practices and meaning led to teachers and systems creating only what is valued in 

education, which can significantly impact the type of education they provide and their students 

(Lave, 2009). Therefore, Deweyôs conceptualisation of education as being a power for social 

transformation and a dialogue between teacher-as-learner and child-as-learner is challenged by 
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some societyôs desire to reproduce previous experiences and maintain the status quo. 

Furthermore, Dewey cautions that not all experience is educational and that participation in 

education does not automatically result in learning. Therefore, as alluded to above, participation 

and experience in education is complex and one cannot assume that growth and learning will 

automatically stem from participation. Education is value laden and what is meaningful within a 

society and education system may not be meaningful for an individual learner.  

This question of what is valued in education is influenced by oneôs lifeworld.  Heidegger 

(1996), one of the key philosophers to embrace the term, explains that ñas human beings we will 

always be in-relation-to the world that surround uséexist[ing] in our mutual relationship and 

involvement with the otherò (Skibsted, 2020, p. 294). Indeed, oneôs lifeworld is shaped primarily 

through their experiences, with Hºrberg et al. terming a lifeworld as ña world of experiencesò 

(2019, p. 58). As mentioned earlier, participation only in these experiences does not automatically 

result in the ñlifeworld expansionò, with a diverse range of learning experiences necessary to 

cultivate learning as opposed to transmit knowledge (Barab & Roth, 2006). In short, each learner 

will have their ñspecific learning horizonò which is shaped by their ñvalues, interests and 

perspectivesò (Hörberg et al., 2019, p. 59). Therefore, participation in education should be 

meaningful to the individual and seek to engage, challenge, and broaden the lifeworld of the 

teacher and the learner, avoiding replicating the ñestablished customsò warned against by Dewey 

earlier. 

1.6.1.1 A Philosophy for Music Education  

Considering music education specifically, there are many contrasting philosophies as to 

the aims and rationale of participation in music education within the wider school system. A 

substantial volume of literature has tried to agree on a purpose or aim for music education in both 

the primary school and wider contexts, with some common characteristics emerging (Pitts, 2000). 

These include the facilitation of performing (Campbell et al., 2007; Georgii-Hemming, 2011), the 

centrality of practical music making (Georgii-Hemming, 2011; Plummeridge, 1991), the 

importance of exposing children to a variety of musical genres (Green, 2002, 2008), the 

importance of recognising an inherent human need for music and therefore music education 

(Lamont, 2002, 2011), and the encouragement of music as a lifelong activity that is underpinned 

by the foundations laid in schools (Elpus, 2018; Georgii-Hemming, 2011; McQueen & 

Varvarigou, 2010; Pitts, 2017). 

Therefore, the literature above presents two differing but linked purposes for music 

education in primary schools: the musical outcomes from participation in musical activities and 

the possible extra-musical outcomes from participation. Mills explains that ñwe teach music in 

school primarily because we want children, all children, to grow as musiciansò (2005, pp. 5ï6). 
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By, we can facilitate learners musically, as well as personally and socially. With this 

philosophical stance, musical educationôs purpose is to offer school-based opportunities and 

experiences to learners so that they develop as musicians (Jeanneret & DeGraffenreid, 2012; 

McCarthy & Goble, 2002; Stålhammar, 2006).  

However, in addition to musical aims, many writers advocate for the extrinsic benefits or 

outcomes of music education. These are linked to participation in musical activities, but their 

purpose is to facilitate broader academic, social, and personal benefits. These include literacy and 

oral language development (Csapó & Asztalos, 2014; Hallam, 2010), numeracy (Heyning, 2010), 

studentsô perceptions and attitudes towards the arts (Mills, 2005; Pacheco & Milhano, 2007), their 

ability to collaborate and work as part of a team (McCoy, 2012), oneôs mental health and self-

efficacy (Lonsdale & Stewart, 2016; Ritchie & Williamon, 2011). More broadly, McQueen and 

Varvarigou (2010) write that music education can lead to societal benefits, lasting long into 

adulthood following formal schooling. The aim of music education can therefore offer a trinity of 

benefits: ñpersonal, social and musicalò (Pitts, 2005, p. 141). By offering school-based 

opportunities to participate in music education, the intended aims are both musical and extra-

musical (Jeanneret & DeGraffenreid, 2012; Stålhammar, 2006).  

Closely linked to the purpose of music education is the search for a rationale for music 

education. McCarthy in her examination of music history summarises the liberatory possibilities 

of music education, suggesting a more socially-just rationale for music education:  

[Music aims] to provide a socio-cultural good, to maintain social control, to contribute to 

socio-political ordering, to build international harmony among nations, to represent the 

interests of marginalised groups, and to enrich the lives of youth from lower 

socioeconomic or underserved populations. 

         (McCarthy, 2015, p. 30) 

Similar to Deweyôs value-laden and meaningful view of education, music education, and 

performance skills in particular, have been viewed as desirable goals for young people, 

particularly in Western cultures (Campbell et al., 2007; McCarthy, 2015; McCarthy & Goble, 

2002). Bowman (2018) writes that much of the historical literature on musicôs place in education 

stems from advocacy, maintaining the stance that music should be included in formal education 

with little consideration of any arguments against its inclusion. Within education, music was not 

always advocated for its musical benefits or musical knowledge, but for another societal or 

political cause (Fautley & Murphy; 2015; McCarthy, 2015). In understanding the nature of 

participation, the rationale for musicôs inclusion in formal schooling, at least historically, was 

often for societal good rather than individualôs musical education. 

 In the Western world, music in schools has historically been linked with preparing 

students to be better citizens, to build a sense of national identity and create a socially cohesive 
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society. This was the case in England, through the encouragement of patriotic unity and 

cooperation (Saunders et al., 2010), America, through the use of folk songs in education to rescue 

immigrants who were outside the cultural norms of the time (McCarthy, 2015), and indeed in 

Ireland where music was intended to be ña pleasant and living element of school life, as a vital 

means of self-expression, as a preparation for social life and as a basis for further musical 

appreciation and creation.ò (T. Walsh, 2012, p. 274).  Hence, while the aim of music education 

may have included musical benefits and extrinsic benefits, the rationale was more aligned with 

political, cultural, and societal ideals and desires.  

 Building on this philosophy for music education, participation in primary school music 

programmes in Ireland the UK continues to be closely linked with religious participation 

(McCarthy, 2010; Saunders et al., 2010; Welch et al., 2009). Welch found in his study of 

Canterbury choral schools that music and singing was ña central part of the childrenôs education 

and induction into religious lifeò (2010, p. 226). In Ireland, a similar rationale for music involved 

the cultivation of religious unity among Catholics in the newly formed republic, alongside 

promoting the Irish language and sense of Irish identity (McCarthy, 2010). Historical accounts (B. 

Walsh, 2016; T. Walsh, 2007, 2012, 2016) present considerable evidence of an Irish school 

system influenced by the church, and the use of music to promote the agendas of political and 

religious leaders over the past century. In summary, the rationale for music in the Irish sense is 

outlined by McCarthy here: 

Music held a firm footing in the curriculum, less as a subject in its own right and more as 

a servant to the advancement of nationalist ideals of language revival, the development of 

a Catholic ethos in school and society and the improvement of Irelandôs musical image 

and culture. (2010, p. 71) 

The wide-ranging purpose of music education outlined thus far presents a problem for 

policy makers and writers who perhaps yearn for a unifying purpose to music education in 

primary schools. Pitts admits that music curricula in the UK (and arguably in Ireland) includes 

many ñpowerful claimsò which can lead to a ñmisunderstandingò of its purpose (Pitts, 2017, p. 

160). Bowman (2018) found that music education and educators continue to advocate for musicôs 

place within primary and secondary schools without always being able to clearly outline its 

purpose amid a crowded curriculum built on accountability, outputs and objectivity. Fautley and 

Murphy (2015) detail their experience of ñwell-meaning responsesò when asking about the 

benefits of music. They warn that ñif music is only there to make you better at something else, 

why not just do something else instead?ò (Fautley & Murphy, 2015, p. 120). Pitts explains that, in 

her view, the ñsearch for a general goal for music education will inevitably fail if it assumes that 

the aims and outcomes will be the same for allò (Pitts, 2000, p. 40). The possible individualisation 

of music education is noteworthy in that the one-size-fits-all approach, which historically may 
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have been adequate, is arguably out of date in the contemporary context of 21st century schools 

(Spruce, 2015).  

In conclusion, while the aim and purpose of music education in primary schools involves 

musical learning and activities alongside extrinsic social, psychological, and personal benefits, the 

deeper rationale can be traced back to a time when music served the desires of stakeholders and 

was a vehicle for societal and cultural progress. While the current Irish music curriculum aims 

and rationale will be discussed in Chapter 2, the philosophical ideal that this research presents is 

one where education facilitates meaningful, learner-centred experiences and practices that engage 

learnersô lifeworlds, values, and dispositions. Participation in music education, it is argued, should 

therefore draw on these assumptions and facilitative musical and extra-musical outcomes from 

participation, rather than become ñmis-educative possibilitiesò (Dewey, 1916, p. 79) that serve 

societal and political desires for a type of upward mobility through the musical enculturation of 

learners. These philosophical underpinnings of participation in education are embodied in the 

work of three social theorists whose work informs the theoretical framework of teacher 

participation in this study. 

 

1.6.2 Theoretical Underpinnings 

In this section the key theorists that underpin the literature review, design of the research, 

formulation of the conceptual framework and analysis of the study are outlined. This research 

draws heavily on the work of Pierre Bourdieu (1930-2002), and his three socio-cultural concepts 

capital, habitus, and field, to understand and interpret the nature and significance of teacher 

participation in the NCC. Bourdieuôs work underpins many of the studies in the literature review 

(Kingsbury, 1988; OôToole, 2013; Perkins, 2013b; Prior, 2013; Stakelum, 2008b; Valenzuela & 

Codina, 2014; Wright, 2015a, 2015b) and therefore is key to explaining participation in the 

context of this research.  

This is followed by an examination of the power implication of participation, drawing on 

the work of Michel Foucault relating to the power structures of organisations, from prisons to 

schools (Foucault, 1991). His thinking around schooling is rooted in Heideggerôs understanding 

of education as being value laden and Foucault explored the conditioning possibilities of those 

who shape and influence learnersô lifeworlds or habitus (Bonnett, 2001). The final theory 

considered is a socio-cultural theory of learning, drawing on situated learning theory first 

articulated by Lave & Wenger (1991) and refined in Wengerôs (1998) Community of Practice 

model. In this tradition, learning is linked to participation and is mediated by the social and 

cultural world in which the learning occurs. As outlined earlier, this learning is linked to practice 

and is influenced by past experiences, members of the learning community, and can continually 

evolve and change.  
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1.6.2.1 Bourdieuôs Capital 

Bourdieu (1986) presents two forms of capital: cultural capital and social capital. He 

argues that cultural capital can be acquired through conscious means, once time and sustained 

effort is exerted and can alter oneôs place and position on the societal hierarchy, possibly leading 

to social mobility (Pollard & Alexander, 2019). Cultural capital allows what is usually learned 

through experience by one person or group, to be externalised, hold status and value, and 

therefore be passed on and preserved by wider society (Bourdieu, 1990). Bourdieu asserts that ñto 

ensure the perpetuation of cultural resources which would otherwise disappear with the agents 

who beat them, [the education system] has to resort to inculcationò (1990, p. 125). It is argued 

that participation is mediated by different types of capital which can reproduce culturally valued 

practices or knowledge and preserve dispositions and institutions through cultural capitalôs three 

distinct states: 

Å       in the embodied state, in the form of long-lasting dispositions of the mind and body 

Å       in the objectified state, in the form of cultural goods 

Å       in the institutionalised state, a form of objectification 

(Bourdieu, 1986, p. 17) 

In its embodied state, cultural capital is linked to social class, society and ultimately 

power (Bourdieu, 1986). It can be acquired informally and unconsciously through learning, 

education systems, parents, etc. and is closely tied with oneôs identity and habitus as will be 

explored.  Linked very closely is the objectified state, whereby objects, books, repertoires, etc. are 

infused with cultural capital that is desired and valued. These resources help participants to 

acquire cultural capital through participation and help to pass on cultural capital to others through 

the exchange of these cultural goods. In the case of this study, procedures, routines, repertoires, 

guidelines, etc. could all be considered objective forms of cultural capital. Finally, in its 

institutionalised state, cultural capital holds its status and value through its association with an 

institution. Bourdieu explains that this type of capital, ñconfers on its holder a conventional, 

constant, legal guaranteed value with respect to cultural, social alchemyò (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 

248). This type of capital can be prestigious and desirable, depending on the status of the linked 

institution, and is evident in all areas of education from elite universities, organisations, 

excellence programmes, etc.  

Considering these three states, we see cultural capital as being embedded within oneôs 

everyday life and interactions as part of their ñcultural DNAò (Wright, 2015b). Participation in an 

esteemed institution and interacting with culturally valued goods and practices, opens teachers 

and society to desirable and valuable capital. It is argued that not all cultural capital is valued 

equally, and there are ñbetter cultural capitalsò, dependent upon what is valued in the agentôs 

society (OôToole, 2016, p. 36). One reason for the valuing of some capitals over others is the 

impact of the resulting social capital which stems from participation and which provides 
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opportunities for social mobility and obtaining future economic capital (Grenfell, 2012). This is 

important in the conceptualisation of participation as an unequal construct and the potential 

advantaging of those participants who desire and can obtain these valued forms of capital.  

Social capital relates to the connections that are afforded to those who are a member of a 

group, organisation, or culturally respected practice (Bourdieu, 1986). It consists of the 

ñinformation or the reinforcement of educationally instrumental norms, which can be accessed 

within oneôs social networksò (Barrett & Martina, 2012, p. 251). In this way, the broader societal 

value of various forms of capital contribute to the desirability of such capital. The opportunities 

and connections provided through music institutions have been extensively written about, 

particularly the possibilities for social mobility and transcending class barriers (Kingsbury, 1988; 

Nettl, 1995; Perkins, 2013a, 2013b). By mixing with like-minded peers in schools, social capital 

assimilates and is reinforced, supported by the inherited social capital of families and 

communities. More widely, the reproduction of social capital is achieved through socialisation, 

with the goal being to further the networks and opportunities for capital transfer of all kinds to 

occur, thus maintaining the value of the capital with a particular social group (Bourdieu, 1986).  

Therefore, participation can manifest itself as the preservation and promotion of middle-

class values, in the social context of the participation with like-minded peers and through the 

passing on and preservation of cultural capital such as resources, traditions, structures, etc. This 

aligns with the philosophy of participation in music education as a possible civilising endeavour. 

In this way, participation can positively affect those who wish to acquire these forms of capital, 

while presenting a barrier to those who may exist outside the social network or those with 

differing ideologies and conceptualisations of the types of capital that should be valued. The 

nature of participation is further influenced by the habitus and field of participation through which 

the different forms of capital are exchanged and promoted. 

1.6.2.2 Habitus and Field of Participation 

The second of Bourdieuôs widely used socio-cultural concepts is habitus. This is defined 

as ñhistory transformed into natureò and a ñway of being, a habitual state and, in particular, a 

predisposition, tendency, propensity or inclinationò (Bourdieu, 1977, as cited in Throop & 

Murphy, 2002, p. 187). Brªndstºrm explains the significance of oneôs habitus when participating 

in an activity: 

Habitus integrates the individualôs earlier experiences, and its physical roots will cause 

people to be drawn to and prefer to be in environments that are in harmony with habitus, 

environments where people feel at home and can experience physical balance and well-

being. These circumstances are integral parts of social and cultural reproduction and 

essential contributions to the existence of the social world. (1999, p. 56) 
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Important here is the multiple influences on oneôs habitus, drawing participants to a place where 

they ñfeel at homeò (Brändstörm, 1999). Bourdieu uses habitus to explain the tension between an 

individual's own experiences, values and dispositions and their relationship with the structures 

and experiences out there in the world (Throop & Murphy, 2002).  

The negotiation of this position shapes oneôs identity and establishes a sense of comfort 

and belonging within the habitus of participation. Bourdieu (1986) argues that our capacity to act 

independently is limited by a menu of choices referred to as structure, and our behaviours 

therefore become part of our habitus and we forget their origins. Stakelum (2008a) and Jorgensen 

(2012) similarly argue that in education, teachers can reside comfortably within their habitus of 

familiar practices, allowing for the cultivation of a strong sense of identity and belonging, 

reinforcing a static, narrow field of experience. The habitus of participants can therefore be a 

ñmixed blessingò which may encourage insularity and close-mindedness among members of the 

community (Jorgenson, 2012). As Brändstörm notes above, habitus is an integral part of the social 

world and in the context of this study, the socio-cultural habitus and lifeworld of teachers 

arguably affects the nature of their participation in the NCC, and the resulting nature of the music 

education within their classrooms.  

  It is implied therefore that a teacherôs habitus affects the formation of their identity, 

shaped by their previous experiences and by other like-minded members in their community. 

Teachers who are comfortable in the habitus of participation may develop a badge of identity that 

emboldens them to reproduce extant practices and routines, rather than encourage them to move 

outside their comfort zone. This is further complicated when one considers the final of Bourdieuôs 

constructs, field. 

Bourdieu describes the field as a game:  

In a game, the field (the pitch or board on which it is played, the rules, the outcome at 

stake, etc.) is clearly seen for what it is, an arbitrary social construct, an artefact whose 

arbitrariness and artificiality are underlined by everything that defines its autonomy ï 

explicit and specific rules, strictly by deliminated and extra-ordinary time and space. 

(1990, p.67) 

From Bourdieuôs definition, two noteworthy points emerge in relation to exploring participation 

in an organisation like the NCC. The field as an ñarbitrary social constructò implies that 

organisations are not organic but are established as ñan artefactò or an object in its own right, 

bound by the rules and procedures that define it, whether they be explicit or implicit (Bourdieu, 

1990; Wenger, 1998). Wright (2015a) describes how players within this field need to understand 

their position and the boundaries which define it. Secondly, as alluded to earlier, participants on 

the field are not equal and their position is defined by their habitus and capital (Grenfell, 2021). 

Perkins (2013) describes players trying to maximise their experience and their hierarchical 



 

 21      

position within the field. Therefore, the multiple positions within the field have corresponding 

power implications. These powerful players can either seek to ñconserve or transform the 

structure of relations of forces that is constitutive of the fieldò, informed by their values, habitus, 

and capital within the field (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 39). In this way, participation can reimagine and 

challenge the limitations of the field or protect and maintain them.  

Therefore, Bourdieuôs work underpins the lens through which teacher participation is 

conceptualised, as a construct that can be used to maintain capital, habitus, and the rules of the 

field, or transform it. The various forms and hierarchies of capital and rules of the field suggest 

another important theoretical concept which has implications for understanding participation: 

power.  

1.6.2.3 Power Implications of Participation  

It has been argued that capital offers ñsocial and cultural advantage and disadvantageò 

(Moore, 2008), and subsequently there are power implications when one considers who and what 

is advantaged and disadvantaged. Participation can be understood as a way of endorsing and 

maintaining the power of those whose experiences, identity and habitus align with the dominant 

social and cultural field (Clark et al., 2012). Bourdieu explains how this dichotomy is key to 

understanding ñthe dynamic relationship between education and the reproduction of class groupsò 

(1977, p. 50). In examining school participation by ñmainstream and non-mainstream 

backgroundsò, Barrett and Martina found that: 

[Students navigate] through the rules governing the institutional life of the school and are 

less likely to have ópicked upô the implicit knowledge and social and cultural capital 

selectively valued and rewarded in schools through socialisation within their immediate 

family or social context. They are therefore less likely to be successful in school as this 

requires not only academic competence, but also the knowledge and ability to decode the 

system and to play by óthe rules of the gameô. (2012, p. 251) 

In this example, students who are outside of the game are disadvantaged in participation, and 

therefore cannot access the capital which could advantage them. It is not suggested that this is 

deliberate but the power dynamics of institutions such as schools, groups and organisations mean 

that participants can reside outside of the system due to their lack of social capital, while the 

institutions can be protected by those comfortable within their habitus in the dominant cultural 

field.  

         Participation therefore can also manifest as a form of power and control whereby 

participants and organisations in positions of power decide the type of capital that is valued, and 

therefore who is advantaged by the rules of the field. Foucaultôs work focused on ñthe 

power/knowledge relationsò, viewing humans as subjects who are ñdisciplinedò by society and, 

for younger children, by what he termed ñthe pedagogical machineò (Ball, 2018; Peters, 2001, p. 
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174). While this language is strong, Foucaultôs writings were intended to be metaphorical, 

understanding humans as being confined within inevitable structures (Ball, 2018; Dwyer, 1995). 

He explains his work as ña critique of what we are, é[an] analysis of the limits that are imposed 

on uséand the possibility of going beyond themò (Foucault, 1997, as cited in Ball, 2018, p. 3). 

Therefore, Foucault understands power dynamics as a constant part of organisational structures in 

our society, and constructs such as schooling or music making are confined by their very design 

and through the types of capital that are valued or unrepresented. 

Considering participation in music education specifically, research by Kingsbury (1988) 

on how power and hierarchies manifest within music conservatories is useful in understanding 

how power structures protect dominant cultural capital (e.g. musical repertoire, practices, 

organisation structures). He discusses the meritocracies that support individuals who have talent 

bestowed on them by those in power within the social hierarchy (Kingsbury, 1988). Going 

further, he explains that ñthe notion of talent is that of differentiation: some people have 

tremendous amounts of talent; some have little or noneé.[it] is a representation of differentials of 

potential for certain socially valued behavioursò (1988, p. 63). Therefore, the concept of talent is 

just another type of capital granted elevated status by those in power (not through any objective 

means). Nettl (1995) reveals how in a similar setting, repertoire on concert programmes and 

certain musical instruments are ranked hierarchically by those within conservatoires, with those in 

power deciding the most prestigious instrument or musical genre.  

Therefore, participation in these ñsocially valued behavioursò reinforces hierarchies 

between ñhigher and lower statusò musical genres and activities (Green, 2002, p. 22). Participants 

are rewarded through the high status that emerges from participation in revered practices in their 

school, community, or other social arenas. This aligns with the work of Bourdieu whereby more 

valued cultural capitals and those comfortable in the habitus of participation will be enabled to 

participate more easily, and therefore inherit the power to preserve or transform participation for 

other members. Tarc (2012) supports teacher agency over power whereby teachers have the 

power to be agentic in their teaching rather than implementing mandated practices handed down 

from hegemonic structures. Therefore, a key theoretical juncture for this study is to consider if 

and how participation in the NCC empowers or disempowers teachers to explore and transform 

the capital, habitus, and field of participation, and how participation fits with the philosophy of 

education and musical learning outlined at the outset.   

1.6.2.4 Socio-cultural Theory of Learning  

Having considered the concepts of capital, habitus, field and power, this section 

concludes by exploring the link between participation and learning. In the case of this study, 

learning through participation draws on theories of apprenticeship or ñsituated learningò 

conducted in the early 1990s (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Considering the importance of social 
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interaction within participation, alongside the context of participation, it is argued that a socio-

cultural theory of learning is most appropriate when exploring teacher participation in the NCC. 

Originating from the work of Vygotsky, socio-cultural learning theory ñreveals the intersection 

between the [individuals] and the group by acknowledging the individualsò role in shaping the 

community as well as the communityôs role in shaping the individualò (Van Lare & Brazer, 2013, 

p. 384). Broader still, a socio-cultural vision of learning involves responding to the world and 

being shaped by our worlds (Edwards, 2005). Therefore, participation as learning involves 

working with others in the community while being influenced by oneôs habitus and others in the 

field of the organisation as one participates and learns. 

         Building on this socio-cultural view of learning, Lave and Wenger (1991), and later Lave 

(2009), detail the characteristics of situated learning whereby learning involves an ñemphasis on 

comprehensive understanding involving the whole person rather than ñreceivingò a body of 

factual knowledgeò about the worldò (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 33). The characteristics of 

situated learning, according to Lave, are: 

1.      Knowledge always undergoes construction and transformation in use. 

2.      Learning is an integral part of all activity. 

3.      What is learned is always complexly problematic. 

4.      Acquisition of knowledge is not simply taking in knowledge. 

(2009, p. 203) 

Considering these parameters, the constant reconstruction and transformation of the complex and 

problematic notion of situated learning is therefore not simply about ensuring one is in close 

proximity to a more knowledgeable master, but takes account of ñaction, thought, feeling, and 

value and their collective, cultural-historical forms of located, interested, conflicted, meaningful 

activityò (Lave, 2009, p. 202). This deeper theory of learning moves from surface level 

knowledge about something, to making sense of something and where it fits within our world 

(Edwards, 2005). When considering the nature of teacher participation, one must ask if 

participation involves surface level learning or something more complex and meaningful to 

learners. 

         Aligning with the work of Dewey above, it argued that in this social, situated learning 

space, all participation in everyday life or in a particular activity may lead to a change in practice, 

and therefore future learning (Lave, 2009). Wenger explains that ñpractices evolve as shared 

histories of learningò (Wenger, 1998, p. 86). The development of practice can be a desired 

outcome of learning, particularly if the learning involves observation, imitation, and modelling 

(Wenger, 2009, p. 217). However, Edwards (2005) cautions that learning through participation 

can simply involve reproducing what is already known, missing opportunities for new 

transformative learning. In Lave and Wengerôs (1991) work, they add the qualifier that 

participation must be legitimate for newcomers to learn through practice, in contrast with 
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participation focused purely on access. Legitimate participation in a programme such as the NCC 

would often be accompanied by a sense of belonging among members, whereby members align 

with each other sharing views, dispositions, and values (Wenger, 1998). This further supports the 

concept of learning through participation as a socio-cultural construct, much deeper than 

acquiring a particular knowledge or being able to simply access participation. 

Regarding teacher participation in the NCC, the research suggests a link between 

teachersô values and interests, which may lead them to participation and affect their ability to 

learn from participation. Oral argues that to become a teacher ñone must inhabit the teacherôs 

world authenticallyò (2013, p. 222). Consequently, participants must also try to inhabit the world 

of the child or learner, including their voices and lifeworlds within the design of the learning 

experiences and curricula (Barab & Roth, 2006; Skibsted, 2020). Barab and Roth advocated for 

diverse and contextualised learning experiences as opposed to ñdisciplinary formalismò based on 

acquiring knowledge (2006, p. 3). Therefore, learning can stem from participation in personally 

and culturally valued practices, especially those which engage the learnerôs lifeworld and the 

wider socio-cultural learning space (Engeström, 2001). 

Therefore, practice is ñlearning by doingò (Wenger, 1998) which in the case of music is 

linked inextricably to the cultural and social world in which the learning occurs. Practices are then 

legitimised through a sense of belonging and ownership within a community. This socio-cultural 

view of teachersô participation in learning experiences notes the multiple influences on teachers, 

including their students, schools, families, communities and wider society in which they work 

(Edwards, 2005; Kelly, 2006; Wenger, 2009). Problematically, participation as learning can range 

from simply replicating practices and acquiring skills from a more knowledgeable master, to 

developing new transferable and transformative practices (Edwards, 2005). The implication being 

that teacher learning may follow a training model, whereby knowledge is passed on from master 

to apprentice, rather than aiming to challenge existing practices and improve pedagogies and 

outcomes for learners. In musical terms, participation may be an expression of oneôs musical 

accomplishments and demonstrate an attained standard. However, a more meaningful 

conceptualisation of learning may open participants to a deeper, more legitimate form of 

participation which develops practice and learning by acquiring, sharing and extending 

knowledge individually and as a community (Wenger, 1998, p. 102).  

In conclusion, the socio-cultural constructs of capital, habitus, and field (Bourdieu, 1986; 

1990), power (Ball, 2018; Dwyer, 1995; Foucault, 1991), and ñlearning by doingò through 

situated learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Lave, 2009; Wenger, 1998) all underpin the 

conceptualisation and exploration of participation considered in this study. The positive and 

problematic nature of these constructs within participation can lead to various outcomes for 

teachers and they all point to a context rich theory of participation that is influenced by the past 
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and present experiences, by family and friends, by individuals and societies, and by values and 

desires.  

 

1.6.3 Pedagogical Underpinnings 

The final consideration in constructing the theoretical foundation of this study explores 

the pedagogical approaches to teacher learning and musical learning. In this section, teacher 

learning and CPD will be discussed, using Kennedyôs (2005; 2014) model of Continuous 

Professional Development (CPD) to explore the different types of teacher learning, with a 

particular focus on learning and participation within communities of practice (CoP) (Wenger, 

1998). 

 Following this, the pedagogical implications of two contrasting approaches to musical 

learning, music education and musical training, will be compared. It will be argued that any 

theory of participation in music education will be influenced by the nature of the musical learning 

and should resonate with the aims and rationales for music education as outlined above.  

1.6.3.1 Teacher Learning and Communities of Practice (CoP) 

Teachers learn throughout their careers; in Initial Teacher Education (ITE), during their 

early careers as Newly Qualified Teachers, and continue to learn at varying intervals during their 

teaching life (The Teaching Council [TC], 2016). In her study of Irish CPD, McAuliffe defines 

teacher learning as ñall learning experiences, both formal and informal, engaged in by teachers 

throughout their teaching careers, which enhance their pupilôs learningò (2004, p. 15). As argued 

above, teachers learn within a situated, social learning context, and how they participate and learn 

through CPD programmes is influenced by the model of CPD being used and the philosophical 

and theoretical rationale for a programme (Gray, 2004; Lave, 2009; Tarc, 2012).  

 Tarc (2012) finds that much CPD is associated with curriculum change and the nature of 

the participation and knowledge is mandated by policymakers rather than being teacher centred. 

This form of teacher learning is aligned with what Kennedy describes as a training model with the 

aim of ñintroducing new knowledgeò (2005, p. 238). Recalling the theoretical constructs earlier, 

in this transmission-based form of CPD the rules of the field and the capital (i.e., learning, 

knowledge, and skills) are predetermined and controlled by policymakers who maintain the power 

and often seek to reproduce the dominant cultural habitus. Kennedy argues that teacher learning 

focused on addressing a perceived deficit in learning or practice is usually delivered in a 

ñdecontextualized settingò where the teachers are merely ñin a passive role as recipients of 

specific knowledgeò (Kennedy, 2005, p. 238).  
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Problematically, this is at odds with the meaningful, socio-cultural nature of learning 

described earlier, and fails to consider the value of ñteacher talkò, ñhands-onò activity, and 

exploring context rich, situated learning with teachers (Tarc, 2012, p. 96). It is argued that these 

ad-hoc, practical forms of teaching and learning emerge from informal collaboration and 

communities of learners adapting to the dynamics of the classroom (Lave, 2009). Furthermore, 

they neglect the voices, perspectives and dispositions of teachers and learners which are central to 

meaningful and transformational changes in practice (Barab & Roth, 2006; Skibsted, 2020). 

Therefore, a divide exists between what Kennedy terms the different purposes of CPD as seen in 

Table 1.2:  

Model of CPD Purpose of Model 

The training model 

The award-bearing model 

The deficit model 

The cascade model 

Transmission 

The standards-based model 

The coaching/mentoring model 

The community of practice model 

Transitional 

The action research model 

The transformative model 

Transformative 

Table 1.2:  Models of CPD (Adapted from Kennedy, 2005, 2014) 
 

Transmissive models of CPD, as described above, are viewed as flawed or inadequate, 

because they ignore the complex processes involved in educational change (Fullan, 2006; Hoban, 

2002). Hoban argues that due to the decontextualised, ad-hoc nature of these programmes, there is 

ñno clear framework to guide long-term teacher learningò (2002, p. 39). Transmission and 

standards-based models are used for implementing top-down reforms and ensuring accountability, 

whereas transitional and transformational models aim to change practice and policy through 

empowering and supporting teachers (Kennedy, 2014). In advocating for teacher learning through 

participation, Kennedyôs table above shows that the level of teacher autonomy is low within 

transmission models of CPD. Liu (2020) cautions that more far-reaching changes are difficult and 

require time and resourcing to generate transformational learning opportunities within teacher 

learning, however this studyôs theoretical framework recognises the value of good quality, 

transformative CPD that improves the learning and educational experience for both teachers and 

students. This type of transformational teacher learning encourages reflective practice, agentic 

teaching and learning, and challenges pre-existing hegemonies within society, cultures, and 

education systems, resulting in greater career satisfaction (Ethan, 2016; Gray, 2004).    

Increasing 

capacity for 

professional 

autonomy 



 

 27      

One of the models of learning considered in Kennedyôs (2005) CPD framework is a 

Community of Practice (CoP) (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998; Wenger et al., 2002). This 

approach to organising learning was useful as it built on the initial work of Lave and Wenger 

(1991) relating to situated, apprenticeship learning while reinforcing the importance of 

communities (within oneôs habitus or the wider field) in the understanding of knowledge and 

learning. 

While there is no definitive definition, an extensive review of the relevant literature by 

Stoll et al. agreed that a CoP can be defined as ña group of people sharing and critically 

interrogating their practice in an ongoing, reflective, collaborative, inclusive, learning-orientated 

and growth-promoting wayò (2006, p. 223). In a school context, McLaughlin and Talbert added 

that as well as encouraging collaborative reflection on current practices, CoP ñmake changes that 

improve teaching and learning for the particular students in their classesò (2006, as cited in 

Teague & Anfara, 2012, p. 58). In the broadest sense, Wenger says that CoP ñare everywhereéat 

home, at work, at school [and] in our hobbiesò (1998, p. 6). Therefore, they are collaborative 

groups focused on learning and they aim to improve teaching and learning through reflection on 

their practice in an inclusive, collaborative way.  

While the organisational and structural dimensions of CoP are considered in the literature 

review, the pedagogical underpinnings of Wengerôs (1998) view of learning aligns with the 

philosophical and theoretical construct of participation explored here. Considering this researchôs 

focus on participation, CoP are useful in that they ñshare their competence with new generations 

through a version of the same processò (Wenger, 1998, p. 102). They are usually created when 

there is a domain of knowledge (e.g., how to participate in a particular programme) which is 

explored or learned by a community of people (e.g., teachers) by engaging in a shared practice to 

have command of this knowledge (e.g., participation) (Wenger et al., 2002). This notion of social 

learning and practice aligns positively with the conceptualising of learning outlined earlier, with 

active participation, community, and cognitive processes all coexisting (Lave & Wenger, 1991). 

These socio-cultural dimensions of CoP have been refined in the domain of music education and 

musical partnerships through Kennyôs (2014, 2016) work on communities of musical practice, 

which will be discussed further in Chapter 2.    

In addition to participation as learning, CoP theory regards the concept of reification as an 

equally important element of learning. Described by Wenger as ñthe process of giving form to our 

experience by producing objects that congeal this experience into óthingnessô, it lives in ódualityô 

with experience and participationò (1998, p. 58). In general terms, reification solidifies what has 

been experienced (i.e., as a form of capital) and is both a process and product of learning from 

experience (Wenger, 1998). An example of reification in practice could be the documents and 

guidelines that make up school curricula, created by teachers within the community from years of 
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experience and learning. The work of schools and teachers then refine these guidelines, in 

response to learning from experience and participation. In the context of this research, resources 

and repertoire of the NCC could be viewed as reified artefacts of participation, These artefacts are 

important to the continued existence of any CoP as members are jointly responsible for and 

benefiting from the learning through participation and reification (Wenger, 1998).  

In summary, learning through participation in a valued practice alongside others and 

learning reified through artefacts or the pre-existing ñrules of the gameò (Wright, 2015a, p. 83) 

are important considerations within the conceptualisation of participation underpinning this 

research. The next section explores how two approaches to musical learning with different foci 

can influence the nature and significance of teacher participation and build on the philosophical 

perspectives of music education emerging in the theoretical framework. 

1.6.3.2 Models of Musical Learning 

Building on the aims and rationale of music education outlined earlier, it was important to 

consider the types of musical experiences and approaches that underpin the various philosophies 

of music education that currently exist. Bowman (2018) distinguishes between what can be 

termed music training and music education. While sometimes used synonymously, the term music 

training suggests a more traditional model of education focused on ñdeveloping appropriate action 

habitsò that will lead to technical proficiency at a musical instrument whereas music education is 

perceived as involving more dynamic approaches, embracing ideas such as autonomy, criticality, 

and valuing the learning process over outcomes (Bowman, 2018, p. 30). While there is arguably 

some overlap between both approaches, the discussion here will consider the differences in these 

emphases, and the nature of participation explored through either model. 

The first approach considered is what Bowman (2018) refers to as musical training. De 

Quadros found that music education in many general education programmes is often ñfocused on 

the acquisition of skills and knowledgeé[through] key competencies and technical facilityò 

(2015, p. 501). Therefore, the goal of this form of music education could be the production of a 

musical product or performance, with children and learners becoming curriculum consumers or a 

valued musical good (Finnerty, 2017; Spruce, 2015). This pedagogical approach focuses on 

training the learner to ñapprehend musicò, celebrating technical knowledge and proficiency in the 

accurate transfer of the musical object from teacher to student (Lave, 2009; Nettl, 2018). This is 

often achieved through methodologies such as learning from notation, and then replicating and 

memorising musical pieces (Nettl, 2018; Spruce, 2015). The parallels between this model of 

musical learning and the transmission-based, power and capital focused nature of participation 

discussed earlier are obvious and present a theory of participation that is focused on reproducing 

culturally valued practices from more powerful others.  
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In contrast, much contemporary music education literature supports the facilitation of the 

learner to take an active role in music making, developing their musicianship through the various 

roles of performer, composer, etc. (Dolloff, 2013; Georgii-Hemming, 2011; Spruce, 2015). This 

music education model is more liberal and holistic in nature, embracing a broader purpose of 

music education beyond technical proficiency (Green, 2002). As discussed earlier, the education 

of students ought to involve both musical and extra-musical outcomes, with the aim of educating 

learners in and through music in its broadest sense (Bowman, 2018). While music education often 

involves working towards technical proficiency and engaging in scales, aural training, and other 

musical activities, the musical object is not the only outcome or purpose of music education. 

Stakelum, in her examination of the Irish music curriculum noted that there was a need to 

ñchallenge the notion of music as delineated skillsò and advocated for a move from the student as 

an apprentice, to the student as an active agent and co-constructor of the curriculum (2008b, p. 

281).  

Therefore, music education viewed as the acquisition of ñatomised skillsò passed on to a 

learner has traditionally been a common approach to music education, with musicians being 

viewed as intrinsically linked to the production of a product (Stakelum, 2008b). However, a more 

holistic conceptualisation of teacher participation may include not only the development of certain 

skills and practices but could also encompass the development of the musical and extra-musical 

dimensions of the learner, expanding their habitus and lifeworld. In this way, participation in 

music education could be more than simply learning to play an instrument or singing a song, but 

fostering a broader range of benefits on social, personal, and psychological levels through a 

variety of musical activities. This conceptualisation would shift the role of the teacher as holder 

and distributor of musical knowledge to the student as the co-constructor and co-participant in the 

music education process. These alternate models of musical learning are represented in Figure 1.1 

which provides a useful reflection when one considers the pedagogical implications of teacher 

participation in a programme such as the NCC and where participation may reside on the 

continuum.  

 

 

Figure 1.1: Models of Musical Learning 
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1.6.4 A Theoretical Framework for Participation  

Thus far, the philosophical, theoretical, and pedagogical underpinnings which inform the 

conceptualisation of teacher participation in this study have been considered. What emerges is a 

multi-dimensional construct of participation that can lead to a generally meaningful and 

purposeful education and a musical education that develops the musical and broader extrinsic 

benefits of participation. In this way, participation can be a transformational force emerging from 

collaborative, critical and reflective practices and learning by teachers who desire to empower 

their students and challenge the status quo of their habitus, identity and community, and the wider 

rules and structures of the field. 

However, the theoretical framework also suggests a more problematic conceptualisation 

of participation as a vehicle for replication, based on learning as the transmission of knowledge 

and skills by knowledgeable others in power. This notion of participation is maintained by the 

field of the activity or organisation, which values a dominant form of capital that is advantaging 

and unequal. Musically, participation therefore aligns with a training model of music education 

which focuses on producing musical products. In this model, the student and teacher voice are 

secondary to maintaining the cultural and historical status quo through education and music 

education. The cultural and historical perspectives of teachersô participation in music education 

are important outside influences on the nature of participation and will be explored in the next 

chapter, further enhancing the context of participation in this study.  

In conclusion, I present a theoretical framework for participation which encompasses the 

philosophical, theoretical, and pedagogical considerations for this study (Figure 1.2 below). This 

outlines the positionality of participation within the context of this research and suggests that 

participation is a multi-dimensional construct with multiple outcomes. Drawing on the theories 

and theorists above, the study posits the potential for teacher participation to be a form of 

learning, identity, power, capital and transformation. This framework will be expanded upon in 

the conceptual framework (Chapter 3) which merges the theoretical constructs and empirical 

literature and structures which will be used to explore, interpret, and critique the nature and 

significance of teacher participation in the NCC. An overview of the dissertation completes this 

introductory chapter.  
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1.7 Dissertation Overview 

In this chapter, I have presented an overview of the NCC as an organisation and initiative 

operating in Irish primary schools. I have outlined the research context and my own positionality 

as the researcher which contributes to the articulation of the research problem and research focus. 

The research question has been stated and the philosophical, theoretical, and pedagogical 

underpinnings which inform the theoretical framework and worldview of the study have been 

described.  

 Chapter 2 considers the empirical literature informing this study. This includes an 

overview of the historical, curricular and policy context of music within the Irish educational 

system since the NCC was formed. Following this, teacher participation in music education is 

problematised and the various challenges that impact the nature of teacher participation and 

broader issues in the music education landscape are considered. Finally, the organisational theory 

and learning structures that inform the examination of the NCC as a phenomenon are considered, 

namely Wengerôs CoP Theory (1998) and Engestrºmôs AT theory (1999, 2001). 

 Chapter 3 begins with the discussion of the conceptual framework for the study, which is 

drawn from the empirical and theoretical findings of the literature review and will underpin the 

interpretation of the research findings. Next, the methodological rationale and design of the 

research are outlined, considering the research focus, aim, paradigm and the use of 

phenomenology. This is followed by a detailed discussion of the research process which explains 

the various data collection phases and participants in this study. The interview design and data 

analysis processes are also considered, followed by the limitations of this research.   

 Chapter 4 contains the analysis and discussion of the research data, culminating in the 

interpretation and critique of the nature and significance of teacher participation in the NCC. The 

chapter first considers teaching and learning through participation, both from the perspectives of 

teacher learning and from the viewpoint of the NCC as a curricular methodology and 

replacement. Next, the theme of identity is discussed, with the exploration of multiple co-existing 

identities and the influence of community on participation. The levels, roles and hierarchies of 

participation are then considered, leading to a consideration of the NCC as an AS constrained by 

historical and cultural artefacts and the power implications of this system. The capital that is 

exchanged and valued through participation is also discussed. Finally, the possibilities of 

participation as a transformative musical, personal and professional experience are explored.  

 In the final chapter, the main findings and conclusions of the research are discussed, 

namely the multi-dimensional nature of teacher participation and the significance of participation 

in the NCC in the 21st century primary school. The recommendations of the research from the 

viewpoint of teachers, the NCC and the wider music education landscape are considered. Then, 
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some possibilities for future research are outlined before a final coda reflecting on the research 

completes the dissertation. 
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 
 

2.1 Introduction  

In the previous chapter, the research context, problem, and question were articulated, 

establishing the rationale for this research. This chapter aims to examine the wider context in 

which this study exists and is organised in four main sections, all of which contribute to framing 

and informing the interpretation of the nature of teacher participation as it emerges later in this 

study.  

 Firstly, music education in Irish primary schools will be discussed, drawing on historical, 

curricular, and policy perspectives from the literature and state agencies. This will add to the 

historical and cultural context in which the NCC operates within the Irish primary school system 

and will influence the conceptual nature of participation later in the research. The current and 

future policy trends in Irish music education, such as the emergence of partnership, creativity, and 

a model of culturally responsive music education are considered. Then, the long-established place 

of song singing in primary schools, its provision in music education, in both primary schools and 

other contexts is explored. 

 Following this, the next section will problematise teacher participation drawing on 

perspectives and studies from the field of teacher learning and identity. These will include the 

challenges facing teachers of music at primary school level including the poor provision of 

teacher musical CPD, the perceived lack of confidence among generalist teachers, the outsourcing 

of music education to specialist teachers and the problematic identity formation of multiple 

identities for teacher-musicians. Additionally, the broader issues impeding the evolution of music 

education and the transformative potential of teacher participation including the dominance of 

Western Art Music (WAM) and enculturation possibilities of music education will be outlined.  

The chapter will conclude by examining the organisational theories and structures that 

govern participation, considering Wengerôs (1998) Community of Practice (CoP) concepts and 

structures which are helpful in conceptualising teacher participation in the NCC. Also, the 

multiple levels of participation within CoP theory will be discussed. Following this, Cultural 

Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) (Engeström, 1999, 2001) will be described and utilised to 

frame the NCC as an activity system (AS) and to investigate teacher participation through the 

structures of activity theory. Particular attention will be drawn to the interactions among 

constituent parts of the activity system (AS) model and the tensions and contradictions that 

emerge through these interactions. It will be argued that the multi-dimensional nature of teacher 

participation as the outcome of the NCC is influenced and informed by the tensions and 

contradictions that occur within the AS conceptualised through CHAT, which provides for the 
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analyse, critique and interpretation of teacher participation within the NCC as it emerges from the 

data later in the thesis. 

 

2.2 Music Education in Ireland 

This section aims to consider historical, cultural, curricular and policy perspectives on Irish 

music education and music within Irish primary schools. An examination of musicôs inclusion 

within the primary school curriculum, the implications of the cultural and societal context of the 

20th century on music as a curriculum subject, and an outline of the current curriculum and policy 

landscape is presented. It also considers current and future trends in Irish arts and music education 

policy, including the emergence of partnership between teachers and others in arts education, the 

centrality of creativity and learner agency in teaching and learning, and the use of culturally 

responsive music education (CRME) as a model for contemporary music education. The section 

concludes with an examination of the enduring significance of singing within the Irish music 

education landscape and the wider choral traditions in music education, given the nature of 

participation in the NCC as a choral singing activity. 

 

2.2.1 Historical Perspectives of Music Education in Ireland 

Music education has occupied a prominent but not always central part of the education 

system in Ireland. For over 100 years it has been part of the formal primary school programme, 

beginning in the pre-independence national school system focusing on singing, music literacy and 

aural training (Grennan, 2017; B. Walsh, 2016). It existed as an optional subject at first, before 

being promoted to a compulsory subject around the turn of the 20th century (Stakelum, 2008b). 

Singing was included for the first time in the Revised Programme (1900) as a reaction to the 

payment by results system that had largely removed practical and arts subjects from schools (T. 

Walsh, 2016). As discussed earlier, McCarthy (2010) writes how music was first advocated for its 

value in contributing to the moral, religious, and social formation of national school pupils. The 

curriculum at the time was seen as broadly child-centred, with music and other arts subjects being 

introduced to ensure ñeducation in the truest sense [would be] broader and deeper than mere 

formal instruction in the three Rôsò (Commission on Manual and Practical Instruction, 1898, as 

cited in Grennan, 2017, p. 42). The parallels therefore between the early establishment of music 

within the Irish primary curriculum, and the extrinsic, holistic aims of music education outlined 

earlier are apparent in the 1900 Revised Programme. 

As Ireland entered its independent years, the tide turned for music education, moving 

from the enlightening, child-centred vision expressed above to a curriculum that would help 

cultivate a sense of national and religious unity in the newly formed republic (McCarthy, 2010). 

The curriculum was focused on song singing, influenced by Fr. Corcoran of University College, 
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Dublin who advocated for Irish language songs and plainchant as essential elements of the new 

programme (Stakelum, 2008b). McCarthy (2010) notes the extensive use of hymns in schools in 

the 1920s, coupled with a preoccupation with the Irish language and a desire to promote 

civilising, middle class ideals within schools, significantly narrowed the scope of primary school 

music in the early 20th century. The 1933 Notes on Music document notes that music education 

should be for both ñphysical and mental pleasureé and as an important element of the Gaelic and 

national renaissanceò (B. Walsh, 2016, p. 161). Musicôs purpose, and primary schooling more 

generally, were to act as vehicles through which a new Irish, nationalist people would be 

moulded.  

 The preoccupation of schools with wider historical, political, and societal issues 

prevented much change in music education or indeed other curricular areas (B. Walsh, 2016). 

Despite repeated attempts to establish a modern, progressive education system, economic 

challenges often meant that these aspirations remained unrealised on policy makersô shelves 

(Walsh, 2016). Indeed, while teachers publicly endorsed the child-centred, progressive 

pedagogies of various curricular revisions, the classroom experience remained didactic and 

uninspiring due to poor training, teacherôs reluctance to change ñencultured practices'' and the 

underfunding and under resourcing of music in crowded schools (B. Walsh, 2016, p. 26). Thomas 

Walsh similarly wrote of the ñdichotomy between [teachersô] endorsement in theory and their 

implementation in practiceò (2012, p. 335). Therefore, despite the pleas of many, the shift back to 

a child-centred, holistic, and inclusive music education in Irish primary schools never occurred 

due to poor training, oversized classes, and a lack of resources. These factors may explain the 

dominance of singing due to the affordability of its facilitation, which will be explored later in 

this chapter. 

 Further hindering reform in music education were the broader societal issues which 

impacted primary schools. The importance of religion, the focus on national identity and the 

promotion of the Irish language were significant barriers to reform in education in general, and 

music education in particular. Religion within the education system, despite being kept separate 

for most of British rule, co-existed with State support for much of the 20th century. Seen as a 

ñbadge of ethnicityò to distinguish Irish Nationalists from other denominations, the centrality of 

religion allowed the church to mould Irish society starting with school children (B. Walsh, 2016, 

p. 11). Furthermore, this struggle for national identity was coupled with a strong emphasis on 

promoting the Irish language within primary schools, despite a lack of qualified teachers and an 

absence of significant support for Irish outside of the school system (B. Walsh, 2016). All this 

created a society and an education system which viewed holistic education and the lifeworld of 

child as less important than the creation of a Catholic, nationalist Irish-speaking society which 

provided for the ñstrengthening of the national fibreò of the new independent nation (GoI, 1925, 

as cited in B. Walsh, 2016, p. 21). Therefore, schools became a tool for nationhood building, with 
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Thomas Walsh concluding that the imaginings of curriculum designers at the time were 

ñunrealistic in the society and educational context of the timeò (T. Walsh, 2012, p. 337). Music 

education at this time was therefore shaped by religious and national ideals, rather than 

curriculum designers or pedagogues.  

In summary, the historical context of Irish music education presents a landscape that is 

preoccupied with nation building and nationalist ideals, neglecting the practical and pedagogical 

needs of schools and teachers. A lack of a coherent plan to support teachers and educational reform, 

combined with poor funding, resources, and training, meant that traditional practices in the early 

years of music education provision of primary school were not challenged, and later, more 

progressive, revisions of policy remained unrealised. As the NCC was established following this 

complex historical period, it is argued that this context directly influenced the focus of the 

programme on a teacher-led, didactic, choral classroom model of music education, which perhaps 

still permeates within the fibre of the organisation today.  

 

2.2.2 Music Curriculum in Irish Primary Schools  

The historical context above provides the foundation to consider the design, content and 

implementation of the current music curricula and its predecessors. Given that participation in the 

NCC takes place within Irish music curricular time, one must understand the development of 

curriculum and policy in Irish music education before and throughout its existence. Therefore, this 

section describes the Irish primary school curriculum from 1971, the developments that led to the 

curriculumôs evolution in 1999 and beyond, and the significance of the curriculum positioned 

alongside the NCC.   

 Many historical accounts detail the turbulent design and redesign of various curricula 

during the 20th century, as schools and society grappled with the changing cultural and societal 

context outlined above (Grennan, 2017, Kerins, 2019; T. Walsh, 2012). The 1971 curriculum tried 

to move away from the top-down approach of teaching music that had preceded it and aimed to 

address the challenges of teacher confidence and knowledge that existed in schools (Gubbins, 2021; 

Kerins, 2019; Stakelum, 2008b). It recommended a child-centred approach, focused on celebrating 

creativity, individuality, and teacher autonomy (Kerins, 2019; T. Walsh, 2012). For the first time it 

placed music making activities beyond singing and literacy within the curriculum objectives, 

incorporating music appreciation and creative work (Kerins, 2019). However, its implementation, 

as had happened previously, did not live up to the vision of its designers (T. Walsh, 2016). 

Curriculum development at the time was constrained by teachers who ñseem to endorse a child-

centred rhetoric while practising a more formal pedagogical styleò (Sugrue, 1997, as cited in T. 

Walsh, 2016, p. 26). It is unsurprising therefore that many reports emerged detailing the failings of 

music teaching in primary schools at this time. 
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 In response to the poor 1971 curriculum implementation, numerous surveys by groups such 

as the INTO, DE and the Conference of Convent Primary Schools were held in the 1970s. Their 

consequent policies and reports detailed similar issues that had historically impeded music 

education such as teacher confidence, lack of technical knowledge to interpret the curriculum and 

an absence of creativity in the delivery of the curriculum. The INTO found that over 50 percent of 

class teachers were not teaching the subject, instead handing the responsibility over to a colleague, 

an outside music specialist, or neglecting to teach it at all (T. Walsh, 2012). In response, the DE 

employed a limited number of specialist music inspectors, including NCC founder Seán Creamer, 

to support teachers and schools, with limited success (McAuliffe Ryng, 2005). The Arts Council 

advocated for a broad arts curriculum positioned centrally in state-funded education (Benson, 

1979). Some years later, they produced their infamous Deaf Ears? Report which revealed that the 

overall state of music education was a ñlittle short of appallingò (Herron, 1985, p. 2). The report 

reveals that some children are only experiencing music primarily outside school and the majority 

are leaving school ñmusically illiterateò (Herron, 1985, p. 2). Herronôs report did not consider 

creative work, suggesting a persistent dominance of performing among policy makers and 

commentators as the musical activity of choice. His comments reveal that, despite the child centred 

nature of the 1971 curriculum, the focus of primary music education remained on developing 

musical competence and literacy, and that even these aims were not being meaningful achieved. 

The publication of Herronôs report was the year in which the NCC was established, which perhaps 

positioned the NCC as a programme which could encourage music making in schools, endorsed by 

the DE through its links with the Inspectorate.  

During the 1990s, the DE responded to these reports in the form of the White Paper on 

Education which promised to introduce a ñbroader range of competencies within an integrated 

curriculum, particularly in the teaching of the artsò (DE, 1995, p. 130). The report strengthened the 

many purported benefits of the arts in education within its aims including fostering the social, 

personal, and artistic development of the child (DE, 1995). In the same year, a large multi-

disciplinary debate entitled the Music Education National Debate (typically known as MEND) was 

underway, facilitating conferences, hearings, consultations, and speakers from all areas of music 

education in Ireland to pave a way forward for music education. It found that in contrast with the 

new vision for arts and music education put forward by the DE, ñthe inherited and prevailing culture 

in education is that music is low in priorityò (Heneghan, 2001, p. 376). While the number and scale 

of these debates on the future of music education is noteworthy, the findings underpinned the 

general dissatisfaction with primary music education in Ireland during the 1980s and 1990s. This 

evidence contributed to the development of the current Primary School Curriculum which was 

launched in 1999.  
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This new music curriculum aimed to be part of ña balanced curriculum which aimed to 

develop the whole spectrum of childrenôs intelligenceò (GoI, 1999a, p. 5). Its aims are outlined 

below:  

Å to enable the child to enjoy and understand music and to appreciate it critically.    

Å to develop the childôs openness to, awareness of and response to a wide range of 

musical genres, including Irish music.  

Åto develop the childôs capacity to express ideas, feelings and experiences through music 

as an individual and in collaboration with others.  

Å to enable the child to develop his/her musical potential and to experience the excitement 

and satisfaction of being actively engaged in musical creativity. 

Å to nurture the childôs self-esteem and self-confidence through participation in musical 

performance. 

Å to foster higher-order thinking and lifelong learning through the acquisition of musical 

knowledge, skills, concepts and values. 

 Å to enhance the quality of the childôs life through aesthetic musical experience. 

(GoI, 1999a, p. 12) 

We can see that these aims align with the dual focus and rationale for music education 

outlined in the theoretical framework, to foster the childôs musical self as well as the broader 

extrinsic benefits of music education through participation. These include developing childrenôs 

higher-order thinking, lifelong learning, self-esteem, and self-confidence (GoI, 1999a). It was 

underpinned by several principles including active music making, sound before symbol, the spiral 

curriculum which encourages the building on of the childôs previous experiences, the centrality of 

the class teacher as the most appropriate person to teach the curriculum and the importance of 

integration and linkage across the curriculum and the whole school (GoI, 1999a). Although the 

entire curriculum was launched in 1999, the music curriculum was not introduced in schools until 

the 2003-2004 academic year, following in-service training for teachers across the country 

(McAuliffe Ryng, 2005). It is organised around three strands of activity: Performing, Composing, 

and Listening and Responding to Music. Through engagement in learning activities within these 

strands, and their corresponding strand units, children would explore and develop their 

understanding of nine musical concepts (GoI, 1999a). Table 2.1 provides a brief overview of the 

curriculum: 
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Strands Strand Units 

Listening and Responding to Music Exploring Sounds 

Listening and Responding to Music 

Performing Song Singing 

Literacy 

Playing Instruments 

Composing Improvising and Creating 

Talking About and Recording Compositions 

Musical Concepts 

A sense of pulse A sense of structure 

A sense of duration A sense of timbre 

A sense of tempo A sense of texture 

A sense of pitch A sense of style 

A sense of dynamics  

Table 2.1: The strands, strand units and musical concepts in the 1999 Music Curriculum (GoI, 

1999a) 

 

The musical concepts are developed through learning activities and experiences across the strand 

and strand units, through engagement with the content objectives as outlined for each class level 

(see Appendix I for 5th and 6th class objectives).  

 In its first year in schools, the curriculum was praised for putting teachers central in the 

delivery of the curriculum and recognising the importance of embracing the principles of active 

music making and sound before symbol (OôCallaghan, 2003). The focus on sound before symbol 

aimed to remove the barrier of literacy for those who lack musical confidence or knowledge, 

encouraging the making of music over the reading and writing of it. However, Stakelum (2008b) 

warned of the need to recognise teachersô own contexts and relationship with music which they 

will inevitably bring to their teaching of the new curriculum. She hopes that ñteacher knowledge 

is no longer determined solely by external agents but is grounded in the realities of what the 

practitioners themselves consider to be of valueò (Stakelum, 2008b, p. 291). The 

acknowledgement of teachersô previous experiences and identity within the curriculum 

interpretation process had been absent in the policy landscape thus far, however its influence on 

the nature of curriculum implementation is a key consideration in this research, given the 

researchôs focus on teacher participation and the possible significance of teachersô previous 

experiences as they emerge from the data.   
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While praised for its general breadth of content when compared to earlier iterations, the 

curriculumôs implementation has also faced challenges (INTO, 2009; OôCallaghan, 2003). There 

are two main areas which continue to impede the success of music education in Irish primary 

schools. Firstly, problems stemming from the school community including challenges around 

teacher self-confidence in teaching music (INTO, 2009; Kenny, 2010; OôCallaghan, 2003; 

Stakelum, 2008b), lack of adequate CPD (INTO, 2009; McAuliffe, 2004) and lack of resources 

and time (Russell-Bowie, 2009). More broadly, there are legacy, systemic barriers to effective 

music education such as the poor status of music in Irish education systems (Heneghan, 2001), 

coupled with low public opinion on the arts in education (Kenny, 2010), and a lack of 

ñcoordinated or comprehensive plan of actionò to address the shortcoming in music education 

across all education and societal levels (The Arts Council, 2007, as cited in INTO, 2009, p. 32). 

These challenges will be considered later in this chapter however it is unclear whether the 1999 

curriculum has been successful in broadening the aim and rationale of music education in Ireland 

among teachers or addressing the shortcomings outlined thus far.  

 

2.2.3 Policy Developments since the 1999 curriculum  

Having considered the music curriculum as it currently exists in Irish primary schools, the 

discussion progresses beyond the 1999 curriculum. Various programmes and initiatives have been 

launched to enhance the provision of arts in schools, most notably the Arts in Education Charter 

(Department of Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht & Department of Education and Skills, 2014), 

which advocated for joined up thinking between different policy makers, artists, and schools, 

through the facilitation of Arts Rich Schools. This initiative seeks to ñincentivise and recognise 

those schools which in a range of ways make the arts a key part of school lifeò, through the 

engagement of outside school agencies such as MG, The Arts Council, local authority arts offices, 

and artists working in the field to create and promote art in education (Department of Arts, 

Heritage and the Gaeltacht & Department of Education and Skills, 2014, p. 5). At the same time a 

report by Music Network, who supports live music concerts through Ireland, called for similar 

outreach partnerships between musicians and schools to enhance childrenôs music education 

(Kenny, 2010). However, the Arts in Education Charter and corresponding Arts Rich Schools 

initiative made little reference to teachers' role in implementation or realisation of their aims, and 

ultimately lacked political will and clear implementation plans to meaningfully affect practice in 

schools (Grennan, 2017). Once again, the prevalence of aspirational policy documents without 

clear practical steps to enactment continue to be a barrier to reform in primary music education. 

The Arts in Education Charter was then subsumed within the Creative Ireland programme 

and distilled for the education system through the establishment of the Creative Schools initiative 

which would support schools to ñembrace the arts and creativity, ensuring a positive experience 

and strong outcomes for children and young peopleò (The Arts Council, 2020). Established as part 
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of the 1916-2016 centenary commemorations, the Creative Ireland programme aims to ñfacilitate 

an ecosystem of creativityò and ñplace creativity at the centre of public policyò (GoI, 2016, pp. 5ï

7). One of its primary commitments is to enable each child to have access to music, drama, and 

arts tuition (GoI, 2016). The programme has also published its child-focused strategy, Creative 

Youth (2017, 2021), which supports the development of ñcollaborative networksò between artists, 

teachers and community projects, including teacher/artist partnership as one possible CPD model 

(2017, pp. 6, 27). It also specifically references choral singing as an important outcome of the 

programme however little detail is given as to how it will be developed. One way that policy 

makers are influencing the arts and music education in primary schools is through the provision 

and funding of partnerships between artists (known as Creative Agents) and schools (Fahy & 

Kenny, 2021). These contemporary factors within music education will be discussed in the next 

section, however before that, the review will now consider the latest policy development 

underway to revise the primary curriculum for the first time in the 21st century. 

As of 2022, the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) is currently 

consulting on the redesign of the primary school curriculum, following the introduction of an 

outcome-based curriculum in English and Irish in 2018 (NCCA, 2022). They outline the 

challenges that they aim to address in the new curricula: 

Looking across these developments since 1999, the extent and pace of change is striking. 

Diverse classrooms, ever-increasing and changing demands of a primary school 

experience, a crowded curriculum, policy changes and new findings from research on 

teaching, learning and assessment combine to create both a need and an opportunity to 

revisit the primary curriculum as a whole. (NCCA, 2020, p. 5) 

An important point in the context of this study relates to curriculum overload and subject 

hierarchies, and how these might impact on the arts and other subject areas in primary schools 

(DE, 2011; Fahy & Kenny, 2022; Grennan, 2017; Gubbins, 2021; NCCA, 2010). In recent policy 

documents, it has been acknowledged that music and other arts subjects have had to compete with 

other subjects for a fixed amount of instruction time, however they also agree that there ought to 

be compromises and prioritisation of particular subject areas, especially given the recent focus on 

literacy and numeracy (DE, 2011; NCCA, 2010).  

Reflecting on the many demands on primary schools, it is unsurprising that the challenges 

facing curriculum and policy in Ireland have not yet been resolved. Walsh (2016) writes how in 

the past, the omission of key stakeholders in the curriculum design process has led to a 

disjuncture between theory and practice inside the classroom. In keeping with Stakelumôs (2008b) 

desire for teachers to be involved in policy design, an extensive consultation is currently 

underway at time of writing by the NCCA, allowing teachers and other stakeholders voice their 

views on the future of the primary school curriculum. 
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At time of writing, there is no information relating to the proposed content or structure of 

music within the new primary curriculum framework (NCCA, 2020). Subsequently, it remains to 

be seen how a redesigned music curriculum is represented within a curriculum framework 

encompassing broad subject areas based on outcomes and skills, rather than content and 

objectives (NCCA, 2020). This research argues that any new programme must reflect the new 

emphases in music education, namely the increasing prevalence of partnerships between artists 

and teachers, the centrality of creativity and learner agency in teaching and learning, and the need 

for a culturally responsive and inclusive approach to music education as outlined below. By 

exploring the multi-dimensional nature of teacher participation in the NCC it is envisaged that this 

research can critique and contribute to the discussion around any future primary school 

curriculum and consider the place of the NCC within any future policy revisions. The discussion 

of the literature will now consider some of the dominant perspectives on contemporary music 

education, presenting possible alternative approaches to music education worthy of reflection 

when examining teacher participation in the NCC.   

 

2.2.4 Contemporary Perspectives on Music Education  

This section considers the noteworthy policy developments and contemporary music 

education discourse emerging from experts and practitioners within the field. As alluded to above, 

the prevalence of partnerships in music education in Irish educational policy (Department of Arts, 

Heritage and the Gaeltacht & Department of Education and Skills, 2014; Flynn & Johnston, 2016; 

GoI, 2017; GoI, 2016) is an important consideration when conceptualising music education in the 

21st century school. In contrast to the centrality of the class teacher in teaching the curriculum in 

primary schools much research over the past two decades has advocated for the value of 

partnerships between artists and schools (Fahy & Kenny, 2021; GoI, 2017; Kenny, 2010; Kerins, 

2019; Sheil, 2008).  

Reflecting on the early implementation of the Creative Schools programme, research by 

Fahy and Kenny (2021) has evaluated the effectiveness of artists working in partnership with 

classroom teachers, to enhance both teachersô and studentsô experiences of music education. Their 

initial review of partnerships operating outside of Ireland found that arts partnerships with 

teachers were effective when there was mutual trust, prolonged engagement, professional 

exchanges between members and a common understanding of the mutual benefits (Fahy & 

Kenny, 2021). When facilitated correctly, they argue that a partnership initiative such as the 

Creative Schools programme could act as a professional development initiative for teachers, 

improving the teaching of the arts (Fahy & Kenny, 2021). Their initial studies have positively 

framed the Creative Agents initiative within schools, despite some variation in how the different 

schools and artists interpret the programme (Fahy & Kenny, 2021). 
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However, research in the USA has found that teachers who are in partnership with a 

specialist musician or music teacher but fail to meaningfully engage can ñperpetuate socially 

constructed notions about musicality being for the gifted few in the minds of both teachers and 

childrenò (Partington, 2018, p. 159). Therefore, the balance between simply outsourcing music 

education, as was the case in late 20th century Ireland, and supporting both teachers and artists to 

work meaningfully together is delicate in the participation of educators in such partnerships. The 

extent to which teacher participation in the NCC is a form of learning through partnership will be 

explored alongside the data later, noting the place of knowledgeable experts (in this case the MDs 

and others) working with teachers throughout their participation in the project. The policy of 

partnership in primary music education also led to the establishment of one of the largest 

organisations currently facilitating music in primary schools, Music Generation (MG). 

  MG launched in 2010, enabled by the philanthropic support of the band U2, and have 

established themselves as ñIrelandôs National Music Education Programmeò (Flynn & Johnston, 

2016; MG, 2022). They operate music education partnerships employing musicians and arts 

practitioners in 25 areas of Ireland engaging with over 67,000 children (MG, 2022). They aim to 

facilitate ñspecialist music partnerships with schools and focus on performance-based music 

education that accommodates a diverse range of aspirations for musicò (Flynn & Johnston, 2016, 

p. 85). It is noteworthy that the Creative Ireland programme references MG as the central music 

education programme in its policies, with the DE increasingly becoming the primary funder of the 

programme (GoI, 2016). This suggests an endorsement of MG and other similar partnershipsô 

place within the music curriculum, education, and policy landscape. Recent studies examining 

some MG programmes have praised the scale and reach of the programme, building pathways for 

musical progression, however they encourage MG educators to be flexible in their teaching, to 

consider the socio-cultural influences on the learners, and to work with teachers and schools 

ensuring that their role moves beyond simply passing on instrumental skills (Fahy & Kenny, 

2021; Murray, 2022). A key reflection as raised by Fahy & Kenny (2021) is to what extent are 

MG and similar organisations supporting teachers in the delivery of the prescribed curriculum, 

rather than simply replacing it. 

 Creativity and agency are considered together as they both emerge in parallel from recent 

policy discourse (Doyle, 2019; GoI, 2017; INTO, 2009) and literature (Biasutti et al., 2015; 

Burnard, 2008, 2012; Sharp, 2014; Spruce, 2015). Creative practices require the development of 

imagination, originality, productivity, problem solving and the production of a valued outcome 

(Sharp, 2004, p. 5). Biassutti et al. describes teaching creativity as using ñapproaches based on 

imaginative thinking and learner-centred teaching (2004, p. 148). Kenny (2017) & Sharp (2014) 

both confirm that in addition to teaching methodologies and approach, there is a need to provide 

creative environments for children to work, with ample time and space for practice and reflection. 

Therefore, the research confirms that a move away from didactic, teacher-led work was essential 
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to encouraging creative practices, and that the learners were at the centre of any creative 

educational endeavour.  

 This places student voice and student agency centrally within creative music education. In 

her advocacy of informal music learning practices, Green (2008; 2016) encourages the 

development of studentôs agency by allowing them to choose the musical styles and activities that 

they are drawn to, and to integrate the musical activities of performing, listening, and composing 

through one creative process. This would place ñthe responsibility for learning in the hands of the 

childò, moving away from predefined objectives to open-ended tasks (Green, 2016, p. 11). Spruce 

believes in the importance of student voice in music education calling for children to be allowed 

to be creative and agentic as they co-construct the curriculum with teachers and become ñmusical 

leadersé[who can] disrupt powerful hegemonies and create more democratic spacesò in music 

education (2015, pp. 287-8). In the Irish context, Finnerty examined the musical cultures of 

children in Cork and found that ñmany of the decisions on the provision of music education for 

children are made by adultsò (2017, p. 220). In her recommendations, she encourages teachers to 

embrace child-led, unstructured music education activities that draw from in-school and out-of-

school musical contexts (Finnerty, 2017). The contemporary discourse seeks a rebalancing of 

power and control of music education from teachers to students, with all areas of education 

requiring reflection to meaningfully support creative, agentic practices in schools. 

Therefore, this type of creative, agentic musical participation and education requires each 

educational setting to consider what creativity means to them (Burnard & Fautley, 2014, p. 265). 

Sharp (2004) argues that presently creativity in educational settings is stifled by overly 

prescriptive, teacher-centred learning environments. Also, some authors have cautioned against 

the illusion of learner consultation and over-promising of creative education which do not have 

supporting structures or genuine impetus to change (Bresler, 1998b; Burnard, 2008; Spruce, 

2015). In any case, the advocacy of creative, agentic music education is worthwhile and timely, 

leaving behind the traditional, transmission-based philosophy of music education outlined in the 

opening chapter. 

  The final perspective that this study draws on to conceptualise a model for participation 

in 21st-century music education is culturally responsive music education (CRME). Swanwick 

wrote that ñpupils are inheritors of a set of cultural values and practicesò (1988, p. 10), and 

therefore teachers should aim for ñvalidation, emancipatory and comprehensiveò pedagogy that 

recognises ñeach studentôs cultural and social capitalò (Bond, 2017, p. 155). Aligned with the 

creative and agentic mindset outlined above, CRME relies on studentôs musical repertoire and 

experiences being embraced, rather than imposing the repertoire and practices of the dominant 

culture or power holders (Bond, 2017). Furthermore, in her review of the research relating to 

American public schools, Bond warns that a random inclusion of various musical genres to 
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appease the need for diversity is not sufficient, with tokenistic treatment of unfamiliar cultures 

and communities viewed as worse than omitting the culture in the first place (Bond, 2017, p. 162). 

In this way, the authentic treatment of musical genres and contexts is important, pushing beyond 

the Western aesthetic that has dominated formal music education (Nettl, 2017; Spruce, 2015). 

CRME involves the attending to issues such as race (Grant & Vonzell, 2008; Kelly-McHale, 

2013; Southgate & Roscigno, 2009), gender representation (Freer, 2015; Sweet, 2010; Welch, 

2010) and languages and culture (Barton & Riddle, 2021) through carefully designed music 

making opportunities. These issues all affect the nature of participation and CRME criticises the 

reproduction of a limited, dominant form of capital through participation and promotes the 

transformation learnerôs mindsets and learning by ñexpanding our repertoire and curriculum [to] 

better serve the studentò (Kelly-McHale, 2013, p. 212).  

If we take the view that schools are places of enculturation, where teachers, schoolsô and 

societyôs values and beliefs are passed on through music education, there is considerable scope 

for an inclusive, progressive approach to music education which could enact positive change for 

participants. As Spruce explains: ñone of the defining characteristics of a socially just approach to 

music education is taken to be the opportunity for students not only to óparticipateô in music 

education, but also to be óincludedô in itò (2015, p. 288). CRME enables a rich exchange of 

cultures through schools, broadening and challenging the capital and experiences of the dominant 

classes and minorities (Bond, 2017). McCarthy writes that music education is the dialogue 

between learner and cultural institutions, which if conceptualised responsively, is well positioned 

to ñcontain the seeds of action for a socially just school and community, with carryover into 

lifelong engagement with issues of social justice through and with musicò (2015, p. 41). Pitts has 

written about the power of music participation to sustain ñmusical life for future generationsò, and 

in the case of this study, a contemporary model of music education should embrace all musical 

experiences and styles, including all participants today and into the future, whether they be 

teachers or children (2005, p. 143). These findings have important implications for this study 

when one considers the extent to which teacher participation in the NCC is inclusive, authentic, 

and culturally responsive for 21st-century teachers, schools and learners.   

In conclusion, current literature and policy discourse encourages the development of a 

contemporary model of music education which includes partnerships between musicians and 

schools, the authentic assimilation of creative and agentic mindsets and perspectives within  

music education programmes and interactions, and a culturally responsive lens inclusive of all 

learners, backgrounds and musical genres. Therefore, the historical, didactic model of music 

education which has been criticised earlier in this review stands in contrast with this learner-

centred, integrated and process-led approach to music education. These pedagogical models as 

outlined in the theoretical framework, will inform the interpretation and critique of the nature and 
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significance of teacher participation in this study, especially the possibility for participation as a 

form of learning to be transmissive or transformative.  

 

2.2.5 The Place of Singing within Music Education  

The final part of this historical and contemporary review of music education in Ireland 

considers the role of singing within music education. Given the centrality of singing within the 

NCC programme and many education systems, this section examines the place of singing within 

the academic literature, as well as the benefits and challenges facing singing as the dominant 

musical activity within schools. Following this, an overview of the wider choral culture, traditions 

and singing programmes operating in Ireland and elsewhere is presented. Finally, singing within 

the Irish primary music curriculum and policy landscape is discussed. This will rationalise the 

focus on singing within the education system and explore how choral singing as it currently exists 

may be difficult to reconcile with the contemporary music education perspectives outlined above.  

Singing as an activity occupies a lasting place within formal education systems, 

especially primary schools, and has remained a constant of music education curricula for over 100 

years, contributing to both the musical and extra-musical benefits of participation (GoI, 1999b; 

Grennan, 2017; Kenny et al., 2016; Kerins, 2019; Sheil, 2008). Similar to what has been 

discussed earlier regarding the wider aims and outcomes of music education, the literature 

identities a range of benefits linked with singing including physical (Clift & Hancox, 2001), 

psychological (Pacheco & Milhano, 2007; Pitts, 2014; Welch et al., 2014), social, (Busch, 2012; 

Dabback, 2016; Lonsdale & Stewart, 2016), musical (Welch et al., 2009), and educational 

(Heyning, 2010; Mills, 2005; Welch, 2012). Children who engage in choral singing enjoy being 

part of a community of like-minded others and report feeling proud, motivated and more 

confident when singing (Ehrlin, 2016). It has also been found to support childrenôs sense of social 

inclusion and cultivates a positive self-image irrespective of ages, sex or ethnicity (Welch et al., 

2014). Musically, a study of the Sing Up! programme in the UK found that choral singing 

improved the vocal range and vocal development when compared with a control group (Welch et 

al., 2009). Finally, singing nurtures the childôs musical identity, allowing them to see themselves 

as a musician (McCoy, 2012; Pitts, 2000). This myriad of benefits is perhaps one reason why 

teachers participate in and use group singing so regularly in their teaching. 

However, singing within the educational system is not without its shortcomings. Dolloff 

(2013) concedes that choral singing within music education embodies a traditional concept of the 

teacher-led classroom. She writes that ñthe teaching follows the pattern of óteacher initiates, 

student responds, teacher verifiesô. This is a transmission model of teachingò (Dolloff, 2013, p. 

90). This is an interesting observation given the wide range of musical and extra-musical benefits 

linked with singing above, achieved through what some argue is a training and transmission based 
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musical activity (Bowman, 2018; Dolloff, 2013; Kennedy, 2005). While there are arguably many 

benefits to musical training through participation in choral singing, by its nature it is usually led 

by a single conductor with few opportunities for learner agency or creativity (Lamont et al., 

2012). 

Moving beyond the use of singing as an approach for music education, some have 

criticised the absence of coherent structured singing programmes within schools with little 

collaboration between educators and conductors, leading to ñenthusiastic teachers working in 

isolationò (Ashley, 2013, p. 2; Sheil, 2008). Furthermore singing, as alluded to earlier, has 

historically become entangled with political and religious agendas. It has been used to strengthen 

religious faiths across Europe, to promote folk and art music in Kod§lyôs Hungary, and for the 

enculturation of emigrants in America (Bresler, 1995; Folkestad, 2012; Swanwick, 1988). 

Notwithstanding the centrality of singing within many education systems, it is not without its 

limitations and is only one part of a number of possible musical activities and approaches 

available to teachers. 

2.2.5.1 Choral Culture and Choral Music Education 

Throughout the twentieth century, choral singing in Ireland was encouraged and 

developed by various national musical institutions including the Feis Ceoil, the Cork Choral 

Festival and the establishment of the RTÉ choirs. Much of this choral activity has been 

coordinated by Cumann Náisiúnta na gCór (now known as Sing Ireland) which was founded in 

1980 and aimed to ñpromote and develop choral singing in Irelandò (as cited in Sherlock, 2018, p. 

98). Sing Ireland, of which the NCC is a member, continues to lead, enable and connect 

communities of singers in Ireland, and has supported many choirs, including the NCC, through 

the provision of grants for commissioned compositions.  

The NCCôs founding in the 1980s was situated alongside the establishment of many 

important and significant organisations still operating in the Irish choral and music education 

sphere today. These include the founding of the Irish Youth Choir (1982), the Contemporary 

Music Centre (1985), the New Ross Choral Festival (1986) and RT£ôs C·r na nčg childrenôs 

choir (1987) (Sherlock, 2018). This was followed by the establishment of the Kodály Society of 

Ireland in 1993, which introduced among other things summer courses for primary school 

teachers linked to choral singing, as well as an annual choral conducting summer course open to 

primary teachers now led by Sing Ireland at the University of Limerick (Ó Conchubhair, 2022; 

Sherlock, 2018). These organisations demonstrate the strength and vibrancy of the choral culture 

in Ireland around the time of the NCCôs founding. 
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A rich tradition of childrenôs group singing and childrenôs choirs permeate many 

jurisdictions outside of Ireland. These include the many renowned childrenôs choirs worldwide 

including the Glen Ellyn Childrenôs Chorus (USA), Guangzhou Little Petrel Childrenôs Choir 

(China), Los Angeles Childrenôs Choir (USA), National Youth Choir of Great Britain (UK) and 

Tygerberg Childrenôs Choir (South Africa). These choirs are distinct insofar as they are auditioned 

and take place outside of the school context. While they perform repertoire of a very high standard 

and demand choral etiquette and discipline, similar to the NCC, they are specialised in their 

provision of a particular musical experience within a Western choral tradition and do not profess to 

facilitate a wider, generalised form of music education (Dolloff, 2013).    

In comparison, there are classroom singing initiatives that take place within the school day, 

similar in their operation to the NCC, that have been operating in primary schools for many years. 

These include programmes such as Sing Up! (UK), Count Us In (Australia) and Open Schools 

(Denmark). In America there exists a large choral tradition with programmes such as The North 

Wall Choral Development Project and Project Sing! (Dolloff, 2013) developing singing with 

children in schools. Australiaôs Count Us In and Denmarkôs Open Schools promote links between 

schools and community music organisations and schools, with the focus being more on a national 

celebration of singing, marked in Australia with an annual Program Song sung on the National 

Celebration Day (Doyle, 2019, p. 18). The collaboration between community and schools is even 

more evident in the US, with teachers and children side by side in the music making process. This 

enables the children to make their own musical decisions with teachers facilitating, while being 

mentored by a large community of music educators (Dolloff, 2013). Returning across the pond, 

Sing Up! in the UK is perhaps most comparable to the NCC as it is primarily delivered by generalist 

class teachers, has a dedicated collection of songs, and is supported by extensive CPD and digital 

resources to aid the teachers (Doyle, 2019; Welch et al., 2009). It was established to ñreignite 

interest in singingò and includes ñsinging playgroundsò in school yards and a national Sing Up! 

Day held every year (Saunders et al., 2010, p. 76).  

The existence of music programmes such as these demonstrates further the dominant and 

positive role of singing within primary music education, but each programme presents a slightly 

different role of the participating teacher as leader, observer or co-participant in the music 

making. For example, the Sing Up! programme is geared towards the teaching of songs by 

classroom teachers, whereas programmes in the US link teachers, children, and community 

musicians together. Therefore, the foci and emphases of the programmes will be different, as will 

the resulting musical aims, outcomes, and approaches. The NCC, when considered in the 

conclusion of this study, may align with some of these organisations through its structures, 

desired aims and outcomes. This broad picture of the classroom choral traditions leads this review 

to consider the place of song singing within the Irish primary school context.   
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2.2.5.2 Singing within Curriculum and Policy 

The DE teacher guidelines presents this rationale for the inclusion of song singing in the 

primary school curriculum: 

The voice is everyoneôs first instrument. It surpasses all other instruments in terms of 

accessibility, flexibility, portability, and cost. In this respect it forms the key to access to 

music education in the classroom. (GoI, 1999b, p. 70) 

Song Singing is contained within the Performing strand of the curriculum (see Table 2.1) alongside 

Playing Instruments and Literacy. The teacher guidelines acknowledge the link between song 

singing and developing musical literacy through the exploration of the musical elements (GoI, 

1999). As described above, itôs versatility and efficiency as ñeveryoneôs first instrumentò means 

that singing is ñan activity that is within the range of virtually anybody who aspires to itò (Shiel, 

2008, p. 5), while Jeanneret and DeGraffenreid (2012) found that generalist primary school teachers 

feel more comfortable teaching singing than any other area of music. It is unsurprising therefore 

that it has been the dominant musical activity in primary schools for most of the 20th century 

(Stakelum, 2008b). This is reasonable given the efficient mode of delivery and relatively few 

resources required to teach a song, a practical response to the lack of resources and support 

referenced in earlier critiques of Irish music education provision (Benson, 1979; Herron, 1985; 

INTO, 2009).  

 Under the Creative Youth plan, the central place of singing in schools is recognised as a 

key priority in the implementation of the plan (GoI, 2017). Action Point 9 aims to develop a 

strategy with ñkey partners to encourage creative and sustainable engagement with singing and 

choral music for young peopleò, including the establishment of a national singing programme 

(GoI, 2017, p. 28). This, it is argued, could contribute to the delivery of the school curriculum in 

music through singing, alongside advancing other key policy areas such as fostering creativity and 

wellbeing, while also embracing digital technologies to considerably expand the prevalence of 

singing in schools (Doyle, 2019). Therefore, singing could occupy a powerful place within future 

music curricula, particularly through partnerships between schools and programmes such as the 

NCC and others. 

Policies relating to singing in Irish primary schools often draw attention to and inspiration 

from programmes and organisations operating outside of the curricular mesh (Doyle, 2019; 

McCarthy, 1999a; Sheil, 2008). As referred to in the introduction, many choral singing initiatives 

operate in Irish schools and are taught within school time. These include the NCC, the Peace 

Proms, the Hallelujah Chorus, and Dublin Diocesan Laudate programme to name a few (Doyle, 

2019). In addition to the work of class teachers, external partnerships and festivals such as the 

Mary Immaculate College Childrenôs Choir (Kenny et al., 2016), Singfest (Music Generation, 

2020) and the Cór Fhéile (Heneghan, 2001) also encourage and support teacher conductors and 

school choirs.  
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The future of singing in primary schools would appear to centre on the development of a 

National Youth Singing Project, drawing from various aspects of the models outlined above 

(Doyle, 2019). It remains unclear if the aspirations of this Creative Youth singing project will take 

its lead from the programmes like óSing Up!ô in the UK whereby high-quality digital resources 

are made available to teachers who teach songs in their classes or focus more on a partnership 

model between expert musicians outside of the primary school and teachers. Regarding the NCC 

as a possible model, Doyle acknowledges the success of its operating model in that it is led by 

classroom teachers with the support of the MDs as ñadvocates and models of practiceò (2019, pp. 

7, 17).  

One key feature of many singing initiatives outlined here, including the NCC, is their 

focus on what Flynn & Johnston (2016) call performance music education, whereby the aim is to 

produce a performance or concert (Doyle, 2019; Turino, 2008). The DE guidelines state that 

participation in musical events, festivals and choirs are ña very valuable experience for childrené 

[and] can complement rather than replace classroom musicò (GoI, 1999, p. 87; emphasis added). 

This suggests that singing within schools ought to contribute to the lived music education of 

students rather than take the place of the curriculum aims and objectives in primary schools. 

Recalling the models of music education considered in the theoretical framework, it may be 

problematic that many singing programmes, which are very popular and successful within 

schools, adopt a transmission-based, teacher-led model of musical learning focused on preparing 

learners for a final concert or performance. Conversely, given the limited time available to music 

within a busy curriculum, it may be unrealistic to participate in these ñvaluable experiencesò 

while also ensuring the content of the curriculum as it is outlined by the DE is taught (GoI, 1999b; 

INTO, 2009). Furthermore, the efficient nature of participation focused on producing a music 

performance is valued by many and may be an accepted trade off by teachers and schools (Flynn 

& Johnston, 2016; Turino, 2008). Therefore, it is argued that any future singing project or 

curriculum redesign should utilise singing as a ñpedagogical toolò within a broader, contemporary 

approach to music education (Doyle, 2019, p. 36).  

In this section, the historical, curricular and policy developments of music education in 

Irish primary schools have been discussed. This includes an overview of the main curriculum 

developments and changes that took place in tandem with the social and political contexts of the 

late 20th century. In addition, the current policy and curricular trends within Irish primary schools 

were examined, including the ongoing revision of the primary school curriculum and the 

centrality of partnership organisations such as Creative Ireland and MG in government policy. 

Various contemporary perspectives on music education were considered, including the success of 

partnerships in music education, the facilitation of creative and agentic methodologies and 

approaches in primary school music classrooms, and the conceptualisation of a culturally 

responsive form of music education that is inclusive, authentic and learner-led. Finally, the place 
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of singing and choral music in music education was explored, including the challenges and 

limitations of singing as a model of music education and the possible provision of a national 

singing programme under the Creative Ireland umbrella. As the NCC is focused almost 

exclusively on performance through group singing, it is argued that singing benefits students both 

in their musical learning and across wider dimensions, while being primarily teacher-led and 

product focused. In any event, the centrality of singing as an activity within the Irish primary 

school demonstrates an opportunity for singing to be a substantial part of future curriculum 

development. These historical and contemporary, traditional, and innovative approaches to music 

education and choral singing will be problematised further in this chapter and alongside the data 

in the discussion later in this thesis.  

 

2.3 Problematising Participation in Music Education 

This section explores further the issues and challenges facing musical education and 

teacher participation and will problematise teachersô musical learning and the multiple identities 

of teacher musicians. The challenges that impact the nature of teacher participation as a form of 

learning include the poor provision of teacher musical CPD and the perceived lack of confidence 

among generalist teachers. Then the ambiguous identity formation and negotiation of teachersô 

musical, teacher, professional and personal identities will be explored. as well as the outsourcing 

of music education to perceived specialist music teachers. Finally, the broader systemic issues 

impeding the evolution of music education such as the dominance of WAM, the poor status of 

music and the enculturation possibilities of music education will be examined. The tensions and 

issues explored here relating to teacher participation in music education will inform the 

conceptual framework presented in the next chapter and influence the interpretation of the multi-

dimensional nature and significance of participation.  

 

2.3.1 Perspectives on Teachersô Musical Learning and CPD 

As the NCC summer course is one of the primary entry points into participation in the choir, and 

is a sanctioned CPD course by the DE, it is useful to consider the issues relating specifically to the 

musical learning of teachers. Considering musical learning as it appears in the literature, this 

section explores two perspectives whereby teacherôs musical learning is obstructed: and the 

perceived lack of confidence among generalist primary teachers and the problematic provision of 

teacher CPD in general and poor provision of CPD in primary school music in particular. 

 As has been argued above in the Irish context, music education in primary schools has 

long been viewed as inadequate (Benson, 1979; Herron, 1985; INTO, 2009; Kenny, 2010; 

OôCallaghan, 2003; Stakelum, 2008b). Many of these studies and policy documents report a 

consistent lack of confidence in teaching music among primary school teachers, which has been 
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noted in many Western primary school contexts (Biasutti et al., 2015; Gubbins, 2021; Hennessy, 

2017; Holden & Button, 2006; Seddon & Biasutti, 2008), and in the Irish primary school system 

since the middle of the 20th century (Grennan, 2017; B. Walsh 2012, 2016). The reasons for low 

musical confidence include the perceived inadequate music education classes provided in ITE 

institutions and therefore the lack of musical knowledge and skills among the generalist teacher 

population (Benson, 1979; Herron, 1985; INTO, 2009; OôCallaghan, 2003). In addition to this, a 

lack of practical experience teaching music as student teachers (Hennessy, 2000, 2017) and the 

perceived specialised nature of music as a subject further limits teachersô confidence (Gubbins, 

2021; Holden & Button, 2006; Partington, 2018). The importance of teacher confidence and 

competence levels was noted by research in the UK, with Saunders et al. finding ñthe quality of 

pupil achievement [in music] inevitably reflected the teacherôs confidence as a musicianò (2010, 

p. 73). The implication being that even with transformative, progressive music education models, 

a lack of confidence could block any meaningful teacher learning through participation.   

CPD has often been heralded as the answer to poor musical subject knowledge and 

confidence (INTO, 2009; McAuliffe, 2004; Mills, 1989). In the Irish context, CPD is frequently 

associated with curriculum change mandated by policy rather than responding to the needs of 

teachers (Dolan, 2012). Historically and currently, most compulsory CPD is in the form of in-

service training days for teachers delivering new curricula, most recently with the introduction of 

the new Primary Language Curriculum. This notion of CPD is aligned with what Kennedy 

describes as a training model with the aim of ñintroducing new knowledgeò (2005, p. 238). 

Recently in Ireland, this training model of CPD has come under increased scrutiny and future 

policy advocates for life-long learning, professional learning communities and reflexive practice 

to be at the heart of teacher learning (Dolan, 2012; Grennan, 2017) and policy (Dolan, 2012; The 

Teaching Council [TC], 2012, 2016). This renewed focus on a dynamic model of teacher 

education is more in-line with policy elsewhere (Gray, 2004; Kennedy, 2005; Tarc, 2012), 

however its implementation has yet to be studied. Furthermore, reflecting on the historic rhetoric 

of change outlined earlier, it remains unclear if a shift from transmission-based learning to 

transformational teacher participation in learning will realistically occur in the Irish CPD 

landscape.  

Unfortunately, music and the arts within Irish CPD is poorly attended to, remaining 

absent from the six key learning areas identified as necessary for teachers in the new national 

CPD framework (TC, 2016). The DE announced in 2022 that new summer courses could only be 

sanctioned in the areas of literacy and numeracy and special education due to an ñover 

representationò of other curricular areas (Drumcondra Education Centre, 2022). A recent informal 

audit found that in 2022, out of 188 summer courses across 12 education centres, only four 

offered a music course, with six music courses being offered in 2019 (Usher, 2022). This would 

appear to stand in opposition to the over-representation reported by the DE and supports claims 
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that music education is under-resourced within the Irish primary school context (INTO, 2009; 

McAuliffe , 2004). This claim of under-resourcing extends to post-primary level too as Bowe has 

accused the DE of ñdeserting its peopleò in the provision of supports and guidance in music 

education (2016, p. 21). 

Powell (2019) argues that change in music education must be a ñbottom-up endeavourò 

with teachers and students conceiving the changes necessary and therefore informing policy. To 

deliver this level of change, McCarthy (1999b) recommends that teachersô musical learning 

should draw on their own experiences, aligning with theories of socio-cultural learning outlined 

earlier (Lave, 2009; Lave & Wenger, 1991). Considering teachersô (and childrenôs) musical 

learning, Green advocates for (2002) and successfully implements (2008) informal learning 

practices in post-primary music classrooms as a way of engaging and enhancing musical learning. 

She recommends that teachers embrace the learning styles of popular musicians by encouraging 

group learning, aural imitation, the integration of listening, performing, and composing, and 

giving students control over the choices of musical genres. In this way, the teachers become 

musical learners alongside the students, rather than relying on traditional, top-down approaches in 

both CPD music programmes and in teacher-student interactions. These different emphases on 

how learning takes place for both teachers and children reflect the ambiguous aim of music 

education outlined in the beginning of the thesis.  

Building on the work of Green, Pitts argues that such informal learning settings are 

usually viewed as incompatible with formal classroom music. Her review of the literature on 

learning through participation reveals that ñschool music education has much to learn from these 

óoutsideô contexts where high levels of motivation and commitment reveal musical learning 

processes at their most effectiveò (Pitts, 2007, p. 770). Therefore, teacherôs musical learning may 

involve looking outside of the constraints of the current learning environments and frameworks 

and considering amalgamating these inside and outside school musics. McCarthy provides a 

vision for teacherôs professional development in music that many CPD programmes, including the 

NCC, could aspire to: ñTapping the musical impulses of these teachers or student teachers, 

nurturing their self-confidence, building their self-identity as musicians, and developing in them a 

personal conviction of the value of music in their own lives and in their students' education ought 

to be the main goals of preservice and in-service education for primary teachersò (1999b, p. 47).  

 

2.3.2 Identi ty and Teacher Participation  

Having considered how teacher participation can be viewed as a form of learning, it is 

argued that teacher participation in an organisation such as the NCC can become an important 

part of oneôs identity and contribute to oneôs sense of belonging within a community. People have 

many concurrent identities (as I outlined in my personal background in the introduction) and the 
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literature argues that various events of participation and experiences help shape our sense of 

identity (Wenger, 1998). Wenger writes that identity is shaped by practice and participation, 

characterised as ñlived, negotiated, social and a learning processò (Wenger, 1998, p. 163). In this 

way, identity formation is never complete but emerges and evolves from learning through 

experience and working with others, implying a link between learning and identity. 

Regarding teacher identity, Akkerman and Meijer explain its formation as a dialogical 

process, during which a teacher engages in an ñongoing process of negotiating and interrelating 

multiple 'I' positions in such a way that a more or less coherent and consistent sense of self is 

maintainedò (2011, p. 315). In this context, the multiple óIô positions might include a musician, a 

teacher, a school leader, an audience member, etc. The ongoing negotiation process starts in the 

home and continues right throughout teachersô lives. These multiple positions all impact the 

nature of teacher participation, the purpose of teacher participation and the significance of teacher 

participation, with multiple identities developing and evolving as teachers question, rationalise 

and challenge their own experiences. 

When referring to music education, the factors that influence the formation of identity 

have been recognised by the literature, with the values, tastes, skills, knowledge, and dispositions 

of teachers impacting their own understanding of their musical identity and shaping the musical 

identities of those they teach (Green, 2011; Gubbins, 2021; Lamont, 2002; Murray, 2022; Pitts et 

al., 2015; Welch et al., 2009). Folkestad (2012) goes further, claiming that musical identity is also 

influenced by personal factors such as experiences, age and gender, alongside broader societal, 

cultural, religious and national contexts. McCarthy (1999) writes about how oneôs identity 

emerges from local traditions, national identity, and common musical interests within 

communities. She writes about organisations such as Comhaltas Ceoltóirí Éireann and the Gaelic 

League in the Irish context that use communities to transmit musical traditions and develop a 

growing sense of national identity (McCarthy, 1999). In short the entire socio-cultural context of 

oneôs past and present experiences impacts their personal and professional identity. 

Considering the multiple identities of principals as teachers, leaders and, in some cases, 

participants in music education, the literature has found that they are often the main ñgatekeepersò 

to the school and thus they can have a significant impact on the musical traditions and music 

education approaches adopted within schools (Finnerty, 2017; Murray, 2022). In her study, 

Murray (2022) found that a principal who was a classical trained musician was more likely to sign 

up to a string performance programme, fulfilling a personal desire to have an orchestra within 

their school. She also found that a change of principal could lead to a pivot in the schoolôs music 

making, for example from WAM towards Irish traditional music, demonstrating the potential 

impact of oneôs identity on the musical landscape of schools. The negotiation and manifestation 

of principalsô musical identities through the musical outputs and activities of their schools, leads 
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to the reinforcement of their personal, professional and musical identities through the promotion 

of familiar and valued musical practices (Bowe, 2016; Murray, 2022). This may be problematic if 

the power and influence of the principal as school leader dampens teachersô expression of their 

identity and sense of agency to facilitate their own vision of music education.  

 Returning to the importance of community discussed above, Wenger (1998) writes about 

the concept of belonging within a community and how identity formation is shaped by three 

distinct modes of belonging: through engagement, imagination, and alignment. In these ways, a 

sense of belonging is formed through engagement with others who have a common interest, 

imagination of the possibilities of participation and reimagination of oneôs identity, and alignment 

with the perspectives and systems of a community who share a sense of purpose. These modes of 

belonging can be positive in encouraging participation but also problematic in maintaining the 

status quo through alignment with static communities. To summarise, there are personal attributes 

and experiences that shape oneôs musical identity alongside broader societal and systemic 

influences. These factors are reminiscent of the historical and socio-cultural contexts which 

underpin the theoretical basis of participation under investigation in this study.  

The term musician is often used narrowly as only representing one who plays a musical 

instrument, possessing some ñinnate talentò or a ñmusical earò (Seddon & Biasutti, 2008). The 

work of Kingsbury (1988) and Perkins (2013a) found that musical talent is often viewed as fixed 

and a prerequisite to the adoption of the title of musician. Bernard (2004) in his study of 

secondary music teachers found that some viewed musician and teacher identity as separate, while 

others shared their personal musical identities through their professional teaching lives. Similarly, 

regarding the perennial question of who should teach music, a specialist or a generalist classroom 

teacher (Hallam et al., 2009; Holden & Button, 2006; Seddon & Biasutti, 2008), the innateness of 

musical talent can reinforce the idea music is for the ñgifted few in the minds of both teachers and 

childrenò (Partington, 2018, p. 159, emphasis in original). Therefore, in this section the multiple 

co-existing identities of musician and teacher, and specialist and generalist music teachers will be 

reflected upon in the context of teacher participation through these multiple identities. 

2.3.2.1 ñMultiple óIô Positionsò 

The existence of both teacher and musician identities, as well as teachersô professional 

and personal identities, contribute to the nature and significance of teacher participation. 

Bernardôs study referenced earlier, examined post-primary teachers in ITE and asked whether 

they were ñmusic teachers or musician-teachers?ò (Bernard, 2004, p. 283). In seeking to elicit 

which identity emerges as dominant among participants, she found that teachers tended to either 

keep their teacher and musician identity separate, respectively alongside a professional-personal 

divide, or synthesise the two through the incorporation of personal, music making activities as 

part of their teaching. In a similar context, Hargreaves et al. (2003) found that two types of 
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identities emerge for music teachers: ñmusic in identitiesò whereby music personally impacts 

oneôs sense of identity, and ñidentities in musicò which refers to the professional way in which 

individuals work in music as teachers, performers, listeners, etc. Their extensive research project 

with post primary student music teachers found conflicting identities emerged in their ITE 

influenced by the context in which their engaged in music (i.e., viewing performing musicians as 

one identity distinct from the classroom music teacher) and the genres and musical activities they 

engaged in (i.e., popular, out-of-school music or formal, school performances) (Hargreaves et al., 

2003, p. 178). As a result, there is no consensus whether teachers embrace both their musician and 

teacher identity or keep them separate. Furthermore, as alluded to above, some teachers feel 

unworthy of the title musician due to the perceived specialist nature of music education which 

manifests in what I term the specialist versus generalist debate.  

Much literature has considered the role of specialist teachers operating within primary 

schools (Gubbins, 2021; Hallam et. al., 2009; Holden & Button, 2006; Partington, 2018). It is the 

view of some that generalist music teachers view music as too specialised to teach, and therefore 

they pass the task to someone else (Hallam et al., 2009; Holden & Button, 2006; Seddon & 

Biasutti, 2008). Positively, the use of specialist music teachers inside schools has been noted for 

raising the profile of music among the school community, allowing other teachers to upskill and 

challenge their own perceived shortcomings and weaknesses in music, while also engaging them 

in team teaching and mentoring (Gubbins, 2021; Hallam et al., 2009; Plummeridge, 1991). 

However, Partington found in her examination of partnerships in UK primary schools that 

specialist teachers can also negatively impact generalist class teachers by ñeroding their already 

fragile musical confidenceò (2018, p. 161). McCarthy summarises the debate placing teachers on 

a continuum ñranging from the generalist teacher, whose attitude to, self-confidence in, and 

competence to teach music leads him or her to pay minimal attention to music in the curriculum, 

to the specialist teacher who approaches the subject as a discrete discipline, isolated from other 

learningò (1999b, p. 47).  

An interesting consideration for this study is where do teachers reside on these continua 

from specialist to generalist, or musician to teacher, and what effect do these multiple óIô positions 

have on their participation in the NCC. In advocating for teacher partnerships in music education 

Kenny (2017) hopes that through a social process of participation and learning over time, 

specialist musicians and music teachers working within classrooms could help to build 

competence and knowledge, and therefore foster confidence within generalist teachers. However, 

as some have suggested (Fahy & Kenny, 2021; Kenny, 2014; Partington, 2018), teacher-specialist 

partnerships can be ineffective due to the specialist replacing the teacher in the classroom, which 

must be kept in mind when considering the potential outcomes from teacher participation and 

where they may reinforce differences in identity and inequalities in participation.   
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2.3.2.2 ñBadge of Identityò 

Hargreaves and Marshall (2003) wrote that different values, tastes, and genres in music are a 

ñbadge of identityò that underpins the manifestation and understanding of teachersô identities. 

These embodied principles are influenced by their past and outside school experiences. This 

badge of identity can be problematic when one considers how participation can further reinforce 

oneôs identity and reaffirm dispositions and practices valued or inherited by teachers (Pellegrino, 

2014). Kelly-McHale (2013) found that even when teachers are very open and aware of the 

diverse needs of their classroom, they can often default to replicating their own musical 

experiences in their teaching. Stakelum found that teachers ñtended to reproduce the practices 

which they valued as relevant in their own livesò, usually supporting their own understanding of a 

musical identity (2008a, p. 99).  

Building on the discussion of multiple identities above, a teacher who themselves plays 

an instrument is highly likely to participate in musical activities that involve instruments and 

reinforce the idea that musician equals instrumentalist (Seddon & Biasutti, 2008). Similarly, 

Swanwick asserts that teachers who have been musically trained in a particular genre are very 

confident in passing on this knowledge ñwithin these traditional boundariesò (1988, p. 12).  In the 

context of this research, these traditional boundaries can be understood as teacherôs comfort in 

their habitus of participation, leading perhaps to the maintenance of the status quo in their 

conceptualisation of music education. Identity therefore can be influenced by members of a 

community who encourage Wengerôs sense of alignment and belonging stemming from 

participation, potentially passing on a badge of identity that is static, hegemonic and ñblind and 

disempoweringò (1998, p. 181). 

Bourdieuôs concept of habitus is rich in explaining the solace people feel in the familiar, 

but authors such as Green (2008) and Prior (2013) write of how in musical terms, habitus is often 

synonymous with issues of social class, elitism and ñóhighô and ólowô musical culturesò (Green, 

2008, p. 3). As alluded to earlier, the badge of identity earned, acquired, or reinforced through 

participation in a particular activity or programme, may strengthen a sense of musical identity that 

is exclusive and narrow, rather than inspiring a reimagining or transformation of identity and 

practice (Wright, 2015b). When considered alongside the view of musical learning being beyond 

the reach of generalist teachers, this exclusive identity could further negatively impact the wider 

musical education landscape in schools. As Wright explains in her examination of Bourdieuôs 

theoretical concepts within music education: ñAny hope for music education to play even a small 

role in a more socially just society must lie in changing such structuresò (i.e., habitus and field) 

(2015a, p. 354). The influence of past experiences on teacher identity, and therefore teacher 

dispositions, practices and habitus are an important consideration when critiquing the nature and 

significance of participation in the NCC. 



 

 59      

In summary, the extent to which teachersô personal and professional identities as 

musicians and teachers are separate, cohabitate, or assimilate will impact the identity formation 

and reimagination that can occur through participation. Similarly, the positioning of teachersô own 

identity within the classroom as a generalist or a specialist music teacher, and how this interacts 

with their sense of what a musician is or should be, affects the nature of participation. In this 

study, where the NCC programme develops, endorses, or challenges teachersô multiple identities 

and pre-existing badges of identity will be explored in response to the data later. However, the 

literature reveals a complex picture, and notably, a dearth of research investigating the musical 

identities of primary school teachers which this study hopes to contribute to. 

    

2.3.3 The Dominance of Western Art Music  

Having considered the challenges facing participation on the level of teachers (i.e., 

teacher learning and teacher identity), this final section will consider deeper, systemic problems 

affecting participation in music education, particularly at primary level, beginning with the 

problematic issue of music genre in music education systems and curricula. Western Art Music 

(WAM) as it is referred to in this study, represents the classical music of the past 400 years 

centred around Western Europe primarily ñas the pinnacle of a musical pyramid, below which are 

the other kinds of musicò (Nettl, 2001). This culturally dominant classical or folk music is usually 

notated and absolute, forming the ñschool musicò of curricula distinct from music experienced 

outside school. (Green, 2002). This music has a high social value and represents the primarily 

white, middle-class values of Western cultures that permeate many school systems in the Western 

world (Kelly-McHale, 2013). 

Historically, the genres of music present in primary and secondary school classrooms 

have been a controversial topic (Green, 2002; T. Walsh, 2016). As discussed earlier, the teaching 

of WAM in classrooms is often seen as a cultivating act with a civilising aim (Green, 2006). For 

example, WAM was encouraged after World War II with the aim that music instruction based on 

Western values could civilise the next generation (Green, 2006; McCarthy, 1999a). Immediately 

the construct of capital is appropriate here as WAM represents a cultural good that has been 

perceived to improve oneôs status in society. Therefore, much of the literature finds that WAM is 

portrayed as a better form of cultural capital (Green, 2002; 2008; OôToole, 2013), and demands 

greater respect, prominence and notoriety in education systems.  

A study conducted in the late 1980s in the UK found that, while most teachers included 

both WAM and more popular styles of music within their teaching, the rationale for each genreôs 

inclusion was vastly different (Green, 2002). WAM was taught to develop musical technique, to 

encourage lifelong learning through music, and to expose children to musical works they would 

not otherwise be exposed to, thus improving them as citizens (Green, 2011; Perkins, 2013b; Pitts 
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& Robinson, 2016). In contrast, popular music was to be used as a treat or break from more 

demanding genres, and to include children of ñlow abilityò (Green, 2002, pp. 137ï138). 

Moreover, Jaffurs identified a perceived hierarchy of musical styles that influenced teachersô 

planning in music: ñ[Teachersô] approach to using popular music, however, was similar to giving 

a child candy. You know itôs not good for them, but once in a while wonôt hurt them too muchò 

(2004, p. 190). It is clear therefore that an inequity exists between music genres and repertoire as 

a form of capital. All genres can be thought of as an embodied form of cultural capital, however 

the value placed on one (i.e., WAM) over another (i.e., popular music) reveals much about the 

nature of capital exchange through teacher participation. The use of popular music in the 

classroom to encourage participation and engage learners could also represent a form of social 

capital, building positive associations within the field of music education, but with a different 

focus to the more important ñschool musicò genres. In this way, teacher participation in an 

organisation such as the NCC is problematic when one considers the different uses, types and 

values of capital exchanged. 

As outlined earlier, teachers are often influenced by their own musical and educational 

backgrounds (Stakelum, 2008a; Welch, 2010), and a higher status may therefore be granted to 

WAM within musical lessons and activities. This is arguably problematic as the types of music 

that both primary and secondary school children engage with outside of school are often absent in 

formal music lessons (Barton & Riddle, 2021; Green, 2002, 2006). Across primary (Murray, 

2022), secondary (Bowe, 2016; Spruce, 2015) and tertiary levels (Talty, 2019), it has been noted 

that even if a wide range of genres are included within a music programme, they are often filtered 

through traditional, notation based, WAM aesthetic and the resulting performance lacks 

authenticity (e.g. a jazz standard including an improvisational break performed as a notated, 

SATB arrangement in a concert hall rather than a jazz club). This could give the appearance of a 

well-balanced mix of musical genres, while also reinforcing the hierarchies between WAM and 

other musical genres (Nettl, 2017). Talty (2019) advocates for the dismantling of traditional 

canons of music, through the exploration of diverse, inclusive and cultural relevant repertoire in 

schools. Therefore, a key finding across the literature is that not only are songs from the WAM 

tradition more dominant and respected within the formal music curricula of Western countries, 

but other styles of music are distilled through a classical lens, conforming to standards such as 

notation and instrumentation and often neglecting the socio-cultural context of the genre.  

Pitts notes that the teachersô commitment to a musical genre or experience is often due to 

their ñdevotion to a genre with a perceived lack of appreciation in the broader communityò (Pitts, 

2005, p. 142). This reinforces the findings earlier that teachers can often be content in their 

habitus and community, and work innocently towards the preservation and promotion of a 

particular type of capital. Green (2006) reflecting on her earlier work in this area acknowledges 

that much has been done to close the gap between WAM and other musics in UK classrooms, 
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however, a deeper consideration of the authentic integration of contemporary and non-Western 

genres into music education is required to expand the concept of capital that is currently promoted 

in schools and initiatives. The challenge facing music education therefore is ñthe breakdown of 

the school music canon of repertoireò and widening the types of capital valued by teachers and 

offered to students (McCarthy, 2018, p. 54). In this study, the findings relating to the repertoire 

and how it shapes the nature of participation, particularly considering the literature explored here, 

is significant in understanding the nature and significance of the NCC as a phenomenon operating 

within contemporary primary schools. Also, the power implications of participation as explored in 

the introduction are further evidenced here in teachersô and schoolôs alignment with or 

challenging of problematic issues such as the dominance of WAM in 21st-century school 

programmes.  

 

2.3.4 Enculturation through Participation  

Reflecting on all the issues relating to teacher participation in music education outlined 

thus far, the challenges relating to teacher learning, teachersô identity formation and negotiation, 

and the problematic dominance of valued capital and the resulting disabling of creativity and 

authenticity, this section considers how teachers and children may undergo a process of 

enculturation through participation. It is argued here that a process of enculturation through music 

education places teacher participation as a vehicle that can either transmit musical knowledge or 

transform music education within the primary school, depending on the nature of this 

participation.  

McCarthy defines enculturation as ñthe generational transmission of cultural knowledge, 

skills and valuesò (1999a, p. 13). She asserts that ñof all the arts, music is perhaps the most 

sensitive indicator of the culture and is most closely tied to the subconscious attitude and 

assumptions on which we build our lives within a societyò (McCarthy, 1999a, p. 17). Reflecting 

on the socio-cultural learning that underpins the consideration of participation in this research, the 

societal values and cultural views inform the ñhidden curriculumò that exists within education and 

schooling (Bresler, 1998). As explored earlier, the political views and historical fabric of a system 

(Ho, 2010; T. Walsh, 2016), alongside the attitudes and tastes of parents and family members, all 

contribute to the process of enculturation (Campbell, 2011; Cawley, 2013, 2021; Murray, 2022). 

In her recent work on enculturation in Irish traditional music, Cawley (2013, 2021) found that 

musical learning and enculturation occurs in an ñecosystemò, within a negotiated community of 

musical practice. Therefore, through the very nature of the word, enculturation in education is 

related to the cultural, historical, societal, and political influences on education, and in the case of 

this study, on teacher participation. 
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The process of enculturation through education outlined here is neither positive nor 

negative, but neutral. In Greenôs work with popular musicians, enculturation is understood as an 

organic process emerging through informal learning practices, as evidenced in this example: 

ñTerry, who never had an instrumental lesson in his life ... provides the best example for how 

listening as part of enculturation can turn slowly and imperceptibly into an ability both to 

reproduce accurate covers and to improvise with feeling and technical proficiencyò (Green, 2002, 

p. 66). She endorses listening as an essential learning activity and in the example here, looks 

favourably on the enculturation of Terry into a particular musical experience and genre through 

immersing himself in the culture of aural replication, a culture she feels may be absent in more 

formal, notation-based practices (Green, 2002, 2006). In a similar way, Cawley explains how 

participation a musical community ñdoes not require conformity. On the contrary, debate 

stimulates critical discourse and promotes vibrant communities of practiceò (2021, p. 6). Many 

classical musicians perform in the style of their teachers or mentors, with their musical learning, 

identity and capital informed by the culture of their habitus (e.g., their particular conservatoire) 

(Nettl, 1995). Therefore, participation in music involves some process of enculturation in that 

participants are engaging musically with what is negotiated and embodied within the culture, 

repertoire, curriculum, and community. 

Problematically, music education can therefore become a reproductive cycle for learners, 

influenced by the hidden curriculum that is transmitted by teachers and society (Bresler, 1998; 

Wright, 2015b). Small wrote that the dominant musical culture is sometimes promoted as the only 

sort of ñreal musicò, meaning that those who do not identify with it are viewed as not musical 

(1998, p. 212). Finnerty found that in the Irish primary schools in her research, music education 

often focused ñprimarily on preparing repertoire for performance such as religious ceremonies, 

local festivals and national music competitions and eventsò (2017, p. 219). This is reminiscent of 

the religious and nationalistic rationale for music education in the early 20th century, which still 

permeates as a vehicle for enculturation in some school contexts today.  

Without the inclusion of diverse musical genres and experiences, some learners may be 

excluded from meaningful participation, reinforcing capital hierarchies within a culture (Pitts, 

2012). Therefore, enculturation through musical communities such as classrooms, musical groups 

and online spaces are settings where the meaning, senses of identity and boundaries of society, are 

passed on and protected (Cawley, 2013; McCarthy, 1999a; Ward, 2019).  

Stakelum outlines the difficulties that emerge through the enculturation process which 

will be reflected on in the consideration of teacher participation as it emerges from this research:  

Each teacher [has] a legacy of cultural practice on which to draw. Their attitude to the 

cultural practices [is] shaped by their own formative experiences and ranged from 

negative to positive. From this legacy they have selected which of these cultural practices 

and skills are worth reproducing in their practice. They tended to reproduce the practices 
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which they valued as relevant in their own lives and considered to hold cultural capital for 

the pupils they teach. (2008a, p. 99) 

 In summary, teacher learning is limited by an absence of policy support and poor musical 

CPD that focuses traditionally on a transmission-based model of learning rather than encouraging 

more agentic, creative learning opportunities for teachers. Teachersô identities and how these 

identities are formed, challenged, and reinforced through participation is also problematic, with 

teachers often content in the habitus of participation reinforcing their ñbadge of identityò 

(Hargreaves & Marshall, 2003). The existence of ñmultiple óIô positionsò (Akkerman & Meijer, 

2011, p. 311) and pre-existing inadequacies of viewing oneself as a musician or a specialist music 

teacher suggests personal and professional identities as musicians and teachers that can be 

separate, co-exist or assimilate impacting the positive or problematic outcome of identity that 

occurs through participation. On a broader level, participation can encourage the reproduction of 

existing practices, the reinforcement of dominant cultural norms and the maintenance of power 

through alignment with like-minded others in a community and with broader societal values and 

dispositions. WAM continues to remain the dominant capital exchanged within many school 

systems and this has the potential to lead to an enculturation process of learners through the 

absence of access to alternative forms and genres of music making within schools.  

The final section of this literature review will examine the organisation structures that are 

used to explore and critique participation, drawing on two main writers Wengerôs (1998) CoP 

structures that were introduced in the introductory chapter and Engestrºmôs (1999; 2001) Cultural 

Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) which frames the NCC as an organisation and allows for the 

interpretation and investigation of the various tensions and contradictions that emerge from 

teacher participation and interactions in the discussion.   

 

2.4 Organisational Structures for Participation  

As already outlined, the aim of this research is to investigate the nature and significance of 

teacher participation in the NCC and as the choir is an organisation, an important part of the study 

will be describing how it is organised and how its structures impact participation. Moreover, the 

multi-dimensional nature of participation alluded to thus far emerges from the interaction of 

teachers within the NCC as an organisation and therefore by understanding and investigating 

participation in the NCC on an organisational level, the research can then interpret the nature and 

significance of these various trajectories of participation using the conceptual framework 

contained in the Chapter 3.   

 In this section, the various trajectories of participation will be considered as they emerge 

in Wengerôs (1998) CoP theory. In doing this, a brief overview of CoP as a structure for 

participation and learning will be provided, outlining the various trajectories of participation 
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within the theory and problematising where CoP falls short in framing the NCC as an 

organisation. Following this, Engestrºmôs (1999, 2001) CHAT model is presented and described 

as the underpinning organisational structure of this research. Important parts of the CHAT 

framework and its use in music education research are discussed, with particular attention drawn 

to the usefulness of contradictions and tensions as mediators of action and possible generators of 

change. In particular, the constructs of Community and Division of Labour within CHAT are 

discussed for their relevance to the nature of this study and how they build on the shortcomings of 

CoP theory. Engestrºmôs model will provide the framework through which the interactions of 

teacher participants in the NCC are explored and critiqued, through its organisation of the 

conceptual framework in the next chapter. 

  

2.4.1 Participation in a Community of Practice (CoP) 

Communities of Practice (CoP) have been used to understand organisational and teacher 

learning in a variety of contexts (Blankenship & Ruona, 2007; Ehrlin, 2016; Grennan, 2017; 

Kenny, 2010; Perkins, 2013a; Teague & Anfara, 2012) and despite being a relatively new model 

for teacher learning in the Irish educational landscape, they are becoming more favourable among 

teachers (de Paor & Murphy, 2018; Grennan, 2017), researchers (Kennedy, 2014; Vescio et al., 

2008) and policy makers (TC, 2016). Various concepts explored in the theoretical framework and 

literature review of this study are drawn from or form part of CoP theory including participation, 

identity, community, belonging, power and learning (Wenger, 1998).  

In the area of music education, Kenny (2014, 2016) has expanded the CoP model to 

consider the socio-cultural perspective of musical learning and experience within a community. 

She uses Bourdieuôs socio-cultural concepts, as this study does, to draw insights relating to 

musical learning and practice from a partnership between a third-level institution and a local 

school. Building on her work, Cawley (2021) uses Kennyôs communities of musical practice to 

explore beyond a theoretical ñutopic collective of musiciansò and examine the Irish traditional 

music community as a CoP filled with discourse and debate (2021, p. 6). Wenger similar cautions 

against an overly positive reading of community as a  concept, instead suggesting that 

ñdisagreement, challenges, and competition can all be forms of participationò (1998, p. 77). 

Given this studyôs focus on participation, CoP view learning through participation as a 

ñcontinual cycle between novices and mastersò involving various levels of participation 

depending on the experience level of participants (Pollard & Alexander, 2019, p. 311). Wenger 

explains how participation can evolve through engagement in a CoP:  
 

When newcomers join a community of practice, generational discontinuities spread 

through multiple levels; relations shift in a cascading processéLast yearôs trainee now 

helps the new traineeéYou suddenly see all that you have learned because you are in a 

position to help someone. (1998, p. 90) 
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In the context of this research, a similar trajectory of participation is evident. Like any 

organisation, the NCC membership includes what the literature terms ñexpertsò or ñold-timersò 

who have experience through repeated participation in the programme, and ñnovicesò or 

ñnewcomersò who seek to participate in the programme, usually under the apprenticeship of the 

established community (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). Legitimate Peripheral 

Participation, coined by Lave and Wenger, provides a way to ñspeak about the relations between 

newcomers and old-timersé[and] process by which newcomers become part of a community of 

practiceò (1991, p. 29). They explain how, rather than simply being a simple link between 

working and learning through apprenticeships, CoP involves ñparticipation as a way of learning ï 

of both absorbing and being absorbed in ï óthe culture of practiceôò (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 

95). Therefore, these various members are involved in the culture of an organisation, and exist 

through various ñperipheral forms of participationò (Wenger, 1998, pp. 117ï118). The four forms 

of participation considered by Wenger are outlined below and they represent and conceptualise 

the different levels of teacher participation in the NCC: 

 

ǒ Full Participation:  Also known as an insider 

ǒ Full Non-Participation:  Also known as an outsider. 

ǒ Peripherality: Participation enabled by non-participation, which may lead to full 

participation. 

ǒ Marginality:  Participation restricted by non-participation, which may lead to non-

membership of the community or to a marginal position 

(1998, p. 167) 

These levels of participation are useful in understanding the nature of teacher participation 

through the various domains of participation investigated in this study. The consideration of how 

participation as a form of learning, identity, power, and capital may differ for insiders, outsiders, 

peripheral or marginal participants will be significant in drawing conclusions and implications 

from this research for teachers, the NCC and the wider education sphere.  

 Wenger (1998) further describes the trajectories of various forms of participation, which 

further influence the nature and significance of participation. These trajectories are represented in 

the diagram below (Figure 2.1) 
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 Figure 2.1: The Trajectories of Participation (adapted from Wenger, 1998, p. 167) 

 

An inbound trajectory suggests a participant who views Full Participation as the ultimate 

outcome of participation (e.g., a first-time teacher in the NCC learning through participation with 

the goal of becoming an expert member). These participants may initially reside on the periphery 

but are still enabled to learn as their identity is shaped through participation. Conversely, Wenger 

(1998) argues that members can either choose to or be forced to remain in a marginal position. 

They may wish to remain outsiders or at the periphery (e.g., a principal who facilitates but does 

not have any direct involvement in, the NCC) or be kept outside due to other limitations or 

contradictions within the community or culture (e.g., the lack of a particular type of capital or a 

different set of values of what music education should entail). In a similar way, progression to full 

participation may be conditional on alignment with the communityôs values and practices through 

a process of enculturation as discussed earlier. In any case, Wengerôs description of participantsô 

trajectories is useful in interpreting the nature of teacher participation and the desired form of 

level of teacher participation and their corresponding agency and responsibility within the 

organisation, as will be discussed alongside the data later.  

2.4.1.1 Problematising Communities of Practice 

While the different forms and trajectories of participation in CoP theory frame much of 

the understanding of the multiple levels of teacher participation in the NCC, there are limits to the 

usefulness in drawing comparisons between participation in a CoP and participation in the NCC. 

Firstly, while the benefits for new members are obvious in terms of new knowledge, skills and 

social connections acquired through participation, Hargreaves cautions that CoP can overpromise 

in their capacity for transformational learning with some lacking depth of engagement among 

members leading to a type of ñcontrived collegialityò (2019, p. 609). The various forms and 

trajectories of participation could also be viewed as limiting when one considers how realistic it is 
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that everyone can become a full participant or how much influence one has when working in 

collaboration with various forms of participation. Furthermore, practices and values within the 

CoP that are held deeply may lead to the ñimposing of oneôs view, using power or authorityò on 

others, perhaps aligning new members with the status quo through a ñblind and disempoweringò 

form of participation for some (Wenger, 1998, pp. 181; 186). Lave and Wenger (1991) conclude 

that there is a contradiction between achieving continuity in a CoP, which can include the social 

reproduction of extant practices, and the constant replacement of old-time members of the 

community which introduces new experiences, knowledge, and identities. Therefore, a key 

consideration in understanding the nature of teacher participation is where participation in the 

NCC sits within this contradiction between the preservation and rejuvenation of the community.  

More specifically, Wenger outlines three dimensions of practice that are evident within a 

CoP and therefore, would need to be characteristic of the NCC if it were to be framed as such: 

mutual engagement with other members, negotiation of a joint enterprise and shared repertoire 

(Wenger, 1998, p. 73). Firstly, it can be accepted that shared repertoire as a concept is evident in 

the existing structures and previous repertoires of the NCC, in addition to the ñroutines, words, 

tools [and] ways of doing thingsò that are shared between members and form part of participation 

in a CoP (Wenger, 1998, p. 83). Considering mutual engagement, Wenger tells us that the CoP 

ñexists because people are engaged in actions whose meanings they negotiate with one anotherò 

(1998, p. 73). It can be assumed the teachers participating in the NCC work together for the 

successful operation of the choir and the resulting outcomes of participation, however the 

democratic nature of the negotiation is questionable given the multiple forms and trajectories of 

participation. For example, how are the views of newcomers or marginal participants consolidated 

alongside insiders, given the restrictive nature of alignment and potential process of enculturation 

outlined above? These interactions and tensions suggest a need for a more complex theory to 

critique the various forms and levels of participation. Furthermore, the final dimension of practice 

within a CoP, the negotiation of a joint enterprise, ensures that the enterprise ñis defined by the 

participantsò and ñcreates among participants relations of mutual accountability that become an 

integral part of the practiceò (Wenger, 1998, pp. 77-78). Once again, while the NCC aligns with 

some dimensions of practice through the lens of CoP theory, the scale of the model and centrality 

of the MDs and senior NCC members to the decision-making processes mean that it falls short of 

this definition of joint enterprise.  

Therefore, despite CoP theory contributing much to this research in terms of viewing 

multiple forms and trajectories of participation, in addition to the concepts of identity formation 

through practice, learning through practice and the power implications of concepts such as 

alignment within a CoP, it neglects to consider the hierarchical dimension of the community and 

complex interactions that occur in an organisation of this size. Furthermore, it does not provide 

for the cultural and historical context of the organisation or the dynamic nature of learning which 
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ought to feed back to old-timers from newcomers. Therefore, teacher participation in the NCC 

will be conceptualised as an AS using Engestrºmôs CHAT framework.  

 

2.4.2 Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT)  

CHAT has evolved over three stages, firstly emerging in Vygotskyôs triangular model of 

action, whereby a subject interacting with an object has this interaction mediated through various 

tools that influence the outcome. Viewed as revolutionary during the early 20th century, it was 

argued that people act as mediators using tools, language and symbols which impact on 

individualôs interactions with the wider world (Henley, 2015). In the context of this research, an 

example of this model would be the teacher as the subject interacting with the NCC as the object, 

which produces an outcome (e.g., participation). However, Engeström explains how this triadic 

representation of actions ñdoes not fully explicate the societal and collaborative natureò of an AS 

(2001, p. 30). Therefore, the second generation of AT was developed by Leontiev who recognised 

the importance of community and labour within the negotiations between object and subject, 

altering the terminology slightly moving from tools and language to the multiple types of 

meditating artefacts that impact the interactions between subject and object (Bakhurst, 2009; 

Engeström, 1999). While not altering the triangular model, the inclusion of community and 

societal influences provided a broader context in which to view an activity and as a result, the 

outcome. 

The most recent model of AT comes from Engestrºmôs conceptualisation of an AS filled 

with contradictions, discourse, and multi-directional dialogue (Bakhurst, 2009; Engeström, 1999). 

This third generation of AT recognises how all interactions are mediated between the subject (or 

learner) and an object (the intended goal/outcome) (Henley, 2015). The cultural and societal rules 

that influence subject-object interactions within the AS, in addition to the influence of the wider 

community, now form part of the expanded structure of the system (Engeström, 2001). Rather 

than the goal of an activity being simply determined by the actions of the subject, AT allows us to 

examine and identify ñhow specific ways of engaging with the object are enabled or discouraged 

at the level of the activity systemò (Edwards, 2005, p. 55). A diagram of Engestrºmôs CHAT 

framework as presented in the literature is reproduced below in Figure 2.2:  
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Figure 2.2: Engestrºmôs Activity System (2001, p. 135)  

 

2.4.2.1 Understanding CHAT 

Henley explains what is happening in Engestrºmôs triangular visualisation of the theory 

above:   

The subject, the object and the mediating artefacts (also known as tools) interact with the 

community of the activity, the rules of that community/activity and the division of labour 

within the community/activity to produce an outcome. (2015, p. 127) 
 

The cultural and historical dimensions of the model focus on the structure of activities as 

historically constituted entities, which encapsulate the many meanings, values and contradictions 

of various artefacts interacting with other areas of the system (Bakhurst, 2009; Wenger, 2009). 

The history of the activity, as Engeström describes, includes the rules and conventions entangled 

in the artefacts of the activity and the wider theoretical ideas and context of the activity 

(Engeström, 2001; Welch, 2010). This explains the addition of cultural (C) and historical (H) 

qualifiers to contextualise the interactions within AT. As discussed above, the inclusion of the 

broader influences on the activity, alongside the rules and division of labour within the activity or 

community, provide a richer framework to investigate the nature of teacher participation through 

the critique of interactions of teachers and the NCC and the significance of the multi-dimensional 

nature of participation that emerges as the outcome of teacher participation. 

CHAT also explicitly recognises the contradictions and tensions created by conflicts 

between multiple activity structures and the potential of these conflicts to evolve practices 

(Levine, 2010). In contrast with the mutual engagement and joint enterprise characteristic of CoP 
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theory, the CHAT model embraces these tensions as ñpossibilities of expansive transformations in 

learningéand innovationò (Engestrºm, 2001, p. 137). Further supporting the suitability of CHAT 

as a framework through which to view participation in the NCC, Jensenôs (2014) work within a 

Danish educational project demonstrates how capital and habitus can resonate with AT providing 

a macro view of structures surrounding an activity and a micro perspective of the learning 

practices shaped by Bourdieuôs concepts. Therefore, CHAT can capture the socio-cultural context 

and pre-existing field and habitus of participation, while also providing a lens to view the broader 

mediating factors.   

Importantly, the transformational potential of CHAT is one of the main principles of the 

framework and therefore can capture the positive outcomes of creative, culturally responsive 

music education discourse and meaningful teacher learning explored above. As discussed earlier, 

Lave (2009) explains that situated learning involves knowledge that was always undergoing 

transformation. Deweyôs writings on education also point to the continual ñreconstruction and 

reorganisation of experienceò (1981, p. 76). In Engestrºmôs model, he explains that AS has the 

ñpossibility of expansive transformations in learning over long periods of time when participation 

deviates from established normsò (2001, p. 137). In an alternate view of participation as merely 

maintaining established practices and culturally valued capital, CHAT does suggest the 

opportunity for participation to be transformative, at least in the literature (Engeström, 2001). This 

could allow new thinking and ideas to emerge through challenging the tensions and contradictions 

that emerge from various parts of the AS. 

CHATôs use in music education is new but growing (Burnard & Younker, 2008; Henley, 

2015; Welch, 2010). The rationale for its use comes from the desire for ñnew understanding of the 

relationship between musical learning and personal and social transformationsò (Henley, 2015, p. 

135). The self-sustaining process of an AS through the continued introduction and enculturation 

of new members, coupled with the contradictions inherent, theoretically allow musical 

organisations to ideally maintain a dominant cultural model while presenting the opportunity for 

expansive, transformative change (Engeström, 1999; Welch, 2010). As Henley (2015) 

summarises, it provides music education researchers and teachers with a tool for understanding 

the complexities of music education and learning processes, as well as a potential framework for 

their further development through the resolution of the tensions that emerge between interactions. 

This study aims to add to Henleyôs work using CHAT to understand the influences of members 

within division of labour and wider community of teachers participating in the choir, alongside 

the effects of mediating artefacts and rules on the object and outcome of participation. In this way, 

the multi-dimensional nature of participation emerges as the outcome of the AS, and the 

interactions and contradictions between various parts of the AS influencing the outcome. Two 
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components of CHAT that are particularly useful in understanding these disturbances between the 

subject-object-outcome relationship are community and division of labour.  

2.4.2.2 Community and Division of Labour 

Engestrºmôs theory places communities, divisions of labour and hierarchies as important 

constituents of AT worthy of consideration when investigating organisational structures (Levine, 

2010). Levineôs critique of CoP theory argues that community as a concept in learning has been 

romanticised and warns of the power of communities to ñstifle innovation and the renegotiation of 

meaning and practicesò if not organised jointly and democratically (2010, p. 123). One of the 

tensions within AT is the contradiction between the validation of existing situated knowledge 

alongside the on-going transformation of practice (Avis, 2007). This conflict is similar to the 

differing purposes of community within a CoP, aiming to both ensure the continuity of the 

community and activity while embracing the next generation of newcomers and knowledge to 

progress it (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Edwards explains that these conflicts are inevitable parts of 

the system and that their resolution can lead to learning and innovation: ñlearningéis explained 

as an outcome of a contradiction in the system which has been recognized and responded to by 

the systemò (2005, p. 54). Therefore, the subjectôs learning through interacting with, and 

overcoming contradictions between, various constituents of the AS can positively impact the 

outcome or goal of the AS and be transformative for the system as previously held norms are 

reimagined (Engeström, 2001). In the context of this study, the importance of community to the 

continuation of the NCC as a phenomenon, as well as the maintenance and transformation of it, 

has the potential to be positive or negative and it is these conflicting purposes of community 

within an AS that will be explored through the interpretation of participation in later chapters. 

Notwithstanding the considerable influence of community on the object and outcome of 

an AS, division of labour is perhaps the most interesting concept when one considers the various 

forms and trajectories of participation within the NCC. As alluded to earlier, participation exists 

in many forms with multiple trajectories (Wenger, 1998; Figure 2.1) and Engestrºmôs division of 

labour proposes a similar stratification of memberôs roles and responsibilities. Burnard and 

Younker (2008) describe a ñverticalò and a ñhorizontalò division of members, with power and 

status equated alongside the vertical nature of labour. A visual representation of this vertical and 

horizontal division of labour within an AS is represented in Figure 2.3 below: 
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Figure 2.3: The division of labour within CHAT (adapted from Burnard & Younker, 2008)  

 

Here I have labelled the horizontal axis roles which represent the various roles that 

members of an AS possess or take on, all of whom will influence the object and intended 

outcome. Then, on the vertical axis, I consider the different hierarchical levels which members of 

the AS may exist on. While all participants in an activity are part of the community, individual 

labour membersô responsibilities, power, and influence, may not be equal.  

In the consideration of the nature of teacher participation in the NCC, the horizontal axis 

may be understood as the various forms of participation (as outlined above by Wenger, 1998) 

which could include teachers who participate at the margins or periphery of the activity, alongside 

those who are insiders or outsiders. These same forms of participation could also be viewed 

hierarchically, with the vertical axis above representing a teachersô status, responsibility, and 

power within the system. Therefore, rather than viewing labour as a community of equal 

members, the hierarchical division of labour presented above is arguably a more complex, 

contradictory, richer construct to explore the various forms of teacher participation in this 

research.  

In summary, the tensions that emerge from the interaction of community members (both 

inside and outside the activity) and the various levels of members within the division of labour 

offer much scope to critique the nature of teacher participation and interpret the significance of 

contradictions between a systemôs community and division of labour and the implications for the 

wider primary school music landscape.  
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2.5 Conclusion  

This review of the literature has built on the theoretical underpinnings of the study and the 

researcherôs worldview of learning, music education and participation. This chapter has provided 

a comprehensive overview of the context in which teacher participation within the NCC is 

situated, in addition to the historical, societal, and policy space in which this study is being 

conducted. It has also considered some of the challenges of teacher participation in music 

education, namely the limitations of teacher learning and the possible identities of music teachers 

at primary level. Also, the broader issues facing music education such as the dominance of WAM 

and the reproduction of inherent cultural values and practices have been outlined. Finally, an 

examination of CoP and CHAT frameworks as models through which to examine the nature of 

teacher participation in the NCC has been presented. The various levels and trajectories of 

participation as outlined in Wengerôs CoP theory and influence of Engestrºmôs CHAT framework 

constituents, and the distributive and transformative possibilities of tensions within the system 

were discussed.   

 From this review, a complex context emerges in which the NCC operates. The 

philosophical, theoretical, and empirical perspectives consulted here finds that music in primary 

schools often lacks a clearly articulated aim and rationale, sometimes advocated more for its 

extra-musical aims or as a vehicle for fostering middle-class or politically popular values. This 

leads to a school system which historically, and many argue currently, focuses on a narrow, 

transmissive view of music curricula, where music lessons are primarily didactic and where 

singing remains the dominant activity. While contemporary models of music education 

recommend a creative, learner-led arts education, a lack of confidence and competence among 

generalist primary teachers, combined with poor teacher training, CPD opportunities and funding, 

leads to a music education system in many Western primary schools that is aspirational in policy 

but unrealised in practice. Furthermore, the literature finds that curricula and teachers remain 

loyal to formal, Western pedagogies and WAM repertoire within the classroom setting, rather 

than embracing creative, informal musical practices that encourage child agency and inclusivity 

rather than simply enabling access.  

This complex space is where the NCC operates within schools and is significant in 

problematising the nature and significance of participation as it emerges from the data. The 

examination of CoP theory demonstrates missed opportunities for learning and practice as a 

community of learners, while the use of CHAT provides for the consideration of the cultural and 

historical context of the organisation as a mediator of interactions as well as the tensions that arise 

from contradictions within the system. The multi-dimensional nature of teacher participation in 

the NCC as a form of learning, identity, power and capital, and potentially transformation, is the 

basis for the conceptual framework through which the data will be analysed. This will form the 
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beginning of the next chapter which will outline the research methodology and design of this 

study. 
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Chapter 3 Methodology 
 

3.1 Introduction  

In this chapter, the design of the research process is presented beginning with the 

conceptual framework which underpins the interpretation of this study. Next the research focus 

and questions are restated, followed by a discussion of the qualitative, interpretive paradigm of 

the research as well as the rationale for phenomenology as the methodological home for the study. 

Following this, the research design is outlined, detailing the data collection phases, the rationale 

for focusing on teachers as the primary data sources, and a brief synopsis of individual 

participantsô contexts. The design and rationale of using interviews as the primary data collection 

tool is also considered. The approach to data analysis in identifying themes from the data is 

outlined. Finally, the limitations of the research are addressed, including the positioning of the 

researcher as an insider within the field, related ethical considerations of the study and how 

trustworthiness and credibility are approached in this research. 

 

3.2 Conceptual Framework 

In qualitative research, the conceptual framework emerges from the data and theory 

allowing the researcher to organise their thinking and to remain open to all possibilities and 

conclusions (Grant & Osanloo, 2014). In building the conceptual framework for this study, I 

examine the interactions of teacher participants in the NCC as an activity system (AS) across the 

different constituents of Engestrºmôs (2001, 1999) Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) 

framework (i.e. mediating artefacts, rules, community and division of labour). Here, I plan to 

build on the work of Henley (2015) on the importance of the division of labour within the CHAT 

framework in a musical context. This allowed her to view the learning process from multiple 

angles within the AS under investigation and, more importantly for this study, to interrogate the 

relationship between division of labour, community, rules and mediating artefacts within CHAT 

(Henley, 2015). I propose using a similar approach, considering where the concepts explored 

under the various domains of participation are evident and interact within the operation of the 

organisation as an AS, and therefore how they influence the nature and significance of 

participation. In this way, I will bring the various concepts discussed earlier together within the 

CHAT framework, which I argue all influence the interactions and tensions that emerge from 

participation in the NCC and ultimately impact the outcome of the AS. 
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3.2.1 Conceptualising Participation  

The conceptual framework is informed by the theoretical underpinnings and findings 

from the literature, and is presented as four dimensions of participation: Participation as Learning, 

Participation as Identity, Participation as Power and Capital, and Participation as Transformation.  

 With the concept of Participation as Learning, the importance of community has been 

thoroughly explored, both theoretically in the socio-cultural dimension of learning (Lave, 2009; 

Van Lare & Brazer, 2013) and in the tensions that may emerge between transmissive, 

reproductive views of learning versus collaborative, transformative approaches (Kennedy, 2005; 

Liu, 2020; Wenger, 1998). Moving beyond community, the subjectôs own previous experiences 

and habitus is thought to affect the type of learning that occurs, meaning that learning often takes 

place within oneôs comfort zone by default (Bresler, 1998). Coupled with the challenges facing 

teacher learning in music education and the poor policy status of music learning in Ireland, there 

are many tensions to consider when exploring participation as learning in this study. These 

influences from the point of view of teachers and wider policy makers, and from the repertoire 

and resources of the NCC, are the mediating artefacts that shape the nature of learning through 

participation. Hence, the nature of Participation as Learning as an outcome within the CHAT 

model is problematic, given that the desire for transformational learning in music education is 

complicated by the socio-cultural influences of the community, by the rules of the organisation 

and the prescribed curriculum, and by the cultural and historical mediating artefacts and social 

and cultural capital preserved in the habitus of participation. 

 Participation as Identity is shaped by previous experiences and participation, in addition 

to personal and broader societal factors (Folkestad, 2012; Wenger, 1998). The concept of 

belonging through alignment with other like-minded members of a community, or on the other 

hand, feeling disconnected from the community through differences in capital or habitus, 

determines the positive or negative nature of participation as a form of identity. Community is a 

central part of many organisational theories, in this case CoP and CHAT, and the feedback loop 

between identity and community is well argued (Wenger, 1998). Considering musical identities, 

the extent to which an activity and its community reinforces a divide between those who identify 

as musical and those who do not is problematic for the nature of participation (Nettl, 1995). 

Therefore, the mediating artefacts which affect identity include the personal and professional 

experiences and opportunities afforded to the subjects, alongside the extent to which others in the 

community support or limit the development of teachersô multiple identities as teacher, musician 

and professional. These mediating and community factors experienced through participation can 

influence the expression and nature of oneôs identity as a possible outcome of a programme such 

as the NCC. 
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 Participation as Power and Capital are considered together as they are perhaps the 

most problematic domains of participation when one considers the limiting, disempowering 

possibilities of power and capital outlined by some authors earlier. They are also central when one 

considers an organisational framework such as CHAT, given that the model recognises the 

division of labour, in addition to the interaction of rules and hierarchies within the division, as 

integral to an AS (Engestrºm, 2001). In this way, Bourdieuôs concept of field comes to represent 

the confines of the activity, what Wright refers to as the ñrules of the gameò (2015a, p. 83). 

Within this field, ñpowerful playerséconserve or transform the structure of relations of forces 

that is constitutive of the fieldò (Bourdieu, 1993, as cited in Grenfell, 2021, p. 39). In other words, 

the rules and mediating artefacts of the activity influence the successes of teacher participation 

within the organisation. This form of power, as referred to by Foucault (1991) and Ball (2018) 

earlier, is not always explicit, but forms part of the activity, influencing the extent of power and 

control as a possible outcome from participation. Also, the exchange of cultural and social capital 

as described earlier creates tensions with others in the community who may possess different 

forms of capital. The preservation or transformation of capital is determined by the interactions of 

subjects themselves, through their own personal mediating artefacts, and also the capital 

exchanged as part of the activity (i.e. routines, repertoire, resources, etc.). More broadly, the 

dominance of particularly types of capital (Green, 2002; McCarthy, 1999b; Spruce, 2015; Wright, 

2015a) and desire to preserve power within education (Ball, 2018; Green, 2002, 2006; Poblete et 

al., 2019) can lead to a process of enculturation whereby the outcome of the activity is 

reproductive but never transformative. Therefore, participation as a form of capital exchange and 

preservation can be endorsed or challenged by the habitus and values of members, particularly 

those with power and status, which again shapes the nature of participation and significantly 

affects the outcome of teacher participation. 

 Finally, Participation as Transformation conceptualises participation as a potential 

transformational force which challenges the habitus and identity of teachers and the rules and 

field of participation. The conceptual framework presents transformation as a possible outcome 

from teacher participation and through the lens of CHAT, contradictions that emerge with the AS 

(i.e., the NCC) will be critiqued for potential innovation of practice and transformational learning 

(Engeström, 2001). Contemporary discourse around learner agency and creativity within music 

education (Burnard, 2008, 2012; Green, 2008; Sharp, 2004) and inclusive, diverse musical genres 

and practices through CRME (Bond, 2017; Kelly-McHale, 2013) are the mediating artefacts 

which, if introduced and promoted by the interactions of community members and a democratic 

division of labour, could enable a transformative outcome for teacher participation. This form of 

participation could enable teachers to enhance their musical skills and knowledge, to develop a 

positive professional, personal and musical identity, and broaden the types of capital exchanged 

through the NCC. In this way, participation as transformation challenges subjects within the AS to 
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reflect and critique the disturbances that emerge from the other dimensions of participation 

earlier, for the greater good of the activity, its members and the outcomes. Table 3.1 illustrates the 

links between these four forms of participation, the concepts from within the literature that 

influence teacher participation in music education and the approximate location of these concepts 

within the CHAT framework: 

 

 Concepts from the Literature CHAT Constituent 
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¶ Habitus and Lifeworld (Bourdieu, 1977; 1986; Heidegger, 

1996; Bonnet, 2001) 

¶ Socio-cultural Theories of Learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991; 

Wenger, 1998) 

¶ Cultural and Social Capital (Bourdieu, 1986)  

¶ Musical Training and Music Education (Bowman, 2018) 

¶ Transmissive and Transformative CPD Models (Kennedy, 

2005; 2014) 

¶ Curriculum Aims and Content (GoI, 1999a; 1999b) 

¶ Community 

¶ Mediating 

Artefacts 

¶ Rules 

P
a

rt
ic

ip
a

ti
o

n
 

a
s
 I
d

e
n

ti
ty 

¶ Belonging and Alignment (Wenger, 1998) 

¶ Habitus and Lifeworld (Bourdieu, 1977; 1986; Heidegger; 

Bonnet, 2001) 

¶ Multiple Co-existing Identities (Akkerman & Meijer, 2011; 

Hargreaves & Marshall, 2003; Seddon & Biasuitti, 2008) 

¶ Community 

¶ Mediating 

Artefacts 
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¶ Field (Bourdieu, 1990) 

¶ Dominance of WAM (Green, 2006; Perkins 2013b; Spruce, 

2015) 

¶ Historical and Societal Constraints (Kerins, 2019; B. Walsh, 

2016) 

¶ Levels and Trajectories of Participation (Wenger, 1998) 

¶ Process of Enculturation (McCarthy, 1999; Stakelum, 2008a) 

¶ Community 

¶ Division of 

Labour 

¶ Mediating 

Artefacts 

¶ Rules 
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¶ Transformational Learning (Kennedy, 2005; Engeström, 2001) 

¶ Reimaging Capital, Habitus and Field 

¶ Identity Formation (Bernard, 2004; Georgii-Hemming, 2011; 

Grant & Vonzell, 2008) 

¶ Developing Confidence (Fahy & Kenny, 2021; Kenny 2007) 

¶ Contemporary Perspectives on Music Education (Bond, 2017; 

Burnard, 2008; Burnard & Fautley, 2014; Kelly-McHale, 2013; 

Spruce, 2015; Sharp, 2014)  

¶ Community 

¶ Division of 

Labour 

¶ Mediating 

Artefacts 

¶ Rules 

Table 3.1: Links between participation, theoretical and empirical concepts, and CHAT 
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Finally, these concepts from the literature provide a blueprint that aligns with the 

researcherôs own worldview and emerges from the various literature on teacher learning, music 

education and the construct of participation (Grant & Osanloo, 2014). It is this lens which leads 

the discussion and interpretation of teacher participation in the NCC. The CHAT framework is re-

presented below in Figure 3.1 incorporating the various theoretical and empirical concepts that 

will guide the critique of teacher participation and inform the findings of the research. The 

framework provides a lens through which to explore the multi-dimensional nature of participation 

and the possible positive, negative, and neutral outcomes of participation as a form of learning, 

identity, capital and power and transformation. The conceptual framework therefore aims to guide 

the interpretation of this research in exploring the nature of teacher participation and the 

significance of participation for teachers, the NCC and the wider music education landscape. 
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3.3 Designing the Research 

This section will detail how the research was designed, emerging from reflection on the 

literature and on the theoretical underpinnings discussed in the opening chapter. Leshem and 

Trafford (2007) explain that research at doctoral level is often cyclical in nature with findings and 

conclusions from one study informing the design of the next. Noteworthy, they advocate for 

continued dialogue between the research design and field work, implying that the qualitative 

researcher must respond to the data by tweaking the design if necessary (Leshem & Trafford, 

2007). These interactions are an important feature of this study, given the implication of the 

various data collection phases on the research design and findings. In this case the construct of 

participation as a multi-dimensional phenomenon outlined earlier necessitates a qualitative 

research paradigm to respond to the research question. 

In Chapter 1, the researcher began with a research problem that warranted investigation, 

which in this case emerged from a lack of research on teacher participation as a construct, a lack 

of enquiry into the NCC as an organisation, and, most importantly, from a curiosity of practice 

given the researcherôs position within the NCC (Gray, 2018; Little, 2009). The research rationale 

and question will now be revisited.  

 

3.3.1 Establishing the Research Focus 

As previously stated, the research problem and subsequent focus emerged from my own 

participation in the NCC as a primary school teacher for many years. Reflecting on my own 

informal observations and experiences, teacher participation was viewed as a broadly positive 

experience, with teachers efficiently learning the repertoire, teaching the programme within their 

schools, and appearing to derive a sense of accomplishment and pride from participation at the 

end of the programme. This is supported by the primary sources contained in Appendix A which 

positively frame the NCC as a phenomenon.  

Given the choirôs almost four decades of existence, viewed alongside the evolving Irish 

music education landscape, the researcherôs curiosity as an insider prompted the investigation and 

exploration of teacher participation in the NCC. Moreover, there has been no significant empirical 

research relating to the organisation since its inception which suggests that this research is timely 

given the significance of the NCC within the Irish primary school landscape.  

Finally, reflecting on various empirical literature relating to music education generally, 

Irish music education policy and curricula, and literature relating to participation in music, the 

study of teacher rather than child participation in music programmes was absent in much of the 

literature. Therefore, given the centrality of teachers to the functioning of the choir, they were 

deemed the appropriate subjects to consider in exploring the research problem in the first 
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instance. This study hopes to contribute towards the knowledge base relating to teacher 

participation as a phenomenon within education and the nature and significance of such 

participation in school-based music programmes. With the research problem and rationale now 

considered, a restatement of the research question will now follow. 

3.3.2 Research Question 

As outlined in the introductory chapter, the aim of this research is to investigate, 

understand and interpret the nature of teacher participation in the NCC as it emerges from the data 

in this study, informed by the conceptual framework and literature considered thus far. From this 

central research aim, the research question emerges: What is the nature and significance of 

teacher participation in the NCC? 

In addressing this question, the study will conceptualise and critique teacher participation 

as a multi-dimensional construct, considering teacher participation as a form of learning, identity, 

power, capital, and transformation and where the significance of participation emerges as a 

positive, negative, or neutral outcome. By investigating how teachers participate in the NCC, the 

research also aims to understand the significance of participation in teacherôs own personal, 

professional, and musical lives, the implications for future policy and curriculum developments in 

primary music education, as well as the possible re-imagination of the choir in the future. The 

discussion of the research design process continues with an outline of the research paradigm 

underpinning this study, informed by the research rationale and questions.  

3.3.3 Research Paradigm  

All research is framed within a particular tradition, reflecting on a common understanding 

of what constitutes knowledge within the research field and how one might go about investigating 

it (Rossman & Rallis, 2012). With its origins in social science research, there are many different 

paradigms that one can consider within educational enquiry (Cohen et al., 2018). Pring (2015) 

simplifies this into two epistemological tribes, distinguishing between the objective view of 

reality as being measurable and observable, and the subjective, constructivist view of reality as 

personally experienced and negotiated by both the researcher and participants. 

This continuum is considered by Rossman and Rallis (2012) when they ask whether 

learning is a constructive or acquisitive process. As outlined earlier, this research is underpinned 

by a subjective, socio-cultural worldview, with experiences and learning occurring in rich 

contexts informed by previous experiences and others within a community (Edwards, 2005; Van 

Lare & Brazer, 2013). Its aim of understanding participation through the experiences of teachers 

is appropriate given that ñinterpretative research typically tries to understand the social world as it 

is from the perspective of individual experienceò (Rossman & Rallis, 2012, p. 43). Therefore, a 

constructivist, interpretivist paradigm is most appropriate whereby the research and the researcher 



 

 83      

co-construct understanding, respecting the individual realities as experienced by each participant 

(Hatch, 2002; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

The importance of an individualôs experience, reified through the social, cultural, and 

historical context in which they reside, was key in the examination of teacher participation within 

the NCC as not all teachers may share the same experience when participating in the choir. For 

example, the researcherôs own participation in the programme may be typical or atypical, and 

therefore it was necessary to consider the multiple possible realities that may emerge from the 

data (Gray, 2018; Lincoln & Guba, 1985), in addition to maintaining a pragmatic, reflexive 

approach to the research design (Hatch, 2002; Leshem & Trafford, 2007). In short, while the 

researcherôs worldview and experience were central to the research rationale, at all times the 

author remained open to the implications of the conceptual framework and the findings from the 

data. 

In summary, this qualitative research is subjective in nature, focusing on understanding 

individualsô experiences of a phenomenon (i.e., teacher participation) within the wider context of 

the work.  The study embraces a constructivist, interpretive paradigm whereby various examples 

of teacher participation emerge, framed within their socio-cultural context and explored through 

the examination of the NCC as an AS. Given the focus of the research is on understanding the 

nature of teacher participation as an outcome and phenomenon of the NCC, the most suitable 

methodological home is therefore phenomenology, which will now be described and rationalised.     

 

3.3.4 Phenomenological Tradition 

Phenomenological research is concerned with understanding peopleôs experiences with or 

of a phenomenon (Creswell, 2013). It involves developing a description of the universal essence 

of what research subjects experience and how they experience it (Creswell, 2013). Traditional 

views of phenomenology, initially proposed by Edmund Husserl, the ñfather of the philosophy of 

phenomenologyò, simply focus on describing oneôs interaction with a phenomenon (Beck, 2021, 

p. 11). Husserlôs method was strictly focused on participantsô experiences and necessitated the 

bracketing or suspending of the researcherôs beliefs to avoid bias so that ñpure phenomenological 

description could emergeò (Kakkori, 2009, p. 21). In this way, the researcher must act as a 

stranger to avoid contamination (Denscombe, 2017). Therefore, the goal in the early 

phenomenological tradition was to elicit the essence of a phenomenon, devoid of researcher 

context or comment, presenting a pure, transcendental view of the experience of participants 

(Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 2009). Considering the highly contextual nature of this research, the 

place of the researcher within the research process, and the multiple influences on teacher 

participation as a construct, such an objective view of phenomenology did not align with the 
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theoretical worldview of this study and therefore, a more subjective approach to phenomenology 

was required.  

Building on this traditional view of phenomenology was Husserlôs student, Martin 

Heidegger. One of the key differences in his conceptualisation of phenomenology was the 

importance of researcher interpretation within a study (Eddles-Hirsch, 2015). In comparison with 

the bracketing of bias, Heidegger felt that setting aside oneôs own values and beliefs was 

impossible, and actually the researcher ensured that ñhidden or concealedò experiences of and 

influences on the phenomenon would be considered: ñthe primary work of phenomenology is to 

lay open a phenomenon and let it be seenò (1992, as cited in Beck, 2021, p. 14; Eddles-Hirsch, 

2015). Therefore, the researcher could not be a truly objective by-stander, but rather was an 

integral part of the research context and process in this phenomenological approach. 

Furthermore, the importance of researcher reflection and interpretation is considered 

critical in understanding the ñessential meaning of somethingò (Van Manen, 1990, as cited in 

Kakkori, 2009, p. 25). This form of phenomenology became known as hermeneutic 

phenomenology, advocating for the investigatorôs place within the research through what Kakkori 

refers to as ñthe art of interpretationò (2009, p. 22). Given the context of the choir and the 

relationship of the researcher to the study, it is argued that this phenomenological approach adds 

to the credibility and trustworthiness of the research (which will be discussed later in this 

chapter), as well as its meaning and significance. As Randles defends: ñThe close relationship 

between researcher and the researchedéallows for a richness of data, results and corresponding 

implications that might not have been obtainable any other wayò (2012, p. 18). In short, given the 

complexity of the current Irish primary school music context, the scale of the NCC and the 

various forms of participation possible by teachers, the interpretive lens informed by the literature 

and the researcherôs background is arguably needed to construct a comprehensive picture of the 

nature and significance of teacher participation. A description of teacher participation, while 

forming a significant part of this study, is enhanced by critiquing and reflecting upon participation 

through the phenomenological lens outlined here, drawing conclusions and implications from the 

data that emerges from the outcomes, contradictions, and challenges of participation.  

A final justification for the use of phenomenology relates to its use in practitioner-based 

research and the value it places on practical implications and real-world outcomes as Van Manen 

explains:  

[I] am more interested in the engaged phenomenology conducted by professionals in 

educationéthe people who are able to enrich our perceptiveness and who contribute to 

our reflective understandings of the possible meaning and significance of everyday 

experiences. (1997, p. 350) 
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Phenomenology as a research approach is generally used in areas of professional practice, such as 

the health sciences (Neubauer et al., 2019), but it is increasingly becoming popular within arts 

education (Bresler, 1995; Burnard, 2008; Pellegrino, 2014; Van Der Schyff, 2016). Its usefulness 

in music education has been evidenced in studies relating to teacher identity and teacher lifeworld 

and habitus (Randles, 2012), further supporting its use in this study. Additionally, Van der Schyff 

argued that in practical subjects such as the arts, the inquiry should always follow a 

ñphenomenological attitudeòéwhich ñmay initiateéphenomenological and critically-transitive 

insights when they transform the mundane, introduce new perspectives and thus challenge taken-

for-granted ways of perceiving, knowing and beingò (2016, p. 45). In short, phenomenology 

allows extant practices and rules to be critiqued and possibly transformed, positing 

phenomenology as a change maker across various disciplines including medicine, higher 

education and psychiatry (Van Manen, 2014).  

The choice of phenomenology was important in the context of this study, as not only is 

the place of the researcher as an integral part of the study acknowledged, the researcher as a 

previous participant in the NCC and a primary school teacher, has first-hand experience of the 

programme and a personal curiosity to understand teacher participation. As Van Manen said, the 

author is ñengagedò in the phenomenon of teacher participation, possessing the experience and 

reflexive understandings to uncover the ñhidden and concealedò experiences mentioned earlier 

(Beck, 2021; Van Manen, 1997). In concluding this section, Van Manenôs definition of the role of 

the researcher frames the transformative possibility of phenomenology which will emerge in 

implications of this study for teachers, the NCC and wider music education discourse:  

The researcher is an author who writes from the midst of life experience where meanings 

resonate and reverberate with reflective being. The researcher as author is challenged to 

construct a phenomenological text that possesses concreteness, evocativeness, intensity, 

tone, and epiphany. (1997, p. 368) 

In this section, the design of the research has been outlined. This included a restatement of 

the research problem and question. Following this the situation of this qualitative research within 

the constructivist, interpretivist paradigm and the phenomenological tradition was rationalised. 

The choice of hermeneutic phenomenology as the research approach is justified due to the 

centrality of the researcherôs voice, its focus on rich contextual data, and its contribution to 

practitioner-based research through interpretive and reflexive inquiry. The next section of this 

study will consider the implementation of this research design by discussing the three main data 

collection stages, the use of interviews as the primary research tools and the data analysis process. 

3.4 Implementing the Research Design 

In this section, the design of research including an overview of the various data gathering 

phases is presented alongside the rationale for the various research phases. This includes the 

analysis of contextual documents relating to the choir, and the various interview stages with the 
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MDs and teachers of the NCC. The design, use and evolution of interviews as the primary data 

collection tool are described.  Finally, the data analysis procedure and main themes that emerge 

from the data are discussed concluding the description of the research design. 

From the outset, and in line with the research paradigm, the situation of the researcher as an 

insider contributes to all areas of the research design (Coady, 2021a; Mercer, 2007; Randles, 

2012). As an experienced participant, I use the knowledge gathered from observing the 

organisation and its members to explore the phenomenon of teacher participation in-depth with a 

small number of participants. In completing this research, I advocate for the importance and 

credibility of insider and qualitative research (Coady, 2021a, 2021b). The sample consists of a 

wide range of teacher experiences within the NCC, designed to demonstrate comparative 

inference across a wide range of participant profiles from within the organisation (Silverman, 

2014), all the while acknowledging that this study is not a national or quantitative evaluation. The 

reflexivity and criticality outlined below throughout the research process aims to add 

trustworthiness and credibility to the data collected, through the informed interpretation of the 

data which will draw conclusions relating to the nature and significance of teacher participation as 

evidenced in this study.  

 

3.4.1 Data Collection Phases  

Below I present the data collection phases of the project which took part in three distinct 

phases, all contributing towards understanding the nature and significance of teacher 

participation. Before the data collection, there was a preliminary document analysis of historical 

and contemporary sources relating to the NCC. This was followed by three stages of the 

fieldwork:  

ǒ Phase 1: Contextual and Preliminary Phase (Senior NCC Interviews) 

ǒ Phase 2: Exploratory Phase (Pre- and Post-Participation Visits to Four Schools) 

ǒ Phase 3: Phenomenological Phase (Six Teacher Interviews) 

Figure 3.2 details the timeline of data collection at all stages. The rationale and procedures of 

these three phases will now be considered.  

 

 

Figure 3.2: Data Collection Timeline 
 

 
 

 Phase 1 

 

Jun-Dec 2018: 
Document Analysis 
Jan 2019: MD/CM 
Interviews 

 
 Phase 2 

 

Feb-Mar 2019: First 
School Visit 
May 2019: Follow Up 
School Visit 

 
 Phase 3 

 
Feb-Mar 2021: Six 
Phenomenological 
Interviews 
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3.4.1.1 Phase 1: Contextual and Preliminary Phase 

Dibley et al. explain that ñhumans understand meaning through the context of experienceò 

(2020, p. 117). As has been argued, the research context is a critical element underpinning every 

stage of the research process. Given the historical and cultural context in which the NCC was 

established in the mid-1980s, and the large varieties of teachers and primary schools who 

participate in the choir, a comprehensive description of the choir was needed to contextualise the 

study for those unfamiliar with the NCC, to understand the operation of the organisation, and 

inform the interpretation of the nature of participation and the significance of the interactions and 

contradictions that emerge from participation. Furthermore, any critique of the NCC emerging 

from the study must be viewed within the context of the organisation and wider policy space, with 

a full understanding of what participation involves. 

Firstly, as part of the literature search, the author contacted the MDs and members of the 

NCC National Committee requesting any documents they had relating to the foundation and 

history of the choir. They kindly shared historical data and artefacts, much of it dating from the 

original 1985 formation of the choir and related concerts. Data includes concert programmes, 

newspaper articles, the 30 Year Souvenir Book (NCC, 2015), correspondence received by the 

choirôs founder from those within the musical and educational landscape at the time, and other 

accounts of the choir over its lifespan. Additionally, statistical data relating to participating 

schools was drawn from various sources (NCC, 2015, 2017, 2019) and then correlated and cross 

checked with national statistics available from the DE and the Central Statistics Office (CSO) 

Website (CSO, 2021; DE, 2020, 2021b). Data gathered relating to participating schools included 

gender, ethos, school size and location, with the aim of understanding the composition and 

representation of the NCC as a national phenomenon. Additionally, repertoire lists from 1985-

2019 (NCC, 2015, 2017, 2019) are also collated and analysed to ascertain the genres and balance 

of repertoire offered by the programme and how the nature of participation is influenced by the 

composition of the repertoire. A detailed description and analysis of this statistical data is 

presented in Appendix C, followed by a list of the school data in Appendix D and the repertoire 

lists in Appendix E.  

 In addition to contextual data collection, the three MDs and an NCC CM were 

interviewed in January 2019. The purpose of these interviews was to gather up-to-date contextual 

data on the choir's current participants, information relating to the selection of the repertoire and 

the perceived aims and purposes of the choir, and finally to discuss participants and schools that 

could be invited to the next phase of the study. From these preliminary interviews, the researcher 

was familiarised with the workings of the choir and nature of teacher participation from senior 

NCC memberôs perspectives. This phase presents an account of the choirôs foundation, operation 
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and rationale, alongside the roles of the main people involved and identifies any changes that have 

occurred since its inception. 

 

3.4.1.2 Phase 2: Exploratory Interviews  

Following the initial contextual phase, an exploratory phase of fieldwork was carried out 

involving four participating schools around the Greater Dublin Area in 2019. The aim of this 

phase was to explore the experiences of schools who were participating in the choir. Within each 

school, a selection of teachers and the principal were interviewed. This phase involved two data 

collection points, one visit prior to their regional concert performance in February/March 2019, 

and then one visit after their regional concert in May 2019. The schools and participants included 

are detailed in Table 3.2 below, as they prepared for the 2019 NCC concert cycle: 

Name School Profile First 

Participated 
Participants 

School A All -Male 2009 -Class Teacher/Choir Conductor 

-Class Teacher 

School B All -Female  2013 -Class Teacher/Choir Conductor 

-SEN Teacher/Choir Conductor 

-Principal 

School C Mixed Gender 

Catholic 

DEIS Band 1 

2019 -Principal/Choir Conductor 

-Class Teacher 

School D Mixed Gender 

Multi -denominational 

2019 -Parent/Choir Conductor 

-Class Teacher 

-Principal 

Table 3.2:  Phase 2 Participants 

 

The various roles of individuals within the NCC will be discussed and problematised in 

detail in the next chapter, drawing on Wengerôs (1998) work on the various forms of participation 

discussed earlier. The schools selected were from the Greater Dublin area, following consultation 

with the MDs. I invited schools which represented a broad mix of participating schools that year. 

This included visiting an all-male, all-female and mixed gender schools; two inner city schools, as 

well one in the south and one in the north of the city; and visiting one DEIS school and one school 

with a multidenominational ethos. Also, a range of participant experience levels is represented, 

ranging from schools who first took part in 2019, in addition to established schools within the 

NCC community. This aimed to ascertain the potential benefits of long-term participation as well 

as the challenges of first-time participation. The interviews were transcribed, checked and any 

identifying or sensitive information such as names, locations, etc. were omitted in compliance 

with ethical guidelines and to protect participantsô privacy. 
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3.4.1.3 Moving Beyond Phase 2 

Following the fieldwork in four schools around the Greater Dublin area, the research plan 

was to visit four more schools outside of Dublin to ensure a fair geographical representation of the 

choirôs participants. However, the initial analysis suggested that there was a need to refine the 

research sample which would solely focus on teacher participation specifically rather than 

considering a school-wide view of participation. While acknowledging the usefulness of the 

Phase 2 in capturing numerous voices and viewpoints from within the choir, particularly those of 

principals and non-participating teachers, these participantsô responses often lacked the 

experience required to fully answer the interview questions. For example, the principal of one 

school admitted that while they enjoyed the idea of the children singing together, the previous 

principal had enrolled the school in the NCC for that year and therefore she had very limited 

knowledge or experience of what participation involved. In another school, one class teacher 

explained that ñI suppose ultimately [the NCC] was taken on by [Class Teacher] and then we fell 

in line withéwhat was required of itò (Class Teacher, School A). Such responses prompted a re-

examination of Englanderôs criteria for selecting research participants: ñDo you have the 

experience that I am looking for?ò (2012, p. 19).  

Therefore, the exploratory Phase 2 interviews detail the general attitudes and opinions 

regarding participation among teachers in four NCC schools and informed the design of Phase 3 

which aimed to investigate more deeply the motivations and reflections of teacher participants. 

The relationship between the two phases is complementary, but also distinct as I consulted five 

different participants in Phase 3, based on their geographic spread, previous experience with the 

choir, and their level of participation within the choir (Wenger, 1998). In short, Phase 2 orients 

the researcher within the field, eliciting schoolôs thoughts and opinions relating to the NCC, while 

Phase 3 concentrates on exploring the nature and significance of teacher participation with a 

particular sample of teachers leading participation in their school. 

 The other key reflection on this exploratory data collection phase was the consideration of 

the role and positionality of the researcher. As has been argued, this relationship is central to the 

research process and rationale. The researcher had considered all the ethical considerations of this 

type of research (discussed later in this chapter), however it could be argued that as the researcher 

was known to most participants, some may have viewed the research as an evaluation of them and 

their participation in the choir, rather than an interpretive study of their experience (Mercer, 

2007). The challenges of insider research will be discussed at the end of this chapter; however, it 

was clear that upon reflection of the initial data, many of the responses were broadly positive 

regarding the choir and which may have been due to informant bias or interview reciprocity 

(Mercer, 2007). Pitts (2005) admits that insiders within music education inevitability affect the 

conduct of an interview, the questions they include or omit, and even the interpretation of these 
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responses. Therefore, the researcher reflected carefully on the need to mitigate the limitations of 

insider research when re-entering the field, as discussed below. The final phase of the data 

collection would consult a revised sample of six teachers focused on collecting in-depth 

experiential data relating to their participation in the NCC, moving beyond confirmatory 

responses. 

 

3.4.1.4 Phase 3: The Phenomenological Interviews 

In early 2021, I returned to the field and consulted a new sample of six teachers who all 

had significant roles in their schoolôs participation in the programme (i.e., those who lead the 

teaching and participation of the choir in their schools). One teacher, who has been assigned the 

pseudonym Charlotte, had also taken part in the exploratory Phase 2 stage while the other five 

were new to the study. 

I returned to the MDs to help locate teachers who had varying experiences within the 

NCC and could reveal an in-depth experiential knowledge of what it was like to participate in the 

choir. I sought to consider those who had ceased participation in the choir, first time members, 

retired members, and those outspoken members who might challenge those taken-for-granted 

assumptions about participation. Cohen et al. (2018) note that sampling in qualitative research 

does not usually focus on generalisability or specific sample sizes, but seeks to generate ñthick 

descriptionsò, each with their own intrinsic value. In his reflection on Van Manenôs advice 

regarding sampling, Beck says that ñresearchers cannot say they uncovered all the meaning of the 

phenomenon being studiedò and therefore he feels an attempt to reach data saturation through this 

methodology is futile (Beck, 2021, p. 75). The sampling strategy employed here is purposeful in 

that I aimed to consult a gender and geographic mix of participants who would ñprovide the best 

perspectives on the phenomenon of interestò (Gray, 2018, p. 215). While the risk of this method is 

the omission of other more insightful participants, the phenomenological lens of the study, 

supported by own observations within the NCC and reflections on the research process and data 

up to that point, meant that the six invited participants had much to offer in exploring and 

understanding of teacher participation in the organisation. Within the paradigm of this research, 

the nature of their unique experiences of participation in the NCC, reflected alongside their socio-

cultural context and background, is entirely appropriate in addressing the research question 

(Coady, 2021a).   

I conducted an in-depth interview with each participant over the months of January and 

February 2021. Due to COVID-19 restrictions, these interviews were conducted via the Zoom 

platform. The interviews varied from 45 minutes to 90 minutes. Like the first phase, interviews 

were transcribed using the Otter.ai service (www.otter.ai) to produce a rough transcription of the 

interviews and then checked thoroughly for their accuracy, before returning the interview 
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transcriptions to the participants for verification.  An outline of the participants is given below in 

Table 3.3: 

 

Pseudonym Age  Location Position within School and NCC Time with 

NCC 

ñCarolò  55-64 East Administrative Principal (retired 2019) 6 years 

ñCharlotteò 35-44 East Class Teacher 

Regional Rehearsal Organiser 

10 years 

ñHannahò 25-34 East Class Teacher 

Assistant Musical Director 

4 years 

ñMaryò 45-54 West/ 

South-

West 

Class Teacher  

Former National Committee Member 

Former Regional Rehearsal Organiser 

30 years 

(ceased 

participation 

in 2015) 

ñPaulò 35-44 South Teaching Principal 

Regional Rehearsal Organiser 

6 years 

ñSusanò 45-54 Midlands Deputy Principal/SET Teacher  

Rehearsal Organiser 

30 years 

Table 3.3: Phase 3 Participants 

 

3.4.1.5 Participant Backgrounds 

Given the centrality of context in this study, particularly as it emerges as an important 

part of the various conceptualisations of participation under investigation, it is important to briefly 

outline the background of the participants. These similarities and differences will be drawn on 

throughout the analysis and discussion of the studyôs findings, revealing much about the socio-

cultural nature of teacher participation. 

As alluded to above, the six participants represent a wide range of experience levels, with 

Susan and Mary being involved in the NCC since its foundation in 1985, whereas Hannah had 

only participated in two cycles prior to the interview. I invited participants through email 

(Appendix F) after considering the wide range of experiences I sought to capture, including 

AMDs, CMs, school leaders, past participants, etc. The participants are made up of a 

representative spread of geographical areas and school types and sizes, although it was their 

experience in the NCC as full participants that was most important in their invitation to take part 

in the study. Charlotte had taken part in the initial phase of the research, although there was 

approximately 20 months between interviews. Mary did not participate with her school in 2017 

and 2019, however she remained on the National Committee during 2017 and worked on the 

organisation of the choir from that vantage point.   
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Regarding the six teachersô musical experiences and background, Carol, Charlotte, and 

Hannah are all active musicians in their own lives. Carol is involved with her local church choir 

and sings in an adult mixed-voice choir, Charlotte is a pianist and currently teaches piano, and 

Hannah is part of a musical theatre society as an actor and singer. In contrast, the other 

participants do not actively make music outside of school, but they all spoke about influential 

teachers from their primary and secondary schooling as well as the impact of their parents on their 

musical lifeworld. 

 Their involvement in the NCC stems from a combination of sources including family, 

colleagues, and word of mouth. Mary, Susan, and Carol had all worked with the founder Seán 

Creamer directly, and he was an important influence in their initial and continued participation. 

Paul taught alongside an experienced member of the NCC for many years and when his colleague 

moved school last year, Paul assumed the leading role within the school in addition to regional 

organiser for his area. Hannah was a member of the choir herself when she was at primary school 

and when she qualified as a teacher, she wanted to offer her class the same experience she had.  

Finally, Carolôs mother was also a primary school teacher who had taken part in the NCC and 

therefore like Hannah, she wanted to facilitate a similar experience with the children that she 

taught. In summary, participantsô family contexts, previous musical experiences and exposure to 

the choir all frame their participation in the NCC, which will contribute to the nature and 

significance of their participation as interpreted from the data.  

 

3.4.2 Interviews 

Considering the subjective, context-rich nature of data within the qualitative research 

paradigm, and this studyôs focus on teachersô experiences of a phenomenon, the use of interviews 

as the primary data tool is both expected and central to the eliciting of meaningful data (Cohen et 

al., 2018). Interviews have long been recognised as the best method of data collection when 

inquiring about personal experiences, attitudes, and the lived experiences of others (Cohen et al., 

2018; Gray, 2018). Silverman (2014) reminds us that the theoretical lens and role of the 

researcher is important in the interpretation of experiences or facts as described in an interview. In 

response to this challenge, the researcher can adopt either a naturalist or constructivist mindset, 

either leaving the narrative open for interpretation or co-constructing meaning from the interview 

(Silverman, 2014). It is the latter that this study employs, particularly owing to the importance of 

the researcher within the research process in the field of hermeneutic phenomenology and view 

that all participants construct their own narrative and reality, meaning that pure objective data is 

impossible to collect from human participants (Van Manen, 1997). However, the researcher was 

conscious of the need to also maintain an ñopenness to new data and phenomenon, rather than 

being too pre-structuredò (Gray, 2018, p. 511). The reflexivity offered by interviewing allows the 
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researcher to balance their place within the data collection process, probing where necessary but 

also pivoting to alternative lines of enquiry that may emerge (Denscombe, 2017).  

Researcher reflexivity was a key consideration in returning to the field through the 

interpretive, phenomenological lens of the Phase 3 interviews. The balance between recognising 

the researchersô own experience of the NCC, while encouraging the participants to express openly 

and honestly their views and opinions, was essential in bringing depth to the data that was absent 

in the exploratory interview phase.  

The initial stages of data collection involved semi-structured one-to-one interviews with 

the MD (Phase 1) and teachers and principals (Phase 2). Generally, a semi-structured interview 

contains a clear set of issues to be explored, however the researcher has some freedom over the 

order and layout of the interview (Denscombe, 2017). Within this setting, the researcher is often 

ñin chargeò and they have predefined questions in mind which can help ensure the reliability of 

the process from participant to participant (Hatch, 2002, p. 94). However, the lack of reflexivity 

offered by semi-structured interviews, combined with the limitations identified earlier, can affect 

the nature of the data gathered from participants. Denscombe explains that this ñinterviewer 

effectò is due to many reasons, including a desire that the researcher appear impartial during the 

exchange, the impact of a pre-existing relationship between the researcher and the participants, or 

the researcherôs personal involvement in the study (2017, p. 209). Furthermore, semi-structured 

interviews can, while appearing to be very flexible and adaptable, sometimes become ñsurvey 

interviewsò with the purpose being to elicit information rather than explore a topic deeply 

(Englander, 2012). It is argued that many of these issues affected the depth of the data gathering 

in the exploratory stage of this research, which led to the refinement of the interview style in-line 

with the phenomenological, constructive approach of the research. 

3.4.1.1 Refining the Interview Style 

The third phase of the data collection, the phenomenological interviews, employed an 

open-ended or unstructured interview style, which provided participants with greater freedom to 

reflect on and describe in detail the nature of their participation in the NCC through anecdotes and 

prompted reflections (Denscombe, 2017; Silverman, 2014). The goal of interviews in this 

phenomenological space is to ñget individuals to describe their experience in as uncontaminated a 

way as possibleò (Gray, 2018, p. 485). These interviews, aligned with the worldview outlined 

earlier, required participants to reflect on their own individual circumstances and construct their 

own understanding of their experience of a common phenomenon (i.e., teacher participation) 

(Merriam, 2009). Also, within this unstructured interview style, the freedom offered to 

participants can help reveal ñinsight cultivatorsò among the sample, those who help us to elicit 

ñreflective understandings and those óOh now, I see!ô momentsò relating to a phenomenon (Van 

Manen, 2014, p. 324).  



 

 94      

The conduct of the researcher is therefore different in the latter phase, with the 

interviewee leading the conversation. The role of the interviewer is to probe, prompt, and seek 

clarity or confirmation only as required, giving space for reflection to the interviewee (Cohen et 

al., 2018). The rapport between the researcher and participant was an important consideration, in 

response to the limitations of the exploratory phase. Before beginning the interviews, the 

researcher reassured participants about the voluntary and non-evaluative nature of the study, and 

encouraged reflection, description, and detail. In these unstructured interviews, while there are 

still topics for discussion and open-ended questions, the number and ordering of them is not as 

important as in semi-structured or structured interviews (Silverman, 2014). The research question 

formed the basis of the interview schedule (Appendix G) for Phase 3, with participants asked 

about the nature and significance of their participation in the NCC, reflecting temporally on their 

experiences pre-phenomenon and post-phenomenon. 

3.4.2.1 Interviewing Online 

A final consideration in returning to the field was the necessary migration to conducting 

online interviews via Zoom. The interviews took place online due to the COVID-19 pandemic 

which restricted face-to-face meetings. When trying to build rapport over a digital conferencing 

platform such as Zoom, Archibald et al.ôs (2019) review of the data was mixed, with some 

participants reportedly more responsive over digital platforms, especially when technical 

difficulties enabled both participants to work together and bond over the initial teething issues of 

establishing connection. However, they also commented that these technical issues sometimes 

interrupted the flow of the interview, presenting difficulties in reading non-verbal cues (Archibald 

et al., 2019). They suggest the use of features such as video and screen sharing to establish a 

rapport rather than more traditional audio only communication, tools which this research 

employed, and they noted that Zoomôs features such as secure cloud recording and reliability have 

established it as a key research tool, particularly during the pandemic. The researcher found no 

adverse effects in conducting the interviews online. In fact, the use of Zoom allowed for the 

recruitment of a greater geographical spread of participants than might have been possible, and 

enabled participants to describe their experiences in the comfort of their own home, removing 

some of the environmental drawbacks experienced in the school environment in Phase 2. These 

factors, coupled with the free time available to many due to COVID-19 restrictions, enabled a rich 

sharing of experience which contributes substantially to addressing the research question in this 

study.  

 Having explored the various phases of data collection and taking into consideration the 

limitations and confirmatory responses of the initial phases, the study draws primarily on the 

subsequent, more reflective interview data gathered as part of the six phenomenological 

interviews conducted over Zoom. This is supported by the MDs interviews and some extracts 
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from Phase 2 participants. The next step of the research process after transcription and 

verification of the data was to analyse the interviews and begin extracting themes that would 

contribute to the understanding and critique of teacher participation in the NCC at the centre of 

this study.  

 

3.4.3 Data Analysis 

The data analysis process began just after the interviews, with the researcher keeping 

notes during the interviews and transcription process. This initial analysis aims to bring the 

researcher ñclose to the dataò (Denscombe, 2017, p. 307). In doing this, the author read through 

the narratives multiple times, in addition to repeatedly listening to the recordings to elicit any 

extra non-verbal cues or pauses that could add further depth to the transcripts. Creswell (2013) 

tells us that beneath the initial presentation of the data, there exists multiple layers of meaning to 

be uncovered. Throughout the analysis, the researcher remained open and curious to the themes 

and findings that could influence the various domains of participation under consideration, in 

addition to the meaning that teachers attributed to the nature and significance of their personal 

participation in the choir, as Van Manen describes: 

The outcomes of phenomenological research are full-fledged reflective texts that induce 

the reader into a wondering engagement with certain questions that may be explored 

through the identification, critical examination, and eloquent elaboration of themes. 

(2017, p. 777) 

Therefore, it is the critical examination and interpretation of the texts in addition to the writing of 

the discussion that leads to analysis (Beck, 2021; Van Manen, 2014). Cooper et al. found that 

there is no step-by-step process for data analysis and that phenomenological research is primarily 

inductive in nature, with reflection and returning to the data commonplace (Joseph, 2014).  

While not a strict analytical guide, Van Manen (1997, 2014) provides guidance on the 

processes that are involved in phenomenological analyses: 

1. Investigating experience as we live it, both personally and then by gathering the 

experiential descriptions from others who wave experienced the phenomenon. 

2. Reflect on the themes that characterise the phenomenon as they emerge from the data, 

both as a whole experiential piece and as selective, essential themes, 

3. Describing and interpreting the findings through the art of writing and rewriting. 

(adapted from Beck, 2021, pp. 191-2) 

These key points along the journey of phenomenological research are cyclical, and involve 

backwards and forwards movement, with lived experience and the reflection of it being the start 

and end point of this type of study (Van Manen, 1997). Dibley et al. (2020) describes a 

hermeneutic circle where pre-understandings, literature and theories are used as a lens to view the 

research text as a whole and in parts. By dwelling with the data, returning to the literature and 
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reflecting cyclically, the researcher is led to an ñinterpretation of meaningò and new 

understanding (Dibley et al., 2020, p. 128). A diagram outlining the process is reproduced in 

Figure 3.3 below: 

Figure 3.3: The Hermeneutic Circle (Dibley et al., 2020, p. 128) 

 

This approach to the data analysis process was very helpful in ensuring the researcher 

remained reflexive and open to new interpretations and allowed for the development of the 

conceptual framework. By cyclically reflecting on the literature and the data, the construct of 

participation was problematised and conceptualised (as presented in Figure 3.1). Therefore, data 

analysis is a phenomenological study such as this is not linear, but ebbs and flows as the data 

dictates. Furthermore, as outlined earlier and discussed in detail below, my positionality as 

researcher and NCC participant is key to the completion of this research and I sought to exhaust 

the data for all possible meanings and inferences through the reflexive and reflection process of 

data analysis, using my own experience as a teacher and participant in the choice to verify, 

challenge and probe the findings and implications of the data (Coady, 2021a, 2021b; Silverman, 

2014). 

Van Manen writes that the final interpretation emerges from the meaningful and 

significant ñknots in the webs of our experiencesò (2016, p. 90), which ultimately should allow 

readers to ñwalk a mile in the shoes of the participantsò (Beck, 2021, p. 1).  In building a picture 

of teacher participation, informed by the conceptual framework and empirical literature, the 

researcher looked for these knots in the stories of participants, commonalities relating to the 

nature of their participation in the NCC and the tensions and contradictions that emerged 

individually and collectively. The cyclical nature of phenomenology described above allows this 

study to build layer by layer, as it has thus far: beginning with the research context and problem; 

considering the historical, social and cultural context of music in Irish primary schools, alongside 

that of the NCC itself; building a conceptual framework that frames a multi-dimensional nature of 
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participation as it emerged from the literature with the theories related to organisational structures 

to deconstruct participation; providing the methodological framework considered here to design 

three different but complementary phases of data collection (contextual, exploratory and 

phenomenological); all of which informs the interpretation of the data at the heart of the 

hermeneutic cycle identified above. Most crucially, the researcher is reflexive in the data analysis 

process and continually returns to any one of these points during the study, to seek clarity, 

contradiction or cause for the nature and significance of teacher participation within the data. 

Ultimately, the research question focuses the analysis and coding of the data, however a constant 

refining of the coding process was also necessary which will now be outlined.  

3.4.3.1 Thematic Coding 

Grounded in the research focus on the nature of teacher participation in the NCC, Van 

Manen (2016) describes the interpretation of the phenomenonôs essential themes as a key part of 

the analysis process. The coding process considered the main themes and concepts that define 

teacher participation in the NCC as it emerged from the interviews. These were refined many 

times, beginning generally drawing on the literature surrounding music education and teacher 

learning, then examining the data temporally, and finally considering the various dimensions of 

participation as they emerged from the data. Braun and Clarkeôs (2006) process for thematic 

analysis is extensively used within qualitative studies due to the flexibility it affords researchers 

while also ensuring some uniformity in the process. The steps are outlined below: 

1. Familiarising yourself with the data. 

2. Generating initial codes. 

3. Searching for themes. 

4. Reviewing themes. 

5. Defining and naming themes. 

6. Producing the report. 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 87) 

While the first step echoes what phenomenological theorists have mentioned above, the time 

spent with the data in the hermeneutic circle described earlier encompass steps two to five. An 

excerpt from a coded interview is contained in Appendix H. In my initial days and weeks with the 

data, I coded and highlighted key sentences or common themes that formed part of the narrative. 

Following this, I began my writing focusing on temporal themes, grouping data that related to 

experiences before participation in the NCC, those that described participants' experiences as they 

participated in the phenomenon, and then their reflections post-phenomenon. This was useful for 

making comparisons across the data and links began to emerge between the narratives and 

concepts from the literature relating to identity, previous musical experiences, teacher learning, 

etc.   
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The next phase of the coding process involved reviewing these themes, grouping the data 

relating to the socio-cultural level that participation impacted. The micro level data relating to the 

nature and significance of participation to the teachers themselves, the meso level data 

considering the school and local influences, and the macro level broad societal and cultural 

factors that shape teacher participation. This method of grouping data was used by Campbell 

(2011) in her understanding of influences on musical experiences and identities, drawing on the 

well-known ecological systems theory used by Bronfenbrenner. This was useful in moving 

beyond teachersô description of the data toward interpreting the significance of their accounts and 

enabling participation as a construct to be viewed within these three socio-cultural contexts.   

Finally, the researcher realised that there was a need to go beyond the descriptive 

narrative, and to consider conceptually and theoretically the significance of teacher participation 

in the NCC as a reflection of the multi-dimensional nature of teacher participation outlined in the 

conceptual framework. In this way the study arrives at ñfusion of horizonò where participants and 

the study coalesce to generate some common understandings of the nature of teacher participation 

in the NCC and its significance for teachers, the NCC and the wider music education landscape 

(Dibley et al., 2020). It is these multiple modes of participation as the outcomes of teacher 

engagement with the NCC activity that unpin the analysis of this data in the next chapter. This 

section concludes with the exploration of the limitations of this study. 

 

3.5 Limitations of the Research 

Thus far, this chapter has considered the research design process, situated within the 

qualitative constructivist and interpretive paradigm, and described and justified the 

phenomenological nature of the study. The three data collection phases, consisting of interviews 

and document analysis, have been outlined and demonstrate the researcherôs commitment to 

reflexivity whereby the data collection and analysis process were continually refined in a cyclical 

approach.  

In the final section of this chapter, I consider the limitations of this study and how they 

have been attended to. This includes discussing the place of the researcher as an insider within the 

NCC and a fellow teacher, considering the advantages and challenges of a practitioner-based 

researcher, in addition to the mitigation measures taken. Also, the confidentiality and ethical 

considerations in designing and implementing the research are outlined. Finally, the importance of 

trustworthiness in qualitative research and how the credibility of the research has been maintained 

throughout its implementation is described. 
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3.5.1 Insider Research 

As alluded to earlier in this chapter, a key consideration in the design of this research is 

the position of the researcher as an insider within the NCC and music education space, and the 

implications of this for the study (Coady, 2021a). Mercer (2007) discusses how the foundational 

theory relating to insider/outsider research is situated in anthropological literature. The early 

issues that were considered included women researching women, heterosexual people researching 

homosexual, Black ethnicities being understood by Caucasians, etc. (Merriam et al., 2001). This 

gave rise to the categorisation of insiders, those who are the dominant group within the culture, 

and outsiders, those from minority groups.  

In phenomenology, insiders are common given their initial interest in the phenomenon of 

study and researcher subjectivity is often assumed (Dibley et al., 2020). In her work on 

participation in music, Pitts acknowledges her place as an insider as inevitable:  

Investigating events without disrupting them is a familiar challenge from many fields of 

social and ethnographic research, and it is inevitable here that my own musical 

experiences and sympathies will have shaped the questions I put to participants and my 

interpretation of their responses. (2005, p. 137) 

Denscombe affirms this viewpoint saying that ñthe researcherôs identity, values and beliefs cannot 

be entirely eliminated from the process of analysing qualitative dataò (2017, p. 329). In this study 

therefore, I acknowledge my place as an insider, and the similarities between my own identity and 

habitus and that of the participants. As outlined in Chapter 1, my experience in the NCC provides 

me with privileged access which arguably makes this research possible. The importance of 

context in education, research and music education has been argued throughout this thesis and the 

insider nature of the author is key to the exploration and interpretation of this research, adding to 

the meaning, significance, and implications of the research findings (Randles, 2012).   

 Echoing the rationale described earlier, the potential benefits of insider research include 

the interviewerôs awareness of more in-depth and meaningful questions, the researcherôs 

understanding the organisational and social world of the participants, and their privileged access 

to participants and data that would normally be unavailable to an external investigator (Costley et 

al., 2010; Merriam et al., 2001). Insider researchers demonstrate an ñempathic understandingò, 

deciphering contextual cues and subject-specific lines of enquiry (Mercer, 2007, p. 5). While they 

can distance themselves from their own subjective experience and bias, in this case my 

phenomenological positioning includes my ñengaged subjective presence in the research processò 

which enables the depth of reflection and analysis outlined in this chapter (Nigar, 2020, p. 11; 

Throop & Murphy, 2002).  

 However, this study is mindful of the challenges of insider research which include 

avoiding obvious or sensitive topics and missed opportunities to question assumptions or shared 
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knowledge (Mercer, 2007). Power relationships and hidden agendas may also exist between the 

researcher and interviewees that affect the rapport and questions of the interview (Costley et al., 

2010; Merriam et al., 2001). Also, interviews conducted by insiders may appear one-sided and 

controlled by the researcher, with the interpretation of the researcher usually the only voice 

(Costley et al., 2010). Conversely, Merriam et al. (2001) explain that hierarchies, positionality, 

experience level, gender and age can all render the researcher less of an insider to the participant, 

for example if the researcher is younger than the participant, this can further shift power dynamics 

and affect the nature of the data collected. Therefore, informant bias can become a problem with 

participants reporting what they think the researcher wants to hear rather than their true 

experiences and reflections (Mercer, 2007). Subsequently, in the interpretation of the data, the 

researcher can become entangled in artificial or opaque ñwebs of significanceò that emerge from 

oneôs own views and those from agreeable participants (Geertz, 1971, as cited in Bresler, 1995). 

Insider research within the musical communities is especially problematic, given the tensions 

involved in investigating local events and organisations and the existing relationship that is often 

there (Pitts, 2005). Therefore, insider research has the potential to disempower participants, 

neglect obvious or sensitive topics, and at the most extreme level, become an echo chamber for 

the researcherôs own views.  

 In addressing these considerations, insider researchers are part of a continuous ñlearning 

processò whereby they reflect on their own work, respond critically as the research progresses and 

remain open to multiple perspectives (Costley et al., 2010). As outlined earlier, research 

reflexivity is a key dimension to this work and something that has underpinned the entire research 

process. Merriam et al. (2001) reviewed four case studies involving insider researchers and 

examined how they negotiated power and positionality within the research process. Their study 

recommended trying to minimise participantsô anxieties around the perceived disparities in power 

relationships and the positionality of the researcher through the accurate representation of 

participants' perspectives, without overly compensating (Merriam et al., 2001). By acknowledging 

the relationships between both parties and being transparent in the interview process, as I have 

done particularly in the phenomenological data gathering phase, much can be done to mitigate the 

limitations of insider research. 

In this study, almost all participants were aware of the researcherôs position within the 

NCC. They were reassured of the confidentiality of the interview and reminded of my desire to 

hear their honest experiences when asked probing and counterfactual questions, which aimed to 

challenge assumptions and the possibility of informant bias (Mercer, 2007). In conclusion, it is 

argued that the subjective nature of insider research need not be viewed as a limitation as it allows 

the researcher to use their knowledge, experience, and context to construct an informed 

interpretation, while also encouraging readers to consider the insiderôs point of view and reflect 

on alternative or parallel interpretations (Costley et al., 2010). The aim therefore being to mitigate 
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the limiting effects of insider research, through continual reflection on the data collection phases 

and being transparent with participants, while capitalising on the positive benefits of being, as 

Vygotsky termed it, the knowledgeable other alongside participants within the NCC.  

 

3.5.2 Ethical Considerations 

The second limitation of this research project relates to the ethical considerations of the study. 

These include attending to the ethical procedures for research with adult participants, the risks, 

and benefits of participation for interviewees, and the maintenance of participants confidentiality. 

The researcher completed a research integrity course and attended Graduate Training Element 

modules facilitated by Dublin City University relating to qualitative research and data analysis. 

Also, through the doctoral process, I have reflected upon the ethical dimensions of my work 

within the education system and the NCC, given my positionality as an insider. Denscombe 

(2017) outlines the four core principles of research ethics: protecting participantsô interests, 

ensuring voluntary, consensual participation, operating the research with openness, honesty and 

integrity, and complying with law. These will now be considered in the context of this study.  

 Protecting participantsô interests ensures that the participants are no worse off following 

participation in the study. The researcher made every effort to ensure a positive and trusting 

relationship during the interviews. They were made aware that the research was not funded by the 

NCC or linked with their participation in the choir. Additionally, it was explained that the purpose 

of research was not evaluative and that there was no known physical, social or psychological risk 

to the participants. Hatch cautions that in qualitative research ñwe ask a lot, take a lot and, if 

weôre not careful, give littleò (2002, p. 66). Therefore, it is hoped that participation by teachers 

will be a positive experience, allowing them to reflect on their time in the choir, while also 

helping to extend the knowledge of teacher participation as a concept, contributing to the 

knowledge base regarding primary music education and be part of the possible future 

reimagination of the organisation. As an insider, I was keenly aware of many participantsô 

commitment to the NCC and it was my aim to respect this, while also critiquing the nature of 

participation and probing for possible contradictions and opportunities. Finally, Bell (2005) 

recommends that participants are informed about the outcome of the research, with the final 

transcripts made available to participants and a follow up email debrief to thank them for their 

participation, leaving communication open for any follow up. As part of the ethical approval 

process, participants will also be given access to this study after widespread publication following 

completion of the research. 

 The confidentiality and privacy of participantsô responses is also an important ethical 

consideration in all research (Cohen et al., 2018). Pseudonyms are extensively used in social 

science research and are a useful means of ensuring the privacy of participants (Given, 2008). In 
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this study, I have anonymised each participant and their data during the transcription and 

verification process. I have avoided the collection and presentation of other identifying data such 

as a participant's precise age or location, which could be linked with a pseudonym putting their 

privacy at risk (Cohen et al., 2018). Therefore, personal data was not included in the presentation 

of the participants considered earlier. Following this, the next principle of voluntary and 

consensual participation involved all participants receiving a Plain Language Statement and 

Consent Form approved by the DCU Research Ethics Committee (Application No: 2018/200), 

which detailed the studyôs aims, what was required of participants, the voluntary nature of the 

study and the freedom to withdraw. These are contained in Appendix F. 

The final two principles of research integrity and legal compliance are considered as one. 

The ethical implications of insider research have been outlined, with issues such as power, 

positionality and participant recruitment all requiring openness and honesty with the participants 

(Costley et al., 2010). The researcher aimed to be open and transparent about the limits of 

confidentiality as, given the small sample size, complete anonymity is difficult to guarantee (Bell, 

2005; Gray, 2018). As part of this studyôs Plain Language Statements, participants and schools 

were informed of the possibility of respondents being identified due to their schoolôs context or 

description (although the contextual detail presented is minimal). The limit on confidentiality was 

strongly emphasised with the MDs, as their role means that anonymity will be difficult to 

maintain.  

 

3.5.3 Trustworthiness and Credibility  

The final limitation of this research relates to how the concepts of trustworthiness and credibility 

have been attended to. Trustworthiness refers to the ñdegree of confidence that the reader may 

have in the way the study was conducted and its findingsò (Dibley et al., 2020, p. 150). In 

traditional research paradigms, the concept of triangulation is used to ensure the trustworthiness 

of the data collection and reporting process, however Silverman (2014) notes that this often 

simply means increasing the volume of data instead of validating the claims in any meaningful 

way. Given (2008) and Hatch (2002) explain how trustworthiness in the qualitative paradigm 

encapsulates how researchers can ensure the transferability, credibility, dependability, and 

confirmability of their research. I will briefly address each oneôs importance and how it is 

reflected in this studyôs design. 

Given (2008) explains how the transferability of the research refers to the extent that 

readers can understand the context of the study and discern how the findings could exist in other 

contexts through clear research design. While a study of this sample size can never imply 

generalisability, it is possible to replicate the research design to other participants of the NCC or 

other organisations working in the same space. As discussed earlier, phenomenological research 
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does not become burdened by sample size, as it aims to present an interpretation of the 

phenomenon (Van Manen, 1997). It is envisaged that the detailed description of the research 

process would enable this study to be repeated or extended in other contexts to challenge or 

reinforce its findings and conclusions. 

 Credibility is often aligned with the concept of validity, which asks ñdo the findings of 

the study make sense?ò (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 274). The concept has many names 

including authenticity and understanding, and it is protected through the studyôs use of thick 

description, the authentic voice of the participants, and the central place of the researcher as a co-

constructor of the narrative, supported by the multiple phases and forms of data (Cohen et al., 

2018). The credibility of the research will be enhanced through the extensive use of interview 

excerpts throughout the analysis, as well as the sampling process which ensures participants, 

especially in the final data collection stage, have experience of the phenomenon under 

consideration. 

 Finally, dependability and confirmability reside alongside the concept of reliability in 

addressing how the replicability and integrity of the study is ensured through the clear explanation 

and careful design of the research process (Silverman, 2014). Dibley et al. (2020) explain that the 

data forms the conclusions and implications that emerge from the research, rather than relying on 

the researcherôs own interpretations. They also write that, while it is never possible to obtain the 

exact same results from a phenomenological study, due to the explicitly subjective nature of the 

research approach, dependability enables others to clearly understand how the study was carried 

out with decision-making and research limitations outlined and justified (Dibley et al., 2020). This 

balance has been attended to throughout this chapter, particularly in the researcherôs reflexivity 

and acknowledgement of the inherently subjective, insider nature of the study.  

 Considering the limitations of the researchôs trustworthiness and credibility, 

phenomenological studies have been criticised as lacking rigour, being overly descriptive and 

being limited in their representativeness and generalisability (Denscombe, 2017). As has been 

outlined in the research process thus far, it is hoped that the careful design, redesign, and 

informed critique of the data through the empirical and theoretical lens of the literature will go 

some way to ensuring the trustworthiness and credibility of this research. The choice of 

methodology and research design aims to guarantee its own validity through the vividness and 

richness of the data obtained, alongside the accuracy and transparency of the collection, 

transcription, coding, and analysis process (Greene & Hogan, 2005). Steinar Kvale addressed the 

concerns of other researchers and the issues raised here, achieving trust and credibility in the 

qualitative paradigm: 
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Ideally, the quality of the craftsmanship results in products with knowledge claims so 

powerful and convincing in their own right that they, so to say, carry the validation with 

them, like a strong piece of artévalid research would in this sense be research that makes 

questions of validity superfluous. (1996, as cited in Greene & Hogan, 2005, p. 225)  

 

3.6 Conclusion 

In this chapter, the key decisions and underpinning methodological literature have been 

outlined. Firstly, the conceptual framework draws together the empirical and theoretical concepts 

explored in the initial chapters of this work, building a framework based on Engestrºmôs CHAT 

which will inform the interpretation and critique of the multi-dimensional nature and significance 

of teacher participation as it emerges from the data. The research questions, research paradigm 

and research approach have been considered in the conceptualisation of this qualitative, 

interpretive, phenomenological research. Following this, the research design was outlined, 

detailing the three distinct data collection phases, their design and implementation and the 

rationale for choices made regarding participants and research tools. The design, benefits, and 

challenges of using interviews as the primary data collection tool have been reflected upon, and 

the hermeneutic, cyclical data analysis process underpinned by the theoretical and conceptual 

framework of the study has been discussed. Finally, the limitations of the research were 

addressed, including justifying the place of the researcher as an insider within the field, attending 

to the ethical considerations of participation, and outlining how the concepts of trustworthiness 

and credibility have been attended to in this study.  

 Chapter 4 will analyse and critique the data from all phases of the study, exploring the 

nature and significance of teacher participation in the NCC. This will be informed by the 

conceptual framework which draws on the contextual policy data alongside the theoretical and 

empirical literature and will be conducted within the hermeneutic phenomenological tradition 

outlined above. As mentioned above, Appendix C and D contain useful contextual and statistical 

data that will be consulted during the analysis of the data, however it is the teacherôs interviews 

that are central to the nature and meaning of participation under investigation in this study.  

Therefore, the next chapter will explore the nature and significance of the multiple outcomes of 

teacher participation. The findings, implications and recommendations of this research for 

teachers, for the NCC as an organisation and for the wider primary school music environment will 

then form the conclusion chapter. 
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Chapter 4 The Nature and Significance of 

Teacher Participation 

 

4.1 Introduction  

This chapter forms the centre point of the research, exploring and critiquing the nature and 

significance of teacher participation as it emerges in this study. In interpreting the interview data, 

alongside contextual data and the empirical and theoretical underpinnings of the work, the chapter 

first explores teaching and learning through participation, in particular the significance of the 

various supports provided by the NCC, the limitations of the NCC when viewed alongside the 

current primary music curriculum and how teacher learning and CPD is viewed and experienced 

by participants. It also explores the aims of participation for teachers and children, and the effect 

of repeated participation on the musical experiences within primary schools. 

 Following this, the influence of participation in the NCC on teachersô identities and the 

negotiation, reinforcement and challenging of participantsô multiple identities are considered. 

Teachers discussed the impact of participation on their view of themselves as a musician and a 

teacher, in addition to the link between the NCC and their professional and personal lives. Also, 

the influence of community members on individualôs identities will be considered. Then, the 

multiple forms and trajectories of participation are identified and described, building a picture of 

the nature of teachersô roles and identity within the choir. 

 The next section will explore the power implications of these multiple levels of 

participation, aligning the various forms of participation within a hierarchical pyramid of 

participation, with power and decision-making located among a small number of senior members. 

The NCC as an organisation will then be viewed as an AS, discussing the various constituent 

parts of the system, the interactions between them and, crucially, the tensions and contradictions 

that emerge from various influences on the object and outcomes of the AS. The significance of 

power as a construct within teacher participation in the NCC is also commented on.  

 The multiple forms of capital that emerge from participation will then be examined, both 

the cultural and social capital gained from teacher participation, as well as a consideration of the 

repertoire as a dominant form of cultural capital that is valued and preserved through 

participation. The rationale and significance of the repertoire will be discussed using evidence 

from teachers and the MDs. The section ends by considering the possible significance of 

participation being a process of enculturation.  

 The final section draws together findings from the other manifestations of participation 

discussed, eliciting from the data the possible transformative possibilities of participation. Firstly, 
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some of the key challenges of participation and how they are overcome are outlined. This is 

followed by a consideration of the potentially transformative outcomes of participation in 

teachersô personal, professional and musical lives and how these can be considered in any future 

reimagining of the choir.   

 

4.2 Teacher Participation as Teaching and Learning 

In this section, the first dimension of teacher participation, participation as a form of 

teaching and learning, will be explored as it emerges from the data. This outcome of participation 

presented in the conceptual framework has been broadened to include both teaching and learning, 

given the centrality of the NCC within the provision of the primary music curriculum for 

participating classes. Also, due to the link between teachersô and pupilsô learning identified earlier 

(McAuliffe, 2014), it is argued that teacher participation results in changes of practice, which in 

turn affects the type of music education they facilitate. Firstly, participation as a form of learning 

for teachers is discussed, critiquing the nature, limitations, and significance of this learning. This 

is then followed by a consideration of participation in the NCC as a form of music education, 

exploring the musical and extra-musical aims of participation with reference to the primary music 

curriculum objectives as set out for 5th and 6th class, in addition to the significance of the choir as 

a possible curriculum replacement. 

 

4.2.1 Teacher Learning through Participation  

The NCC has no explicit aims for teacher participants, as it is the children that sing in the 

choir. However, given that teachers elect to participate in the choir and the crucial link between 

participation, practice, and learning (Lave, 2009), teacher participation as a form of learning is an 

important and expected outcome from the NCC programme. There are two main ways that 

teachers learn by participating in the NCC: engagement with structured NCC activities (such as 

the NCC summer course and resources) and opportunities for ad-hoc, informal learning through 

participation (for example, problem solving at rehearsals, reflecting on repeated participation, and 

networking and collaborating with other teachers). This section will consider the nature of 

teachersô learning, exploring the link between teacher participation as learning, and the 

development of confidence. Following this, the section ends by considering the limitations of 

participantsô learning, particularly the focus on product over process and access over inclusion, 

which is noteworthy as the study comments on the nature and significance of participation as a 

form of learning.   
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4.2.1.1 The NCC Summer Course and Resources 

As outlined earlier, the primary point of entry for teachers in the NCC is through the 

week-long DE sanctioned summer course. Below, I present an overview of the summer course 

drawing on my own experience participating in the course as a teacher and accompanist:  

 

 

The course begins on the first Monday of the summer holidays. Teachers arrive 

and open their new copy of the NCC repertoire, comparing songs and opinions on 

the pieces. Some they know and like, some they tentatively skip past. Teachers sit 

in their preferred section, sopranos or altos, before warming up to begin the 

singing. The MDs lead the sight-reading of the easier unison songs, although not 

all teachers can sight-read. I support them on the piano, playing the melodies. The 

parts are swapped many times in two- and three-part songs, to give sopranos a 

chance to sing the alto line, and vice versa. The MDs may single out difficult 

sections, particularly those in harmony, and rehearse them many times.  

There is a lunch break where teachers get to chat about the songs or about 

school life. Many experienced participants look forward to meeting fellow 

members from all over Ireland, and reconnecting with each other. Some also use 

this time to check in with the MDs individually, and clarify difficulties with the 

repertoire. Usually each day finishes with a performance of the pieces covered 

that day and by midweek all the songs have been attempted at least once. 

There is often a visit from an external facilitator. It could be a conductor 

of another choir or a composer of one of the NCC songs. They teach the 

participants some warm up activities and provide some tips to enhance their choir 

rehearsals. They may also work on one/more of the NCC repertoire. This helps to 

break up the week and provides teachers with another role model to learn from. 

One year, they invited teachers to step forward and lead the rest of the choir for 

one song. This opportunity was only limited to a few participants, due to time 

constraints, who were brave enough to put themselves in front of their peers. 

The MDs teach and conduct an equal number of songs each and only 

rehearse their particular songs. They point out useful teaching tips, such as 

repeated phrases, similar but not identical sequences, and tricky rhythmical 

patterns. They also share some anecdotes from their own work in their schools.  

The final day culminates with a performance of the entire repertoire by the 

teachers, led by the MDs. Then, there is a short presentation regarding what 

participation in the NCC entails, including the key dates for registration and 

rehearsals, and a question and answer session where the teachers can ask the MDs 

questions related to participation. Of course, during the learning of the repertoire, 

teachers often raise their hands to ask questions relating to the songs. I often 

support them by playing the melodic line on the piano, with the choir then 

singing back the troublesome melody.  

Teachers leave the course each day tired from a day of singing, but by 

Friday it is hoped that they will be able to sing the entire repertoire and 

participate competently in the NCC as a choir member, sharing that competence 

with their classrooms in September.   
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MD3 explains the dual aim of the summer course, attending to the practical, musical, and 

pedagogical aims of participation but also suggesting some extrinsic social and psychological 

benefits for teacher: 

Well first of all, I think it gives teachers an opportunity to meet each other. Because 

teaching, as many of us would be aware, can be quite an isolated experienceé You 

know, you're kind of in the classroom by yourself sometimes. So, I think it's a very 

important experience to have the collegiality, coming together, sharing of experiences, 

having just that opportunity for teachers. There is a positivity that it generates as wellé 

Obviously, you know the role of it is to equip the teachers with the skills to teach the 

program, really equip the teachers with the skills and the tips, the little techniques that 

work for specific piecesé to send them off with confidence. And that would be really our 

main goal. But it does have all these other objectives as welléthis collegiality, the 

harnessing of different energies as well, and enthusiasm.  

The extra-musical significance of the summer course will be considered as part of other 

dimensions of participation, however the interviews with participants and MDs suggest that 

participation is a legitimate method of learning that can result in a change of practice (as argued 

by Lave (2009) earlier). From the authorôs experience  of summer course, and recalling the 

models of CPD as outlined by Kennedy (2005), it is suggested that elements of the summer 

course are aligned with a training model. Considering this approach, teachers are trained to 

participate in the NCC and any learning through participation is focused on this primary goal. As 

Kennedy (2005) explains, the training model usually employs an expert (the MDs) and the learner 

(teachers).  

Teachers observe the MDs during the summer course, or at rehearsals and concerts, and 

by observing these role models and participating themselves, they begin to develop as more 

competent and confident members in the NCC (MD1). MD1 explains how ñit's like anything you 

know if youôve sung it, itôs easier to teach it definitelyò. MD2 adds that in her view, ñteachers are 

not going to stand up in front of a choir or teach unless they feel competent. And thatôs what 

weôre trying to teachò. Therefore, the MDs present participation at the summer course as a form 

of ñlearning by doingò (Wenger, 1998). Through the performance of the songs and observing the 

MDs at the summer course, it is suggested that teachers can learn how to teach the repertoire and 

be better participants. Participation and learning in music have been linked in the literature 

(Kenny, 2017; Pitts, 2007) and in this case, the evidence above from the MDs suggests that they 

expect participation to lead to learning.  

It is worth considering the limitations of viewing learning as automatically stemming 

from participation. The literature argues that learning should be more than acquiring knowledge 

and skills or the reproduction of known traditions, but should allow space for new, transformative 

practice instead of the reproduction of known traditions (Edwards, 2005; Lave, 2009). In contrast 

with this view, MD2 commented on the efficiency of the summer course in ñmaking 

[participation/teaching] as easy as we can [for the teachers]ò. Participants agreed with this view 
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and endorsed the process of observing and replicating practices, reinforcing the idea of MDs as 

masters and teachers as apprentices (Lave & Wenger, 1991), and praising the task-focused nature 

of the course. With this comparison it is important to note that many teachers may never become 

true masters within the organisation, as the power and control that is held by MDs over many 

aspects of the NCC is never passed on to apprentices (as will be explored under the theme of 

power below).  

It is acknowledged by the MDs and participants that the summer course does not or is not 

intended to be a broad musical CPD course. Teachers valued the didactic nature of the summer 

course as it allowed them to learn the repertoire in an intensive way and identify any problems 

they may encounter when teaching it to the children. In short, teachers were happy to participate 

in transmission-based learning activities, once there is a clear goal or outcome at the end.  

Moving beyond the summer course, participants explained how they learned from the 

resources, either using the CD to teach the repertoire (NCC CM) or using the repertoire to support 

other non-NCC activities such as school choirs (Charlotte). The MDs recounted teachers who 

taught the repertoire using only the CD, rather than using the musical score. They outlined how 

some teachers had no musical literacy skills and that the teaching resources (such as lyrics and 

CDs) enabled teachers to overcome this lack of literacy and offer them a standard of music that is 

arguably higher than what they would normally teach in their class. Doyle (2009) in her 

discussion of a future national singing project, identified the NCCôs dissemination method of 

providing resources to teachers as a useful model. The quality of the resources was acknowledged 

by many as a way for both musically novice teachers to overcome or conceal a lack of musical 

competence while also expanding the knowledge of musically literate teachers (Charlotte, Carol, 

MD1).  

The role of the NCC resources in making this high standard of music accessible was 

valued by participants. Therefore, teachers suggested a link between the quality of resources and 

support offered by the NCC, and their perceived musical knowledge or skills. Teachers such as 

Carol and the NCC CM explained how participation had taught them more about choral singing, 

voice technique and musical genres. However, it is argued that teachersô musical learning and 

skills development requires more than good quality resources; it requires contextualised learning 

environments, dialogic, problem-focused reflection, and consistent feedback (Gray, 2004; 

Kennedy, 2005).  

In summary, teachers reported that the summer course and resources made available by 

the NCC offered a semblance of confidence and competence to teachers, developed a dimension 

of their musical knowledge and skills, and enabled them to effectively teach the programme, 

regardless of their perceived musical weaknesses. The formal scaffolding provided by the 

resources emerged as only a minor element of the nature of teacher learning within the choir, with 
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participants identifying the informal, ad-hoc learning that occurred through participation as far 

more significant and richer, as will now be considered.  

4.2.1.2 Participation as Learning 

Thus far, the formal, structured learning activities offered by the NCC suggest a training 

or transmission model of learning, with the clear intention of enabling teachers to participate in 

the NCC. As was explored earlier, participants and MDs felt that participation was a legitimate 

method of learning used to impress their peers and audiences, and the data suggests that repeated 

participation by teachers does improve practice within this narrow field of participation. Both 

Charlotte and Hannah recalled anecdotes of lessons theyôve learned through repeated 

participation, better preparing them for the next cycle. One example from Hannah explains how 

she has able to use the same choral teaching techniques over repeated iterations of the NCC, 

adjusting to the new repertoire, which enabled her to participate more confidently and progress 

within the choir: 

I suppose I picked up a lot from you know, the musical directors on the course as well. 

And I've always been really interested in choral singing from being in it myself. I always 

really wanted to get to that level. So, the second time around, I really pushed myself and 

then I went for the assistant musical director. So, I guess it's just a testament that anyone 

could do anything as long as you put your mind to it, and you practise, and you want to 

do it. 

Here, Hannah demonstrates the clear link between participation, practice, and learning 

(Blankenship & Ruona, 2007; Wenger, 1998). The skills and practices that were modelled at the 

outset of her participation, through her attendance at the summer course, are continually refined 

through repeated participation. From this, she has progressed her learning within the field of the 

NCC and has aspired to the goal of becoming an AMD, a role she now occupies. Similarly, Paul 

tells us that after the concerts, he and his colleague sat down to reflect on the logistics of staging 

the concerts, with the aim of avoiding the same mistakes in the next cycle. These could include 

the layout of the seating, the planning of supervision or the timeline for booking and organising 

different elements of the programme. These are only two examples of the many ad-hoc learning 

events and reflection points that participants valued and were part of participation. The learning 

therefore can span musical and extra-musical dimensions, engaging teachers in the organisational 

and logistical challenges of facilitating a group singing project of this scale, in addition to the 

musical ones. 

It is argued that many learning events through participation emerge from observation of 

an expert master (usually the MDs) and this did lead to collaboration on a local level. For 

example, Carol explains how ñyouôll always pick up something like from watching other peopleò 

while Paul explains how he felt that the NCC is a ñmodel of team teaching where you might be 

observing another teacher doing something and you might pick up a few hints from themò. 
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Charlotte recounts watching a MD using their hand to denote the higher and lower pitches and 

this ñreminded [her], ôOh yeah, I need to do that!ôò. Charlotte adds that participation reminds her 

of skills that she may have forgotten, encouraging that link to her musical lifeworld in the past 

(discussed further under the theme of identity below). Therefore, participants valued the lessons 

learned through repeated participation, the mistakes they had to respond to and the practical 

nature of the learning. This type of CPD for teachers through ñteacher talkò has been advocated 

by Tarc (2012) due to the context-rich nature of learning that takes place among colleagues. In 

this way, the ñshared histories of learningò and collaborative experiences that emerge from 

participation strengthen the link between participation, learning and the community (Wenger, 

1998, p. 86). The importance of context-rich learning inside schools and classrooms, in particular 

learning that draws on personal experiences and participantsô dispositions has been identified in 

the literature, and the data here illustrates how teachers value observation, collaboration, and the 

on the job, reactionary learning that stems from participation.    

These examples reinforce the earlier preconceived notion that the nature of teacher 

learning in the NCC aligns with an apprenticeship, transmissive model of professional 

development focused on developing skills and knowledge required for participation, through 

learning by observation and modelling (Kennedy, 2005; Lave & Wenger, 1991). A description by 

Paul of teacher learning at a regional rehearsal illustrates the efficient but limited nature of 

learning focused on ñreproducing task performancesò (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 65): 

The first [rehearsal] is normally a bit of a panic, because, like, there's always something 

that's been taught wrong, you know, or some schools have gone on to song eight and 

more schools are still on song three. So, I think it's a real eye openeréTwo years ago [an 

MD] was conducting our concerts, and she took the rehearsals, because it gave the 

teachers a chance to scurry off into the corner and say, ñRight, hang on now, what's going 

on with this? What's going on with that?ò Invariably there will be parts that are being 

taught incorrectly or you know parts that need to be brushed up on and things like that. 

So, the support, from the actual logistics of the teaching, it is very useful to be honest. 

Paul explains that the MD models the correct way to teach the songs, as teachers ñscurry off into 

the cornerò (Paul) to ensure that their school is following the MDôs interpretation. This was 

acknowledged by teachers who appreciated the certainty of the CD and showed little desire to 

deviate from the MDôs reading of the repertoire, at least in these interviews. The rationale for this 

was not clear from the participants, except whereby teachers explained their trust in the choir and 

given the difficulty of the repertoire, there was a desire to ñget it rightò and ñcorrect parts that are 

being taught incorrectlyò (MD2; Paul). The researcher does note that participants placed huge 

importance on the CD recordings and there is a possible simplistic understanding of the CD as a 

teaching resource, which neglects any other informal learning engaged in through observation and 

teachersô own music teaching and learning experiences that they draw on in participation. Hoban 
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(2002) argues that this narrow focus on achieving a particular standard or outcome, can lead to a 

lack of long-term vision for teacher education.  

The possibility of teacher learning beyond the resources and confines of the NCC system 

is not considered, either by the organisation or by teachers. As Paul notes above, the support 

offered through participation is really for ñthe logistics of teaching the NCCò, rather than 

contributing toward a more holistic or ambitious musical learning outcome. Conversely, the 

significance of cluster rehearsals like this in facilitating networking and collaboration between the 

teachers, whereby the sharing ideas, solving problems together, and therefore cultivating 

opportunities to learn is noteworthy and commendable (Lave & Wenger, 1991). In this scenario, 

learning occurs through the interactions of master to apprentice, and informally from apprentice to 

apprentice.  

Therefore, there are elements of Kennedyôs cascading model or mentoring model of 

learning evidenced in teacher accounts of participation (see Table 1.2). One of the MDs did 

comment on her desire to be freer to act in a ñmentorò role, getting to visit schools and be more 

available to support teachers, however they currently rely on passing on practices on to members 

due to the scale of the programme (MD3). The data suggests that currently MDs, AMDs and other 

experienced members work by ñcascading or disseminatingé their own (successful) learning 

with colleaguesò (Kennedy, 2005, p. 240). While limited in the amount of agency afforded to 

teachers, it is a useful strategy given the scarce resources of the organisation and the current small 

structures of the NCC hierarchy. It is argued that while the structure, scale, and success of the 

programme has proved sufficient for participants thus far, there is a lack of any further 

development of teachersô learning beyond replication and imitation. Regardless of the depth and 

breadth of learning experienced by participants, one thing that they all reported was the building 

of confidence through participation which will now be discussed.  

4.2.1.3 Building Confidence 

As outlined earlier, teachersô perceived lack of confidence in teaching music has been a 

key barrier to effective music education at primary level (Biasutti et al., 2015; Hennessy, 2017; 

INTO, 2009; Mills, 1989; Seddon & Biasutti, 2008). From the findings it emerged that teachers 

and MDs believe participation in the NCC can help foster confidence due to the structured nature 

of participation within the narrow domain of learning explored above. MD1 explains how the 

organisational structures and efficient, predictable format of the NCC enables teachersô 

confidence to grow as they become expert participants.  

As was discussed earlier, the summer course is very valuable in the promotion of 

confidence in participation. In addition, MD1 explains other ways in which teachers use the NCC 

to enhance the music education they facilitate: 
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If you're there in your class and you're not particularly musically literate and you want 

toé you'd like to do something, and you just don't have the confidence, and confidence is 

a huge thing in everything. I think [the NCC is] like having scaffolding, so you might 

have said you wanted to do it, but couldn't do something like this on your own if you're 

not particularlyé even if you are particularly musically literate. First of all, the [resource] 

pack it comes with when you sign up is an amazing support to you. I think working with 

others, we all know the benefits of team teaching, and you have that in relation to this. 

Maybe the team is a few miles down the road or whatever, but when you come together 

and you've had the meetings or whatever it is, that brings a huge amount of sharing of 

skills I suppose. 

This example demonstrates how the NCC develops confidence through the use of support 

material which aims to make a difficult programme like this attainable. As discussed earlier, 

teacher confidence can be affected by a lack of experience teaching music or a sense that music as 

a subject is outside of their skill level (Hennessy, 2000; Holden & Button, 2006; Kraay, 2013; 

Partington, 2018). The support material was referred to by many as being key to promoting 

confidence in participation, particularly for musically novice participants. Charlotte recalls her 

first year where she praised the ñextremely well organised [and] well-resourced teaching 

materialsò. She also explains how the professional preparedness of the resources leads to teachers 

that are clear in the outcome expected of them, which she felt was important when teaching the 

programme: ñ[children] will suss you out in about two [minutes] if you donôt know what youôre 

talking about, theyôre very quick to go: óNo. Iôm not buying into this because you donôt know 

what youôre aboutôò. Therefore, teachers felt it was important to be confident in teaching the 

repertoire and participating, for themselves and for the children. Charlotteôs appreciation of the 

highly-structure nature of participation, which she feels provides a sense of certainty and control 

over participation, does raise questions about power implications of learning that will be explored 

later in this section. 

Recalling what Charlotte and Carol spoke about earlier, participation can assuage a 

perceived lack of musical competence, and therefore foster confidence in teaching music within 

the supports and structure of the NCC. This implies a problematic balancing act for teachers and 

schools, whether teachers with limited confidence and musical knowledge embrace a musical 

activity intensely (e.g., song singing through the NCC) or aim to facilitate a variety of musical 

learning experiences, valuing the process of learning rather than the outcome. In this study, 

teachers valued the preparedness and perceived confidence that came from repeated participation, 

as Charlotte and others alluded to above, and they valued the programmeôs clearly defined and 

predictable outcome. 

Beyond the supports, MD1 outlined how teacher confidence could be fostered through 

collaboration with nearby schools and at NCC rehearsals. The relationships developed between 

teachers and other NCC members were viewed as being central to developing confidence and 

sustaining participation, particularly in the early stages with the choir. Susan and Mary both spent 
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time observing their former colleagues who had experience participating in the NCC before they 

took over as full participants. Susan explains: ñBecause I was able to kind of see what it was all 

about, from the beginning of the year to the end of the year with that other teacher, it gave me the 

confidence to come home and do it [in my new school]ò. In Susanôs case, she experienced an 

apprenticeship-like model of learning in her own school, within the wider apprenticeship of the 

NCC. As discussed earlier, this approach to teaching and learning is a very useful method of 

developing competence and confidence in a narrow range of knowledge and skills (Kennedy, 

2014).  

In addition to feeling largely positive about the confidence building opportunities of the 

NCC, participants acknowledged a broader lack of teacher confidence among their colleagues 

regarding the teaching of music education. Charlotte describes the current situation and status of 

music in her school and how learning through participation in the NCC can challenge perceived 

negative mindsets: 

A lot of people when it comes to music, and it shocked me when I went into teaching, 

[feel] 'Oh, no, I can'té I can't do that. No, I wouldn't be able to do that.' And it's partly a 

confidence thing. I understand because music [notation] is like another language in a way. 

And if you don't have that background, you may feel a little bit...[pause] but a lot of 

teachers use that as an excuse, 'Oh, no, I wouldn't be able to do that. So, I won't do it.' 

Charlotte's comments support the divide that exists among teachers who view music as a 

specialist subject and therefore outside of their remit as the classroom teacher (Partington, 2018; 

Holden & Button, 2006). She felt that the structured, predictable nature of the NCC would guide 

her colleagues into music making, which it did for one colleague working in her school:   

Class Teacher, School B: I suppose I was a bit nervous in terms of what was expected of 

me and what I'd be able to contribute, as I say based on my own maybe shortcomings as 

regards music...  

Researcher: Well as you say, as it's gone on you feel that maybe... 

Class Teacher, School B: Yeah, well youé certainly because, you see what other people 

do and how other people operate, say especially as I said the likes of [Charlotte] and the 

likes of our MDs who've come in, and you get a sense...Now, I'm not saying I'd be able to 

do what they do but I'm just saying you get to see how they operate...and it gives you that 

bit more confidence... You do... like, I'm a visual learner... learn by seeing people do 

things. And the next time it comes around I certainly wouldn't be putting myself into kind 

of a role like [Charlotte] might have now but, I would feel more confident about 

facilitating it with the boys, if that makes sense. 

In this example from Charlotteôs colleague, one can see a full picture of learning through 

participation and the resulting confidence development. The class teacher identifies as being 

nervous in the beginning, unsure of their role within the NCC and self-identifying as lacking 

confidence in music. Through observation and the structured nature of the programme, they now 

feel more able to contribute to a repeated cycle of the programme, having observed the MDs, their 



 

 115      

colleagues and the programme in its entirety. Similarly, Susan and Maryôs work with their 

colleagues on the programme also developed confidence and collaboration.  

The data suggests that repeated participation alongside like-minded others can allow 

generalist teachers to grow in confidence, endorsed here by Charlotte, Mary and Susanôs 

accounts, alongside the work of Shiel (2008) and McCarthy (1999b). However, it is important to 

recognise the limitations of this confidence. All participants reported confidence in teaching the 

NCC programme and in their learning from participation. The transferability of this learning to 

other areas of music education is outside the remit of this study but is an important consideration 

when critiquing the nature and significance of teacher learning through participation. While the 

evidence in this study demonstrates that repeated participation in the NCC improves teacher 

confidence and knowledge, the improvements are arguably limited to musical activities linked to 

the NCC programme or the choral singing space.  

Furthermore, the intensity and highly structured nature of participation means that 

teachers learn through observation, implement their learning in their classrooms, and receive 

further support (and possibly feedback) from the MDs, their colleagues, other NCC members and 

the children they teach. This cycle of learning is rarely experienced in general music education at 

ITE or in-service level, with the focus more on self-reflection, agency, and creativity (Bond, 

2017; Burnard, 2008; Kelly Mc-Hale, 2013). The need to build confidence quickly to ensure 

participation is successful acts as both a motivator for learning and as an inhibitor to alternative 

musical trajectories. As alluded to above, the possibility of transferable and transformative 

learning may exist but does not emerge as the primary goal of teacher participation. This could 

represent a missed opportunity for the choir given its prominence within the Irish primary school 

music landscape. This section will conclude by considering some of the other limitations of 

teacher participation in the NCC as a form of teaching and learning. 

4.2.1.4 Limitations of Participation as Teaching and Learning 

The evidence above suggests that repeated participation in the NCC can foster a 

semblance of confidence in participating teachers, while also demonstrating how teachers want to 

feel competent and confident when teaching and learning music, or risk, as Charlotte terms it, 

being ñsuss[ed] outò by their classes. It has been argued that the nature of this learning is narrow, 

given the clear focus of the summer course and other activities on participation in the NCC. In 

this section, some other limitations of participation as a form of teaching and learning will be 

considered, including the focus on a musical product rather than process and the nature of the 

learning being accessible rather than inclusive, due to the predefined standards, focus and 

outcome of the programme. Finally, the poor provision of CPD in music further limits the depth 

of teacher learning that can occur through participation. 
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The clear aim of the summer course, as outlined above, is to develop confident teacher 

participation in the NCC. All further learning opportunities, both formal and informal, all 

contribute to this aim. Therefore, it is argued that the nature of teacher participation as learning is 

focused on the preparation of a product (i.e., a teacherôs successful participation in a final 

concert), with minimal consideration of the process that unfolds during participation. As 

mentioned above, Paul praised the ñtask basedò approach of the NCC, which gave a ñclear focus 

for the yearò. This implies that music education is complete following the NCC cycle. When 

asked about the potentially problematic nature of viewing music education in primary school as 

being product focused, Paul replied: ñif anybody sat in on those concerts, they would have no 

questions about it, they would have no doubts about the validity of the whole NCCò. It seems 

therefore that the final concerts are very valued by members and are cited as a justification for the 

narrow range of musical activities explored through participation and the lack of teacher and child 

autonomy in the teaching and learning process.    

Hannah explains that during an NCC year, the motivation of teachers and students does 

falter, with many questioning the process they had signed up to. But she admits that this is a 

necessary ñhurdle to get acrossò before reaping the rewards of the concert. This focus on product 

over process reinforces the argument that the NCC is a training model of teacher learning, aimed 

to produce a valued outcome (Kelly-McHale, 2013; Kennedy, 2005; Spruce, 2015). For both 

teachers and children, the musical learning through participation is akin to the ñmusical trainingò 

model proposed by Bowman (2008) earlier, which focuses on producing ñaction habitsò. While 

quite common in music conservatories (Kingsbury, 1988; Nettl, 1995), valuing only musical 

products is a significant limitation of learning through participation, particularly evident in 

participantsô endorsement of the NCC concerts as the measure of success for music education that 

year. Therefore, the difficulty of participation and the high standard of repertoire empowers 

teachers to continue with the product over process mindset of music education.  The outcome-

focused approach to music teaching and learning achieved through participation leads us to 

consider another limitation, i.e., the accessibility rather than the inclusivity of participation. 

Each teacher spoke very positively about the ñopportunityò that was afforded to teachers 

and students who were part of the NCC, viewing the provision of such opportunities and access to 

music making as a key aim of primary music education. The need to provide greater access to music 

education has been long advocated (GoI, 1999a; Pitts & Robinson, 2016; Sheil, 2008), however 

throughout the research, there were times where teachers seemed to refer to the choir as ñinclusiveò 

(Charlotte, Hannah, Paul) however their description of the inclusive nature of participation suggests 

accessible is possibly a more accurate term. Charlotte praises the opportunity afforded to all 

children (in a participating school) to participate in a choir like the NCC, while Paul mentions that 

the choir places children on an ñequal footingéand everybody gets an equal invite to take partò.  
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Participants explained that the NCC was inclusive as it had children participating with a 

variety of Special Educational Needs (Carol; MD2) and because it wasnôt auditioned (Paul; MD1; 

MD3). However, as far as this research can report, participation was not altered for children who 

had additional needs or desires. Spruce warns of the temptation to view the opportunity to 

participate in music education as meaning inclusion: ñOne of the defining characteristics of a 

socially just approach to music education is taken to be the opportunity for students not only to 

óparticipateô in music education, but also to be óincluded in itôò (2015, p. 288). In the case of this 

study, participants viewed presenteeism as being inclusive of all learners, however it is argued that 

there are missed opportunities here for more meaningful differentiation of musical experiences, 

attending to childrenôs interests, needs and backgrounds (Bond, 2017; Kelly-McHale, 2013). 

It is worth noting that participants did comment on the challenge of children who, despite 

being part of the programme, ñfall through the cracksé[as] itôs just not their thingò (Paul). In 

explaining her role, MD1 explored the challenges of including all children in a programme like the 

NCC: 

You're gonna have a certain amount of kids in that class that do not like singing. Haven't 

had the experience of it, and just aren't into it in the same way as you have in other subjects 

that they may not like. And you're forcing them to do thiséthat's why our role [as MDs] is 

very important; that it's a fun day and it's an enjoyable day, and that they will get something 

out of it. That there'll be one song, if it's only because they love doing the actions. And that 

happens that you will find that there might only be one song, where the others are getting 

a lot more out of it. But I think it's important that they get that song. 

What emerges here is an appreciation of the challenges for children who do not enjoy this type of  

choral singing experience and the responsibility of the MDs and others in trying to engage them, 

while maintaining the uniformity of the programme. Another interesting dimension is the language 

here: ñforcing them to do thisò. Without inferring too much from this language, it may suggest that 

some musical activities emote negative emotions for some participants, in contrast with positive 

connotations regarding the ñopportunityò and ñinclusionò offered by music making referred to 

earlier. Mary and Paul did express concerns regarding the lack of child voice in areas such as the 

repertoire selection and focus on song singing (which will be discussed throughout this chapter), 

however participants offered few alternative options or opinions. The implied lack of student 

agency throughout participation is problematic and potentially limits the inclusive nature of the 

choir. Arguably, there are missed opportunities for learner agency which will be explored in the 

recommendations of this work, while still maintaining the choral singing structures.  

In the NCC, and this study, teacher and child learning are often considered together, as both 

parties are participants and therefore learners in the choir. The limitations of participation identified 

here, which include an absence of agency, meaningful inclusion, or differentiation affect both the 

children in the choir, and the teachers who teach and learn through it. There is little flexibility in 

how schools participate, suggesting that teachers (and children) are expected to participate 
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homogeneously and that gaps in their learning can be filled through observation, imitation and 

repeated participation as outlined earlier. Once again, participants were positive of the accessible 

nature of the programme for teachers, but the problematic correlation of accessibility and inclusivity 

is significant given the need expressed in the literature to place the learner at the centre of music 

education (Bond, 2017; Kelly-McHale, 2013; Spruce, 2015). The research recommends a deeper 

examination of how participation can be inclusive and learner-centred for both teachers, and 

subsequently children. 

In summary, for teachers participating in this study, learning through participation in the 

NCC is considered an efficient, enjoyable process, enabling them to address perceived issues of 

confidence through the accessible, product-focus nature of the programme. The NCC summer 

course, resources and informal support from members refines participantsô practices and enables 

them to become better participants in the NCC. However, the transferability of musical skills 

learned through participation is questionable and the nature of teacher learning is primarily 

transmissive, occurring through observation and trial-and-error. The choir, alongside other 

programmes, is arguably masking the poor provision of teacher learning opportunities by policy 

makers, at ITE and in-service level, which provides a space for the type of learning described 

here. It is significant therefore that in the absence of meaningful actions from the DE and other 

stakeholders, teachers are content in the knowledge and skills they have learned from their 

participation in the NCC. The link between teacher participation in the NCC and the model and 

approach to musical teaching adopted by teachers will now be explored through the consideration 

of the NCC as a model of music education and form of primary school curriculum replacement. 

 

4.2.2 Music Education through Participation  

Given the scale and time-consuming nature of participation, it is important to consider the 

possibility of the NCC as the main form of music education for participating children and as a 

teaching methodology used by teachers. Earlier in this dissertation, the multi-dimensional aims of 

music education, including the musical and extra-musical benefits and rationale for the inclusion 

of music in primary schools were examined. Coupled with this was a consideration of the 

different pedagogical mindsets employed by teachers when teaching music, ranging from a 

musical training model to a more child-led and holistic music education.  

Therefore, this section aims to examine how participation in musical activities can be 

viewed as synonymous with music education questioning if teacher participation in the NCC is 

used by teachers to, in their eyes, cover the curriculum. It discusses the participantôs views on 

how participation in the NCC aligns with the musical and extra-musical aims set out in the Irish 

music curriculum for 5th and 6th class. In doing this, the discussion explores the significance of the 

NCC operating as a curriculum replacement, the resulting aims and outcomes of this participative 
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form of music education, and considers where participation in the NCC aligns with or deviates 

from the objectives as set out in the current music curriculum. 

Before beginning, I wish to clarify the terminology used in this section. The aims of the 

primary school curriculum (GoI, 1999a, p. 12) are broad statements of intent, focused on what the 

curriculum hopes children will experience. This is in contrast with the content objectives, as 

outlined for each class group, which list the types of activities children will engage in that 

contribute to the broader aims. Thomas & Hodges explain that an aim refers to a ñmain goal or 

overarching purposeò whereas the objectives outline how the aims will be achieved, through a 

series of statements or issues (2010, p. 39). Therefore, when considering the data relating to the 

NCC, the term aim will be used to reference the curricular content objectives, considering which 

curricular objectives participants feel the choir supports. The curriculum aims are more holistic 

and therefore viewed alongside the broader vision and rationale of the NCC, as outlined in the 

document sources and from the preliminary data phase. The curriculum aims and objectives were 

aligned with interviewee responses to explore where participation in the NCC supports the 

engagement of learners with specific content objectives within the music curriculum, or where 

fulfilling an objective is incompatible with participation in the NCC. This comparison and 

analysis is presented in Appendix H and will underpin the analysis and discussion of the data in 

this section.  

 

4.2.2.1 Teaching Music using the NCC: Musical Aims 

The aims of the NCC are articulated by primary sources and NCC publications, through 

interviews with the three MDs and NCC CM, and the six teachers at the centre of this study. The 

choirôs aims include musical and extra-musical aims, which draws parallels to the aims outlined 

in the Primary Music Curriculum, as discussed in Chapter 2. The programme from the initial 

NCH concert in 1985 contains a statement of the choirôs aims, reproduced below in Figure 4.1: 
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Figure 4.1: 1985 NCC Programme 

From these aims, we can again see a dual focus of perceived musical and extrinsic 

benefits from participation. On the one hand the NCC aims to ñfurther the cause of music in 

Primary Schoolsò and to ñexpand the repertoire of songs currently taught in our schoolsò, while 

also aiming ñto highlight the importance of music in the social and intellectual development of 

childrenò (NCC, 1985). As discussed earlier, given the fraught policy outlook at the time (Benson, 

1979; Herron, 1985), the focus on improving ñthe causeò or status of music, alongside the 

expansion of repertoire is unsurprising. Therefore, the initial aims of the choir focused on 

enhancing the musical landscape within primary schools in the mid-1980s, aligned with 

Creamerôs role as a music inspector supporting music in primary schools. 

The more recent iteration of the aims on the NCC Website (NCC, 2020) emphasises the 

musical aims of the choir, aiming to ñfoster a love of choral singingò and ñenhancing the music 

education of those involvedò. The refined focus of the musical aims of the choir were endorsed by 

the MDs in their interviews. All the MDs mentioned exposure to a wide range of musical genres 

through the inclusion of ñgood choral songsò (MD2) as a key aim of the NCC alongside the 

opportunity to sing in a large group, bigger than their school or class. MD1 believes that 

participation teaches children choral etiquette and helps to ñimprove their singing and singing 

abilityò. Teachers here agreed with the MDs, identifying a clear link between the song singing 

strand of the curriculum and participation in the NCC. Susan describes the NCC as a choir 

focused on providing ñgood quality choral singingò, while Charlotte values the ñexperience of 
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singing with a mass amount of peopleò. In examining the objectives listed under the Song Singing 

strand (Appendix F), it can be argued that all are attended to through childrenôs participation in 

the NCC, with participants such as Carol arguing that participation goes beyond the scope of the 

curriculum in this regard. In this way, teacher participation in the NCC as a form of teaching the 

Song Singing strand in their classroom is an effective methodology, comprehensively covering 

many of the content objectives including performing ña more demanding repertoire of songsò and 

performing ñas part of a group, arrangements of songs that include simple countermelodies or 

harmony partsò (GoI, 1999b, pp. 71ï72).  

Continuing with the Performing strand of the curriculum, MD3 believed the choir gives 

children the opportunity to learn ñthe rudiments of music in a really active, enjoyable wayò 

(MD3). On the other hand, MD1 distances the choir from the curricular literacy somewhat, saying 

that ñitôs not that the [NCC] is setting out to teach musical literacy, but itôs very hard not to while 

youôre doing itò. Teachers in this study agreed that there were opportunities to teach music 

literacy and musical concepts ñincidentallyò but that this was predicated on individual teachersô 

knowledge and experience, rather than a general aim of the choir. Susan explains how, in her 

school, the children are provided with musical scores which enable the teaching of musical 

literacy:   

So, we can actually point out these things [in the score], like it's not as if they're going to 

be musically literate leaving National School, but at the same time, there are things that 

you can point out to them and time signatures and strong beats and, dotted rhythms and 

whatever it is, that you can have it there in front of them and it means lots more to them.   

Hannah similarly uses the song she is teaching to teach musical concepts such as dynamics, 

tempo, rhythm, etc., which she feels is important to broaden the curriculum coverage, given the 

time-consuming nature of participation. However, these teachers admitted that this incidental, 

informal teaching of musical concepts may not occur in every school. Participants explained that 

the extent to which literacy could be taught was dependent on the level of literacy the teacher had, 

and that it was up to individuals whether they addressed this area of the curriculum through 

participation. Therefore, in my examination of the Literacy strand unit (Appendix H), I found that 

most content objectives would be marked in amber or red, indicating that they were neither 

comprehensively covered nor uniformly covered through participation in the NCC. The depth of 

this strandôs exploration depended on the time teachers had, the song they were learning, teachers' 

experience level and their level of musical literacy. Therefore, teacher participation alone wasnôt 

enough to ensure the area of musical literacy was taught, suggesting an imbalanced experience of 

participation as a form of teaching and learning depending on individual teachers and schools.  

Considering the central place of the repertoire in defining the aims of the NCC, teachers 

commented on the benefits of exposing children to a wide range of repertoire, outside of what 

they would normally consider school music. Echoing the need to include ñgood choral songsò 
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(MD2), teachers cited the presence of pieces from the WAM tradition (for example Vivaldiôs 

ñGloriaò and Handelôs ñHallelujah Chorusò) as very important in presenting a balanced music 

curriculum in the senior classes. Susan explains how the repertoire and performance contribute to 

the exploration of the Listening and Responding to Music strand through the childrenôs 

performance with an orchestra, listening and performing music in different languages and styles, 

and the inclusion of body, vocal percussion, and actions in a limited number of pieces. Teachers 

also valued the difficulty of the repertoire and the possibility of broadening the childrenôs 

knowledge of these culturally valued styles of music (Charlotte). Examining the curriculum 

objectives, again there are opportunities for teachers to use the repertoire as a catalyst for 

exploring sounds and responding to music in a variety of ways to music, however this did not 

emerge as a deliberate aim of the NCC programme and teachers in this study gave little 

explanation of how it would be done, only to report that on some level ñyouôre doing the 

Listening and Responding strandò when you participate (Carol). Therefore, the extent to which 

participation in the NCC allows children and teachers to ñrespond toò, as opposed to simply 

perform, a variety of musical styles appears limited.  

Finally, the data suggests that the Composing strand of the curriculum seems furthest 

from the intended aims of the NCC, and therefore is labelled in red in the analysis (Appendix H). 

Carol acknowledged that it is a ñbig criticism of the NCC that it takes the time from composition 

workò but concluded that if composing was to be integrated as part of the NCC then the size of 

the repertoire would have to decrease, and she personally felt that it was primarily a singing 

activity. MD1 also recognised the absence of the Composing strand but felt that it was only for 

one year and that, considering the quality of the choir, it was something that ñteachers could stand 

overò. Paul wondered about children who did not enjoy performing and that missed out on the 

composing element of music during an NCC cycle, particularly those children who enjoyed small 

group work. But again, he wasnôt overly concerned with this, especially given the one-year nature 

of participation. Therefore, the time-limited nature of the programme was viewed as a justifying 

factor in the temporary pivot to NCC-based music education.  

In summary, considering the choir's aims and the data from participants, the learning 

outcomes of the choir for children currently resides almost exclusively within the Song Singing 

strand unit of the curriculum, providing the opportunity for teachers to comprehensively cover, if 

not surpass, the requirement of the curriculum to engage children in this area. However, there is 

less evidence to support the NCCôs use as a curriculum methodology to respond to music, invent 

through composing, or develop musical literacy. These objectives are not impossible to address 

through participation but depend on a variety of factors. Some teachers suggested the 

development of a broader teaching resource which could expand on the musical concepts within 

selected songs, while others felt that their own musical skills and experiences strongly influenced 

the type of teaching and learning that occurs through and alongside participation. The data 
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supports the links between teachersô lifeworks and the type of music education they facilitate 

(Edwards, 2005; Lave, 2009; Stakelum, 2008a). However, the all-encompassing, time demanding 

nature of participation may mean that realistically it is not possible to expand the curriculum 

coverage of the current NCC programme, and a more far-reaching redesign would be required to 

align it completely with the current curriculum content. 

4.2.2.2 Extra-Musical Aims of Participation 

As has been discussed, music has often been included in education systems for extra-

musical aims and benefits including personal and social (Pitts, 2005), cultural and political 

(Folkestad, 2012; Walsh, 2016), societal (McCarthy, 2015) and psychological (Lonsdale & 

Stewart, 2016; Ritchie & Williamon, 2011). The rationale of music within education as being 

more than developing musical knowledge and skills has also been referenced (Mills, 2005; 

Swanwick, 1988; Welch et al., 2014). As was the case for teachers, the MDs also outlined the 

extra-musical benefits of participation for children. MD3 explained how the NCC enabled 

children to ñlearn and grow as peopleéin the broadest sense. So as musicians, as thinkers, as 

philosophers, as poets. In the broadest senseéas team playing individuals, in the broadest senseò. 

MD2 explains the possible aims for children in the choir: 

[The NCC] just gives [the children] this confidence and gives them this huge sense of 

pride that they can actually...To see their faces, when they're standing up there... That 

they have got through all these songs, and they have sung them all, and it's just amazing 

to see. It's a fantastic thing to witness. And I think it gives them this love and this passion 

andéwhen you're talking about mindfulness and mental health and all the restéIt's so 

good for them. The children out there who might not be gifted in any other ways, who 

aren't great at anything else. They suddenly find that they can sing in a choir... They don't 

have to be a solo singer, but they can sing and it's just amazing to see the transformation 

in [them]. 

MD2ôs account of the wellbeing benefits of participation for child participants resonates with the 

original ñsocial and intellectual developmentò aims of the choir and aligns with the broader music 

curriculum aim of nurturing ñthe childôs self-esteem and self-confidence through participation in 

musical performanceò (GoI, 1999a, p. 12). MD3 feels the aim of the NCC is to give children the 

opportunity to ñlearn and to grow as peopleò through choral music, while MD1 and Charlotte 

explain how it provides a group singing experience and a sense of collaboration, on a different 

level to what is possible in their classroom or school choir. Therefore, the facilitation of this 

altruistic experience of group singing in the NCC is valued by participants who feel it benefits 

childrenôs mental health (MD2; MD3; Paul), confidence (Hannah; Carol), and team-work skills 

(Hannah; Paul). While it is difficult to measure these benefits, particularly given the assumed 

varying levels of interest and engagement among the groups of children who participate, the 

perceived use of the choir as a vehicle to foster extra-musical aims through participation is 

referenced by the participants here and attends to many of the broader objectives within policy 
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relating to fostering childrenôs wellbeing and creative potential through musical experiences (GoI 

2017, 2021; NCCA, 2020). 

 Notwithstanding the limitations of the accessibility of the NCC, Carol and others felt 

positively about the inclusion of all children in the choir. Carol explains how over the past 30 

years school populations have evolved, yet the NCC continues to be accessible to all:  

Itôs for all kids. It's not just for the best singers or whatever. And I think, you know, 

increasingly, as schools have diversified and taken on more children with special needs, 

autism units, and all that, there would be a very different kind of demographic of pupils in 

the National Children's Choir, then there would have been when the thing started out in 

the beginning. But that's just because of the structure of schools, and the kind of 

inclusivity of schools nowadays, as opposed to 30 years ago, but they've just run with 

that.  They don't care if you've got kids with Down Syndrome, or autistic kids, or 

whatever, they're all part [of it]. And they're all welcome. And that's a difficult thing to 

keep going. And I think that is obviously one of [the choirôs] tenets. 

Carol felt that the choir responds to the changing demographics by being accessible to all 

children. Similarly, Charlotte explains that ñeven giving the option of participation in it [to a 

child] is just fantasticò, enabling children of all different areas, backgrounds, and experiences to 

participate together. MD2 also emotionally relayed an anecdote of a child with a hearing 

impairment who was part of the NCC, where the childôs experience of silence in a song gave her 

and the entire choir an insight into the life of someone with a hearing impairment. In the 

literature, Turino endorses ñthe inclusion of people with a wide range of abilities within the same 

performance [as] important for inspiring participationò (2008, p.31). In this way, the aims of 

participation may simply be understood as participation and the mixing of various demographics 

through group music making is a welcome by-product of participation (Welch et al., 2014). 

However, as noted above, the inclusivity of the NCC as a form of music education, with 

meaningful differentiation for each child, did not emerge in the interviews and this is problematic 

when one considers participation in the NCC as a form of curriculum replacement.  
 

4.2.2.3 Participation as Curriculum Replacement 

Thus far, the musical and extra-musical aims of the NCC, as experienced through 

participation, are viewed as positive by participants. As has been suggested previously, the scale 

and demands of the programme often means that there is little time for other musical activities 

during the school year, or at least until after the NCC concerts take place. This suggests that 

participation in the NCC, as a form of teaching and learning, replaces music lessons based on the 

curriculum. Many participants concurred with this statement, acknowledging that the scale and 

time that participation demands means there is little time for any other music making outside of 

the NCC. This section considers teachersô opinions on the NCC as a curriculum replacement and 

explores the significance of this.  
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 As was argued through the examination of the curricular objectives above, the activities 

of the NCC primarily support the fulfilment of curriculum objectives within the Song Singing 

strand. As Carol, Paul and Charlotte explain, one of the main anecdotal criticisms of the NCC is 

that it neglects musical areas such as composing, literacy and instrumental performance. It is 

Paulôs view that there are children who are ñmissing outé[and that] some children that would 

really enjoy the composing strandò of the curriculum. In defence of this, he explains that a similar 

narrow, intense focus often occurs in many initiatives whereby elements of subjects ñjust get the 

backburnerò and that this is part of the balancing act of teaching the curriculum. Charlotte 

explained how she had agreed with her principal that the NCC was the curriculum for 5th class (in 

her context) and that she, like Paul, was content in the trade-offs given the time-limited nature of 

the programme. Mary references a similar example regarding sport in her school, mentioning her 

principal who takes her class to basketball tournaments which ñcoversò her PE. While the 

literature argues that teacher autonomy is key to effective and dynamic music education (Kerins, 

2019; Walsh 2012), teachers in this study viewed their autonomy as being able to decide which 

type of musical experience to pursue, despite understanding that participation focused on a narrow 

range of the primary music curriculum. 

In the first phase of the study, a Principal from School A gave her view on the trade-offs 

involved in viewing the NCC alongside the music curriculum strands, particularly composing.  

Researcher: I suppose...would you say that [the NCC] fits in well with the music 

curriculum or is it kind of a separate thing? 

Principal, School A: EhéI suppose the amount of time it takes... means that it is the 

only music you're getting done. So, your composing is probably the strand that gets 

dropped off a little bit there... 

Researcher: And how do you feel about that?  

Principal, School A: I wouldn't be confident that composing happens as a regular 

occurrence anyway. 

This principal, while not teaching music in a classroom, accepted that in reality it is 

difficult to teach all the strands of the music curriculum as well as teach the NCC programme. She 

continued to describe how she felt the NCC addresses the Performing and Listening and 

Responding strands of the curriculum: ñI think that [the NCC] covers that quite nicely and that 

[the children] are responding to those pieces of music in a way thatôs musicalò (Principal, School 

A). As the leader of her school, she expresses both a confidence in the NCC as an integral part of 

the schoolôs music education programme as well as acknowledging the absence of certain musical 

activities from the curriculum (in this case composing). 

MD1 reported an opposing viewpoint regarding the teaching of composing, feeling that 

creative work in classrooms was plentiful and that ñwe probably have weighted [the curriculum] 

in favour of less formal teaching of singing, an expectation of quality singing that heretofore 

would have been strongerò. However, reflecting on the curriculum developments that have 
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accompanied the establishment of the NCC, the former and current Irish music curriculum (GoI, 

1971; 1999a) aimed to broaden the range of activities offered in primary music classrooms, 

perhaps to encourage generalist teachers with limited confidence to engage in various musical 

activities and to embody the child-centred, broad nature of the wider curriculum redesign. 

Therefore, a problem emerges, as alluded to earlier, between balancing a desire to narrow and 

specialise the curricular focus through intense participation in a programme such as this, and 

allowing time for the pursuit of a broader range of musical activities as advocated by the 

curriculum. 

As reported earlier, participants deduced that many areas of the curriculum such as 

Listening and Responding, Exploring Sounds such as body percussion, and Literacy are attended 

to through participation in the NCC. Carol notes the opportunities for listening and responding to 

the variety of musical genres in the repertoire, while Susan reports exploring musical concepts 

such as tempo and dynamics, through performing the repertoire. As alluded to in the previous 

section, and without observation of the rehearsals, it is not possible to ascertain the extent to 

which curricular aims and objectives are attended to through participation. However, the data 

does suggest that the full coverage of any curricular strand beyond Song Singing is not 

commonplace, and more problematically, that some teachers understood participation as covering 

a wide range of curriculum content. In summary, participants felt that the NCCôs narrow focus 

was ñjustifiedò given the high standard of the outcome and that the replacement of the curriculum 

by programmes such as the NCC was rationalised by their primarily unfavourable views of the 

current curriculum, as will now be outlined. 

The literature review argued earlier that music education and curriculum provision in 

Ireland has been under the scrutiny of policy makers and academics for the past century (Benson, 

1979; Grennan, 2017; Herron, 1985; INTO, 2009; McAuliffe , 2004; McCarthy, 1999a; T. Walsh, 

2016). Despite teachers in this study having a strong musical background, they were critical of the 

ñwishy-washyò nature of the current primary music curriculum (Charlotte), which in their view is 

too broad and doesnôt push the boundaries of what is achievable by children (Carol). Carol 

claimed that, in her experience, some teachers could continually teach the same song from third 

class to sixth class, something which she felt the NCC addresses through its difficult and changing 

repertoire. Patrick explains how the NCC defines the focus for this staff, as they know that 

participation is the primary musical activity for 5th and 6th class that year. Coupled with the view 

that the primary music curriculum was sufficiently attended to by participation in the NCC, many 

participants criticised the ambitious breadth of the musical activities and content in the current 

curriculum, as well its general implementation. The findings imply that little progress has been 

made from the historical critique of the music curriculum during the 20th century where 

curriculum and practice did not align (Grennan, 2014; Walsh, 2016). 
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Finally, regarding the wider implications and significance of participation in the NCC as a 

curriculum replacement, Susan recalls being initially worried about the ñone-dimensionalò nature 

of the NCC within the wider curriculum when visited by the Inspectorate, but she reported that 

the inspectors were ñbamboozledò by a performance of the NCC that she showcased, and 

subsequently had no problems with the provision of music education during the Whole School 

Evaluation. This suggests a wider acceptance of the choirôs focus on song singing from school 

management and those within the DE network. One could argue that given the choir's origins 

within the DE, there is a recognition of the benefits and accompanying trade-offs involved in 

participation. Furthermore, the reported poor curriculum implementation and status of music in 

schools is a significantly damaging finding in this research and is worrying for any future 

developments in primary music education. Charlotte, in her role as music coordinator worries 

about the provision of music education within her school, leading to its being ñside-linedò by 

some of her colleagues:  

I think that, to be honest, even in my school, I would worry about how much music is 

being done in classrooms, and not worrying butéI would know that in some classrooms, 

it's not really done all that much. So, I think it's really important to actually have 

something that does take up the year. 

Charlotte is therefore happy that the NCC mandates the participating classes (and their 

teachers) to engage in music making due to the need to perform in the final concert, further 

endorsing the musical training, product-focused mindset discussed earlier. Carol similarly viewed 

participation as a way of ensuring that children were ñdoingémore music than they had ever 

doneò. She explains: 

Thereôs an awful lot of inspectors out thereéyou could be doing anything with the kids 

and they wouldnôt really knowé and if you said that we are drawing links with 

performance and rhythm and listening, whatever it happens to be, theyôll probably go óOh 

yeah thatôs grandôé You have to compromise and [the NCC] is worth the compromise 

because it's so much better than the curriculum. I think that the curriculum is going to be 

limitedéI donôt think that kidséunless theyôve learned music outside of school, nobody 

is going to come out musically literate at the end of primary school, because the 

curriculum doesnôt allow for thatéI think that [the NCC] pushes the boundaries much 

farther and it pushed the standard much higher. 

Echoing the comments made by the principal of School A earlier, Carolôs views are significant in 

demonstrating how principals can view the curriculum and how this could impact the types of 

musical experiences facilitated in schools. Carol is a confident musician outside of school, and 

this excerpt shows that she is satisfied with the type of learning and participation experienced in 

the NCC.  

Participants therefore acknowledge that the NCC as a curricular replacement is better than 

their perceived poor implementation of the curriculum, or in Carolôs case better than the 

curriculum itself. However, this study argues that opportunities exist within the curriculum and 

through programmes such as the NCC to aligning participation more holistically with the broad 
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aims and objectives of the primary music curriculum. Importantly, how the presence of the NCC, 

and similar programmes, within the primary school day are filling a gap in teachersô musical 

teaching and learning and whether a revised, more holistic music programme would be supported 

by teachers and requires careful reflection and consideration. 

To conclude, the musical and extra-musical aims and objectives of the choir are endorsed 

by many participants, and the narrow focus of the NCC on the Song Singing strand is accepted by 

teachers but justified by the high standard of the final musical performance and the clear focus of 

the initiative. Furthermore, teachers feel that the current curriculum is too broad, leading to poor 

implementation in their school contexts compounded by the poor confidence and status of music 

among some teachers. This rationalises their participation in the choir further by ensuring 

participating children are engaging in some form of music making that teachers feel addresses 

most of the objectives in the curriculum, and therefore teachers accept the choir as an adequate 

curriculum replacement for that year of participation. In short, the nature of teacher participation 

as a form of teaching and learning suggests the provision of accessible, outcome-based music 

education primarily covering the Song Singing strand of the music curriculum, delivered by 

teachers who learn to be confident and capable participants in the NCC, supported by resources, 

training experiences and informal learning opportunities through repeated participation, is a 

desired and valued outcome from participation. 

Synthesising the interview data thus far, the negative view of primary music curriculum 

expressed by some participants, weakened by its poor implementation and CPD opportunities, 

rationalises teachers' participation in programmes which are resourced, highly structured models 

of learning. It is argued that this form of music teaching is limited in its consideration of creative 

music making experiences and its development of learner agency across all curricular strands, as 

acknowledged by the participants and outlined by the contemporary music education literature 

earlier.  Furthermore, given the perceived complexity of music education among some teachers, 

participants opportunely subscribe to this efficient, structured programme that allows them teach 

music competently and confidently within the confines of the programme, rather than outsource 

music education as often happens within partnership models of music education (Kenny, 2014; 

Partington, 2018).  

What emerges is a conceptualisation of teaching and learning through participation that 

sacrifices child led, inclusive musical experiences (that admittedly are difficult to facilitate in a 

model such as the NCC) in favour of a training model of musical learning for teachers. The 

resulting high musical standard of the end product and difficulty of participation in the NCC is 

lauded by participants and others, all within the context of poor curriculum implementation, 

negative curriculum perceptions, ambiguous musical aims, and the low status of music within 

primary schools. In the final chapter, the possibility of embracing contemporary perspectives on 
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music education which encourage agentic, creative and culturally responsive participation using 

informal learning approaches (as outlined by Bond, 2017; Burnard, 2008; Green, 2008; Kelly Mc-

Hale, 2013 and Spruce, 2015 earlier) for teachers and learners will be recommended, 

notwithstanding the limitations of the choral classroom model of the NCC as it currently exists. 

 

4.3 Teacher Participation as Identity 

The section will explore the nature of teacher participation as a form of identity, 

considering how participation impacts the formation and negotiation of identity. From the data in 

this study, the various influences on teachersô multiple identities will be considered, ranging from 

their previous musical lifeworld to their self-perceived identity as musicians and teachers. The 

discussion will begin by exploring the musical habitus of the participants, considering the link 

between teachersô backgrounds and their participation in the NCC. Following this, the multiple 

co-existing identities that emerged from the interviews will be discussed, examining teacher-

musician identity in conjunction with the influence that participation has on participants own 

personal and professional identities. Then, the link between identity and the development of a 

sense of community and belonging through participation will be explored, considering the 

significance of this as part of teachersô lives outside the NCC. Finally, the practical manifestation 

of teacherôs various identities as participants in the NCC will be explored through the description 

and discussion of the various forms and trajectories of teacher participation, culminating in the 

consideration of the multiple levels of participation by teachers in the choir. 

 

4.3.1 Teachersô Musical Habitus 

The link between early musical experiences and identity formation is well established in the 

literature (Georgii-Hemming, 2011; McCarthy, 1999a; Wenger, 1998; Woodford, 2002). Building 

on the strong links between learning and participation discussed in the last section, Wenger 

(1998) writes that learning through participation and identity formation are also closely related. It 

is argued that oneôs identity influences their engagement in practice and learning, while learning 

through participation can also further shape one's identity (Wenger, 1998). As discussed, learning 

is a contextual process, with past experiences influencing current and future practices. This 

consideration of participantsô backgrounds or lifeworld is common in the phenomenological 

tradition, founded on the belief that ñindividualôs realities are invariably influenced by the world 

in which they liveò (Neubauer et al., 2019, p. 94). To consider the links between teacher 

participation in the NCC and participantôs development and expression of their identity, I first 

asked them about their earlier musical experiences to construct a picture of their habitus of 

participation. In doing so, I sought out their ñpredisposition, tendency, propensity or inclinationò 

for music that would influence participation and their sense of identity (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 214 as 

cited in Throop & Murphy, 2002, p. 187). 
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As outlined earlier in the methodology chapter, the six main participants all had previous 

musical experience that was largely positive in nature and therefore linked their backgrounds with 

participation in the NCC. Paul, Charlotte, and Hannah explained that their introduction to music 

came from instrumental music lessons in a music school or conservatoire. Despite all three 

coming from differing musical backgrounds (Irish traditional, classical piano and musical theatre 

respectively), their previous experiences gave them confidence in approaching music as a primary 

school teacher and consequently as a participant in the NCC. Hannah explained how having 

completed her grade exams and having music ñtuitionò gave her an advantage when participating 

in the NCC. Similarly, Susan, Mary and Carol previously sang as part of their secondary school 

choirs and viewed music positively from their post-primary education, which they felt was 

advantageous when taking part in the choir. Charlotte felt that her early involvement in music, 

inspired by her mother, was a central part of her career as a primary school teacher. Her mum was 

a previous teacher participant of the NCC, and Charlotte acknowledged following in the footsteps 

of her mum as a participant. Therefore, the data suggests that participantsô previous musical 

experiences positively disposed them to enter participation in the choir. Furthermore, teachersô 

pre-existing musical skills and knowledge benefited them during participation, advantaging them 

as members of the NCC. 

When reflecting on their musical lifeworlds, those who had experience of the NCC as 

children felt that it had shaped their musical background (among other influences from family, 

community, etc.) and therefore it could be argued that participation at any level, teacher or child, 

has an effect on oneôs identity and habitus. Charlotte explains how she remembers her mum 

working on the repertoire at home, and despite not participating herself as a child, felt that she 

wanted to take part as a primary school teacher. Many participants desired to pass this experience 

to those that they teach, as Hannah reflects: ñI wanted to give the children I was teaching the same 

feeling and the same sense of achievement that I hadé I suppose they wouldn't have had that 

opportunity hadn't I said that I would do itò. Similarly, the NCC CM, who like Hannah was also a 

child participant, explains the impact participation has had on her musically and now as a teacher: 

ñI know if I hadn't taken part in the National Children's Choir, I definitely wouldn't have been 

exposed to some of the music that I was and... like, it made an impact on me. I'm here [now]ò. 

Therefore, some teachers attribute their involvement in the NCC back with their participation as a 

child which, in their view, positively impacted their musical lifeworld.  

Participants also acknowledged the influence of their musical habitus on their work as a 

teacher, aligned with the research by Pitts (2005a) and Lamont (2002). Stinson explained that 

ñwhat we teach is who we areò (2002, p. 157) and the teachers in this study align with this view. 

Many participants wished to pass on the experiences they had as children, with a desire to pass on 

their positive musical lifeworld. Hannah and Charlotte acknowledge that they wanted to give their 

classes a similar musical experience that they had in school. However, like the theme of teaching 
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and learning explored above, the homogenous nature of teachersô experiences is difficult to 

reconcile with a broader, more contemporary conceptualisation of music education. For example, 

if teachers identify only with a choral singing, or view music education through a middle-class 

socio-cultural lens, there is little opportunity to reimagine their identity or lifeworld, with teachers 

remaining within a narrow ñlearning horizonò warned against by Hörberg et al. (2019) in the 

opening chapter.  

It is significant also that no participants mention their popular music interests, with only 

Paul integrating his experience of Irish traditional music with participation. The participants' 

views of school music align with the work of Green (2002; 2006) whereby they ascribe greater 

meaning and significance to school music genres, perhaps reserving popular genres for their 

outside school interactions with music. Therefore, the familiarity enjoyed by teachers who are 

comfortable within their habitus of participation is positive as it fosters their musical confidence 

and maintains their musical identity, however it is also problematic whereby it may alienate 

alternate values, dispositions, and musical identities or activities.  

In short, the lasting impact of previous musical experiences both inside and outside the 

NCC, and the desire to pass them on, was important to participants when they reflected on their 

place within the choir. The complexity of teachersô musical lifeworlds and the significance of 

them on their teaching and identity has been well argued (Throop & Murphy, 2004; Stakelum, 

2008; Wright, 2015a). The data demonstrates a strong correlation between teacherôs own musical 

backgrounds, their early musical influences and experiences, and their work as a teacher and 

participant in the NCC. These musical lifeworlds will now be interrogated through the 

consideration and formation of teacherôs multiple identities through participation.  

 

4.3.2 ñMultiple óIô Positionsò: Developing Identities through Participation  

In this study, teachersô stories revealed various identities co-existing and undergoing constant 

renegotiation. These ñmultiple óIô positionsò emerge from practices that teachers find meaningful 

and engage in (Akkerman & Meijer, 2011, p. 311; Maattanen, 2003). In this way, teacherôs 

identities in this research are shaped through participation in the NCC and therefore participation 

becomes part of their identity. Teachers in this study may embody various identities as musicians, 

members of the NCC, school leaders, professional conductors, etc., which all interact with each 

other (Akkerman & Meijer, 2011). In this section, I consider participantsô identity as teachers 

(teacher identity) and identity as a musician (musician identity). These are discussed separately, 

but also as a composite identity as experienced by participants and Akkerman & Meijer (2011).  

Then the impact of participation on the personal and professional dimensions of participantsô 

identity are considered, before examining how identity is influenced by the communityôs values 

and practices. 
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4.3.2.1 Musician or Teacher? 

In the early stages of the data analysis process, this research sought to determine where 

participants viewed themselves on a continuum from musician to teacher, as explored by 

Woodford (2002) and Hargreaves et al. (2003, 2007; cf. Lamont, 2002), considering a possible 

link between their previous musical experiences and their current identity as a teacher participant 

in the NCC. When asked, Carol and Mary responded emphatically ñteacherò, whereas Hannah 

(and to a lesser extent Paul) reported that they were musical outside of school, and that this 

influenced their day-to-day teaching. Hannah felt it was important for her as the teacher to 

demonstrate her musicality to her classes as a sort of role model, ñbringing [her] experiences to 

life for their studentsò (Bernard, 2004, p. 295). She reported feeling confident in music and that 

ñmusic is really [her] forteò.  

Charlotte had a more nuanced view of her identity, feeling that earlier in her career she 

was a musician but over time her identity has gradually shifted towards teacher, as she explains:  

Charlotte: I don't play the piano as much as I used to or don't do that. So [the NCC] 

forces me to actually spend a bit of time and actuallyé so from a personal point of view, 

it is great. Absolutely. And it definitely does develop and remind you of all of the musical 

things that, you don't always practise all the time. 

Researcher: I suppose if I was to ask you, are you a musician or a teacher, where do you 

position yourself on that kind of spectrum?  

Charlotte:  Oh God teacher. I'd sayéI would have in the past, I probably would have 

said, more musician. But as time has gone on, definitely my confidence as regards, all of 

that would have faltered a little bit more. But I understand, like, because I do have the 

background that I have I understand why teachers would shy away from it a little bit. 

Charlotte's interview demonstrates how her musical background has helped facilitate 

participation, but also how over time her teacher identity has grown stronger. This affirms the 

inability to define conclusively whether one identifies distinctly as a musician or teacher, and 

rather implies that teachers embody multiple coexisting identities (Bernard, 2004; Georgii-

Hemming, 2011). Charlotteôs participation in the NCC helps to maintain her identity as a 

musician through the need to practise the piano for rehearsal. However, more critically, her 

comments could also be interpreted as the erosion of her musical identity through the all-

encompassing nature of her role as a teacher and her narrow musical remit of replicating the 

programme with her students. It is argued that the promotion of oneôs musician identity through 

participation is limited by the nature of participation.   

Carol qualifies her primary teacher identity saying she ñwouldnôt have enough 

musicianship to class herself as a musicianò while Mary compared herself to other members of 

the NCC saying that ñI love [the NCC] but Iôm not like theméIôm a teacherò. During the 

interviews, both Carol and Susan spoke highly of those who played instruments and compared 

themselves and their participation in the choir with those who performed in the NCC orchestra. 



 

 133      

The data suggested that they believed their musicianship experience as singers was less revered 

than instrumentalists, and perhaps was less worthy of the musician identity (Plummeridge, 1991). 

Nettl considers this hierarchy among instruments within the music conservatoire culture, and the 

data here affirms this view of vocalists as ñenjoying lower esteemò (1995, p. 63).  

Therefore, teachers in the study, despite the challenge and difficulty of the programme, 

believed that they were primarily operating as teachers when participating in the NCC, feeling 

that the musician dimension of their identity was a contributing but not central part of 

participation. This may be due to many factors such as the view that their musical identity was in 

the past, was more evident outside of school, or that a musician ought to be an instrumentalist. It 

is surprising given the musical background of the participants and their commitment to the choir, 

that only Hannah was confident in her musical identity. It is argued therefore that teachers' 

musical identities are an important part of their initial motivation for participation, however 

through repeated participation, interviewees become more skilled teachers in the programme, 

identifying less and less as a musician through participation.  

4.3.2.2 Professional and Personal Identities 

Coupled with the internal dialogue between musician and teacher identities, participant 

data also suggests how teacherôs professional and personal lives contribute to the formation of 

their identity, reified through their participation. Professionally in their careers as teachers, their 

identity was intrinsically linked to participation in the NCC. Mary explains how: ñI suppose in my 

own school, I was the NCCé in the town, I was the NCC. And coordinating it I suppose I came 

to be the face of it really around the place and within the schoolsò. Other participants, such as 

Paul and Susan, also explain how as they continued to participate, they became more deeply 

involved in the choir, integrating participation with their sense of professional identity. In the first 

phase of data collection, teachers often referred to their colleagues as ñour expertò or 

ñspecialistsò, a title which commanded status within the school. Participation in musical activities, 

including the NCC, supported the different roles of teachers within schools which will be 

explored later in this section.  

Within the community, participating teachers were able to reach out and connect to others 

using the NCC as a conduit for networking and career progression, as Paul explains: ñI found 

from a professional point of view, one of the most beneficial things about taking part in the NCC 

was just collaboration between ourselves and the other local schools you know, because we really 

don't get those opportunities.ò As identified in the statistical data (Appendix C and D), small 

schools and rural schools represent a smaller proportion of schools who participate in the NCC. 

However, for those who do participate, like Paul, the experience arguably becomes a bigger part 

of their school identity and their professional identity within the community.  
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Building on the nature of teacher participation as part of oneôs professional identity, one 

principal from the initial data collection phase explained how participation has influenced their 

career in this example:  

When it came to the point when I started to think about moving into a leadership role [and 

becoming a principal], I had already had to do things like meet other schools. In a 

different capacity, I had linked in with other schools. I had conversationséprofessional 

conversations with people that enhanced my own professionalisméit is so good for you 

personally and in your professional career. (Principal, School B)  

This principal explained that the NCC was something that she promoted in her application for 

principalship, as well as using the community to learn about future job opportunities. In the same 

vein, Paul felt that participation in the NCC had helped him to build a relationship with his new 

senior management colleague through participating collaboratively in the organisation of 

participation, which he felt positively influenced their work relationship going forward. 

Therefore, it is argued that teacher participation in the NCC maintains a significant presence 

within oneôs professional identity, through the status and role that comes with leading 

participation in some instances, as well as the possible professional benefits that stem from 

participation. The final, óIô position considered in this section considers the nature and 

significance of participation in the personal lives and identity of the teachers. 

 Campbell et al. noted ñthe most effective teachers are perceived as having an apparent 

love of musicò (2007, p. 232). While the opening section considered teachersô musical habitus, 

this section considers the personal passions and motivations of teachers and how these impact 

their identity as NCC participants. As discussed above, Charlotteôs musical experiences made 

participation easier, however her interview excerpt explains how participation motivates her to 

practise the piano and integrates her personal enjoyment of music with her role and identity as a 

teacher and NCC member. Many studies (Hargreaves et al., 2007; Lave, 2009; Sweet, 2010) have 

found that teachersô own personal interests and affections motivate their teaching and influence 

the types of activities they engage with. The data reveals that Hannah, Charlotte and Paul all 

speak of their desire to bring their ñpersonalityò and ñloveò of music into the classroom. Hannah 

explains the link between her personal identity and participation in music in school and in the 

NCC: ñI suppose going back to where music and meéI've always had love for it. And even to 

this day, now I'm [age], it's still a really big part of my life, and a part of who I am. And I bring it 

into everything that I'm doingò. Thus, Hannahôs experience influences her sense of who she is 

personally and therefore links her individual musical life with participation.  

In summary, teacher participation as a form of identity begins with teachersô previous 

habitus and musical lifeworld, and continually develops through the synthesis of oneôs 

professional and personal motivations and identities, represented in their identity as a musician, 

identity as a teacher, and identity as an NCC member. As Susan mentioned above, she is ñthe face 



 

 135      

of the NCCò and a personôs face is perhaps the strongest representation of oneôs identity, 

demonstrating the centrality of participation in the NCC on the lives of teachers in this study.   

Research by Lamont (2002) argues that school is a key place where musical identities are 

formed. The findings are significant as they affirm the multiple óIô positions embodied by teachers 

as they participate in the NCC (teacher, musician, conductor, colleague, organiser, learner, etc.) 

and the importance of teachers and schools in shaping the identities as students and teachers. 

Teachersô identity therefore is fostered through the fulfilment of their musical and extra-musical 

desires and motivations, shaped by their previous musical lifeworlds and their personal and 

professional identities which are further strengthened by a sense of belonging within the NCC 

community which will now be considered. 

4.3.2.3 Identity within the Community  

As outlined earlier, Wengerôs concept of belonging involves three sub-concepts: 

engagement, imagination, and alignment (Wenger, 1998, p. 184). Through repeated participation, 

teachers experience various modes of belonging through engagement with the choir, imagination 

of themselves in various roles as NCC members, and through alignment with other members who 

are working towards the common aims and outcome of the choir. Hannah positively recounts 

what it means to be a member within this community: ñYouôre in it togetheréThereôs so much 

friendliness and a real just sense of happiness and wanting to be there because everyone wants to 

learn the songsò. These positive experiences and shared goals cultivate a sense of belonging for 

participants, which contribute to their ñstories of identityò and encourage future participation 

(Wenger, 1998, p.187). Therefore, identity and community are interlinked, with membership of 

the community influencing identity, and each participantôs identity shaping the community.  

Hannah and Susan speak about being part of a community of ñlike-mindedò members. 

Hannah explains the kind of group the NCC is to her: ñit gives a chance to the people who are 

dedicated and want their classes to really thrive, to do that in an environment whereépeople 

arenôt taking [sic] a joke about itéLike itôs taken serious[ly]ò. She compares it to other music 

programmes operating in schools, which she feels lacks the ñreal sense of teamwork and unityò of 

the NCC. It is possible that the shared vision and similar habitus of members, as emerged through 

the interviews, enables the continued existence of the choir by members who share a common 

identity within the community; a badge of identity as referred to earlier (Wright, 2015a).  

Within the school community, the relationship between principals and teachers is 

important. In her school, Charlotteôs principal is a non-participant with very little involvement in 

the NCC, however they support participation through facilitating the supervision of classes, the 

organisation of rehearsals, and any administration that is required. Charlotte notes that 

participation ñtakes a lot of coordinationé[and] letôs say and buy-in from management and our 
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principal who is very supportive itò. Similarly, in School D from Phase 2, participation was 

organised by a previous principal and the current principal reported being happy to ñhand that 

overò to the 5th class teachers, having very little involvement in the teaching of it. Finally, Carol, 

as a retired principal, is proud to have reintroduced the NCC in her school, enthusiastically 

enrolling another colleague to come on board and teach it with her. This relationship involved 

Carol peripherally supporting participation alongside her colleague who led the NCC in her 

school as the choir conductor. Therefore, the data demonstrates how the role of principals as 

either leaders or facilitators of participation is an important factor in determining the nature of 

music education in schools influenced by the identity and experiences of all involved (Bowe, 

2016; Finnerty, 2017; Murray, 2022). 

One example of the wide reach and longevity of the NCC community came from Maryôs 

interview, where she recounts a story about her daughter, who was a child participant and is now 

a primary school teacher: 

[My daughterôs] almost 30, so she's out [of teacher training] a few years. But when she 

went to college, a lot of the people that she met up with by default, they found out that 

they had all been involved in the National Children's Choir. Now I'm talking about girls 

that she met from [different counties]. And even in the photograph that [was taken] in the 

concert hall, they were able to pick themselves out because they happened to be there - 

they were amused themselves. And, you know, they would say that when they get 

together that they end up singing songs from Cór na nÓg [NCC].  

This example suggests the community of the NCC can continue past participation, and arguably 

can evolve. For example, while Maryôs daughter may not have appreciated or experienced a 

strong sense of community or affinity with fellow choristers when she participated, the potentially 

homogenous nature of primary school student teachersô school experiences provides an 

opportunity to re-engage with an evolved community of NCC members, sharing songs, stories 

and experiences. This was also supported by the NCC CM who valued the summer course as a 

chance to reconnect with NCC teachers who, like herself, had participated as children. It is argued 

that these teachers share a common habitus as NCC members and possess a common capital 

through the performance of the repertoire. Not only does this support the findings by Elpus (2018) 

affirming the link between both music participation and third level participation in music, but also 

Wrightôs views that ñhabitus is confirmed and replicatedò when communities share common 

beliefs and experiences (2015a, p.84).  

Therefore, the data suggests that teachers share an identity as NCC members, past and 

present, within the community, through the engagement, alignment, and imagination of the 

community. This sense of affinity to a community can emerge, and indeed re-emerge, at different 

stages of teachersô lives. This may cultivate a sense of belonging as insiders (Wenger, 1998) who 

have a social connection with other members who are ñrooting for the same thing as you areò 

(Susan).  
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Therefore, participants not only have their own multiple óIô positions, but they also align 

their identity with the community of fellow NCC members. The significance of this is both 

positive and problematic: on one hand the community element of participation as a form of 

identity ensures continuation of the organisation, and arguably contributes to the social and 

enjoyable dimension of membership. However, when this group of NCC ñinsidersò (Wenger, 

1998) are considered within an already homogenous population of Irish primary school teachers 

(O Sullivan, 2019), it can result in a static community of participants where identity and learning 

are not challenged or critiqued, but simply replicated. There may also be outsiders (Wenger, 

1998), whether through differing musical experiences or sense of identity, who are alienated by 

the homogenous nature of a community in which they feel they do not belong. The final 

consideration of identity through participation explores the forms and trajectories of participation 

which result in the various levels of teacher participation within the NCC. 

 

4.3.3 Forms and Trajectories of Participation  

As outlined in the review of the literature, Wengerôs (1998) CoP theory provides a useful 

model for describing and critiquing the nature of participation through the identification of four 

forms of participation: Full Participation; Peripheral Participation; Marginal Participation and 

Non-Participation (p. 167). His theory also describes the various trajectories of participation, 

being either inbound or outbound depending on the desired form of participation (represented 

earlier in Figure 2.1). As alluded to in the methodology chapter, not all teachers within the NCC 

participate in the same way. There are teachers who teach and lead the choir (full participants), 

those who support or facilitate the programme (peripheral or marginal participants), and those 

who have very little involvement with the programme (non-participants). These roles will be 

further interrogated in this section and conceptualised as levels of participation based on the roles 

and responsibilities of participants. It is acknowledged that non-participant is a problematic term 

used by Wenger (1998), however I intend its use to be for those members of the school 

community who enable and facilitate participation, but for whom the outcome of participation as 

a form of learning or identity is very minimal. Therefore, the forms of participation considered in 

this section depend on the practical roles and responsibilities of teachers within the choir, which 

relates directly to their sense of identity and power.  

Considering all the data in this study, as well as the researcherôs own informal 

observations as a fellow participant, this section aims to explore the various levels of participation 

by teachers in the NCC, discussing how their role is important both to the overall operation of the 

choir and where their role exists and interacts with other members. Given the link between 

practice and identity, community and identity, and the personal and professional dimensions of 

identity, the focus of this section is to describe the practical manifestation of identity through 
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teacher participation in the choir. An exploration of the hierarchical and power implications of 

these multiple forms of participation will then follow. 

4.3.3.1 Full Participants and Non-Participants 

To begin, I first examine the differences between full participants and non-participants. 

Full participants are those who are responsible for teaching the programme to the children. They 

are what Wenger (1998) refers to as insiders, participating fully within the choir. Their role can 

include liaising with the NCC regional organisers and committees, organising rehearsals, 

attending the summer course and other activities directly related with teaching the repertoire to 

the children and facilitating participation in their school. Often, they initiate participation in the 

programme and affiliate their school or class, although this is not always the case. All the teachers 

from Phase 3 of the data collection, the six phenomenological interviews, are conceptualised as 

full participants, with important roles and responsibilities within their schools and the NCC, 

which are reflected in and a reflection of their multiple identities (musician, teacher, professional, 

personal).  

 Alongside this group, there is a larger group of non-participants. These teachers have 

varying levels of interaction with the full participants, but in the main non-participating teachers 

have very little direct involvement in the teaching of the repertoire. They support participation by 

observing the rehearsals, acting as ñcrowd controlò (Hannah) maintaining classroom management 

and supervising the class of a participating teacher while they conduct the choir. For example, 

Charlotte explained how she was teaching a junior class during the last NCC cycle and, as this 

class level does not participate in the choir, her colleagues who are the teachers of the 

participating children swap classes with Charlotte for rehearsals. Charlotte then teaches the 

repertoire to the fifth classes in her school and her colleagues take turns supervising her class. 

Both teachers explain that while this is not ideal, it is necessary for participation and is made 

possible due to the support and collaboration of staff and management. Furthermore, as was 

alluded to earlier, Charlotteôs colleague (who was interviewed during the first data collection 

phase) was happy to allow the expert Charlotte to lead participation in the NCC as he admits ñI 

wouldnôt be relying on my own competence in taking on a task like thiséI mean this is a level 

beyond meò (Class Teacher, School A). Therefore, Charlotte is a full participant whereas her 

colleague is a non-participant who is removed from the teaching of the choir. Charlotte feels 

encouraged by the learning she has experienced through participation, and this influences the 

multiple positive identities that enable her to participate confidently and competently in the NCC. 

The nature and significance of participation by other forms of participant (non-

participating, peripheral and marginal) is important to consider, as they have an important role in 

ensuring a schoolôs successful participation in the choir, as Susan explains: ñIt certainly is not just 

two people taking this on in the school, one person taking it on in a school, it needs to have the 
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backing of the whole staffò. She tells us about her staff who ñhave no interest in music 

whatsoeveré[but will] offer to welcome people into the concert or do whatever they can to help 

you outò. Charlotte similarly speaks about having ñbuy-inò from staff and management, 

explaining how participation is easier and more enjoyable when all the staff are involved on some 

level. Paul explains how the involvement of staff in areas such as parking, organising seating and 

even hospitality for visiting schools is necessary to ensure the success of the initiative. Therefore, 

we can see the value of non-participants in the efficient and successful operation of the choir, with 

their important extramusical, facilitative roles.  

Recalling the discussion of learning and identity heretofore, there may be personal and 

professional benefits and capital acquired through participation for all teachers, even those not 

directly involved in the teaching of the programme. For example, during the Phase 1 data 

collection, the principal of School D has been previously signed up to participate by the former 

principal, yet they were happy to facilitate it for the benefit of the school among parents and the 

wider community. However, the extent to which teachersô musical identities and learning are 

fostered is limited for teachers who are not directly involved in the teaching of the choir, perhaps 

due to the limitations of the choirôs organisation structures or due to the desires of teachers to 

remain outsiders regarding participation in the NCC in their school.  

4.3.3.2 Peripheral and Marginal Participants  

Perhaps the most interesting forms of participation to consider are those peripheral and 

marginal participants. In this context, peripheral participants are teachers who may or may not be 

involved in the teaching of the repertoire or leading participation, but they are on a trajectory 

towards full participation. They are enabled by other members to learn the practices and 

procedures necessary for full participation if they so wish. For example, Carol explains how in her 

early years with the NCC she just taught one vocal part of the songs, while a colleague conducted 

the choir altogether. With time and practice, Carol had opportunities to act as the conductor and 

thus a full participant. Similarly, Susan describes a colleague who assisted her in teaching the 

repertoire while her usual teaching partner was absent from school. The extract below illustrates 

Susanôs colleague moving along this trajectory from outside observer to participating insider: 

One year ago, one of my other friends, colleagues, on the staff decided to do the 

[summer] course. And she has no background in music. She's a good singer, little sing 

songs. But she wouldn't be able to read music. But she came along to the course. The first 

couple of days of the course, she kind of was ñOh my god!ò She couldn't believe that 

people could actually sit down, sight read what's in front of them? And so, she was 

absolutely scared out of her wits. Okay, but when we actually when the course was 

finished, she admitted on the Friday she said she had never done a course that was as 

enjoyable and she came home thené. the reason she did the course really was because 

one of the teachers that usually does it for me was going out on maternity, the following 

year. So, she wanted to help me out. So, she was super happy. But she couldn't believe 

what a good resource the CDs are, for teachers who haven't actually done it before. So, I 
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think to even put your toe in the water the way she did, and to experience it and take the 

fear out of it. She thought it was very highbrow and veryé. Sheôd heard the finished 

product. And when she [saw] us with our vocal scores, and, the children would even get 

[them], she kinda thought; ñGosh, I mean, I could never do thisò. But actually, of course, 

she could do it. 

Here we can see that through the NCC summer course and its aim to prepare teachers to teach the 

repertoire, Susanôs colleague grew in confidence and was enabled to teach the programme 

alongside her, moving from a peripheral position to one closer to full participation. These 

examples affirm Levineôs (2010) reading of Wengerôs theory that communities can ñpullò 

members up to the level of competence of other members. It also demonstrates the centrality of 

ñlearning by doingò and the fostering of confidence through participation, which ultimately 

reinforces oneôs identity as a competent NCC member (Wenger, 1998). In a final example, Paul 

similarly recounts how he inherited participation in the NCC from the former principal in his 

school, who introduced the choir and subsequently moved elsewhere:  

It was kind of left up to us and we were left to our own devices. Now [my former 

principal] obviously was organising another concert [nearby] and so wasn't too far away. 

She was there in an advisory role for us and in the logistics of organising the concert and 

all that. So, myself and one of the other teachers took the role of coordinator, basically. 

These extracts show the importance of the supportive structures within the choir like the summer 

course and the use of the wider NCC community to provide an opportunity for learning and 

identity formation through the progression from outsiders or peripheral participants to insiders.  

It is noted that there is no established process for the mentoring or training of new 

members in the NCC, besides informal networking through the summer course and other 

channels. Perhaps this represents another missed opportunity for a possible structured induction 

programme, to allow teachers progress to full participation and address teachersô shortcomings in 

confidence and competence that may be impeding full participation. Teachers did acknowledge 

the support of the MDs who could be contacted for support, however given the scale of the 

programme this is not always realistic, as MD3 admitted earlier. Therefore, the data suggests the 

possible need for a more formal induction or mentoring structure to manage the development of 

teacher participants within this peripheral space, formalising the learning and identity formation 

that happens incidentally. 

 The final category that requires consideration are those teachers who remain at the 

margins of participation. This is where ñparticipation [is] restricted by non-participationò keeping 

either newcomers or long-standing members from full participation (Wenger, 1998, p. 167). From 

the initial data collection phase, some class teachers who were not teaching the repertoire did 

report that they mainly had a ñsupport roleò and were required to ñfall in lineò with the workings 

of the choir. Class teachers from School A and D both reported that their main involvement in the 

NCC was supervising other classes, meaning that they didnôt attend rehearsals and were therefore 
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physically removed from participation in the choir. Similarly, in School B, one participant felt 

that there had to be a balance between ñallowing younger teachers who want to participateéto 

take a little turnò, while ensuring that competent, experienced members of the NCC lead the choir. 

It is unclear if this turn-taking was limited to the teachers who taught the class groups or available 

to any teacher in the school who wished to participate. Also, it is equally unclear if these teachers 

progressed onto full participation or remained at the margins of participation. Susan identifies this 

group of participants who remain at the fringes of the choir and postulates why this may be: 

You can see some teachers being very much into it, and very hands on and helping 

whatever. And then you can see no, sorry they just come and they're there for the day out 

when we go for the regional rehearsals, oh, yeah. Sometimes Iôve actually seen that. if 

you took it from their perspective, it mightnôt be that they're just not participating as 

much. It could be coming from the fact that they think that we know how to do it. So, 

leave us to it, you know. So, I wouldn't fully blame them. But there might be an element 

there of ósure leave it to them. It'll happen anyway and let them take chargeô. And so, I 

know it sounds a little bit - But I suppose that goes on in everything. You say maybe you 

know that some people do give it 100% participation and others mightnôt just give it as 

much. 

She suggests that this varying level of participation is inevitable, and Wenger (1998) would agree 

that some members desire to be in a state of non-participation by choice, like the principal of 

School A. The swapping of subjects and classes among teachers was mentioned by many who felt 

that rather than teachers ñfeeling that they have to do itò (MD2), marginal participants or non-

participating teachers could teach a subject they enjoyed. This aligns with the notion of music as a 

specialist subject outside the domain of some generalist teachers (Hallam et al., 2009; Holden & 

Button, 2006; Seddon & Biasutti, 2008), further supporting the difficulties that teachers 

experience viewing themselves as musicians (Bernard, 2004). In the context of this study, these 

marginal and non-participating teachers are still classed as participants of the NCC in their 

facilitation and endorsement of the programme with their class and the resulting capital and 

curricular replacement that flows from participation.  

It is reasonable to assume that there is a hypothetical group of teachers in schools who are 

marginalised or excluded from full participation by other members. This, Wenger argues, can 

become endemic within a community, leading to ñproblematicò non-participation whereby the 

organisation is unable to conceive alternate trajectories for those who desire full membership. The 

significance being that the organisation or community can become stifled with its static 

membership and miss opportunities for reflection on their practice. The constant evolution of 

these multiple forms of participation is problematic as while all communities require experienced, 

confident participants to survive and pass on the organisationôs knowledge and practice, they may 

also alienate possible new members with new ideas and varying identities. (Lave & Wenger, 

1991; Wenger, 1998).  
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While a group like this did not emerge from the data, organisations must be mindful of 

the need to conceive different trajectories and ideologies, or risk marginal participants becoming 

full non-participants removed from the organisation altogether (Wenger, 1998). It is possible that, 

as cautioned by the literature (Pitts, 2012; Stakelum, 2008a; Small, 1998), teachers who fall 

outside the socio-cultural field or habitus of the NCC, or whose sense of identity is not aligned 

with others in the community, may be excluded from meaningful participation. In concluding this 

section on participation as a form of identity, these four forms of participation are now explored 

alongside various participants from this study to illustrate the levels of participation in the NCC 

ranging from full participation to full non-participation.  
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4.3.3.3 The Levels of Teacher Participation 
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Echoing the beginning of this section, teachers participate at various levels in the NCC 

depending upon their roles and responsibilities in teaching and facilitating a schoolôs involvement 

in the choir. In Figure 4.2, we can see the four forms of participation aligned with the various 

roles of participation at each level. Full participants who act as AMDs, regional rehearsal 

organisers or teachers teaching the repertoire within their schools are at the top of the diagram. 

Below, we see marginal participants like teachers in School B who get to ñhave their turnò 

(Principal, School B) and help to teach individual parts (Carol). Then we have marginal 

participants whose participation is non-musical in nature, however their sense of teacher and 

professional identity as NCC participants is evident. These include teachers who assist in the 

organisation of concerts or administration of the programme, as outlined by Paul and Susan 

earlier. Finally, there are the non-participating teachers who are outside of the practical operation 

of the NCC. They may supervise classes, aid colleagues in classroom management or be in a 

leadership role in the school whereby they have no direct involvement in the choir. These varying 

levels of participation will be considered in more detail in the next section which explores the 

power implications and resulting hierarchies. 

In summary, this section considered the nature and significance of participation as a form 

of identity, whereby teachersô multiple identities are influenced, negotiated, and strengthened by 

participation. Teachers expressed the importance of their musical habitus on participation which 

evolved from their family backgrounds, school experiences and personal musical activities. 

Teachers within the choir explained the positive influence participation has had on their teacher 

and musical identity, as well as their personal and professional identities. Participants identified 

strongly as teachers rather than as musicians. Teachers also aligned with like-minded others in the 

NCC community who shared a collective sense of identity and belonging. 

Following this, the multiple forms and trajectories of participation were considered, 

including the roles of all four forms of participation alongside the ad-hoc nature of progression for 

peripheral participants who wished to move towards full participation, as well as marginal 

participants who remain or desire to be excluded from participation. What emerges is an 

organisation that has multiple members with various roles and levels of involvement in the choir, 

however it is argued that the NCC has influenced their sense of identity regardless of the level of 

participation. Having considered the multi-levelled nature of participation, the next section will 

consider the movement and interactions between levels more closely, using the theoretical 

constructs of power and control and activity theory (AT) to critique the nature and significance of 

participation. 
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4.4 Teacher Participation as Power 

In the main, teacher participation has been considered as a primarily homogenous construct 

of learning and identity, experienced equally by participants. However, interpretation of the data 

suggests a hierarchical dimension to participation whereby participants have different roles and 

responsibilities, and thus enjoy a corresponding status and level of power. As presented in Figure 

4.2 above, there exists a metaphorical glass ceiling that requires a perceived experience level 

obtained through repeated participation to progress further. This is represented by the dotted line 

restricting new members from entering the organisation as a regional organiser or AMD, for 

example. Therefore, the levels of participation discussed in the previous section are not available 

to all participants and the movement between levels is ad-hoc.  

This section will consider the roles, responsibilities, and hierarchies of participation, first 

by outlining the various roles of teachers and then by viewing the levels of participation as a 

hierarchical pyramid of participation on a school level and then on an organisational level. This 

hierarchy will then be discussed alongside the exploration of the NCC as an AS using 

Engestrºmôs (1999, 2001) CHAT theory. The conceptualisation of the NCC using CHAT outlined 

in the conceptual framework will be discussed in detail, beginning with the interactions between 

subject, object and outcome, before considered the influences, tensions and contradictions that 

occur between the hierarchical division of labour, the community, the mediating artefacts, and the 

multi-dimensional nature of participation as the outcome. Finally, the significance of these 

interactions on the outcome of participation, particularly the narrow conceptualisation of teaching 

and learning and the limitations presented by identity and community within the NCC will be 

explored.  
 

 

4.4.1 The Roles, Responsibilities and Hierarchies of Participation  

Through the researcherôs experience as a participant, and the data from the interviews, it 

is proposed that teachers who participate in the NCC have particular roles and levels of power 

depending on where they reside within the division of labour (Burnard & Younker, 2008). This is 

presented as a hierarchical pyramid of participation where ñone [member] delegates duties from 

the upper to the lower levels of a hierarchical structureò (Saiti & Stefou, 2020). In the case of the 

NCC, the MDs communicate the content (repertoire), the tools (recordings and resources) and 

knowledge (practical tips and tricks) to the teachers on the lower levels. Considering the levels of 

participation as outlined earlier in Figure 4.2, full participants are supported within their schools 

by other members who assist them to teach the repertoire and facilitate participation in the choir. 

As discussed, the four levels of participation on a school level include: full participants who lead 

the teaching and participation of the choir, peripheral participants who support the programme 

working alongside full participants, marginal participants who facilitate participation but are not 

involved in the teaching of it, and non-participants who have little involvement in the choir 
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outside of operating within their schools. These levels of participation within a school are 

represented hierarchically as seen in Figure 4.3 below: 

 

 

Figure 4.3: The hierarchical pyramid of participating teachers at school level (Level 1) 
 

 

4.4.1.1 Participation on a School Level 

As discussed earlier, the researcher understands that full participants lead the choir 

rehearsals, teach the repertoire, interact with the NCC committee, etc. They are often a small 

group of teachers within the wider school community (within this study one or two members per 

school). These full participants usually control participation in their school, delegating tasks to 

their colleagues. Interestingly, this was usually not the principal, unless they were also the choir 

conductor (such as Carol, School B, & School C principals in this study). Susan explains how she 

ñexpects that allé every teacher in my school will then have the goodwill and say: óof course 

Susan you can haveécourse you can have thiséôò In this way, Susan and other full participants 

have a status within their school and have a level of control over participants within their school, 

giving roles to lower levels of the hierarchical pyramid.  

This is in contrast to traditional hierarchies within schools, whereby the principal as 

leader of the school may have a less prominent role within participation. However, as the 

literature argued earlier, their endorsement and support of participation through the facilitation of 

the NCC is an example of their influence and power on the school community (Bowe, 2016; 

Murray, 2022). As described under the theme of identity earlier, principals in the NCC have a 

variety of roles depending on their proximity to participation and the level of autonomy the afford 

to the full participant teachers. Full participants are supported by peripheral participants who 

assist in teaching small groups of the choir or work in their own classrooms on learning lyrics. 
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They are often on a trajectory to full participation, acting as a type of apprentice observing and 

modelling the work of the master full participants (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  

Finally, the largest group of teachers within a school is usually the marginal and non-

participating teachers. The marginal participants are those who support the choir but are not on a 

trajectory towards full participation, for whatever reason, while non-participants are those 

teachers who wish to remain outsiders within the community and not actively participate. These 

groups have limited power and control over participation and are akin to passive participants in 

the NCC; aware of its operation but not activity engaged in the learning and community 

dimensions of participation. As Susan described earlier, the non-participating teachers may not be 

involved in the teaching or organising of the NCC, feeling that the full participants are 

experienced and in charge of participation. She stressed that she did not want to be disparaging to 

other teacher participants within the choir but acknowledged the different levels of involvement 

by colleagues. Her rationale that teachers are happy to ñleave it to themò further supports findings 

from the literature discussed earlier relating to the difficulties of operating effective partnerships 

where teachers and arts organisations participate equally and do not simply outsource music 

teaching to, in this case, the full participants within their school (Fahy & Kenny, 2021; Kenny, 

2010; Partington, 2018).   

4.4.1.2 Participation on an Organisational Level 

Having considered the hierarchical participation pyramid within schools, this discussion 

now considers all the levels of participation of the entire choir; Level 1 encompasses participation 

at a school level, Level 2 represents participation on a regional or local level, and Level 3 includes 

the senior members of the NCC and the national oversight remit of these members. These levels 

of participation can be seen below in Figure 4.4. Also, the corresponding responsibilities of each 

level are outlined in Table 4.1. There is currently no agreed description of NCC membersô roles or 

responsibilities, and the data below is drawn from the authorôs participation in and observation of 

the NCC, as well as through the descriptions of participation from interviewees in this research. 

The roles below seem to have evolved organically, responding to the growth of the NCC over 

time and the need for more organisational structures. 
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Figure 4.4: The various levels of participation within the hierarchical pyramid of the NCC 

 

 

Level Role Indicative Responsibilities 

3 

Musical 

Directors (MD) 

ǒ Chooses and arranges the repertoire 

ǒ Records the teaching records which defines the 

interpretation. 

ǒ Selects and trains the AMDs. 

ǒ Facilitates NCC Summer Course. 

ǒ Conducts national performances and some regional performances. 

ǒ Maintains and promotes the aims and vision of the NCC. 

ǒ Informally visits schools and advises teachers. 
 

NCC 

Committees 

(Regional and 

National) 

ǒ Led by the National Organiser and Chairperson. 

ǒ Supports the decisions of the Musical Directors. 

ǒ Collates and communicates with schools and teachers. 

ǒ Organises regional and national concerts. 

ǒ Promotes the aims and vision of the NCC.  

2 

Assistant 

Musical 

Directors (AMD) 

ǒ Conducts regional rehearsals informed by the MDôs interpretation 

ǒ Informally visit schools and advise teachers.  

Rehearsal 

Organisers 

ǒ Organise cluster/regional rehearsals. 

ǒ Support regional committees in the operation of the regional concerts. 

ǒ Organise ticket sales and participant data. 

ǒ Informally assist and recruit new members within their area. 

ǒ Promote the aim and vision of the NCC within their area. 
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1 

Full / 

Peripheral 

Participants 

ǒ Lead the teaching of the repertoire in their school. 

ǒ Communicate with the local/regional organisers. 

ǒ Observe the practices of a fully participating teacher/AMD/MD. 

ǒ Promotes the aim and vision of the NCC within their school. 

ǒ Informally mentor or support new members. 

ǒ Facilitate the aim and vision of the NCC within their 

school/classroom. 

Marginal/ Non-

Participants 

ǒ Supervise classes during rehearsals (NCC and non-NCC classes) 

ǒ Facilitate the teaching of the programme by a fully participating 

teacher in their school/class level. 

ǒ Observe the practice of a fully participating teacher 

Table 4.1: The responsibilities of each participant level within the NCC 
 

Firstly, there are some general points worth considering about the structure of 

participation presented above. As was the case on a school level (Level 1), participants who hold 

the most power over the workings of the organisation are located at the top of the pyramid (Saiti 

& Stefou, 2020). Decisions flow downwards from the MDs and senior NCC committees, through 

the AMDs who work with schools and the regional and local organisers, finally flowing to 

schools and teachers on a local level. Secondly, as alluded to earlier, members usually enter the 

choir on the bottom two levels of the pyramid as either full participants or peripheral, marginal, or 

non-participants. The dotted lines suggest those glass ceilings that stifle progression up through 

levels for most members. Finally, there is no formal mechanism or procedure for regulating the 

movement of members, with progression occurring on an ad-hoc basis, usually sanctioned by the 

MDs interpretation of the needs of the choir. 

Level 1 as it is described above is participation on a school level. Many of the choirôs 

members remain at this level for the duration of their participation. In this research, Carol and all 

teachers in School C and D of the initial phase are on this level. Carol had taught the programme 

as a teacher and principal but never held the responsibilities of more senior levels. These teachers 

receive the repertoire from the MDs and through the learning and training discussed above, 

become more adept at teaching the programme efficiently and confidently. The benefits of 

repeated participation are clear at this level. For example, Charlotte explains how she now knows 

to begin early in September to have the repertoire taught in time while Paul recounts the lessons 

he has learned in organising rehearsals and staging the regional concert. Similarly, Hannah has 

picked up tips and tricks from the MDs to take with her into the next cycle, enabling her to act in 

the role of AMD using both her own musical experience and the experience of the NCC. 

Therefore, while there is learning and corresponding positive sense of oneôs identity at this level, 

there is also a lack of power and control.  

Moving onto Level 2, four out of the six participants at the centre of this study are at this 

level (Mary has ceased participation in recent years). Long standing members such as Susan and 
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Mary explain how in their eyes the natural progression was to become a regional organiser, 

working to organise the rehearsals and local concerts and liaising with the national and regional 

committees on logistical matters. Progression is accompanied by an increase in responsibility and 

autonomy for regional organisers and committee members on a local level. However, the 

operation of rehearsals and concerts is still very much within the inherited framework, as 

established by the choirôs founder and refined since. The modus operandi is set by the MDs and 

National NCC Committee, and the founding principles and procedures have changed little over 

the programme's lifespan (Carol). Therefore, these Level 2 participants enjoy autonomy related to 

the practical aspects of participation, entrusted with more power and responsibility by the upper 

level to organise regional rehearsals, guide new members and pass on the vision and values of the 

NCC through their work within the wider community. However, the responsibility for musical 

and artistic matters remains with the most senior level of the choirôs hierarchy.  

Progression beyond Level 2 is rare, represented by the red box in Figure 4.4. The MDs 

have been in place since 2007 and were selected by Creamer, having all been known to him and 

worked alongside him in various projects within and outside the NCC. The committees contain 

many retired members who have previously taught the programme, but also contain a small 

number of newer members (Hannah in this study is part of a regional committee). The regional 

committees are tasked primarily with arranging the cluster schools into groups for practices and 

organising these regional rehearsals and concerts. These members have considerable autonomy to 

decide the logistical arrangements of rehearsals and concerts, however always overseen by the 

MDs and the National Committee. While some members do progress to this highest level, as the 

committee members and the MDs themselves have done, the criteria for progression is 

ambiguous. One unifying trait is that all members at Level 3 possess a desire to preserve the 

vision set out by Creamer and align with the aims of the NCC as outlined earlier. They are also 

experienced participants of the NCC who have inherited the approach to teaching and learning 

and embodied the identity as confident and competent members as discussed above. It is therefore 

reasonable to assume that progression through the hierarchical levels is in some ways linked to 

membersô identification and alignment with the NCCôs ethos, vision, and practices, maintaining 

the current nature of participation as a form of learning, identity, and power.  

In conclusion, these multiple levels of participation present an organisation where 

participation is not equal. As was argued in the literature review, the NCC does not align with the 

conceptualisation of a CoP (Wenger, 1998). While concepts such as practice, participation, and 

identity, alongside characteristics of shared repertoire and the mutual engagement of a community 

are evident in parts of the NCC, the different roles and hierarchies of participation and the 

corresponding power and control implications are challenging to reconcile with Wengerôs 

description of a CoP. Instead, the conceptual framework outlined earlier presents Engestrºmôs 

(1999, 2001) Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) as a structure to explore the 
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relationship between the NCCôs constituent parts, and how the hierarchical pyramid of 

participation (or hierarchical division of labour as it will be referred to) impacts the negotiation of 

tensions and contradictions within the system. The next section will outline the NCC as an 

activity system (AS), considering the interactions and disturbances within the organisation, 

followed by the interpretation of power as a mediating construct within the NCC.  
 

 

4.4.2 The NCC as an Activity System 

 

As outlined earlier in Chapters 2 and 3, conceptualisation of the NCC as a CoP, using 

Engestrºmôs 2001 revision of CHAT provides a useful framework to understand the interactions 

between various constituent parts within the organisation. Engeström tells us that AT is used to 

study collective, artefact mediated AS that encompass contradictions and tensions within the 

system. Crucially, these disturbances present the possibility of transformational change in how the 

AS operates, allowing participants to ñquestion and deviate from its established normsò 

(Engeström, 2001, p. 137). These contradictions can emerge through the influences of cultural 

and historical artefacts, such as the founding principles and vision of the NCC, or from the 

ñdivision of labour in an activity [which] creates different positions for the participants, as the 

participants carry their own diverse historiesò (Engestrºm, 2001, p. 136). The outcome of these 

disturbances can manifest as a form of power and control within the AS, maintained by a 

hierarchical organisation structured, or as a form of transformation, reimagining the teaching and 

learning approach and identity negotiation that stems from participation. Therefore, to critique 

and interpret the interactions, contradictions, and artefacts within the NCC, we begin by 

considering the fundamental interactions within an AS: subject ï object ï outcome. 

 

 

Figure 4.5: Subject - Object - Outcome Interactions 

As shown in Figure 4.5 above, the subjects within the NCC AS are the MDs (alongside 

other senior NCC figures) who interact with the teachers. However, in a similar way the teachers 

can be framed as subjects interacting with the NCC as an organisation. This implies that the 

outcome from the AS is teacher participation when one considers the interactions between MDs, 

other NCC members and teachers. The aim of teachersô interactions is to teach the programme 

and to participate confidently and competently in the NCC. However, this research argues that the 

outcome of teacher participation in the NCC is multi-dimensional in nature, with participation 

manifesting as a form of teaching and learning, identity, power, capital, and transformation. Once 
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again, the subjects hold more power and control over the interactions within the system, 

particularly where one considers the responsibility held by the MDs as subjects. In this way the 

influences are primarily one directional, from MDs to teachers lower down on the pyramid of 

participation. These interactions must then be negotiated through the lens of the mediating 

artefacts which will now be considered.  

4.4.2.1 The Mediating Artefacts and Tools 

The term mediating artefact first emerged from early Vygotskian AT in which 

interactions and learning between objects and subjects were mediated by concrete and conceptual 

practices (Vygotsky, 1978, as cited in Engeström, 2001; Welch, 2011). Within the NCC, these 

artefacts encompass the theoretical concepts considered in Chapter 2, such as teacherôs lifeworld, 

habitus, capital, identity, in addition to the rules governing oneôs position within the field and 

power within the community (Bourdieu, 1986; Jensen, 2014; Van Manen, 2016; Wenger, 1998). 

Coupled with these conceptual constructs, the activityôs tangible resources such as the repertoire 

and resources also impact the nature of the subject-object interaction and the resulting outcome 

from participation.  

As has been argued earlier, one of the reasons for teachersô sustained participation in the 

NCC is the importance of their past experiences and their musical habitus. Susan describes how 

she currently teaches how the nuns in her secondary school taught her, while Hannahôs 

participation is based on her desire to recreate her experience of learning and participating in the 

NCC. Therefore, teachersô previous learning and identity, in addition to the approach to music 

education that they value or have experienced, will mediate the nature of participation. For 

example, if teachers have extensive experience singing in a choir and they are comfortable with a 

chosen approach to music education, this will be brought into their participation in programmes 

such as the NCC (Stakelum, 2008b). 

Another mediating artefact is the possession and valuing of particular social or cultural 

capital by the teachers. As will be discussed shortly, the capital that stems from participation, in 

addition to the capital that teachers already possess, influences the outcome of participation from 

the AS. This is especially significant if the capital is valued and respected within the wider 

cultural field of the NCC and society in general (for example WAM). Throughout the interviews, 

participants identified various mediating artefacts including the repertoire, the prestige and 

tradition of choral singing and the NCC, and the ñeliteò nature of participation (Hannah). There is 

a value placed on the ñexperienceò and ñopportunityò afforded to children who take part, with 

many participants expressing that the NCC offered something that they would not be able to 

access in the traditional classroom (Paul; Charlotte). According to Jensen (2021), the link between 

capital acquisition within AT and the structural inequalities within activity systems is clear. Early 

indications in the data suggest similar inequalities regarding the NCC, and the impact of 
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theoretical artefacts such as habitus and capital on participation present a contradiction when 

viewed alongside the perceived inclusive nature of the choir. In this way, the power implications 

of the mediating artefacts may affect other parts of the activity system, such as the community or 

division of labour. Participants' perception that the NCC is accessible to all schools and teachers 

does not account for the limitations that these conceptual constructs may have on participation.  

 In addition to the theoretical mediating artefacts outlined above, there are also concrete or 

observable tools that the NCC, MDs and teachers engage with. The repertoire is an obvious 

example of a mediating artefact, alongside the CDs, rehearsals, and summer course. These all 

ensure control over the content of the choir and power over participation, which influences the 

nature of teachersô experiences and outcome from the activity. The reification (Wenger, 1998) of 

artefacts within the cultural and historical fabric of the organisation, such as the carefully 

constructed content of the repertoire, the recordings defining the exact interpretation of the 

repertoire and the organisation of the choir and the staging of the concerts, all objectify the 

phenomenon of participation in the NCC. Therefore, as Vygotsky conceptualised in his triangular 

diagram of mediated action (Bakhurst, 2009; Engeström, 1999, 2001), the mediating artefacts and 

tools will now be included in the emerging AS model presented in Figure 4.6 below:  

 

 

Figure 4.6: The interactions between object and subject influenced by the mediating artefacts 
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4.4.2.2 Labour, Community, and Rules 

The final consideration before the NCC is critiqued as a complete AS, examines the 

nature and significance of Division of Labour, Community, and Rules on the interactions and 

outcomes of participation. As discussed in Chapter 2, the term division of labour refers to the 

people who are involved in the activity alongside the subject. Figure 2.3, discussed previously, 

represents the vertical and horizontal dimensions of the division of labour as outlined by Burnard 

and Younker (2008). As was argued above, the hierarchical nature of individualsô roles and 

responsibilities within the choir imply that the division of labour exists along this two-

dimensional plane. 

The horizontal axis consists of members working within the same role, whether that is 

conductor, supervising teacher, committee member, marginal participant, etc. Recalling the duties 

of each participant level (Table 4.1), members work together in a collaborative fashion ñrooting 

for the same thing as you areò (Susan). Participantsô individual roles are all focused on the 

outcome of the activity, in this case participation. However, for every participant or subject that 

takes part in the NCC, there are other members who are positioned with greater status and levels 

of power along a vertical axis of the division of labour. It is argued that these more powerful 

members may have a greater impact on the nature of the outcome. For example, long standing 

participants such as Mary and Susan who are (or have been) involved at regional and National 

Committee level lead participation in their schools and communities, delegating the operation of 

the choir on various logistical, organisational and musical levels. Therefore, they possess greater 

autonomy and decision-making power, when compared with other Full Participants who 

discharge the same duties as Mary and Susan but have not developed the moniker of ñface of the 

NCCò (Susan) within the organisation.  

The theoretical significance being that this study builds on Burnard and Younkerôs (2008) 

conceptualisation of the vertical and horizontal division of labour. In doing so, different levels of 

participation are organised hierarchically according to their role and responsibility within the 

choir, and corresponding status and power as shown in Figure 4.7 below: 
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Figure 4.7: The Hierarchical Division of Labour 

 

It is argued that participation in an AS, and in this case the NCC, is not homogenous or devoid of 

power dimensions, and this therefore creates disturbances with other parts of the activity such as 

the community and mediating artefacts, because teacher participation is accessible but may not be 

inclusive or equal. 

Paulôs description of a regional rehearsal, considered earlier as a transmissive form of 

learning, further illustrates the power dynamics mediating participation alongside the division of 

labour. In his example, teachers at a regional rehearsal observe the MDs teaching the choir and 

immediately gather to discuss and rectify any mistakes in their teaching of the repertoire. The 

power and control that the MDs and others have near the top of this hierarchical division of labour 

is noteworthy and removes any potential musical autonomy from teachers. In contrast with 

contemporary discourse, participants felt that this structure was necessary for the uniformity and 

scaffolding offered by the supporting structures of the NCC, and teachers enjoyed the prescriptive 

nature of participation with teachers citing the ñready-madeò repertoire (Charlotte) and ñformat 

and structureò of the choir (Carol) as a positive rationale for participation. 

In short, the power dynamics of the hierarchical division of labour endorses Lave and 

Wengerôs work on legitimate peripheral participation whereby members of a community of 

learning struggle between the transformative possibilities of newcomers, and the ñreplacement of 

old-timersò (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 57). The data suggests that participants identify with the 

latter scenario in this case, with members on Level 1 and 2 of the participation pyramid above 
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reproducing and replicating what members higher up the vertical axis of the division of labour 

have decided, rather than disrupting them with new ideas or practices. While their role in the 

operation of the choir is crucial, their transformational impact on the activity is limited by their 

status and power, maintained by the hierarchical organisational structures of the choir. The 

implication here is not to negatively judge these structures or divisions, but to acknowledge the 

inevitable manifestation of power through participation as an outcome of the ñpedagogical 

machineò (Foucault, 1991; Peters, 2001). This is an important justification for moving beyond the 

CoP framework as it doesnôt capture these disturbances within the NCC system. Therefore, the 

study finds that a contradiction exists between the various roles and responsibilities of members 

and the perceived inclusive nature of the NCC as a community and organisation, as reported by 

Charlotte, Hannah, and others and as promoted by the organisation itself.  

 Regarding community, participants use the word repeatedly to describe the workings of 

the choir. Burnard and Younker (2008) write that community is strongest when subjects are 

focused on creating the same outcome. On a surface level, this is clearly the case with the NCC, 

as participants worked towards participation. Paul rationalised his participation as he valued the 

clear ñgoalò, ñfocusò and ñobjectiveò stemming from his schoolôs involvement. Similarly, Susan 

explains how participation is about ñmeeting like-minded people who are all enthusiastic, as well 

as yourself, about the choirò. Therefore, the focus of the activity is strengthened and made clearer 

due to this shared vision of the outcome with others in the community (Wenger, 1998). As was 

alluded to earlier, participantsô sense of identity, as teachers, musicians, and professionals within 

the NCC, is reinforced alongside others comfortable in the habitus of participation. These ñlayers 

of experienceò continue to build up over repeated participation and help to build confidence and 

competence among members (Wenger, 1998). From the data, the community of NCC members 

are united in their purpose and therefore are unaware of the power constraints on participation. 

Therefore, the arguably homogenous make up of teachers in the NCC and other organisations can 

result in members being not only comfortable in the habitus of participation but confined within 

the field of the NCC. The significance of these tensions will be discussed shortly.  

 The final element of the CHAT model considered here are what Engeström refers to as 

rules. The NCC does not articulate any rules or restrictions on participation, besides limiting 

participation to children in 4th-6th class only. However, as is clear by now there are many 

constraints on the NCC repertoire, teaching approaches and rehearsal structures, some which have 

their origins in the first iteration in 1985. As previously mentioned, some participants valued the 

top-down approach, feeling that the programme offered a pre-packaged musical experience that 

was more impressive than what teachers themselves could provide. The structures and rules of 

participation made it attractive, encouraging repeated participation as participantsô expectations 

are raised through increased confidence and competence. There are also curricular constraints on 

the content that is taught within schools, however as we have discussed previously, there is 
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limited alignment between the curricular content objectives and the aim of the NCC, despite the 

positive views among participants of the NCC as a temporary curriculum replacement. This 

contradiction has been considered in detail under the theme of teaching and learning, but is also 

noted here as an obvious disturbance within the AS. Finally, reflecting on the description of 

participating schools in Appendix C, there may be particular school types that feel excluded from 

participation due to their size, location, etc. In short, not all the rules or procedures of the NCC are 

explicit, but they are internalised through repeated participation, presenting a problem for newer 

members in the activity who may not understand the rules or question their existence. 

 Wider than the procedural rules of participation, are the cultural and historical constraints 

on the activity. As seen in the previous chapter, the choir is drawn from ñone manôs visionò 

(Mary) and has ñstuck very much to its original principlesò (Carol). Noteworthy, these principles 

are not articulated in any formal way, but it is assumed that through participation one becomes 

attuned to the expectations of the organisation and, consequently, the rules of the field. As Mary 

explains when asked of the difficulties of other schools who wish to participate, she responded 

that ñsome schools just donôt get what the NCC was aboutò. This notion of the implicit ñrules of 

the gameò (Wright, 2015a) can mean that cultural, historical, and conceptual constraints on the 

organisation results in schools feeling that the NCC isnôt suitable for them, or vice versa. Like the 

limitations of community and the division of labour, this can reduce any potential disruptors of 

practice that EngestrĘm feels are necessary for ñinnovationò and ñtransformations in learningò 

(1999, p. 135). It is important to note that participants in this study did not advocate for changes 

in the organisational structures or rules, instead noting the largely homogenous nature of 

participation which they were happy to align with.  

 As a result, while the mediating artefacts, community, and rules of the NCC were viewed 

as broadly positive by respondents, the interpretation here has noted the potential problematic 

nature of constituentôs interactions which could limit transformational learning and change within 

the AS. Therefore, the final section considers the contradictions and tensions that emerge from 

these interactions and their significance on participation as the outcome. 

4.4.2.3 Tensions and Contradictions within the NCC Activity System  

Engeström (2001) notes two places where contradictions often occur in an AS: between 

the mediating artefacts and the object, and the division of labour and object. This is also the case 

here in this study, with the addition of further contradictions emerging between the community 

and the hierarchical division of labour, and the historical and cultural context which manifest 

through the rules and mediating artefacts of the NCC. These contradictions, denoted as lightning 

shaped arrows as used in Engeström (1999, p. 31), can be seen in a revised diagram of the NCC as 

an AS in Figure 4.8 below. 
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These contradictions could impede the evolution of the dominant cultural and historical practices 

and values within the system, through the exclusion of dissenting voices and opinions, thus 

maintaining the status quo and hegemonic structures which influences the objects and outcomes 

of the system (Henley, 2015; Welch, 2011). Furthermore, they limit the transformational 

possibilities of teacher participation in various areas such as teaching and learning, identity, and 

capital. These contradictions will now be discussed. 

Firstly, considering the interactions between the mediating artefacts and the object, the 

presence of historical and cultural constraints on the artefacts, with limited new theoretical or 

concrete artefacts being added over the organisationôs lifespan, leads to what Avis terms 

ñconservative praxisò (2007, p. 175). The habitus and capital that is valued and dominant within 

the NCC is mediated through the historical, political, and cultural context of the choir (the yellow 

box in Figure 4.8). Also, the previous musical lifeworld of participants and their school and 

family context, which have influenced their identity, are also represented within the activityôs 

mediating artefacts. The dominant capital that is represented by the repertoire will be discussed in 

detail in the next section, however the prevalence of WAM music and ñchoral masterpiecesò 

(MD2) is potentially stifling evolution in this regard. Also, the didactic nature of participation, 

with the objects in the activity operating as ñinstrument[s] of the conductorôs musicianshipò 

(Dolloff, 2013, p.11), ensures power is maintained by the one-way interactions between the 

subject ï object ï outcome (as illustrated in Figure 4.5 earlier). It is argued that this is problematic 

whereby new membersô tensions or disturbances may not meaningfully affect the object and/or 

outcome of the activity system due to the stagnant nature of the mediating artefacts. In short, 

change within the AS is difficult and disruptive (i.e., innovative) members can remain non-

participants or marginal participants, feeling restricted by the rules and mediating artefacts of 

participation in the field of the NCC. The evidence suggests that the highly structured nature of 

participation as described earlier, allows little teacher autonomy or transformational learning to 

take place, despite the dataôs endorsement of the positive learning and identity benefits of teacher 

participation.  

 Building on this, the hierarchical division of labour influences the power and control that 

objects of the AS have over the outcome. The discussion relating to levels and trajectories of 

participation earlier has identified the various memberôs roles within the NCC. However, the 

tension arises whereby these roles are organised hierarchically aligned with memberôs 

responsibilities, and corresponding power and status within the NCC. In this hierarchical division 

of labour, members are restricted to responsibilities on their level on the participation pyramid 

(Figure 4.4), either by choice, systemic factors, or both. As Wenger explains, learning shared in 

this way is ñthrough a version of the same processò (1998, p. 102), handed down by masters of 

participation whereby newcomers, struggling with the steep learning curve of participation, are 

moulded into confident and competent replicators of practice. The concentration of power and 
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control by a minority of people is often the case in organisational structures (Ball, 2018; Foucault, 

1991; Saiti & Stefou, 2020). Still, the influence of power as a construct of participation is a useful 

point for reflection in any future reimaging of the NCCôs organisational structures. It is important 

to note that participants felt that the structures within the division of labour enabled the efficient 

operation and longevity of the choir. However, by encouraging greater autonomy and 

collaboration within and among members of the division of labour, new or existing participants 

may be encouraged to deviate from accepted norms and practices, transforming the mediating 

constituents of the AS. 

 Finally, members in this hierarchical division of labour can limit the power of the 

community to influence the system, creating further tensions between the community, division of 

labour and subsequently the object and outcome of participation. As the literature argues, 

communities have been ñromanticisedò in their power to change practices, leading to a constant 

struggle between preserving existing knowledge and practices while being open to new innovative 

ones (Avis, 2007; Levine, 2010). In the case of this research, the community of the NCC is 

reinforced by members with similar social and cultural values and experience. Furthermore, the 

community may be ñblind and disempoweringò for those who have an alternative view of choral 

practice or musical experience (Wenger, 1998, p. 181). This problematic view of community 

within music education is well established in the literature (Dolloff, 2013; Edwards, 2005; Kenny, 

2010; Partington, 2018) and the data indicates that there is no formal communication channel 

where contradictions and alternative trajectories can be addressed, nor was there a desire for such 

a vehicle. Importantly, this may not be a deliberate omission on the part of the NCC or a criticism 

of the organisation, however it demonstrates how an AS that is very robust and well supported by 

members, can be limited by design. The challenge therefore is to reconcile the operational 

efficiencies of the division of labour and rules of the system with the requirement of CHAT to 

embrace potentially transformative disruptions and encourage subsequent innovation and 

evolution of practices within the AS.  

In summary, the tensions identified above through the analysis of the data suggest a need 

to consider if these disturbances provide an opportunity to evolve and transform practices and 

participation within the NCC, or if they maintain the status quo and exclude diverse views and 

models of musical experience. These tensions provide a basis to critique participation in the NCC 

and consider the possibility of reimagining the interactions and outcomes of the AS, embracing 

more contemporary music education principles. Participants' endorsement of mediating artefacts 

constrained by the choirôs cultural and historical rules and procedures, the levels and hierarchies 

of participation, and the limited influence of community on the outcome of participation could be 

argued as inevitable and unproblematic. However, the researcher suggests that the nature and 

significance of power within the NCC emerges in the homogenous, hegemonic interactions 

between subject, object and outcome.  
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4.4.2.4 The Significance of Power within the NCC 

The significance of participation as a form of power is three-fold. Firstly, the ad-hoc 

nature of recruitment, support and progression evidenced through participation could encourage 

the maintenance of a like-minded, homogenous membership who share specific musical values 

and experiences, and therefore may lead to the alienation of members on lower levels. Many of 

the participants spoke about how lucky they are to participate and have the support of the 

community (Paul), their school colleagues (Susan), or the NCC themselves (Hannah). Susan 

explains how, in her view, new members need to ñput [their] toe in the wateréexperience it and 

take the fear out of itò. While the use of the word fear may simply be colloquial, it also reinforces 

the steep learning curve that participants must face in their early years of participation. Thus, the 

data suggests the perceived high expectations of the NCC, by those who decide and design the 

programme, could exclude new members who feel ill-equipped to participate, despite perhaps 

bringing fresh viewpoints to the organisation. Furthermore, the static nature of the rules and 

mediating artefacts discussed above mean that little change is on the horizon, due to the all-

encompassing, time consuming nature of participation. Also, participantsô possession of greater 

power over the outcomes of participation is further limited by the pace of learning and the 

challenge of the programme which restricts progression within the hierarchy. New teachers 

grappling with the realities of teaching the programme may have little time to consider alternative 

trajectories or progress to roles of responsibility.  

Furthermore, teachers as the leaders of participation in their schools embody a sense of 

motivation and responsibility for participation that may emerge from within themselves or may 

stem from elsewhere, for example the principal. The power of the principal as a participant is 

outlined by the principal of School B: ñThis is what [our school is] doing for the year. This is what 

we want to do for the NCC. My role is appointing teachers that are going to be able to deliver the 

program. Or work with a teacher who will deliver itò. Therefore, teachers may be employed or 

placed in a class level to lead participation in the NCC, supporting the musical vision and values of 

the principal. While teachers consulted in Phase 3 are all motivated, enthusiastic participants within 

the choir, there was evidence in Phase 2 schools whereby teachers ñfall in lineò with their colleagues 

in agreeing to participation.  

The findings suggest that encouraging teachers to be agentic is difficult, limited by the lack 

of progression along the hierarchies of the system, the challenge of participation and the sense of 

responsibility borne by teachers who must lead participation in their school. This can lead to teacher 

learning and a musical experience and education that is traditional and didactic, which participants 

know from experience will produce the product or outcome that they desire (Green, 2008; Kennedy, 

2005; Tarc, 2012).  
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In short, the preoccupation with participation at a school level (Level 1) means there are 

limi ted opportunities to explore tensions and contradictions that arise on a more national level 

within the AS. If participants spend much of their early years grappling with the practicalities of 

participation, while maintaining the perceived high standards as articulated by those in power and 

in the community, there is little space for reflection or critique. Participants reported a sense of deep 

satisfaction and pride near the end of an NCC cycle, when the children performed the pieces, 

remembered the lyrics, etc., suggesting a communal sense of success and achievement among the 

community. This further reinforces participation in a type of feedback loop. These teachers who 

have enjoyed a positive experience in the NCC, may have little desire for transformation, despite 

being aware of the limitations and tensions within the structures, and the incompatibility between 

the types of musical experience offered by participation in the NCC and those recommended by 

some contemporary music education research.  

 This section has considered teacher participation as a form of power that underpins the 

interactions of the AS. Organisations often contain implicit rules and hierarchical structures which 

govern their operation and participation in them (Ball, 2008), and in the case of this study, these 

have been outlined through the conceptualisation of the multiple levels of teacher participation in 

the NCC. What emerges is a hierarchical pyramid of participation, whereby teachers on a school 

level are differentiated by their various roles and responsibility, and more broadly, the NCC as an 

organisation operates with decisions delegated from senior members (MDs and committees) to 

teachers on lower levels. While this structure exists across many disciplines, it precludes 

opportunities for reflexive and transformation practice within contemporary educational systems 

and organisations (Liu, 2020).  

Further exploring the model of participation as a form of power, the NCC was critiqued 

as an AS and contradictions emerged between the power held by the hierarchical division of 

labour alongside a community of like-minded members. In addition, the historical and cultural 

constraints placed on the mediating artefacts and rules that underpin participation are difficult to 

reconcile with the inclusive, child-centred approaches to music education advocated by some in 

Chapter 2. Finally, the significance of power as maintained through the steep learning curve of 

participation and the absence of a systematic induction for new members, leaves teachers working 

on a school level in a replicative, product focused musical endeavour which, while valued and 

lauded by many in this study, arguably lacks sufficient space for reflection and innovation within 

the 21st century primary school context. The next section of this chapter is closely linked to the 

power of participation, and considers the resulting capital that is exchanged, preserved, and 

valued by teacher participants and the NCC as an organisation.  
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4.5 Teacher Participation as Capital 

Building on the previous section relating to participation as a form of power, the concept of 

capital as theorised by Bourdieu and others in the theoretical and conceptual frameworks also 

emerges as a significant outcome of teacher participation. In this section, the social and cultural 

capital that stems from participation will be discussed, with a particular focus on the repertoire as 

a form of cultural capital. Following this, the possible positive and negative consequences of 

enculturation through participation will be considered to explore the significance of teachersô 

musical field, habitus, and capital on the nature of participation. 

4.5.1 Social and Cultural Capital: The Advantages of Participation  

As has been discussed under the themes of identity and power above, participation in the 

NCC enables teachers to embody social capital through their collaboration with other like-minded 

members within the community, which has a meaningful impact on their professional and 

personal lives, while also offering possible social advantages as a result of participation. The 

possibility for teacher participation in music education to provide positive social outcomes such 

as social mobility and career progression has been evidenced in the literature (Kingsbury, 1988; 

Nettl, 1995; Perkins, 2013b). The school leaders consulted in this study, including principals 

(Carol; Paul; Principals, School B & C) and other members of in-school management teams 

(Charlotte; Susan) alluded to the link between participation and coordination of programmes such 

as the NCC and their careers. While it was not possible from the interviews here to determine a 

direct link between participation and the accumulation of social capital, it is likely that the 

prestige that some participants associate with the NCC and the benefits of repeated participation 

manifests as a form of social capital that benefits members in their personal and private lives. 

Also, the accumulation of social capital by some within an organisation or community could 

perhaps exclude others who do not identify with the capital or values of the NCC, as will become 

clearer through the exploration of cultural capital as an advantage of participation. 

 Considering the NCC as an organisation more broadly, MD1 reported that she was 

concerned that the programme could be viewed as ña middle-class initiativeò, while a teacher in 

the initial data collection phase said that ñit does seem to appeal to a kind of middle-class schoolò 

(Class Teacher, School B). As considered in the analysis of NCC participants (Appendix C), the 

data relating to school representation did not link socio-economic status with participation, with a 

similar percentage of DEIS schools participating in the NCC when compared with the national 

statistics. However, there was a slight over representation of schools from urban areas, those with 

a Catholic ethos and all-female schools. This may suggest a particular social capital that is more 

valued by some types of schools. Conversely, it could be argued that a schoolôs participation in 

the choir could help to challenge the stereotypical ideologies of disadvantaged areas, mobilising 
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that school into a more elitist (Hannah) social group through the exchanging of capital among 

fellow NCC schools.  

Considering the cultural capital that stems from participation, the study reconsiders 

Bourdieuôs three different subtypes of cultural capital; embodied, institutional and objective (1986, 

p. 17). These three types of capital are all evident as advantages of participation emerging from the 

interviews. Regarding the embodied capital, or changes in dispositions or mindset stemming from 

participation, the NCC CM explained above how participating in the choir as a child and as a teacher 

has impacted them positively, with their continued participation a result of the experience and 

knowledge (i.e., capital) they consolidated from taking part. Similarly, Hannah and Charlotte 

outlined earlier how music has impacted on their own personal, professional, and teaching 

identities, and that the capital they received at home and through their earlier musical experiences 

was instrumental in their decision to become teachers and facilitate the NCC in their schools. 

Following this, the institutional capital from involvement in the NCC was also evident in 

the data. Participants including Hannah, MD1 and Mary differentiated the NCC from other 

musical programmes and activities, arguing that the NCC was ñoperating on a different levelò 

(MD1) with ñno comparisonò (Mary) to other organisations. In this way, teachers valued the 

institutional capital of the organisation, and the resulting social capital from involvement in it. 

Like the mediating artefacts considered above, this capital is evident through the repertoire, the 

structures and supports of the choir, and the cultural and historical practices of the choir. Separate 

to other participants, Hannah refers to the prestigious and elite nature of the organisation, 

comparing the NCC with other musical and singing initiatives she is aware of. She valued being 

part of an institution that in her eyes embodied these attributes: 

NCC is more elite. And I think it's great that it's that, because it gives the chance for the 

people who are dedicated and want their classes to really thrive, to do that in an 

environment where you knowé People aren't taking [sic] a joke about it? Like it's taken 

serious[ly]...I think that's what's special about NCC. And again, why is NCC different to 

somewhere [sic] else? Because you're taking it on, you're wanting your children and your 

school to be part of it. Because it's a bit more elite. It's a bit more prestigious. It's not your 

run of the mill school choir. And that's what makes it so special. 

Therefore, the data suggests diverging opinions from teachers who on the one hand valued the 

prestigious and exclusive nature of participation, while also wanting it to be more representative 

and larger in scale. In short, the embodied and institutional capital that emerges from participation 

is valued by teachers, but could be problematic if, as some suggest, it alienates other potential 

participants who do not possess or identity with the cultural capital that the NCC values. As 

Grenfell (2012) argues, the gains possible from cultural capital can be very influential in future 

careers, with many membersô existing capital playing a key role in their lives as teachers. 

However, the existence of OôTooleôs ñbetter cultural capitalsò (2013, p. 36) can lead to an 

unequal distribution of capital (the insiders and outsiders) which limits the possible capital 
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advantages from participation to a narrow cohort of teachers. In this way, it may not be enough 

for teachers to possess cultural capital, it must also be the desired type of capital, with schools and 

education systems historically valuing more traditional, civilising values and practices (McCarthy, 

2010; Stakelum, 2008b; T. Walsh, 2016). This leads to the consideration of arguably the most 

distinct type of cultural capital that members exchange and preserve as part of participation in the 

NCC: the choir's repertoire.  

4.5.2 The Repertoire as Capital 

Participants cited the repertoire as one of the main reasons for their initial and continued 

participation in the NCC. The data suggests three important points to consider regarding the NCC 

repertoire. Firstly, the rationale for the repertoire and how it is chosen is reflected on, implying an 

attempt to balance the various genres and resulting types of capital exchanged through the 

programme. Secondly, the repertoireôs reliance on WAM and the choral aesthetic is a defining 

characteristic of the NCC (as discussed in the analysis of the choir in Appendix C). The capital 

embodied by the genres of choirôs repertoire is relatively unique when one considers the difficulty 

of the music, and this capital influences the nature of participation. Finally, the significance of the 

repertoire as a form of capital that is transferred to teachers and children through participation and 

the perceived benefits of acquiring this capital vis-a-vis the appealability of the repertoire is 

considered. 

4.5.2.1 Rationale for the Repertoire  

The MDs as curators of the repertoire revealed how achieving a balance between ñreally 

rich choral masterpiecesò and ñsongs that are specifically going to appeal to the childrenò was to 

the forefront of their minds when they were choosing the repertoire. The following extract from 

MD3 gives an insight into how the repertoire is compiled: 

It's quite an interesting process. I suppose our key aims in choosing the repertoire would 

be that we would be a nice balance of Amhráin i nGaeilge. And the three of us are very 

fortunate that we are very much on the same page. That our own Irish national language is 

of paramount importance and needs to be treasured and cherished, so we always ensure 

that we haveémodern versions of our songs so that [the children are] also learning the 

traditional Irish songs, but that we also have some songs that are just coming out i 

nGaeilge [in Irish]. But itôs very important to balanceé that's one of the things that we 

look for is balance. We look for songs that are specifically going to appeal to children, 

that we know are going to be hooks for the children. And thené I say that this song is 

like spinach...You may not like it initially but it's good for you. We always put those 

óspinach songsô into the repertoire because we believe as music directors, as musicians, as 

teachers, we have a responsibility to the children to ensure that they are being exposed to 

songs that will challenge them musically and challenge them mentally. And challenge 

them from a team singing point of view. So, we don't take the easy road. We could go 

down the road of doing things that are just popular and appealing to children and 

appealing to audienceséWe deliberately place those óspinach songsô in the mix. 
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The extract here illustrates several points relating to repertoire selection and the resulting capital. 

Firstly, there is an attempt by the MDs to appeal to the various stakeholders and participants 

within the NCC. There are songs that the teachers may enjoy, which may include some from 

previous repertoires or ones that they can link to curricular areas, such as songs in Irish or with a 

historical theme. Also included are songs that will appeal to the children and act as ñhooksò, used 

perhaps as a break for children while ensuring their perseverance with the more difficult songs. In 

addition, MD1 explains that ñlikeability for parentsò is an important consideration. She describes 

how many ñparents [go] to sit through a concert of 90 minutes of kids singing [which] isnôt 

maybe their ideal Friday night out. So, there is an element of making sure that that works as well 

for themò. Therefore, the breath of the repertoireôs composition is partly due to the wide range of 

participants and consumers who will interact with it, including children, teachers, parents, etc. 

Hence the conceptualisation of capital as an outcome of participation can be problematic, 

balancing the desires of pleasing audiences and parents alongside the aim of exploring various 

musical genres and teaching and learning musical challenging works.  

Also, MD3 above outlined the deliberate focus on the Irish language, which correlates 

with the notion of national identity and language being part of the choirôs cultural and historical 

context as shown in the CHAT model earlier. The promotion and preservation of national ideals 

through music was discussed in detail earlier in the thesis (McAuliffe, 2004; McCarthy, 1999a; B. 

Walsh, 2016), and continues to be a key consideration today, albeit focused primarily on the 

promotion of an Irish identity with little inclusion of choristers in broader cultural contexts. 

Hannah and Carol endorse the presence of Irish language and Irish folk music repertoire, 

outlining how the MDs are ñstaying true to like, you know, including those few Irish songs in 

every repertoire, just to make sure that the Irish language is still kind of being carried onò 

(Hannah). This aligns with Pittôs conceptualisation of participation as a way of ñpromoting and 

preserving repertoireò, maintaining the capital that is embodied by some musical works that could 

be lost if not passed on (Pitts, 2005, p. 142). While there are concerns relating to the authenticity 

of performing various genres of music through a Western, choral aesthetic, the inclusion of Irish 

language repertoire and Irish folk songs is valued by participants and the MDs feel it's their duty 

to protect this type of cultural capital. 

Therefore, considering the participant data relating to the repertoire, there appears a clear 

intention to include songs that are complex and challenging in the repertoire, avoiding what MD3 

terms ñthe easy roadò. MD2 explains how, in their view, the repertoire should contain ñreally 

good choral songs that every child should get experience singingò, referencing art music staples 

such as ñAve Mariaò and ñAve Verumò as examples of these ñchoral masterpiecesò. The 

implication being that there are particular genres or songs that children should sing as part of any 

choral experience. We may understand these pieces as the ñspinach songsò to which MD3 

referred. Her comment regarding these songs is significant, and the metaphor of spinach provides 
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an interesting image underpinning the rationale of the various songs in the programme. The MDs 

as designers of the repertoire aim to ensure an adequate diet of these ñspinach songsò within a 

repertoire, using their experience and knowledge to choose pieces that they regard as essential 

learning for children. In this way, these pieces represent valued capital that is promoted as worthy 

of acquisition due to their cultural, historical, social, and musical significance. This point 

regarding the hierarchy of cultural capital will be addressed later, but the data suggests a struggle 

for MDs and perhaps teachers between appeal of the repertoire for the many stakeholders and the 

simultaneous aim of ñexpanding the repertoire in primary schoolsò (NCC, 1985) through the 

inclusion of these ñspinach songsò (MD3). 

4.5.2.2 ñChoral Masterpiecesò: Constructing the Repertoire 

As is clear by now, the participants in this study view the difficulty of the music and the 

breadth of genres explored as a defining characteristic of the NCC. Every member, when asked 

about the aim of the programme, referenced the repertoire in some form. Teachers often singled 

out pieces from the WAM tradition for particular praise. These, participants felt, raised the profile 

of the programme when compared to other programmes, as Carol explains: 

The music is the key thing that's different. [It] isn't just popular music, or, you know, 

trendy music or music that the kids might likeéThey don't like all the musicé some of it 

we don't like, you know what I mean? But, it's not about that. It's about exposing them to 

different types of music at all levels from ancient classical Baroque, to modern to pop to 

whatever, and to difficult music, and it's a challenge. Because [the children] sing music 

that is challenging. And they have to put their back into singing it. 

Affirming Carolôs views, MD1, Mary and Hannah all distinguished the NCC from other 

organisations operating within primary schools, citing that the repertoire of the NCC represents a 

greater range of genres and level of difficult than other comparable programmes. In many ways 

the repertoire defines the NCC, which participants feel is unique and largely positive in nature.  

However, there are some problematic and negative views regarding the mix and treatment 

of repertoire. The interviews suggested that participants view the repertoire hierarchically, 

especially when they spoke about the inclusion of popular music in the NCC and other 

programmes. The data suggests that popular genres are possibly included for the benefit of the 

audience, as ñitôs important to put in something popularéthat somebody will knowò (Mary), or 

for the children as a ñhookò to maintain their interest (MD3). This resonates with the findings of 

the literature review which described the tensions between popular music and WAM within 

formal schooling (Green, 2002, 2006; Jaffurs, 2004). Participantsô responses supported the 

findings of Jaffurs whereby she suggests the presence of popular music within music education is 

ñsimilar to giving a child candy: You know itôs not good for them but, once in a while, wonôt hurt 

them too muchò (2004, p. 190). Once again, the food metaphor here is interesting and appropriate 

given that the bulk of the NCC programme is made up of healthy WAM, alongside folk music 



 

 168      

arranged in a choral style, with a sprinkling of popular music. Interpretation of the data suggests a 

hierarchy exists whereby the dominant capital embodied within the repertoire is valued and 

promoted by the MDs, and to some extent the teachers who participate. This contrasts with 

contemporary music discourse which values the broad and authentic selection and treatment of 

music genres as part of music education in schools (Hargreaves et al., 2007; Kelly-McHale, 2013; 

McCarthy, 2015; Spruce, 2015). While the quality of the supports and repertoire have been 

referenced extensively here, it is significant that popular and folk music is arranged in a choral 

style which may be problematic when viewed within the cultural context of the song, as alluded to 

earlier by Nettl (1995) and Barton and Riddle (2021). For example, the arrangement of an Irish 

traditional song, designed to be sung unaccompanied, but notated for three upper-voice parts is 

arguably impressive but may lack the authenticity of the genreôs heritage and context. 

The perceived imbalance between traditional school music genres and more popular 

musical styles familiar to the children was cited by Mary as a breaking point for one school within 

her area. She explains:  

Now, [this particular school] were a huge support to me and they were fantastic. They 

were an all-boys school and they began to think that the repertoire was not suiting the 

boys, it waséin the last number of years, they really kind of looked at it and they just felt 

that there could have been more modern music and something that the boys would 

appreciate. This is how they felt. And I know there's lots of other choirs with boys. And 

they knew that, and they accepted all that. But it just stopped working for them. Maybe it 

was their clientele of boys. And they just felt it was a chore. It really was getting harder, 

and harder, and harder and harder to motivate the boys to do it. And they're huge into 

music. This school now is really big into it. And they pulled out. That was a big issue. 

Not a big issue. But that was a big disappointment really. 

This extract suggests that the NCC repertoire can be exclusionary and subsequently, it may 

become increasingly difficult for children, and by extension teachers, to relate to the choice of 

repertoire. This presents a challenge to the accessible, inclusive nature that participants in this 

study ascribe to the choir and represents an important contradiction within the AS. It is argued 

that some present and potential members may not identify with the capital being offered through 

the repertoire and therefore are isolated from participation. Mary also explains that, despite her 

commitment to the choir, she understands that the above example is not unique. While the focus 

of this study has focused on the experiences of teachers who participated in the choir, it is 

acknowledged that the voices of schools and teachers who have never participated and who hold 

different values regarding the objective capital on offer from the NCC are not represented and 

would provide further guidance and opinion. The consideration of these both positive and 

problematic issues relating to the rationale and composition of the repertoire will follow in a 

discussion of the significance of the repertoire as a form of capital.  
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4.5.2.3 The Significance of the Repertoire as Capital 

The significance of the repertoire within the NCC is considerable from the viewpoint of 

those outside of the organisation looking in and for the participants who are insiders. The focus of 

the repertoire on difficult, multi-part works that may not always be to the taste of teachers, 

children or schools is understood to be both a positive and negative attribute of the choir, 

depending on the viewpoint one takes. It is a key rationale for participants such as Charlotte, 

Carol and Hannah. However, it is problematic for Mary and Paul, alongside others in the initial 

phase of data collection, who feel that the challenge of the programme is admirable but limiting in 

a curricular and inclusive sense. 

Reflecting on participation as teaching and learning discussed above, music in Irish 

schools historically consisted of hymns, folk songs and in some cases choral works from the art 

music tradition (McCarthy, 1999a). The repertoire in Irish music education has pivoted from the 

civilising WAM of the pre-1900 curriculum to the focus on Irish language and culture in the mid-

20th century (McAuliffe Ryng, 2005). Thus, the musical genres align with the historical, political, 

and cultural values of the time. However, it is argued that a substantial part of current repertoire is 

out of sync with the current cultural context in Ireland now, which includes more diverse cultures, 

ethnicities, levels of need, identities and pressures within our schools and societies (NCCA, 

2020). MD2 defends the relevance of the repertoire: ñThere has been a change in repertoireé I'd 

say that we do a lot more, maybe contemporary or modern [music]. And, you know, 

experimenting with songs tooéthat there's a lot more songs that have maybe voice percussion 

and/or movement in themò. More specifically, MD2 spoke about the introduction of 

contemporary choral music and modern arrangements of songs, alongside some film and musical 

arrangements. Therefore, while the songs themselves and their origins have changed over the 

history of the programme, the perceived broad nature of the repertoire may lack authenticity and 

be outside the musical lifeworld of the children. Furthermore, the researcher argued that given the 

changed landscape of primary schools over the past almost forty years (NCCA, 2020), 

organisations such as the NCC and others need to keep pace with socio-cultural trends. In short, 

the data suggests that the focus of the repertoire remains on teaching modern arrangements of 

difficult pieces within what Spruce (2015) refers to as a Western choral ñaestheticò.  

Having considered the evolution of the repertoire over time, the capital that emerges as an 

outcome of participation reveals much about teachersô own values, tastes, and dispositions 

regarding the types of songs children should learn and be exposed to (Welch et al., 2010). In this 

study, teachers recognise the benefits of a music education curriculum and experience that widens 

the perceived narrow range of genres that children currently engage in. According to Charlotte 

and Carol, the NCC is a vehicle to broaden the repertoire experienced by children and to engage 

with genres and styles that would not ordinarily be part of a primary school music lesson. 
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Significantly, participants valued the NCC repertoire as being a defining feature of the nature of 

participation and their successes in teaching and performing the repertoire positively impacted 

their sense of identity and learning that stemmed from participation.  

One participant, Mary, did admit to enjoying one musical tradition while advocating for 

childrenôs consumption of another: ñIôm not big into opera now. I mightnôt imagine myself sitting 

at Madame Butterfly. Itôs nice now and all thatébut would I go to see it tomorrow night if you 

gave me free tickets? No.ò In her case, she explains how despite valuing the difficulty of the 

repertoire and challenge of the WAM works, this style of music doesnôt necessarily appeal to her 

in her personal life. Therefore, Mary is content in passing on capital to the children in her class, 

despite not always enjoying the consumption of this capital herself. This further supports the 

healthy diet metaphor used earlier, and the corresponding hierarchy of cultural capitals that 

separates some genres taught in schools (OôToole, 2016). As MD3 explained earlier, ñyou may 

not like [a particular song] initially, but it is good for youò. These comments align with Spruce 

(2005) who viewed music teachers and children as often ñcurriculum consumersò, or in this case 

repertoire consumers. Concepts such as appealability, autonomy and agency are difficult to 

reconcile alongside the dominant form of cultural capital represented by the repertoire, 

particularly when one reflects on the literature and some participantôs views considered here.  

In conclusion, the repertoire places the NCC and its participating teachers in a powerful 

position as curators of the musical genres and resulting capital that is promoted and passed on in 

schools, supported by the hierarchical structures of the AS through the tensions explored above. 

This is supported by the social capital that stems from like-minded communities working together 

within an organisation, and the prestige of participation that schools and teachers aspire to. What 

results is an absence of child, and indeed teacher, voice in the selection and design of the 

repertoire. The choral classroom setting itself was identified in the literature as particularly 

didactic, given the centrality of the conductor (Dolloff, 2013). This field is constrained by a 

hierarchy of musical genres, whereby WAM and songs prepared and performed in a Classical, 

choral style remain dominant, limiting the inclusive and culturally diverse possibilities of 

repertoire as a form of capital and teacher participation more broadly. 

While this may be problematic, the repertoire equally represents an objective form of 

capital that can advantage people. Teachers explained how they used their experiences, 

knowledge, and habitus to affect their own position within school and societal hierarchies, with 

their motivations being to also advantage the children that they teach (OôToole, 2016; Pollard & 

Alexander, 2019; Prior, 2013). As Charlotte explains, in her all-boys school, she hopes that 

participation will present music and singing as a desirable subject and activity for her students as 

they progress to secondary school, having the capital to access the types of music experiences that 

still underpin much of formal school music curricula (Green, 2002; Stakelum, 2008b). Therefore, 
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while this study acknowledges that the repertoire is a defining characteristic of the NCC, and 

therefore does not suggest abandoning its current construction, the critique of it provides a 

reflection point to consider the positive and problematic nature of the repertoire as a form of 

capital exchanged, preserved, and promoted through teacher participation in the NCC.   

 

4.5.3 Enculturation through the Musical Field, Habitus and Capital 

This final section explores the possible link between teacher participation in the NCC and 

a corresponding process of enculturation of participants through the organisationôs field, habitus, 

and capital. It considers how Bourdieuôs three sociological concepts discussed thus far can be 

viewed as a positive or problematic process of inculcation into the dominant cultural and societal 

capitals and practices through participation.  

As has been argued thus far, capital is both an advantaging and problematic concept 

within the field of education (Campbell, 2011; Valenzuela & Codina, 2014; Wright, 2015a, 

2015b). By extension, enculturation through the field, habitus, and capital of music education, or 

indeed any other subject, will influence the nature of participation in different ways. As 

previously discussed, all the participants had primarily positive musical experiences in their early 

years. They engaged with music at all levels of their education and they were motivated to bring 

their own positive experiences of music into their careers as teachers. In this way teachersô 

musical lives and practices draw heavily on their own experiences of education (Stakelum, 2008a) 

as well as on their social experiences and communities (Ward, 2009).  

From the data, Susan explains how she valued the music education that she received from 

the nuns in her secondary school and invited them as guests to her NCC concert to see the ñfruits 

of their [labour and] what they have taught usò. In addition, Susan, Carol, and Mary also outlined 

how their previous musical lifeworld, identities as teachers and musicians and existing capital 

influenced their work as teachers. This led them to pass on musical values and practices that 

aligned with their own experiences to their students. McCarthy defines this reproduction of 

culture, or as she terms it ñenculturationò, to mean ñthe generational transmission of cultural 

knowledge, skills and valuesò (1999a, p. 14). Due to participants sense of loyalty to the 

programme and their own musical experiences, they reside comfortably within the habitus and 

field of participation, confident in the capital benefits that they have acquired and desire to pass 

on. The inheritance of social and cultural capital from their parents (in the case of Charlotte), 

teachers (Susan), previous participation with the NCC founder (Carol), or from their colleagues 

(Paul, Mary, and Susan) all advantage participants within the field of the NCC. 

The process of enculturation through participation is evidenced further with the current 

cohort of teacher participants, including Hannah and the CM interviewed here, who were child 

participants and have returned to the choir to replicate their own experience in their work as 
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teachers. Teachersô own habitus and understanding of the field means that participating teachers 

can maintain the status quo, while those with different experiences or values are ñexcluded from 

the inner circleò (Pitts, 2012, p. 90). Hannah describes the NCC as a ñvery established, tight-knit 

communityò who she feels are open to new members, albeit members who are dedicated and up to 

the challenge of the prestigious phenomenon she spoke of earlier. Maryôs description of schools 

who found entry to the field of the NCC difficult suggest that they perhaps lack the capital or 

experience necessary to become enculturated: ñ[some schools] never really got what the NCC 

wasò (Mary). However, the data also argued that once the capital benefits of participation have 

been experienced, teachers become confident and comfortable in the habitus of participation and 

seek to replicate it. Therefore, it is suggested that through the community of the NCC, maintained 

by the multiple levels and hierarchies of participation, members can accumulate cultural and 

social capital through participation, supported by others in the dominant cultural field who reside 

in a similar habitus to them. Subsequently, participants desire to pass on and maintain this culture 

within its own field, offering the advantageous capital that stems from participation (McCarthy, 

2010; Prior, 2013). 

 The problematic side of the possible enculturation of participants emerges whereby the 

reproduction of capital and habitus through replicating familiar experiences can lead to teaching 

and learning that is static in nature. Dewey and Peterôs warned of the ñmis-educativeò possibilities 

of maintaining ñestablished customsò and only transmitting knowledge and skills that are deemed 

to be worthwhile (1916, p. 79; Becket, 2019, p. 383). This is evidenced in participantsô 

preoccupation with the technical challenges, logistical hurdles, and eventual successes of teaching 

the repertoire in its current form. In participating to completion, the reproduction of these works is 

seen as a valuable and worthwhile form of capital to aspire to. All participants spoke about the 

lessons learned from earlier experiences of the choir, and through repeated participation became 

expert replicators of these practices, aided by the structured, ñtask-focusedò programme (Paul). 

With participation being inextricably linked to producing a product, there was little desire for 

change, with teachers remaining within their ñcomfort zoneò (Bresler, 1998b, p. 17). 

The significance of enculturation through teacher participation is twofold. Firstly, the 

outsiders or those on the margins of participation may be prevented from full participation and 

therefore remain in a form of ñrestricted participationò (Wenger, 1998, p. 166). Carol explains 

how in a previous school which was set in a disadvantaged area, participation in the NCC would 

be, in her view, impossible given the very different starting point of the children and demands of 

the choir. Like Maryôs anecdote, there appears to be schools, teachers and children who are kept 

on the margins due to a lack of capital; those marginal participants (Figure 2.1).  

As identified under the theme of power, Wenger (1998) and Foucault (1991) both explain 

how communities and cultures are not always explicit or even aware of the constraints of their 
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structures, but that these rules are inevitable when considering participation within a social 

system. Therefore, despite warnings from the literature (Bresler, 1998; Kingsbury, 1988; 

McCarthy, 1999a; Wright, 2015b), a hidden curriculum of valued experiences and genres of 

music continues to be transmitted through the enculturation and reproduction of the dominant 

cultural capital, limiting the possibility of any transformative change in the culture of primary 

music education. As argued under the theme of learning, the enculturation of teachers through 

participation leads to an accessible view of music education whereby teachers are initiated into a 

musical culture and field that values traditional socially and culturally valued capital, rather than 

working in a space where the capital and content of curricula and programmes responds to the 

various lifeworlds of the participants.  

  In this section, teacher participation as a form of capital has been explored. The data 

suggests that teachers do accumulate social and cultural capital through participation in the NCC, 

and that these capitals can be advantaging in affirming oneôs identity and validating oneôs 

previous musical experiences and practices. However, it can also be problematic in so far as 

teachers that reside comfortably in the habitus of participation may seek to replicate and 

reproduce practices which they feel benefit them and the children that they teach. The repertoire is 

an important form of objective capital that stems from participation, and the significance of its 

composition on the type of capital exchanged and preserved through participation is noteworthy. 

Participants valued the repertoire as a defining characteristic of the NCC and the data aligns with 

the hierarchical view of musical genres which values WAM over popular genres. These 

arguments were synthesised in the consideration of participation as a process of enculturation for 

teachers (and by extension children), whereby those within the musical field who are comfortable 

in their habitus of participation, reproduce dominant cultural practices and neglect to critically 

examine the type of capital being exchanged. Participants viewed the community and shared 

experiences of other like-minded members positively and the perceived positive benefits that stem 

from the capital acquired through participation justified the current operation of the NCC, despite 

the contradictions posed by contemporary music discourse and child-centred pedagogies which 

form much of the current literature. The process of enculturation that exists through participation 

in any organisation has both positive and negative outcomes, and this study finds that participants 

who are conditioned into the culture of the NCC are comfortable in the habitus of participation, 

content in the field of the choir and conscious of the capital that is valued, exchanged and 

desirable.  

 

4.6 Teacher Participation as Transformation 

The final domain of teacher participation considered is the possible transformational 

potential of participation. This section draws on the preceding ones in exploring the nature and 
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significance of participation as a construct that can overcome some of the challenges and 

problems of participation identified thus far, eliciting from the data the potential transformative 

possibilities of participation across the dimensions of teaching and learning, identity and 

community, and power and capital. This section will also draw together some of the missed 

opportunities for transformation alluded to earlier, which will inform some of the 

recommendations that stem from this research in the conclusion chapter. 

 

4.6.1 Overcoming the Challenges of Participation  

This section considers three main challenges to participation identified by teachers which 

impedes participation. These include the musical challenges to participation, the issues relating to 

the poor status of music and the mindsets among some teachers and schools, and finally the 

conceptual and theoretical challenges that emerge when participation is viewed alongside the 

literature and data. In addition, possible ways for participation in the NCC to overcome these 

challenges, from the perspectives of teachers, is also considered. With the aim of teacher 

participation as transformation being to foster ñexpansive transformation [whereby] the object and 

motive of the activity are reconceptualised to embrace a radically wider horizon of possibilitiesò 

(Engeström, 2001, p. 137), the nature and significance of these challenges and how teachers 

potentially overcome them is explored. 

4.6.1.1 Musical Challenges and Transformations 

Teachers and senior NCC members all acknowledge the musical challenges of 

participation, especially the challenge of teaching this complex programme and repertoire to 

primary school children. Mary explains that participation is ña big task, [that] itôs daunting [and] 

itôs not easyò. While the MDs felt that any teacher with an interest in joining the programme, 

regardless of their previous musical background, could participate effectively, the participants did 

not always agree. Carol feels that participation requires ña degree of musical literacy that not all 

schools have access toò while Hannah admits that while the support of the summer course and her 

NCC colleagues is invaluable, she feels that there should be at least one person within the school 

with musical knowledge and skills to enable successful participation in the NCC. Therefore, some 

participants viewed a lack of musical knowledge as a barrier to participation that could not be 

completely overcome alone. 

However, as alluded to earlier, many participants felt that the challenge of participation 

becomes easier through repeated cycles as Paul explains:  

I suppose once you start, you know, there is such work involved in it that, you know, it's 

not really something that you would just take part in once, and then just leave, you know, 

because there is a lot of work into getting it set up and started. Now, I know, a lot of 

schools, you know, schools do that to kind of delve in and out of it you know, every so 
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often. But I think there is so much work involved that, you know, a lot of the groundwork 

is probably done in the first concert or two. So, I think, you know, it is kind of a pity to 

leave it. 

The steep learning curve alluded to, both here and earlier, is both an obstacle for those wishing to 

participate and a sense of satisfaction and encouragement to those who have persevered. Carol 

explains how she never received musical CPD and therefore thinks the NCC is ñthe best musical 

CPD youôre going to get actually, because [teachers] donôt get musical CPDò. In addressing 

challenges of teacher confidence and perceived lack of musical knowledge, opportunities for CPD 

are often hailed as a key solution (INTO, 2009; Biasutti et al., 2015; Hennessy, 2017). However, 

the very low number of CPD summer courses relating to music education discussed earlier 

(Usher, 2022) leaves teachers acquiring their musical knowledge and skills from organisations 

such as the NCC. Furthermore, the generalist-specialist debate discussed above may mean that 

generalist teachers with little musical confidence may be drawn to programmes such as the NCC 

to fill the musical gap in their teaching.  

In response to these challenges, the data relating to participation in the NCC demonstrated 

that, from the point of view of the teachers, there was much learning experienced through 

participation. They repeatedly recounted the ñlearning daysò they experienced at the regional 

rehearsals (Paul), the efficient manner in which the summer course teaches the repertoire quickly 

to teachers (Charlotte), and the contextualisation of the learning that takes place while observing 

the MDs and other teachers (Hannah). Reflecting on the specialist-generalist debate in primary 

music education, historical reports have advocated for music specialists to act as consultants to 

support teachers in the provision of music education (Benson; 1979; Herron, 1985). It is argued 

that the NCC operates a limited model of this, through the distribution of experienced members 

throughout the country.  

Furthermore, as mentioned by MD1 earlier, the NCC allows generalist class teachers to 

access and facilitate a musical experience with their classes that would generally be beyond their 

musical confidence and competence prior to participation, and the numbers participating is 

growing every cycle. In this way, the NCC can transform teachersô views of their musical 

competence and confidence, becoming experts in facilitating group choral singing of this nature in 

their practice. Significantly, in the absence of much formal CPD or a focus on teachersô musical 

learning from policy makers, the NCC and other organisations provide a veil of confidence and 

competence for those who seek to address their perceived musical weaknesses. As mentioned 

earlier, the challenges of the programme may be off putting for some, but for those who ñdip their 

toe inò (Mary) and persevere, the structured and efficient organisational structures can overcome 

the musical challenges of participation and arguably has resulted in transformational mindsets for 

some teachers who heretofore would have lacked confidence to teach a repertoire and programme 
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as difficult as this. Also, while not evidenced by participants in this study, participation may also 

lead newly competent participants taking further steps to improve their musical skills.  

 

4.6.1.2 Mindset Challenges and Transformations 

Emerging from these musical challenges is the long-standing concern regarding the poor 

status of and mindset towards music within primary schools (Benson, 1979; DE, 1995; Herron, 

1985; INTO, 2009). Participants reported that some of their colleagues expressed a negative 

attitude to participation, possibly due to their perceived lack of confidence in teaching music or 

lack of interest in music education. Returning to the initial data collection phase, class teachers in 

School A and D compared their role with their full-participant colleagues feeling that musically 

they were very limited, that they lacked confidence and that their expert colleagues were much 

better placed to teach music in general, and the NCC in particular. These teachers provide very 

honest accounts of their own perceived shortcomings in music, admitting that they, like many 

other schools, default to their school expert for guidance on the provision and organisation of 

music education.  

Further evidence of this problematic musical mindset comes from Charlotte who feels that 

ñmusic is one of those subjects that I always feel gets pushed to the side a little bit... I suppose it's 

that one art subject that you can kind of get away with not doing because nobody can know 

whether you're doing music in your class or notò. Carol expressed a similarly negative mindset 

among policy makers, whereby she felt that ñ[the arts is] not well funded. It's really badly funded. 

And it's really badly funded by the Department of Education...They don't put money into the arts, 

they don't value the arts and it thrives anywayò. This is supported by the evidence earlier 

regarding the lack of CPD opportunities in music education, the abolition of the DE Music 

Inspector service and the lack of oversight from the DE on participating in programmes such as 

the NCC and others within curriculum time. This gap in the provision of music education is 

masked by the success and prestige of a performance such as the NCC concerts, which eminent 

figures in Irish music education (see Appendix A) have supported. Furthermore, there seems to be 

limited information about the future of music education from a departmental or curricula 

viewpoint, with few alternatives to programmes such as the NCC proposed. 

In summary, participants and the literature note the ñelitist thing about musicò (Charlotte) 

that is perpetuated by the uneven provision of music education countrywide, changing policy 

targets, and financial barriers to music making, all of which lead to many teachers neglecting or 

outsourcing music education in their classrooms (Stakelum, 2008a; INTO, 2009; Shiel, 2008). 

These challenges, coupled with the perceived lack of ownership or engagement by some in 

facilitating musical experiences, can mean exploring the transformational possibilities of 

participation are often overlooked by teachers, schools, and systems (Partington, 2018). 
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Countering the perceived low status of music in schools, the evidence in this chapter 

suggests that participants value and enjoy being part of a community of NCC members. These 

members are spread across varying levels of participation and can be advocates for music in their 

schools and local areas. Therefore, the collective mindset of the staff can be enhanced through the 

ñbuy-inò (Charlotte) of the entire school community in a programme such as the NCC. It is 

argued that the all-encompassing nature of participation (both the time and resource demands of 

the choir) can make music more visible in schools, through many teachersô interactions with the 

programme and the presence of the choir within the wider school environment.  

As mentioned earlier, Charlotte notes that sport has always taken priority in her all-male 

school, and she praises the NCC for enhancing the status of music in the school, even if it is just 

the single class level that participates. Paul similarly comments on the focus that participation in 

the NCC gives to schools, establishing it within the school calendar and as part of the whole 

school plan for the academic year. Furthermore, he comments that participation is an ñexcellent 

PR exerciseò to promote and improve the status of music in a school and among the community, 

building links with other schools, and providing a pathway for potentially transformational 

outcomes in teacherôs personal and professional lives, as described earlier. This suggests that for 

some NCC participants the extra-musical benefits identified earlier may be equally, if not more 

valuable than the musical outcomes. The school leaders in this study presented participation as a 

positive initiative in their schools, due to the organisationôs history, prestige, and efficiency of 

operation. In this way, participation can become a tool to enhance the status of music within 

schools, facilitating teachers of all levels to at a minimum observe, interact with and experience a 

choral singing programme in their schools.  

While the different self-expressed identities of teachers as musical and unmusical will 

continue to be problematic in the outsourcing of music education (Hargreaves et al., 2003, 2007; 

Woodford, 2002), participants in this study are advocates for the NCC and the promotion of 

music education in their schools. The importance of advocacy in the domain of music education 

has previously been referenced (Hallam et al., 2009; The Arts Council, 2020), and the data here 

affirms the importance of musical organisations and participation in transforming mindsets and 

improving the status of music among primary school stakeholders, ensuring music is more than a 

niche for certain teachers or schools to explore.  

 

4.6.1.3 Conceptual and Theoretical Challenges and Transformations 

The final section considers the conceptual and theoretical challenges to participation and 

the possible transformational potential of participation in any future reimagination of the NCC 

and similar programmes. As has been argued, the potential process of enculturation facilitated 

through the continued dominance of didactic, reproductive musical experiences and the value 
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placed by teachers on the efficiency, practicality and predictability of participation is 

incompatible with the contemporary perspectives of music education explored earlier. 

Participation in the NCC for teachers and children can endorse a teacher-led, capital-rich, product-

focused experience of music education. This approach is lauded by participants, but arguably 

remains disconnected from the real-world musical lives of the children (Green, 2002; Spruce, 

2015). While performance-based music education does exist within primary schools (e.g., Music 

Generation), the music teacher guidelines note that they must not replace the child-centred, 

activity-based curriculum (GoI, 1999b). This study reinforces many of the problematic concepts 

which have been evidenced in music education, such as teachers remaining comfortable in the 

habitus of participation (Stakelum, 2008a), teachers acknowledging but feeling unable to break 

reproductive cycles of musical teaching and learning which align with the dominant cultural 

values of WAM (Wright, 2015b), and the difficulty in moving beyond musical training towards a 

creative, culturally responsive music education that is inclusive of all learners (Bowman, 2018; 

Kelly-McHale, 2013). Teachersô professional and personal identities are often strengthened by 

participating in the like-minded community of the NCC, and through consideration of the 

organisation through the lens of CHAT, the research has identified the tensions and contradictions 

that emerge from participation that can limit the possibility for transformation.  

However, as has been discussed throughout this chapter, there are opportunities for the 

disturbances that emerge in the consideration of the NCC as an AS to lead to transformative 

outcomes for teachers, whether they be in the domain of teaching and learning, identity, power, or 

capital. The literature presented an alternative view of music education which could spark the 

reorganisation of the NCC, or a restructuring of participation to greater support the curriculum 

now and into the future. Furthermore, while the inevitable hierarchies and power structures of the 

NCC are typical of many organisations, there may be opportunities to involve teachers and 

children in the decision making of the choir. These findings will inform the recommendations in 

the final chapter, but the theoretical and conceptual implications of this study not only indicate 

why the NCC operates as it does but provides some signposts for its reimagination.  

In conclusion, many possible opportunities exist to integrate the fields of formal and 

informal music in schools alongside the musical lives of participants inside and outside school 

(Green, 2008; Hargreaves et al., 2007). In doing this, the study suggests a reconsideration of 

teacher and student autonomy within a choral programme such as this, reimagining the NCC for 

the 21st century school. Some of these possibilities of participation will now be considered in the 

final section of this chapter. 
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4.6.2 Teachersô Possibilities of Participation  

The teacher interviews revealed many glimpses of transformation as an outcome of 

participation throughout this study. Teachers reported that participation positively benefited their 

career progression and professional relationships. In the initial phase of data collection, the 

principal of School B explained that in her view, the NCC encourages teachers to work together 

and learn from one another, and ñtake on scary momentsò. As explored under the theme of 

identity, the principal also linked their professional participation in the NCC with their decision to 

move into school management. Paul similarly acknowledges the role of the choir in building the 

relationship between his other management colleague: ñ[working together on the NCC] kind of 

taught us a lot about ourselves and our working relationshipéand I think that is something that 

has stood to usò. He reflects and affirms what others have said regarding the possibility of NCC to 

encourage teachers who may have ñpotential leadership capabilitiesò to be part of the organisation 

on a local or regional level, which facilitates collaboration, networking and is viewed positively in 

career opportunities. Therefore, the significance of participation in the NCC on the career 

trajectory of some members is noteworthy and offers a possible transformative outcome from 

participation beyond the final concert or performance.  

Teachers also reported the possibility of participation to shape their sense of job 

satisfaction, instilling a sense of pride in their work with the NCC. As was discussed earlier, the 

mindset regarding music and the arts in primary schools has often been challenging, however 

Susan admits that since the pandemic, she surmises that participation ñdefinitely enriched my 

teaching careeréand Iôm glad to think that towards the end of my career that Iôm still as 

passionate about itò.  As a retired principal, Carol says that she was very proud to have 

reintroduced the choir in her school during her tenure. While having her own musical life outside 

of school, her schoolôs participation in the choir was a great source of satisfaction and motivation: 

I think it gives you a great kind of job satisfaction, that you're able to give kids that 

confidence, that they will take that memory, and that confidence, that seed that you've 

sown, and they'll build on it. And it mightn't be for 10 years, or 15 years. But they'll 

remember, they will remember that.  

For teachers like Carol, the perceived impact and outcomes of the NCC programme in the initial 

months after participation are arguably not as important as the seemingly transformative aspect of 

participation that she can see reflecting on her career and former students. This affirms the link 

between school participation in music and positive influences on adult life found by McQueen 

and Varvarigou (2010) and Stålhammer (2006), with Carol feeling that only when the programme 

is finished, and with the benefit of hindsight, do teachers and children appreciate the impact of 

participation. As evidenced by Maryôs daughter's encounter with her fellow student teachers 

earlier in this chapter, the longevity of participation and sense of affiliation among members are 

arguably a source of comfort and celebration for teachers that sustains their participation and 
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enhances their careers. The significant impact of participation on long-standing participantsô 

identity and mindset was expressed by all experienced teachers in this research. 

 Beyond the professional possibilities, teachers spoke personally about how participation 

transformed their relationship with students in the class and their personal engagement with their 

careers as teachers. Drawing on her own experience as a child participant, Hannah explains how 

ñit brings a different layer to [teaching] because you can speak on your own experience, and it 

makes children think that things are possibleò. She can tell her class that, ñI was in the choir, and I 

always really wanted to teach it and, you know look at me, Iôm able to do this nowò. The personal 

connection Hannah has to the NCC allows her to speak more authentically about the experience 

as she understands the childrenôs point of view. Similarly, Carol as a principal feels her 

relationship changing from ñOh the principal is in the roométo óOh sure thereôs [Ms. X] coming 

to sing!ò. She enjoyed the personal interaction with the children, which is often rare as an 

administrative principal, and these positive personal and professional interactions lead to positive 

relationships and influences between participants (Stakelum, 2008a). Therefore, the possibilities 

for personal and professional identities and attitudes of teachers to be transformed through 

participation is evident in the data, however there is more scope for teacher autonomy and 

creativity to really embed transformational change as an outcome from participation and reflect 

this change onto the other dimensions of participation. 

Finally, teachers in this study all commented on the link between the NCC and their own 

musical interests, passions and motivations, which has been well established by the literature 

(Campbell et al., 2007). The interview data suggests that the NCC allows participants to bring 

their own interests into their school lives which can transform the nature of their musical selves 

and their teacher selves. As explored earlier, Hannah, Charlotte and Paul speak of their desire to 

bring music into the classroom as a personal motivation for choosing teaching as a career and 

incorporating part of their personality within the classroom. As referenced earlier, many studies 

(Hargreaves et al., 2007; Hargreaves & Marshall, 2003; Lave, 2009; Sweet, 2010) have found that 

teacherôs own interests affect their teaching and influence the types of activities they engage with, 

and the possibility of participation to transform musical mindsets and the perceived specialised 

nature of music (Hallam et al., 2009) is a positive finding which could be further developed in 

future reiterations of the choir. 

As MD3 mentioned before, the NCC summer course and participation more broadly, 

allows teachers ñthe opportunity to refill [their] own vessel...to be refilled with musical fire in 

some wayò. This suggests that teachersô own personal sense of musicality can be reignited 

through participation and that participation has a personal and psychological significance for 

teachers, transforming their sense of identity as musicians, teachers, professionals, and 

community members. Therefore, the NCC could be envisioned as fulfilling the musical desires of 
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teachers, motivating them to continue to participate in music within their busy lives and reifying 

them in their choice of musical experiences in their classrooms through the choirôs alignment with 

their own personal values and motivation regarding music. 

As suggested above, there are many possibilities of participation that have been alluded to 

by participants, the literature, and from my own interpretive standpoint. Participation as a form of 

transformation is generally promoted as the most desirable goal of organisations and structures 

such as the NCC, and there is evidence that this is possible through a reconsideration of 

participation (Engeström, 1999; Henley, 2015; Liu, 2020). These possibilities include the possible 

transformation of teaching and learning approaches through participation, the reimagining the 

power and hierarchical structures that govern the choir, the re-examination of the capital that is 

valued by policy makers and society, and the possible personal, professional and musical 

transformations that could, and arguably should, stem from participation. These findings will be 

reflected upon in the final concluding chapter which will consider the key recommendations and 

implications from this study. 

4.7 Conclusion 

This chapter has explored, interpreted and critiqued the multi-dimensional nature and 

significance of teacher participation as evidenced by the participants data and informed by the 

empirical and theoretical literature. The consideration of participation as a form of teaching and 

learning discussed the musical and extra-musical aims and benefits of the choir which are lauded 

by participants, while an examination of the current curriculum suggested the NCC resided 

primarily in the Song Singing strand of the curriculum which narrows the focus of the primary 

music curriculum for the participating groups. Teachers in this study concluded that the choir is a 

flawed but adequate replacement of the curriculum due to the high standard of performance and 

clear focus of participation, as opposed to the perceived ñwishy-washyò (Charlotte) nature of the 

curriculum. Similarly, teacher learning through participation is effective in developing confident 

and competent participants within the narrow confines of the programme, yet the nature of this 

learning is informal and ad-hoc. What emerges is a conceptualisation of teaching and learning 

through participation that seems to overlook child-led, inclusive musical experiences in favour of 

a training model of musical learning and a product focused outcome for teachers and children. 

Importantly this exists within the context of an unpopular music curriculum at primary level, a 

policy environment of poor curriculum implementation and ambiguous musical aims, and the 

continuing low status of music within many primary schools. 

The influence of participation on teachersô identity and the negotiation, reinforcement and 

challenging of participantsô multiple identities has been outlined. One noteworthy finding 

concluded that teachers in general did not view themselves as musicians, despite the confidence 

and experience level of participants. However, they did recognise the influential impact of their 
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musical backgrounds and personal and professional identities on participation, with some 

members identifying as the ñface of the NCCò (Susan). Community was found to be a significant 

influence on one's identity and encouraged the maintenance of their familiar habitus of 

participation, with participants happy to align and belong within a community of like-minded 

members. It is argued that while this sustains participation and the longevity of the choir, it may 

also stifle possible alternate trajectories and opportunities for reimagining the possible outcomes 

of participation. 

Combining the themes of identity and power, the multiple levels of participation were 

considered alongside the corresponding roles, responsibilities, and hierarchies of these levels. 

What emerges from the analysis of the data is a hierarchical division of labour whereby a small 

number of members (MDs and NCC CM) retain much of the control and power within the 

organisation, and various forms of participants (full, peripheral, marginal, and non-participants) 

inherit and reproduce these practices within the structures of the NCC AS. Using Engeströmôs 

(1999, 2001) CHAT, many tensions emerge from the conceptualisation of the NCC as an AS, 

including the disturbances caused by the hierarchical division of labour interacting with the 

shared habitus of the NCC community and the limitations of the cultural and historical constraints 

on the rules of the NCC field. It is argued that these inhibit the development of possible 

transformational approaches to music education or the evolution of the mediating artefacts. The 

significance of teacher participation as a form of power is that teacher autonomy and child-led 

creative pedagogies are stifled by tensions between the labour, community, and rules of the AS. 

This suggests that possible progressive mediating artefacts that accompany potential disruptive 

subjects entering the system cannot meaningfully influence the outcome of the system. 

Following this, teacher participation as a form of capital was discussed suggesting that 

participants do accumulate and exchange social and cultural capital through participation in the 

NCC. Furthermore, this exchange of capital can be empowering and advantaging for some 

culturally dominant groups, while potentially alienating others who value different forms of 

capital. The NCC repertoire emerged as an important form of objective capital that is preserved 

by the organisation. Analysis of the data concludes that while teachers viewed the repertoire as 

broadly positive, a hierarchy of musical genres exists that values WAM and music in the classical, 

choral aesthetic as the dominant form of capital desired by participants. These arguments were 

synthesised in the consideration of participation as a process of enculturation for teachers and 

students, whereby members comfortable in the habitus of participation may reproduce dominant 

cultural practices and fail to critically reflect on the types of capital being exchanged. Participants 

viewed the capital within the community and the shared experiences of other like-minded 

members positively, neglecting to consider alternative, more inclusive forms of capital as 

advocated by contemporary music discourse. The implication being that capital can be both a 
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transformative as well as restrictive outcome of participation (more the latter in the evidence 

discussed here). 

The final section considered teacher participation in the NCC as a form of transformation. 

Some of the key musical, mindset and conceptual challenges that emerged from the research were 

explored, followed by an examination of the possibilities of participation to be transformative. 

The potential to address the poor status of music in schools through the facilitation of an 

impressive musical experience in their schools (despite its limited nature) was discussed. Also, 

the alignment of the data with the key theoretical and conceptual ideas of the study was 

noteworthy, with the conceptual framework not only adding to the understanding of the NCC as a 

system but pointing towards the potential innovation of tensions emerging from the choir.  

To conclude, the research argues that the outcome of teacher participation as a form of 

transformation ought to contribute to the national discourse relating to music education and 

singing within the primary school curriculum, to further teachersô musical learning, to understand 

teachersô personal, professional, and musical identities, and to reimagine the possible future of 

programmes such as the NCC within schools. The findings of this chapter will be summarised in 

the final chapter which will outline the key implications and recommendations of this research for 

teachers, the NCC and the wider music education landscape.  
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Chapter 5 Conclusion 
 

5.1 Intro duction 

This chapter will summarise the conclusions of the research. The key research findings will 

be presented, bringing together the data that was critiqued and discussed in the previous chapter. 

Following this the recommendations and possible implications of these findings will be discussed. 

The possibility for further research building on this study will then be outlined, before a final 

concluding comment will close this dissertation. 

 

5.2 Research Findings 

This section synthesises the discussions, critiques and interpretations explored in the last 

chapter addressing the studyôs research question: What is the nature and significance of teacher 

participation in the NCC? The findings suggest that the nature of teacher participation has both 

positive and problematic dimensions. Through the consideration of teacher participation in the 

NCC as a form of teaching and learning, identity, power, capital and transformation, the research 

provides insight into the empowerment of teachers who participate in the NCC, but also reveals 

the restrictive nature of teacher participation due to the dominance of WAM and traditional music 

education ideals within the static, hegemonic power structures of the organisation. 

 The following section considers the significance of teacher participation in the NCC as 

part of a 21st century school, reflecting on the context in which it operates and the anachronistic 

nature of the phenomenon within the evolving contemporary music education landscape. It 

considers where systemic and policy failings in the area of music education and teacher learning 

creates a space for programmes such as the NCC to operate. The significance of the NCCôs 

structures, teachersô thoughts and opinions, and the primary music education landscape in Ireland 

today are explored, signposting recommendations for future policy makers, teachers and the NCC 

as an organisation.  

 

5.2.1 The Nature of Teacher Participation as a Multi-dimensional Construct  

The key finding that arises from the interpretation and discussion of the data is that the 

nature of teacher participation is complex and multi-dimensional. As was discussed in the 

literature review, participation as a construct is often influenced by its social context and it is the 

rich context of the NCC and its members that lead to the multiple domains and outcomes of 

teacher participation discussed here. In this study, the data indicates that participation is all-

consuming and that particular dimensions of participation emerge as positive and problematic as 

will be argued below. The key findings, both in terms of the positive effects of participation 
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(pluses) and the problematic implications of participation (minuses) are summarised in Figure 5.1 

below. 

 

 Figure 5.1: The Multi-Dimensional Nature of Participation 
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The research argues that teaching and learning are perhaps the most obvious outcomes of 

participation in the NCC for both teachers and the children that they teach. The data suggests that 

teacher learning is evident in teachersô interactions with the NCC, however it is primarily 

restricted to facilitating the programme, teaching the repertoire, and building confidence in 

participating. Teachers valued the structured, predictable nature of the NCC and felt that their 

participation furthered their musical knowledge and exposed them to a wide range of musical 

genres. The support offered by the resources and the summer course were very positively viewed, 

however they are limited in the transferability and breadth of learning facilitated. The nature of 

the learning is aligned with a training or transmission model of CPD (Kennedy, 2005), which 

focuses on developing action happens and the transfer of knowledge, rather than encouraging 

deeper reflection and critique of practice. Teachers and MDs agreed, feeling that the summer 

course was not intended to be a broad musical CPD course, and that teachersô learning primarily 

takes the form of observation and imitation of the practices of the MDs, AMDs and other 

experienced NCC members. In summary, there appears to be an absence of growth and innovation 

in the learning through participation, which relies heavily on repeated participation from loyal 

teachers who desire the replication offered by the programme. This neglects the requirement of all 

learning theories to encourage dynamic cycles of progress and innovation by all members of a 

learning community.  

 Participation in the NCC was also found to be used as a form of music pedagogy (i.e., the 

use of choral classroom methodology) and lesson content (i.e., the repertoire), which often 

replaced the curriculum in schools for the duration of the programme. Participants reported mixed 

views regarding the current music curriculum, feeling that it was too broad and was being poorly 

implemented. They felt their participation in the NCC was a response to this and they valued the 

high standard of musical experience (i.e., the final performances) that stemmed from 

participation. Teachers reported positive links between the curriculum and the nature of 

participation in the choir, however an examination of the curriculum objectives for 5th and 6th 

class suggests that participation greatly limits the breadth of curriculum coverage during an NCC 

cycle.  

Furthermore, the focus of teachers in this study on the outcome of participation and the 

lack of learner agency and creativity evidenced during the teaching and learning process, suggests 

a musical training approach to music education, primarily focused on performance. This is 

incompatible with contemporary music education philosophies and implies that teachers (and by 

extension children) are consumers of a particular product, which provides for a level of musical 

activity in schools but is anachronistic in its conceptualisation of what music education looks like 

in schools. It is argued that teaching music through the lens of participation can develop teacher 

confidence, despite their musical backgrounds, but also masks a lack of musical skills through the 

streamlined, efficient nature of participation and quality of the final performance. Therefore, the 
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curriculum consumed by learners is attractive, historically and culturally valued, but ultimately 

lacks the depth and breadth underpinning contemporary music education philosophies. 

The data also finds that teacher identity is impacted by participation through the constant 

renegotiation of participantsô multiple identities. In line with the literature, teacherôs previous 

musical experiences and habitus directly influence their work in the classroom, and in this study, 

those teachers whose musical lifeworlds aligned with the choral, WAM aesthetic of the NCC 

were positively disposed to participation. The data showed how participation had a positive 

impact on teacherôs professional and personal identities, with the interviews suggesting a deep 

affiliation and veneration of the choir. Participantsô identities are strengthened further by their 

sense of belonging within a community of NCC members, most of which share a like-minded 

approach to music teaching and learning, enriching their identity in the habitus of participation. 

However, the research is critical of the static, conservative nature of the communities which may 

confine participation, therefore maintaining the status quo, and alienate those who identify with 

differing views and values.  

The similar lifeworlds and habitus of the participants in this study suggest that the NCC 

may be homogenous in nature. While the number of participants consulted makes it difficult to 

generalise the findings to all teachers in the NCC, the data suggests that the community of the 

NCC may be stifled by ñconservative praxisò (Avis, 2007, p. 175), and that ideas, practices and 

identities are constrained by the cultural and historical context of the organisationò. A 

consideration of the multiple identities of teachers revealed that many viewed their own musical 

expertise as inadequate and undeserving of the title musician. Consequently, participation can 

reinforce a subservient sense of identity as merely a teacher among participants, rather than 

encouraging a composite musician-teacher identity (Bernard, 2004). 

Drawing on Wengerôs (1998) work on participation in a CoP, the study conceptualises 

four forms of participation in the NCC, distinguished by teacherôs roles within the choir: Full, 

Peripheral, Marginal and Non-Participants. These categories of participants are used in the 

consideration of the NCC as a hierarchical activity system (AS), with teachers in this study 

considered along a horizontal and vertical axis of labour (Figure 4.3), corresponding with their 

choir roles and responsibilities and levels of status and power respectively. The study organises 

teachers on a hierarchical pyramid of participation (Figure 4.4), which is divided according to the 

level of power commanded by participants in the NCC on a school, regional and national level. 

Reflected through Engestrºmôs (1999, 2001) CHAT, the research found that the mediating 

artefacts, rules of the field and the influence of the community reinforces the status quo, supports 

the efficient, attractive nature of participation, while also limiting the transformational power of 

activity members to consider alternate trajectories of participation and practice.  The study 

concludes that participation is unequal in nature, and that power and decision making is 
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maintained on the upper levels of the participation pyramid through hegemonic structures and 

mindsets of senior NCC members (Figure 4.7). The progression of members along this hierarchy 

is ad-hoc, but is often linked to teachersô experience, alignment and endorsement of the vision and 

practices of the choir. Therefore, the current NCC structures are disempowering for potential 

innovators or disruptors of practice, and there exists a missed opportunity to foster teacher agency 

or autonomy in the process of participation. These findings, like the theme of teaching and 

learning, present the challenging task of reconciling the positive benefits of the highly efficient 

and structured nature of participation with the problematic hegemonic nature of participation 

constrained by the cultural and historical dimensions of the AS which focuses on reproducing the 

practices of previous iterations. 

Consequently, Bourdieuôs concept of capital is key to the maintenance of the hegemonic 

nature of participation. Capital in the form of musical works, practices, institutions and mindsets 

are a significant outcome of participation, evidenced through the accumulation and preservation 

of social and cultural capital by NCC members. Teachers valued the accrual of valued capital, 

which include the experience and knowledge of WAM and other revered genres of music, the 

chance to sing in the choir and develop choral etiquette, and the possible social mobility 

opportunities stemming from participation which may enhance one's professional and personal 

identity now and in the future. However, it is argued that the potential exclusive reliance on 

WAM, coupled with the narrow approach to music education, is antiquated within the current, 

contemporary education landscape. Furthermore, it fails to consider learner-centred, informal, 

creative or integrated approaches to music education and attend to the culturally diverse needs of 

learners and society which have evolved considerably over the choirôs forty-year history. Capital 

acquisition and its subjective nature is inequitable, with some participants suggesting that the 

NCC may not be suitable for all schools given their socioeconomic status (Carol) or their 

differing musical mindsets (Mary). In this way, it could be argued that the NCC as an organisation 

is accessible in theory, but exclusive in practice. Participation in the NCC, while respected for its 

prestigious history and challenge of participation, aims to reproduce and replicate dominant forms 

of capital that have long been problematic within the music education sphere.  

 Reflecting on the data, the researcher argues that the practice of participation can be a 

powerful form of transformation. Through the lens of CHAT theory, the research aims to see 

beyond the contradictions between the hierarchies of the organisation and the rules and cultural 

constraints that impede its change, to explore the possibility of more inclusive, culturally 

responsive practices and artefacts becoming embodied in a future reimagining of teachersô 

musical learning, the NCC as a system and the broader area of music education. All participants 

spoke proudly and sincerely of the impact participation in the NCC had on their musical, 

personal, and professional lives. Notwithstanding the problematic nature of participation 

considered in this section, participants acknowledge the significant influence the NCC has on 
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their teaching and learning, their sense of identity as teachers, their exposure to musical capital 

and their work within their schools and community contexts. Therefore, while the author notes the 

conservative, static nature of participation, interpretation of the data suggests that transformative 

opportunities arising from participation exist, as well as the possibility for the NCC to be part of a 

grander reimagining of music education and musical attitudes in primary schools. There is 

evidence of participation in the NCC to be transformational for teachers such as Carol, who says 

she takes ñgreat pride in the fact that we did it while I was there [as principal]ò, Susan who states 

that participation ñhas definitely enriched my careerò, and Mary who admits ñI have given a lot of 

years to it...But I loved it. And I still doéAnd I still believe in itò. The comprehensive picture of 

participation contributes to and responds to the parallel research question underpinning this study 

which will be now explored: What is the significance of teacher participation in the NCC in the 

21st century?  

 

5.2.2 The Significance of Teacher Participation in the 21st century Primary School 

As has been argued previously, teacher participation in the NCC is significant as it 

reveals participantsô opinions and experiences of music education and contributes to the wider 

primary music education conversation. From examining participation in the NCC by teachers and 

interpreting the data through the conceptual and theoretical lenses of this study, several significant 

and meaningful issues for teachers, schools and policy makers have emerged which are now 

considered. 

As outlined in Chapter 2, many of the issues and challenges for music education in 

primary schools have been well flagged by the literature, including the reproduction of practices 

by teachers drawing on their own experiences (Bresler, 1998; Wright, 2015a); the troubled 

development of music education in primary schools and curricula in the Irish educational context 

(Kerins, 2019; McCarthy, 1999b; Walsh, 2016); the influences of the historical and cultural field 

and the dominance of particular cultural and social capital within school music programmes 

(Stakelum, 2008b; Wright, 2015a); the perceived lack of confidence among primary school 

teachers due to poor teacher education opportunities (Biasutti et al., 2015; Grennan, 2017; 

Hennessy, 2017; INTO, 2009); and the poor status of music and the arts across the education 

systems (Grennan, 2017). These factors represent the challenges to music education in the 21st 

century primary school which the NCC addresses or compounds in different ways. Furthermore, 

the literature review considered contemporary perspectives on music education which would 

respond to these challenges. These include the need for creative, culturally responsive 

programmes that are inclusive of the diverse range of students, experiences and musics within 

21st century classrooms (Bond, 2017; Kelly-McHale, 2013; Sharp, 2004; Spruce, 2015) and the 

realignment of teachers as co-participants alongside learners in music education (Green, 2002; 

2008). 
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As outlined above, the data indicates that the NCC does contribute greatly to teacherôs 

sense of confidence and impacts their professional, personal, and musical identities. The impact of 

the choir on teachersô careers and sense of job satisfaction, as well as their identity within their 

schools, is broadly positive. The choir enables teachers with limited musical confidence and 

technical knowledge to learn and teach a complex range of songs, through the resources and 

encouragement of the organisation, in a manageable, efficient manner. It also exposes them, and 

their classes, to a broad range of musical styles, albeit through a primarily WAM, choral lens. 

Participation also provides children with the opportunity to sing in a group and in venues which 

hold status and pride in the minds of the participants.  

The significant presence of the NCC within the music education has been acknowledged, 

as the choir has been noted as being ñan exemplar for group singing in primary schoolsò (Doyle, 

2019, p. 15), praised for its facilitation by primary teachers themselves, with the support and 

direction of a relatively small group of leaders. As McCarthy notes: ñat no other time in the 

history of Irish primary music education were the national musical talents of classroom teachers 

tapped with such effectiveness as they have been in this creative projectò (1999a, p. 153). While 

the creativity of the choir is questionable in light of the data considered here, the positive mindset 

among participants is encouraging given the current policy narrative in support of further 

partnerships being established within primary music education (Fahy & Kenny, 2021; Flynn & 

Johnston, 2017; GoI, 2017; Partington, 2018). The continuing legacy of the historical and cultural 

context of the choir makes it popular and trusted among schools, teachers, and arguably the DE 

themselves. The research acknowledges the significant presence of the programme in the primary 

school sector in Ireland and the possible future place of the NCC in responding to some of the 

challenges facing music education. 

 However, it must be acknowledged that much has changed over the past four decades in 

Irish primary schools, with teachers now navigating vastly different curriculum demands, 

classrooms, student populations and societal environments (NCCA, 2020). Considering the NCC 

within the contemporary primary school context, interpretation of the data suggests that the 

narrow, performance-focused nature of participation in the NCC and the training of teachers to be 

replicators of a predefined musical experience is in many ways an out-dated approach to music 

making. While some participants claim that the NCC does not aim to replace the curriculum, the 

all-encompassing nature of participation means that it largely makes other forms of music making 

in the classroom impossible. Fundamentally, teachers in this study understand and accept the 

limitations of the NCC, but felt that ultimately participation was a positive music education 

initiative.  

It is proposed that the complex policy and contextual space outlined at the outset of this 

thesis has arguably prevented teachers and schools from embracing contemporary music 
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education philosophies. Compounded by the learning and identity limitations of teachers outlined 

thus far, their attraction to the high standard and quality of the repertoire reinforces the continued 

preference for music to act as a particular form of capital in education (McCarthy, 2010; 2015). 

Significantly, this capital is regarded as the ñunique selling pointô of the NCC which is facilitated 

and preserved through teacher ñbuy-inò (Charlotte) and participants in this study, despite what the 

literature argues, still value the reproduction of WAM music and choral singing as a worthwhile 

educative activity. This may be due to the resulting capitalôs power to enhance social mobility, 

facilitate access to lifelong engagement in music making, or reinforce a school or teacherôs status 

and identity (Brändström, 1999; Elpus, 2018; Pollard & Alexander, 2019; Wright, 2015a). 

Crucially, the research uncovers a music education discourse within primary schools that favours 

the accessibility of music making over inclusivity. This approach misses the possible 

opportunities for tensions in the system relating to the inclusion of diverse student and teacher 

demographics to be transformative for the organisation, broadening their musical values and 

worldviews. These findings are significant considerations when one reflects on who participation 

in the choir is for, who benefits from it and what it reveals about music education in primary 

schools in Ireland today. 

Arguably the most striking finding regarding the place of the NCC within the 21st century 

school is the participantsô deep respect and reverence for the programme and its founder. Many 

historical figures from the Irish music education landscape have praised both the choir and its 

founder (Appendix A and B). Not surprisingly, in this study Creamer continues to be a key person 

within this historical and cultural phenomenon, even after his passing. Carol recalls the 

significance of Creamer on her music making: ñI know where it started off for me, I know very 

clearly where it starts off, because I know the effect thaté I have the highest regard for Se§n 

Creamer, but I know the effect that he single-handedly had on my life.ò This effect is not limited 

to Carolôs own participation in Creamerôs choirs, but also in her involvement in choral music as 

an adult chorister and teacher. Nettl (1995) writes about the relationship between student and 

teacher within music conservatories as a type of heritage or identifier. In this study, members such 

as Carol, Susan, Mary and Hannah (as a child) could be described as óCreameritesô, following in 

the vision, tradition and actions of Creamer. Through their dedication and participation, the 

teachers affirm the historical and cultural tropes of the choir, especially the NCCôs promotion of 

the Irish language, inclusion of religious, historical and WAM repertoire, taught through the 

choral classroom teaching style.  In summary, Creamerôs 1980s vision and values are still alive 

today in teachers who embody the tradition of the NCC, and those who have inherited it in 21st 

century schools. The significance of one manôs influence is impressive and it is possible that any 

future developments in the NCC will always be considered within the context of Creamerôs 

original vision of the choir. 
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The research findings suggest that participants are aware of the contradictions and 

tensions that emerge from viewing the NCC through a contemporary lens, however their concerns 

are surpassed by their trust in the programme, their desire to facilitate this type of choral musical 

experience within their schools, and the perceived poor level of music education and curriculum 

implementation among generalist teachers. This is significant in understanding the choices 

teachers make within the classroom with regard to pedagogy and lesson content, considering the 

balancing act of teaching the current wide range of curricular subjects.  

Also, while hierarchical structures are not unusual for organisations such as the NCC, the 

conclusions drawn from this research implies that hegemonic nature of the choir which includes 

the dominance of socially valued capital, the maintenance of control over the pedagogical and 

philosophical underpinnings of the choir, and the static, replicative nature of the learning through 

repeated cycles cannot be ignored. Paradoxically, the NCCôs hierarchical structures and cultural 

and historical traditions are both its greatest asset, in guaranteeing its longevity and popularity, 

and challenge, in impeding its evolution. The significance of programmes such as the NCC in 

shaping and defining the music education in primary schools requires the attention of policy 

makers and researchers working in the field. The choir is clearly an important part of the 

ñtapestryò (Charlotte) of many schools across Ireland, not least to those represented in this study, 

however the COVID-19 pandemic pause presents an opportunity to consider the implications of 

this research and present some recommendations emerging from the study.  

 

5.3 Research Recommendations 

In this section, the implications of the research findings regarding teacher participation in 

the NCC will be considered, with reference to the multi-dimensional nature of participation 

described earlier, alongside the findings relating to the NCC as an organisation and a historical 

and cultural phenomenon. The research implications and recommendations emerging from the 

critical examination of teacher participation in the NCC will be discussed. This research suggests 

implications for many parties involved in the area of music education, namely teacher-participants 

in this study and beyond it, the NCC and other similar organisations, and the wider music 

education policy and curriculum space.    

5.3.1 Recommendations for Teachers 

The research demonstrates that teachersô musical and professional learning and capital, as 

well as their personal identities are enriched through participation. This participation is 

particularly valued by teachers whose habitus aligns with the field of the NCC and whose identity 

is supported and reinforced through participation. However, suggestions emerge from this study 

which could transform teachersô identity, musical experiences, and teaching and learning. 
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¶ The research recommends that teachers in this study, and in primary schools more generally, 

should reflect on their identities and musical habitus and challenge their musical comfort 

zones. This would facilitate a broader exchange of capital, repertoire and values through their 

teaching and learning.  

¶ This study acknowledges the respect and trust that teachers place in the NCC as an 

organisation, however it would be beneficial for them to reflect critically on their 

participation within the organisation and to consider if the experience offered by the NCC is 

replacing rather than completing the current music curriculum.  

¶ Following on from this point, this research recommends that teachers should be encouraged to 

critically examine their practices and consider alternative ways to facilitate music education 

and music making more holistically. They should be empowered to incorporate more 

innovative, progressive and contemporary music education philosophies.  

5.3.2 Reimagining the NCC 

As has been previously noted, this research is not an evaluation of the NCC; rather it aims 

to critically and comprehensively explore the practice of teacher participation. Notwithstanding 

participantsô primarily positive views of the organisation, the prevailing aims and structures of the 

NCC provide for the maintenance of a homogenous, replicative vision of musical experience and 

music making, which is inconsonant with much contemporary research and policy. This research 

recommends that an opportunity exists for the NCC to reimagine the organisation across three 

areas: design, operation, and the musical approach of the programme.   

Considering the current design of the NCC programme: 

¶ Many participants in this study noted the potential for the current model to be more 

ñexplicitly linked to primary school curricular music requirementsò (Doyle, 2019, p. 15) and 

proposed some additions to future NCC cycles including:   

o Composing accompanying ostinati.  

o Playing percussion instruments. 

o Producing a textbook or teaching manual that explores musical concepts and features 

of musical notation aligned with the curriculum and choir repertoire.  

o Isolating a smaller number of songs whereby musical concepts and curriculum 

strands could be explored in depth. 

o Digital resources and repertoire archives to facilitate greater engagement of a wider 

audience with the various historical and current repertoire.  

¶ Regarding the repertoire, the study recommends a consultation with teachers and students 

with regard to the genres represented in the repertoire, with a view to ensuring it is relevant, 

appropriately challenging and suitable for all 21st century schools and singers.  
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¶ The study recommends the exploration of a revised or additional summer course or in-service 

CPD course linked to participation, that would support teachers meaningfully in their musical 

learning and expand their knowledge, experiences and skills in music education through 

choral singing, other musical activities and potentially digital technologies.  

¶ The NCC as part of a potential National Singing Project (Doyle, 2019) could collate and share 

the resources produced thus far with schools all over the country. Nationally, schools could 

then perform the repertoire supported by a system of mentoring based on an enhanced model 

and provision of AMDs countrywide.  

Considering the operation of the programme:  

¶ The research suggests that NCC leaders reconsider the time-consuming nature of 

participation. One option could be to move the choir to outside curriculum time, ensuring it 

does not replace the content of the curriculum. Another option could involve reducing the 

workload of the programme through less complex or numerous songs. 

¶ The structures of the NCC could evolve and become decentralised, encouraging more 

autonomy and feedback from teachers, schools, and regions. In this way, local schools and 

regions could be empowered to have more ownership over the musical and pedagogical 

aspects of participation.  

¶ The current regional committee structures could evolve from their current role as 

implementation mechanisms for rehearsals and concerts, to embody a more consultative role. 

The establishment of communities of practice which respond to the local needs of teachers 

and schools and share good practice on a school (Level 1), regional (Level 2), and national 

level (Level 3) could be very empowering and agentic for teachers. 

Finally, regarding a potential transformation of the musical philosophy and model of the choir, the 

following recommendations emerge from the research:  

¶ The choir could establish a childrenôs NCC committee(s), with oversight of areas such as 

repertoire, interpretation, performances, etc. This would establish the NCC as a child-centred 

or child-led organisation and would respond to some of the tensions relating to power and 

learning that emerged from the data. For example, Greenôs (2002; 2006) informal learning 

practices would allow the learners to lead participation with the assistance of teachers, 

through the choosing, interpreting, composing, and performing of an individual schoolôs 

repertoire. 

¶ The research recommends that revisions of repertoire and structures be explicated through a 

culturally responsive and inclusive lens (Kelly-McHale, 2013; Spruce 2015). This would 

ensure that musical success in a choir (and music education more broadly) is not only 

measured by participation and presenteeism, but through engagement by all learners in 

inclusive music making opportunities. Transformative participation should lead to the 



 

 195      

performance of all music genres (e.g., Irish traditional or ethnic world music) in a culturally 

sensitive and authentic way, rather than through a WAM or choral filter. 

¶ The findings suggest that the choir should reflect on the hierarchical, highly structured nature 

of the organisation and consider whether disruption and innovation is welcomed and 

encouraged through the engagement of a diverse range of participants, balancing the ideas and 

disturbance of newcomers with the desires of old-timers.  

¶ The choir could create an alumni community to connect with students as they progress into 

secondary school and beyond. This may serve as a recruitment tool for future primary school 

teachers and/or choral music practitioners. 

¶ In a possible future transformation of the organisation, the research recommends engaging 

with expert practitioners in the field of child-centred and child-led arts-based activities to 

explore how best to synthesise the formality of and excellence achieved by the NCC, and the 

natural creativity and intrigue of children. 

The researcher acknowledges that change in any organisation is problematic (Fullan, 

2006), and the participants of this study were ambiguous in their stance on the future of the NCC. 

It could be argued that the choir is of its time and therefore cannot be forced into a framework or 

philosophy of music education so distant from its origins. However, the researcher argues that 

given the current redevelopment of the primary school curriculum, there is an opportunity to 

reimagine the NCC, its nature and significance, and ultimately its contribution to music education 

in the 21st century. 

 

5.3.3 Recommendations for Music Education in Primary Schools 

The final section of the study provides broader recommendations across the areas of 

teacher learning and CPD, music curriculum design and implementation, policy making and the 

broader philosophical question of the purpose of music education. 

Considering the recommendations for teacher learning and CPD in music education: 

¶ The research concludes that the teacher learning evidenced in this study is largely antiquated 

and is heavily influenced by teachersô own experiences of music education, leading to the 

replication of inherited practices. It recommends that future music education initiatives and 

CPD programmes must challenge and expand the musical lifeworlds of teachers.  

¶ The study identifies a gap in the teacher education continuum whereby teachers have little 

experience of musical learning outside of ITE. This should be rectified through the provision 

of a wide range of CPD opportunities in the area of arts and music education, which aim to 

develop the musical confidence and competence of primary school teachers, as well as 

expanding the breadth and depth of their musical knowledge and skills. 
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¶ Teacher learning should encourage greater integration of teachersô and childrenôs musical 

lives inside and outside school, in addition to utilising informal teaching methodologies and 

shifting the mindset of teachers and learners from curriculum consumers to curriculum co-

creators (Dolan, 2012; Green, 2002; Spruce, 2015).  This would develop more culturally 

responsive and creative music classrooms and allow teachers and children more agency in 

their music making. 

Regarding current and future curriculum and policy developments in the area of primary school 

music education in Ireland: 

¶ The reported dissatisfaction and apparent patchy provision of the current primary music 

curriculum is concerning and this research recommends greater engagement between DE, the 

Inspectorate and schools to constructively address the reasons why teachers are unhappy with 

the curriculum and how to support the implementation of it.  

¶ Future curricular revision and in-service training must consider contemporary perspectives on 

music education, moving beyond the traditional approach evidenced in this study. This would 

encourage best practice in primary school music, underpinned by creative, culturally 

responsive and inclusive practices and pedagogies.  

¶ It is recommended that teachersô identity, teacher voice and their previous experiences are 

acknowledged and challenged in any future curriculum revision.   

¶ This research recommends that future music curricula should re-examine the purpose of 

choral music within classrooms, reflecting on its place as one of the many musical activities 

available to teachers in their music lessons.  

¶ The study recognises that teachers continue to feel stressed and overwhelmed by the current 

curriculum and the data suggests that teachers desire efficiency, predictability, and structure 

in their teaching lives. The research recommends that policy makers consider the impact of 

curriculum overload, teacher stress and the consequent reduction of the curriculum and 

narrowing of the learning outcomes for children. 

¶ Education officials should monitor the current implementation of the prescribed curriculum 

across the primary school system as well as ensuring that teachers are supported in changing 

their methods to meaningfully affect practice in schools.  

¶ This research supports the important role of outside arts organisations in the provision of 

music in primary schools and recommends the continued involvement of musical groups, 

artists and programmes in partnership with schools and teachers. However, the research 

concludes that partnerships that operate as curriculum replacements continue to be 

problematic and require careful consideration and monitoring by all stakeholders.  
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¶ The study recommends that any future music education policies or projects work with 

programmes such as the NCC to ascertain the optimum role of external musical organisations 

as optional curriculum content or extra-curricular activities.  

Finally, regarding the broader theoretical and philosophical implications of the study: 

¶ The research recommends the use of CHAT (Engeström, 1999, 2001) in the critique and 

review of organisations working in education and music education. The addition of the 

hierarchical division of labour to the framework could be theorised further to become a new 

constituent within the activity system model (i.e., power).  

¶ The study affirms the possible limiting nature of capital and habitus in music education, as 

well as the potential problematic power implications of teachers and/or organisations as 

curriculum custodians. The research recommends that capital acquisition and the 

transformation of habitus and field is a desirable outcome from formal music education, 

through the engagement of teachers and learners in creative, culturally responsive practices 

and participation, and that this area warrants further investigation.  

¶ The place of the researcher as an insider within the NCC could viewed as limiting, however 

this research affirms the importance of practitioner based, interpretive research that 

acknowledges the biases and preconceptions of the human condition, yet can enlighten the 

field with meaningful data and conclusions for many different stakeholders in the NCC and 

music education more generally. It is recommended that research such as this continue to be 

encouraged in music education, as the epitome of reflective practice and reflexive research, 

with the researcher at the heart of the phenomenon looking from the inside out and the outside 

in. 

¶ This study recommends that all involved in music education reflect on the philosophical 

question explored in the opening chapter: What is the purpose of music education in primary 

schools? The research argues that policy makers, teachers and schools need to reflect on the 

desired aim of music education, the balancing of the potential musical and extra-musical 

benefits from participation, and the place and rationale of music education within schools 

today. 

¶ Finally, the data suggests that there remains a preoccupation with the production of a musical 

product and on the facilitation of access to music education. It is recommended that teachers, 

policy writers and the NCC continually question if this narrow focus is sufficient to engage 

and encourage each teacher and child to develop their musical learning, identity, capital and 

practice in a holistic, inclusive, and ultimately transformative nature. 
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5.4 Areas for Further Research 

There are three main ways this study could be developed or inform further research: through 

continuation, replication or extension. Firstly, the teachers consulted within this study, or a similar 

sample, could be part of a longitudinal project to measure the changes or others in the nature and 

significance of their participation. Replicating the study with a larger sample would be useful to 

challenge or further support the findings of this research, contributing to the recommendations 

proposed above. Also, with initiatives such as Creative Ireland, MG and the NCCAôs curriculum 

review on the horizon, a continuation of the study in the future could yield very different results. 

Crucially, a useful follow on from this study would be to explore more deeply the implications of 

the research for the NCC as an organisation, reimagining its place within the 21st century school 

and aligning more closely with contemporary music education discourse. 

The options to extend or build on the study are many. By extending the research focus to 

include more musical partnerships within schools, one could compare the nature and significance 

of teacher participation across a range of activities. Also, a future study could consider the 

children of the NCC through the use of observational methods and ethnographic enquiry and 

consider the possible link between child participation and musical learning or aptitude (cf. Welch, 

2012; Welch et al., 2009). The importance of teachersô context and identity could also be further 

examined, through the studying of teachersô lifeworlds and the influences that teacherôs pre-

education and educational experience have on their practice. This could be conducted using a life 

study or narrative enquiry lens whereby the focus would be on the participants rather than the 

phenomenon. Also, building on the use of AT in this study, a further investigation may consist of 

examining two co-existing AS, the NCC and the curriculum, to identify similar or contradictory 

tensions between teachers' interactions. Finally, the question posed above relating to defining the 

purpose of music education in primary schools has been considered by many (Fautley & Murphy, 

2015; Mills, 2005; Pitts et al., 2015; Stakelum, 2008b), however I would argue that there is an 

increasing urgency to address this question convincingly and comprehensively in a post-pandemic 

primary school music curriculum. 

 

5.5 Conclusion 

This thesis has explored the nature and significance of teacher participation in the NCC through 

an interpretive lens informed by the researcherôs positionality as an insider within the choir, the 

perspectives of musical educationalists and policy makers in Ireland and elsewhere, and through 

the theoretical and conceptual frameworks of participation outlined earlier. The research 

concludes that participation is a complex phenomenon and multi-dimensional construct. In the 

NCC, teacher participation emerges as a linear but rewarding form of learning, reinforcing a 

positive sense of teacher identity within a homogenous community of members, governed by 
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hegemonic power structures and historically dominant forms of capital that underpin an efficient, 

attractive yet anachronistic organisation that teachers happily support and affiliate with.  

The study finds that the nature of participation is both positive and problematic, and that 

the current context of music education in Irish primary schools provides a gap in provision that 

organisations such as the NCC are occupying. The study has highlighted the impact of power and 

conservatism within participation, while also pointing to the possible transformative potential of 

participation to change the mindset and narrative surrounding music in schools and to impact 

teachersô learning, identities and capital in an empowering way drawing on contemporary theories 

of music education already articulated in the literature. The significance of the authorôs role as the 

insider, narrator and critic of the phenomenon is key to the depth of the analysis and reflective 

nature of the work which points to many positive and problematic dimensions of participation, 

which one hopes will inform future developments in the organisation and in music education 

more generally. The work of the NCC in bringing musical participation to many thousands of 

schools, teachers and children must be acknowledged and celebrated, and the participants in this 

study advocated for its continued presence in schools. This research recommends that all within 

the NCC community build on the strong foundation that currently exists and reimagine a choir 

which represents all members, teachers and children within the 21st century primary school. 

 

5.6 Coda 

The late Lawrence Stenhouse wrote ñit is the teachers who, in the end, will change the world of 

the classroom by understanding itò (1975, as cited in Ruddock, 1988, p. 35). As a teacher myself, 

and through my critical examination of the construct of participation, I now feel that I have gained 

a deeper understanding of the world of the NCC through the eyes of the teachers in this study. My 

own participation in the choir, and subsequently in this research has been transformative. My 

work with the organisation has always been fulfilling, giving me an avenue to practise my own 

piano playing and to sustain my musical life as a primary school teacher. As someone who came 

from a slightly different socio-economic background to the traditional classical pianist, I have 

participated in music and teaching through alternate pathways and accumulated a lot of 

experience performing with various ages and organisations. As Iôm sure many doctoral scholars 

will testify, it is difficult to summarise the learning that occurs throughout a research process like 

this. This study has enabled me to explore a wealth of understanding regarding participation in the 

NCC and with the kind agreement of the participants, an understanding of their personal and 

professional lives. Also, the historical and cultural context of music education in Ireland and 

elsewhere, and the literature around teacher learning and organisational frameworks, have all 

contributed to my constantly evolving identity as a researcher-musician-teacher. 



 

 200      

My hope is that the work conducted during this PhD, and summarised in this thesis, has 

recognised the cultural and historical significance of the NCC, representing the first significant 

enquiry that has been carried out on the organisation. Also, it aims to contribute to the wider 

discussion around music educationôs place in primary schools, to explore the importance, 

functioning and impact of musical partnerships between schools and outside organisations, and 

provide food for thought for any possible future reimagining of the NCC.  

On a personal level, my doctoral journey has challenged and transformed my own 

understanding and values of the purpose of music education; my judgement of what a high 

standard of music education does, and could, look like; and my approach as a researcher (Coady, 

2021a, 2021b). I have broadened my conceptualisation of music participation and music 

education, while also acknowledging my own musical journey and context, and can now 

appreciate a rainbow of possibilities from musical participation.  

The participants in this study were referred to during the research process as ñthe teachers 

in the balconyò (referring to the NCC teachers who sit in the balcony of the NCH at the final 

concerts). Therefore, I aimed in this study to peek behind the NCC and examine what I termed the 

real participants, the teachers. However, in doing so I also investigated and critiqued my own 

habitus and capital and have developed a fuller balcony view of musical learning, identity, capital, 

education, and participation. I trust that this study is just my first contribution into the rich field of 

music education discourse and that my work with and in music education can continue the wishes 

of Saunders, Varvarigou and Welch: ñHopefully we will never again revert to a time when 

singing is for the few rather than the manyò (2010, p. 80). 
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Appendix A: Primary Document Sources 

 

Appendix A contains primary sources collected as part of this research project. They include 

personal communications between the NCC founder, Seán Creamer and others in the Irish music 

education scene. 

 

Document 1: Original NCC Programme, NCH Performances (8th & 9th June 1985) 

Document 2: Letter from Kenneth Mills, Church of Ireland College of Education to Seán 

Creamer (10th June 1985) 

Document 3: Letter from Gemma Hussey, Minister for Education (18th June 1985) 

Document 4: Letter from John Harris, Department of Education (18th June 1985) 

Document 5: Letter from Joseph Groocock, Educator, Composer, Conductor and Organist (June 

9th 1985) 

Document 6: Letter from Pat Cox, President of the European Parliament to Collette Hussey, 

National Organiser of the NCC (September 2004) 

Document 7: Letter from Aloys Fleischman, Director of Cork International Choral and Folk 

Dance Festival (14th May 1985) 

Document 8: Letter from Michael Oô Sionad§is, Department of Education (10th June 1985) 

Document 9: Article on the European Day of Music (21st June 1985, The Irish Times 

Document 10: Poem and Drawing from the NCC Choir of Loreto Convent, Foxrock (n.d.) 

Document 11: Excerpts from ñThank You For The Musicò: The National Childrenôs Choir 

celebrates 30 years of singing (June, 2015) 
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Document 1: Original NCC Programme, NCH Performances (8th & 9th June 1985) 
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Document 2: Letter from Kenneth Mills, Church of Ireland College of Education (10th June 

1985) 
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Document 3: Letter from Gemma Hussey, Minister for Education (18th June 1985) 
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Document 4: Letter from John Harris, Department of Education (18th June 1985) 
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Document 5: Letter from Joseph Groocock, Educator, Composer, Conductor and Organist (June 

9th 1985) 
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Document 6: Letter from Pat Cox, President of the European Parliament to Collette Hussey, 

National Organiser of the NCC (September 2004) 
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Document 7: Letter from Aloys Fleischman, Director of Cork International Choral and Folk 

Dance Festival (14th May 1985)  
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Document 8: Letter from M²ch®al Oô Sionad§is, Department of Education (10th June 1985) 
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Document 9: Article on the European Day of Music (21st June 1985, The Irish Times 

 


























































































































