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Series Editors' Preface

Media and Cultural Studies are currently expanding areas of the curriculum at all levels of the education system, not merely in English-speaking countries but in many other parts of the world. Cultural Studies has made a radical contribution to the study of education, particularly in terms of its emphasis on ‘popular’ knowledge and on the political dynamics of young people’s leisure cultures. Moreover, in the context of anxieties about the apparent decline in traditional cultural values, it also challenges much current thinking about the aims and methods of core areas of the curriculum such as English. Meanwhile, in response to the growing significance of the electronic media and the increasing diversity of contemporary societies, media educators have developed rigorous and exciting new approaches to teaching both in schools and in higher education. In the past decade, media education has come of age – and in the process, fundamental questions about its aims and methods have begun to be asked.

Teen Spirits is one of the first volumes in a new series entitled Media, Education and Culture, which aims to develop original research and debate at the interface between the disciplines of Education and Media/Cultural Studies. The book focuses specifically on teaching about popular music, providing accounts of research and classroom practice using a range of methods and forms of data. The analysis of the data is set within a wider context of theoretical and educational debate about social difference, identity and pedagogy.

Media education has an inconsistent history of engagement with popular music, which has been characterised by long periods of apparent neglect. As Chris Richards argues, this neglect is paradoxical: while claiming to engage the cultural interests of young people, media teachers have effectively marginalized a medium central to the lives of a large majority of them. Teen Spirits addresses this absence, suggesting the scope for engagement between media and music education across the conventional curricular divisions, and discussing how teachers might address their students’ experiences of popular music more directly.

Consuming music is often seen as a special and personal experience: listening to music can play an important part in how we define our innermost selves, our feelings, identities and histories. Indeed, it is, in part, because music is experienced in these terms, and perhaps particularly by people addressed as ‘adolescent’, that media education may have veered away from any full engagement with it. Richards acknowledges the genuine difficulty faced by media teachers and, by moving close to the vantage point of teachers themselves, wrestles with it throughout this book.

Some might see these difficulties as arising from an inevitable collision between different ‘tastes’ in music. Yet, as Richards shows, following Bourdieu, ‘taste’ is not simply ‘innocent’ or ‘natural’, and never just ‘personal’: on the contrary, it is central to the tactics we adopt in defining and performing our social identities. Most obviously, taste has a distinct generational dimension. Few teachers enjoy the same kind of music as their students; and if they do, they are likely to engage with it (or at least to talk about it) in rather different terms. As Richards illustrates, talking about music is difficult in any case. But teaching about popular music always involves crossing boundaries between school knowledge and everyday knowledge, thus intensifying the tensions and disjunctions typical of institutional encounters between teachers and their students. Students located in different class cultures, with access to sometimes divergent forms of cultural (and subcultural) capital, are likely to respond to such initiatives in very different ways.

Richards’ case study of teaching popular music thus raises some challenging questions about the whole enterprise of media education. The sometimes rather propagandist interventions of earlier generations of media educators are clearly inappropriate here: pop is not the most obvious object of concern for the missionary forms of ideological ‘demystification’ that have characterised some media teaching. While this approach has largely been superseded, media educators are still often uneasy when faced with subjective meanings and popular pleasures, preferring instead to remain with the relative security offered by studying the structures and practices of the industry. In this often fraught and contested domain, it seems much safer to settle for the apparent objectivity of external structures. While the analysis of the industry is certainly an integral feature of study in this field, it can also represent a kind of disavowal of what is most important about the lived experience of popular music.

Through autobiographical reflections, the empirical detail of students’ work, and an engagement with teachers’ standpoints in everyday practice, Richards also develops a sometimes sceptical challenge to the broad sweep of academic theory in Cultural Studies. While some exponents of Cultural Studies continue to regard schools as merely sites of ideological inculcation, repressive institutions working in the interests of the hegemonic powers of the State, in this book such views will find little support. The everyday cultures of particular groups of young people have often been interpreted – with comparable abstraction – as forms of opposition and resistance to the structural constraints of the educational system. Again, by contrast, Richards’ attention to the complexity of teacher-student encounters in schools points to the need to re-investigate schools as places in which young people actively make, and remake, their cultural experience. Schools bring young people together in a variety of ways, not all of which are about the imposition of ‘dominant ideologies’; and in doing so, they offer a variety of resources which young people negotiate and make their own.

On one level, schools clearly do attempt to enforce and maintain distinctions between high and low cultures. But they need to be seen as more than mechanistic agencies for reproducing dominant taste cultures. Making popular music into an object of study in the media curriculum creates a space in which complex questions about cultural value and social identity can be explicitly debated and analysed. As Richards argues, this will involve an uneasy interplay between students’ knowledge and teachers’ knowledge, in which neither can, or should, emerge as privileged or secure. Teaching about music should not become merely a means of submitting popular culture to the discourses and practices of the academic curriculum; but neither should it be simply a matter of celebrating students’ existing tastes and identifications.

There are no easy solutions here. As Richards shows, teaching about such areas of student culture is inevitably an uncomfortable one for teachers themselves. It raises awkward questions about their own positions, histories and identities. One of the great original strengths of Teen Spirits is its emphasis on precisely these issues. Unlike many researchers of youth culture, Richards does not seek to render himself invisible, or attempt to claim that he has achieved an empathie identification with the subjects of his research. Such options are not available for teachers in any case. By discussing and problematising his own personal history and his present position, Richards adopts a self-reflexive stance of the kind which is often advocated in Cultural Studies, but very rarely realized. By juxtaposing his own autobiographical recollections with those of the teachers and students with whom he has worked, he points towards a mode of analysis which moves beyond the dichotomies of structure and subjectivity, personal meaning and social significance.

Teen Spirits fulfils several of the central aims of the Media, Education and Culture series. It is firmly grounded by empirical research into the role of the media in young people’s lives and, more specifically, into the practice of media education. But it also provokes more far-reaching and unsettling questions, both about classroom practice and about the politics of academic theory and research. As such, we feel that this book will produce new insights and animate debate among teachers, academics and researchers in the field.

David Buckingham

Julian Sefton-Green

London, January 1998
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Introduction

This is not another book about youth cultures. To the contrary, it’s primarily about students and teachers ‘doing’ pop music in the context of media education. It argues for the inclusion of popular music in media studies but also explores the complexity of bringing informal knowledge and experience into the formal practices of school – to be rearticulated in discussions, evaluations and assignments. The book is thus located within, and returns to address, a particular social practice – teaching media studies with adolescent groups in school.

Despite some early interest, popular music has been relatively neglected through many years of innovation in media studies teaching and, in the following chapters, I argue that it should be recognized as thoroughly a part of ‘media culture’ and the concerns of media education. This is the first of three themes pursued throughout this book. I argue, in fact, that this neglect is far from easily overcome and, through Chapters 4–7, I discuss the problems I encountered in my own attempts to try out teaching about popular music with GCSE and A Level students. This is, in part, the story of how easy it is to get wrong-footed in the microcultural politics of adolescence. Nevertheless, against the past neglect of popular music, I pursue its importance in future practice in media studies teaching and bring my argument to a provisional conclusion in Chapter 8 – Endtroducing.

I might have guessed, but, as it turned out, researching young people’s knowledge of popular music, and the teaching practices through which such knowledge might be engaged, was a tentative, and somewhat uncertain, process. I could not map out the course of the research in its entirety at the beginning. Only as the encounters discussed in each chapter took place were the next exploratory moves formulated – as, slowly, I began to grasp how, and why, some of my early tactics faltered. In reading through Chapters 4–7, it is important to bear in mind that their sequence represents this process – a narrative of my own progress through the research – and the progression from one limited, and sometimes unsatisfactory, teaching strategy to the next. Such uncertainty is, perhaps, characteristic of much qualitative research – as David Scott notes, for example:

Qualitative researchers adopt methods which emphasise progressive focusing whereby the shape of the research is not determined before fieldwork begins, but is responsive to the initial data collected, and in turn has an influence on subsequent methods that are used (Scott, in Scott and Usher, 1996: 81).


But I have tried to fill out this experience of ‘progress in uncertainty’ by locating my research within an autobiographical framing of three interconnected identities: myself as adolescent, as teacher and as researcher. This autobiographical strand, including my reflections on the tensions between these identities, is the second overarching theme of this book.

The subtheme of myself as adolescent also figures in Chapter 2 and, occasionally, in Chapter 3. The subtheme of ‘myself as teacher’, also introduced in Chapter 1, recurs throughout the entire book but is most evident in the Postscript – where I talk to a teacher doing the job that I once did and from which I do not quite take the usual academic distance. The subtheme of myself as researcher is introduced in Chapter 3. As a man aging from 40 to 43 during the period of the research, and seeking to engage students of 15, 16 and 17 in discussions of popular music, I could hardly pretend to be ‘hanging out’, on terms of familiarity and intimacy, as if I was ‘one of them’. For them, I seemed to be a kind of (mature) student teacher or, sometimes, a lecturer ‘from the Institute’. Given my visible identity, I explained my interest in popular music – an often peculiarly personalized domain of cultural experience, highly specific to youth and adolescence – as, precisely, a matter of my professional interest in media education. This was not a front adopted in order to gather data about youth cultures – it was the only basis on which I expected to engage in a dialogue with the students I was able to meet and to teach.

Chapter 3 provides an overview of my research, setting out just what I did and why. My data was not gathered through a systematic comparative study but arose out of my experiments with teaching about pop music in the two schools to which I had access. I present studies of groups, of individual students, and of teachers involved with attempts to bring pop music into the curriculum. The studies are not strictly parallel. I bring together elements of teacher action research, interviews with adolescents in a classroom setting, and discussion of how teachers represent their efforts to teach pop music. The research is therefore quite eclectic, more of a hybrid than a pure example of just one approach. In effect, I collect various examples of attempts to put popular music into the school curriculum in order to tell a story about how incredibly tricky, and how interesting, making the effort to do this can be.

A third theme involves a contrast between, broadly, working-class and middle- class ‘investments’ in education and the various ways in which students located in different class cultures represent their knowledge, interests and tastes in popular music in the school context. Though they shared their location in the liminal phase of adolescence, the students in this study displayed divergent orientations: on the one hand articulating an informal knowledge which was immediate and transient, never accumulated and invested in relation to a future self and, on the other, translating informal knowledge into educationally legitimated forms, thus invested in the acquisition of cultural capital, in the energetic pursuit of middle-class career trajectories. The theme of class/adolescence is also significantly complicated by gender and, though I have not discussed this in detail, by the negotiation of ethnicities. Chapter 2 gives a brief outline of the discursive emphasis of my approach to the data discussed in the central chapters of the book.

The postscript demands a few further words of explanation, not least because it raises some questions which go beyond the main substance of this book. In one respect, it returns to the theme of separations between sectors of education raised in Chapter 1, but it also points towards another, related debate around research and the power of academics to reinscribe the words of others within their own texts – the units of cultural capital on which academic careers are built. In effect, the postscript emerges from my own sense of tension between research and teaching. In fact, the conduct of interviews with teachers somewhat unsettled my own sense of being entitled to reinscribe both teachers’ and students’ words in my writing. Hesitating to write ‘on behalf of’ teachers tended to highlight, retrospectively, the relative ease with which I had assumed I could appropriate the words of school students. There’s no comfortable elimination of this doubt in the following chapters: it appears as a necessary hesitation, an admission, sometimes, that the authority of writing enables me to settle matters that for others remain more open.

* * *


In Chapter 1, I begin with several extracts from Simon Frith’s book Sound Effects (1983). Sound Effects, and much of Frith’s other writing on popular music, has been widely influential in cultural studies and beyond. Nevertheless, it seems that an example of school based research included in both Sound Effects and the earlier The Sociology of Rock (1978), has been neglected, remembered only, perhaps, as a footnote to the wider argument about youth and the music industry. I have recovered Frith’s school based research because it provides an important precedent for my own study. However, it also provides a marked contrast because, as I have suggested, what I present in the main empirical chapters of the book is not a sociology of the students’ lives but an account of the forms in which they represent their experience of popular music in media studies lessons. Rather than attempt to investigate a youth culture ‘out there’, as constructed in the subcultural literature, I wanted to focus on the intersection, in media studies lessons, of popular cultural knowledge, the social relations of the classroom and the forms of representation required by teachers.

The introductory chapter progresses through four relatively discrete sections. Each provides a particular orientation to the main substance of the book, setting up the themes which are pursued and elaborated in the chapters which follow. The first, differentiating youth, argues for more educationally orientated accounts of the cultural experience of young people. The second, putting cultural studies in its place?, expands the argument by questioning the distance between academic cultural studies and the work that English and Media teachers do in schools. The third, media education – a backward glance, takes a brief look at the history of media education in England and makes a provisional case for a more sustained attempt to develop ways of teaching about popular music. Finally, the fourth section, approaches through music education, offers a selective reading of some past attempts to bring ‘pop’ into school music – a largely performance based subject centred in classical music.



Chapter One Youth, Music and Media Education
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Differentiating Youth

In 1972, in Keighley, a small town in West Yorkshire, Simon Frith carried out a study of young people’s involvement with popular music. His research, which was conducted in a comprehensive school,1 was subsequently incorporated in his book The Sociology of Rock (Frith, 1978) and in the later American orientated revision Sound Effects: Youth, Leisure, and the Politics of Rock ‘n’ Roll (Frith, 1983). For a brief, incisive, sketch of pop ‘as it was lived’ there can be few better places to begin. To show how young people engage with popular music is only a part of Frith’s larger study, much of which is devoted to an analysis of the music industry and of the rock aesthetic in the wider field of debates around culture. I want to recover the Keighley research here because it represents a strand in cultural studies, and in the sociology of youth, which should be of considerable value to those who work with young people, especially teachers. Yet, despite their strengths, youth culture studies have only rarely moved on to develop implications for educational practice. As in cultural studies as a whole, questions to do with teaching have been placed as somewhat marginal and perceived as fairly unglamorous. Of course, Learning to Labour (Willis, 1977) did, explicitly and at some length, seek to address teachers in its final chapter. But, in the 20 years that have elapsed since, cultural studies has become a more broadly established academic discipline without much sense of obligation to address any particular practice outside higher education itself.

The numerous books and articles which came out of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies in the 1970s and 1980s defined the discipline and, to the extent that they may have been read by teachers, were influential in the larger context of education. Profane Culture (Willis, 1978), Subculture – The Meaning of Style (Hebdige, 1979), Resistance through Rituals (Hall and Jefferson, 1975) and the retrospective collection Feminism and Youth Culture (McRobbie, 1991) are all of enduring interest and should still inform teachers in their engagement with young people (for a critical review see Middleton, 1990: 155–71). But these writings do not seek to address teachers explicitly and, like some later monographs, for example Black Culture, White Youth (Jones, S., 1988), are unlikely to secure the attention of more than a small minority. Even for teachers directly involved in media education, these titles will seem tangential to their central concern with the media and of little consequence relative to the many books which offer direct advice about how to teach the subject (for example Masterman 1980; 1985). I want to argue in this book that these cultural studies of youth should be central to the thinking of teachers concerned with media education. But I also want to offer, and make a wider case for, studies of youth which more directly address questions of educational practice.

I want to present three quite substantial passages from Frith’s account of his Keighley research. In the discussion which follows I do two things. First of all, I want to suggest how Frith’s work can be, and to some extent has been, taken further. His analysis of the divisions of class, gender and age within ‘youth’ is crucial and persists throughout my own account. Second, I want to inject some autobiographical elements into this chapter, partly to provide comparison with and confirmation of Frith’s initiative, but also to frame a more extended account of my own motives in seeking to connect cultural studies with media teaching in schools.

The first passage describes a group of mostly middle-class sixth formers:

Alison and her friends … had a busy and self-contained social life, meeting weekly at the folk club … at parties in each others’ houses, at concerts or the bar at the local universities, at selected pubs. The group tended to come from middle-class backgrounds … but they were not particularly well-off in terms of income, spent a large proportion of non-school time studying, and were consequently at home a lot…

Music was a background to their lives, radio and records were always on. The records were LPs, chosen carefully and individually and often purchased by saving money after hearing a friend’s copy. People listened to music together and often exchanged albums temporarily. Few people in the group had a large record collection …

This group was conscious of itself as a group that was clearly differentiated from the culture of their parents, but what really dominated its members’ lives was a sense of possibility. They were all preparing to move on – to universities and colleges, to new towns and opportunities, to new sexual and social and chemical experiences; they were all aware that the group itself was transitional and temporary, that individuals had to maintain their individualism within it. They were articulate and self-aware and valued these qualities in music; they turned to music for support as well as for relaxation. They most valued music that was most apparently ‘artistic’ – technically complex or lyrically poetic – and tastes here went with other interests, in the other arts, in politics, in religion. There were few direct restraints on the activities of this group except members’ shortage of money; they were successful at school and at home and rarely clashed with authority. But their life was already a career and the importance of exams and qualifications was fully realized. The resulting tensions made music all the more important – as the context for bopping, relaxing, petting, falling in love, and shouting a temporary ‘Fuck the world!’

(Frith, 1983: 209–10).


In the second passage, a younger and more decisively working-class group is represented:

Craig and his friends were in their last year at school, fifth formers itching to get out. They would leave school without skill or qualification but had been used to failure for years, and school was not so much oppressive now as irrelevant. Their lives already revolved around the possibilities of (unskilled) work – most members of the group were already working part-time – and their leisure reflected this expectation. The group went out (why bother studying) to the youth clubs provided by the local authority or attached to local churches, to the pubs that would take them, to the fish-and-chips shop and the bus station and the streets. None of this group was a militant member of any particular gang, but they had skinhead friends and relations and could run casually with them and with the emerging groups of mods and crombies and knew which side they were on in a fight; Friday night, for example, was the traditional time for a trip to Bradford, the boys for a brawl, the girls for a dance at the Mecca.

This group had plenty of free time but little money or mobility, and their leisure was consequently focused on public places, putting them in constant confrontation with the controllers of those spaces – police and bus conductors and bouncers. But home wasn’t much freer, and so the boys went out most nights, doing nothing, having a laugh, aware that this was their youth and that their future would be much like the past of their working-class parents. Music was a pervasive part of their lives, in their rooms and clubs, on the jukebox, at the disco …

(Frith, 1983: 210–11).


And finally a third group occupying a social position intermediate between the preceding two:

David’s and Peter’s friends were younger – age fifteen and in the fourth form – but were committed to the academic routine and saw their futures stretching out through the sixth form and college … They were young and lacked the resources and the mobility and the freedom for student life, and in chafing about this they were more aggressively hip at school, in the youth club, and most of all at home, where they’d gather their friends and sit around the record player as if it were Moses, bringing messages from on high. It was important for this lot to distinguish themselves from everybody – teachers, parents, peers. They were hippies, hairies, in their clothes and attitudes and tastes and drugs; and they worked at it, read the music press, got passionate about their records and about the evils of commercialism. They were an elite, a group apart from the masses, even if they were in the same school and youth club and street

(Frith, 1983: 211).


These contrasts between groups of young people differentially orientated by class, education and gender, must be familiar enough to most readers. For some, as for myself, the familiarity may arise because of a youth coincident with the period of Frith’s research, but it may be that the outlines of his portrayal are still evident in current patterns of educational differentiation and popular cultural engagement. The classroom studies I present in later chapters represent groups of young people across much the same age range, and of comparable diversity in terms of class. Though all of my research was conducted in London, I have incorporated his descriptions into this text because, as will become apparent, there is a productive theoretical tension between the form of his account and that which I offer in later chapters of this book. Frith’s summary comment on his three groups is this:

The different youth groups’ uses of music were different not because some groups were more resistant to commercial pressures than others, not even because some groups were more organized in subcultural terms than others, but because the groups each had their own leisure needs and interests – Keighley’s youth culture patterns were an aspect of the town’s social structure, its relations of production

(Frith, 1983: 212).


However, Frith’s account does date from a quarter of a century ago. By contrast, David Lusted (1991) has argued for a view of popular cultural experience which is much less divided by class and age:

Prime time television, magazines, ‘pop’ music and high street videos, the tabloid press and paperbacks are among media forms that have penetrated the rhythms and routines of living, the social relations and activities of many teachers and students alike.

This cultural revolution, brought by new technologies and changing social and leisure patterns, takes on a particular force in schooling.

New generations of teachers share experience of these features of a swiftly changing culture most directly with their students. This process narrows the culture gap between largely middle-class teachers and especially working-class students, with many more shared cultural experiences, expectations and pleasures …

(Lusted, 1991: 3).


Lusted shifts focus to a future which cannot be adequately understood within the categories of class, age and gender. For Lusted, even the differences between teachers and their students are no longer as firm as they were. What is useful here is the challenge to the assumption that the ‘relations of production’ simply determine cultural experience. Thus, though I think he exaggerates the degree of cultural commonality between teachers and students, the possibility that current youth cultures cannot be explained adequately or only in terms of the social locations of their participants is one which I explore in the following chapters. As I have suggested, I want to present school based studies from the 1990s to set alongside those from 25 years ago. In doing so I will make use of theories of discourse and of subjectivity which will contrast quite sharply with the more sociological emphases of earlier work. I don’t want to reject Frith’s approach but I do want to offer a more complex view of subjectivity – to be more attentive to the detail of people’s self-accounts and to their multi-layered negotiations of social identities.

In recent years, a number of studies have moved substantially in this direction. Cultural Studies Goes to School (Buckingham and Sefton-Green, 1994) is a closely related account. Elsewhere, in Changing Literacies: Media Education and Modern Culture (Buckingham, 1993c), David Buckingham has argued that:

… we need to look much more concretely and specifically at the diversity of real audiences, at subcultures of media users, at the domestic uses of media technology, and the interaction between media use and other social practices and relationships

(Buckingham, 1993c: 19).


… ‘youth’ can no longer be seen (if indeed it ever could) as a unitary category. On the contrary, it is now highly fragmented – and here the contrast with earlier eras, for example, if we look back to the invention or discovery of the teenager as a consumer in the 1950s, is quite striking

(Buckingham, 1993c: 17–18).


As I will argue in Chapter 3, the emergence of ethnographically orientated styles of enquiry into media audiences (Buckingham, 1993b; Jenkins, 1992; Lewis, 1992; Morley, 1992) has in effect reaffirmed and renewed the case for teachers to go beyond a narrow mission to inculcate scepticism of the media among young people.2 In the context of public debates which recurrently display adult panic over the meaning of young people’s lives, there is every reason for teachers to be informed by, and where possible participate in, continuing research into the cultures of young people.

The second strand of this ‘dialogue’ with Frith is autobiographical. In some ways, reading Frith’s work from the 1970s makes me ill-at-ease. The scale, the sense of social difference compressed within a constrained milieu, is so familiar it is disconcerting. I remember more than I think I want to and the tensions and conflicts are inseparable from forms of music and the affiliations they implied. My own years in the Sixth Form, for example, between 1968 and 1970, in Beverley, a small town in East Yorkshire, can be recovered and located in much the same social terms as those offered by Frith. By then, late 1968 and heading for 17, I’d mainly turned my back on dancehalls, retreated from the sexual rivalry and the rumours of violence and done what I could to put some distance between myself and local mods. Though I’d liked soul and Motown and, maybe, but I’m not sure, The Small Faces, I would not have wanted to admit it in 1967 – not there, in the social scene that defined my adolescence. I tried to put firm boundaries around my self: the Dylan of Bringing It All Back Home, Highway 61 Revisited, and Blonde on Blonde and the look that went with the last of those (unsmiling, out of focus) was how I handled being 15 and 16. At 17, doing A levels, I often slipped away from school with a friend to sit in his bedroom and listen to the Mothers of Invention, sometimes Edgard Varèse and, with some discomfort, Nashville Skyline. Most of the time, at my desk at home writing essays, I listened to Frank Zappa – Hot Rats  (over and over again), and, on Fridays, for a night out with my girlfriend, went into Hull to watch films by Pasolini, Bergman, Godard and Bunuel. If they didn’t have subtitles, forget it.

Even when I was 15, I didn’t buy many records because I couldn’t afford them and because owning them felt like making definite choices about who I was – even to see myself with a Beatles album was just too embarrassing. Bob Dylan, The Mothers of Invention, some blues – at that age there wasn’t much else. The point about this austere and self-isolating stance was that it had far more to do with staking out a social identity and sustaining it, than with any more straightforward expression of likes and dislikes in the field of music. Within the small set of friends I had, we defined ourselves by negatives – not hippies, not mods, not even beats really but we probably wouldn’t have minded if that’s what other people called us. Retrospectively, I can see that we were defining ourselves in terms of a narrow selection of mostly avant-garde cultural heroes – lower middle-class grammar school boys in a provincial town, waiting to leave. We got on with the homework, watched the films with subtitles, read Alfred Jarry, Albert Camus, William Burroughs and Gary Snyder and listened to records neither British nor especially popular – Captain Beefheart or Jean-Luc Ponty, not the Stones or The Beatles.

In school, we read Jane Austen and Henry James, Shakespeare and Milton. We liked it too; just about all of it. Of course, there wasn’t any media studies. Earlier, in English, we had done content analysis of newspapers and, in the spring of 1966, we had a student-teacher who set us up to write lyrics – in the style of Donovan or Dylan, needless to say. Otherwise, literature was the core experience for people like us and, whatever the range and diversity of our reading, much of what we could say and what we believed was precisely and inflexibly Leavisite.3 Within that context, our social investment in a Leavisite discourse was unshakeable: as elite readers of high literature we could hardly concede that the forms we worked at understanding were anything other than intrinsically superior and, moreover, the only proper guide to the larger social world – if not the more immediate one we were then so effectively shutting out.

Since 1970, and leaving both the school and that small town provincial setting, I’ve no doubt tried to sustain elements of that same social investment but have also thought far more about how peculiarly exclusive that curriculum was and in what ways the division of legitimate from popular culture, with which I coped well enough, might be transformed.


Putting Cultural Studies in Its Place?

To take this autobiographical framing of the issues further, I want to deal with another, later, period. In this case the years are those between 1974 and 1978. The issue is that of cultural studies and its relationship to the education of young people in secondary schools. The account I offer is selective, informed by one particular construction of my own biography. As such, I am aware of engaging a bundle of anxieties now somewhat tidied up for academic consumption. There are always other ways of telling things. Autobiography is no exception; it has no peculiar transparency and no privileged claim to uncontested truth. But, by these means, in just a few pages, I can suggest the awkwardness and tension between differently located educational practices.

In 1974–5 I taught in schools for the first time. I taught black children either brought over from the Caribbean to join their parents or, increasingly, born in Britain to migrants from Jamaica, Trinidad and the other small islands of the British West Indies. For me, teaching was immediately a matter of close dialogue with people whose cultural experience I knew of, but did not know; the sense of difference in working closely with Afro-Caribbean students made knowledge a more relative and negotiable matter than, in practice, it had ever seemed before. Within that milieu my work as a teacher was to support those who might be seen as marginalized or likely to fail, because of cultural and linguistic difference, or because of the way such differences might be interpreted within English education. My previous educational experience – as a grammar school boy and a student – had been a matter of individual ascent in a context of expanding educational provision. Here, the prevailing educational commitment was towards a more inclusive and socially progressive practice.

In the East London schools where I taught, a broadly egalitarian and welfare consensus, familiar since World War II, seemed the unshakeable background to whatever divisions and conflicts might preoccupy the teachers with whom I worked. In the broader economic and educational context, the underpinnings of this egalitarian and progressive orientation were soon to be challenged and, over subsequent years, eroded. The disintegration of post-war consensus and the end of the long post war boom were shocking in their impact and, from 1976 onwards, elements in and around the Conservative Party have pushed towards the reinstitution of hierarchy, the preservation of elitism and the legitimation of exclusion. Between my first experience of teaching in 1974–5 and my return to it in 1978, there was an economic and political upheaval which, in education, might be represented through a contrast between buoyant optimism in 1974 and the alarm of lurching uncertainly into crisis as 1976 took shape (see CCCS Education Group, 1981; CCCS Education Group II, 1991; Jones, 1983, 1989).

From an educational practice which supported some of those most marginal to schooling, I moved, after a few months out of the country, into Birmingham University’s Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies, then a post-graduate research centre. Politically and theoretically its preoccupations were framed by the history of socialism in Britain, reanimated by current innovations in Marxist thought (see Harris, 1992; Turner, 1990). In relation to education, it favoured, though with some complex reservations, the provision of comprehensive state education; culturally, it endorsed and engaged in serious study of all those forms and practices divided from high culture and refused validity elsewhere in education. There seemed therefore every reason to expect some continuity between my sense of (re)formation as a teacher and my involvement with research in cultural studies.

The dissonance in such a transition was surprising and troublesome. I can recall my uneasy perception of a persistent and intractable disparity between the claims of an academic discourse and the ordinary experience of popular culture to which it referred. The enthusiasm of cultural studies for ‘the popular’ was, perhaps, more for a new theoretical discourse than, at that time, a wish to be attentive to the meanings people might give to their everyday lives. Of course, important empirical research (see Hobson, 1982; Morley, 1992; Willis, 1977) was being conducted by particular individuals but, in the day-to-day work of some subgroups, theory, in its ecstasies, could flip over into theoreticism, where social practices became no more than objects in thought and knowledge of the real, unless constituted at the heights of theoretical abstraction, was disallowed. Of course, a familiar defence of specialized language in the social sciences is that, like the natural sciences, they refer to phenomena which lie beyond the level of everyday experience and therefore require a distinctive, necessarily unfamiliar, language. This has considerable validity. But the domains to which cultural studies relates are already interpreted by their participants – the social actors whose subjective agency in part constitutes the worlds in which they live. Interpretation by social analysts is therefore always a matter of working over a pre-interpreted domain, domains of which participants have an existing, if always circumscribed, knowledge (Geertz, 1973; Thompson, 1990). The question I pursue, especially in Chapter 3 and the classroom studies which follow, is that of how to constitute an effective relationship between those who routinely inhabit a particular preinterpreted domain – like a school – and those who produce a specialist discourse representing that domain to others.

At the Centre, two different problems were united; the difficulty and specialization of theoretical discourse was entangled with a lofty refusal of empirically situated knowledges. Together, the effect could be uncomfortably exclusive. And theoreticism itself – which, in the long run, the Centre contested – could produce a dismal paralysis, with the mundane detail of empirical research appearing as dull as mere dirt beneath the shimmering fields of theory. Thus an internal discussion document, from early in 1978,4 recorded elliptical hints at the difficulties of ‘theoreticism’ and the ‘weakness of research support and ethos’ but struggled towards a way of ‘capitalis[ing] a massive collective experience’ where ‘introduction to the Centre is commonly traumatic or intimidating’. In this recollection of an uneasy relation to the radical claims of an increasingly influential intellectual practice, I can admit to an antagonism which surprised me because, in my four previous years of higher education, I had thought of myself as a very theory orientated kind of person. Indeed, it was such a self-perception that led me to the Centre. But, with a year of school teaching cutting between my earlier enthusiasm for Marx, Lévi-Strauss and Sartre and my encounter with cultural studies, theory looked different, worryingly distant from those people, like my secondary school students, for whom popular cultural forms and practices were everyday rather than visited as strategic objects of academic study.

At that point of awkward transition, it seemed that the field of contemporary cultural studies was too much driven by the demands of the academic domain to adequately acknowledge or begin to address the question of how its enabling analytical discourse might also connect with the lives of those it explained. To say connect with is perhaps too easy, almost an evasion; I mean to say that it did not seem of much concern to think through how the emergent cultural studies might be a radical element in the lives of those who might never experience education beyond the age of 16. Cultural studies was understood by its proponents to be a politically engaged and critical discipline, not just another academic subject; what it lacked was an educational practice in which teachers outside higher education and their students could begin to participate.

Despite some particular efforts to connect cultural studies with schooling since the 1970s (see Buckingham, 1990; Cohen, 1990), there is a continuing need to generate an educationally refocused cultural studies – informed by those practices of teaching which have not depended upon the presence of students already in possession of a privileged cultural capital. The influence of cultural studies in the area of Sixth Form (A Level) media studies is obviously an important gain but the value of cultural studies needs to be realized in a greater diversity of educational contexts than those associated with the Advanced Level route through the 16 to 19 age phase. Who educational initiatives are for, and what purposes they might serve, are central questions for any newly constituted field of knowledge. Cultural studies has a history which should sustain something more than a theoretical attempt to answer such questions. Cultural studies has to engage with the real sense of difficulty which teachers encounter in their work with all those school students whose orientation to education is resistant, disaffected, or, at least, characterized by prolonged indifference. In the transitions through which those of 15 and 16 pass, the problem of what education might offer, and on what terms, is crucial.

The issue of identities has some importance here, both in thinking through a response to the questions posed above and in reflecting on the aspirations of cultural studies as an academic discipline. In both cases, it is worth asking to what kind of identity cultural studies might contribute. What is the claim made by cultural studies in the formation of new subjectivities? What kinds of new intellectual were to be made through cultural studies? What kinds of working practice might cultural studies engender or remake? A part of the answer may lie in the reading of Gramsci (Hoare and Nowell-Smith, 1971) which informed much cultural theory in the 1970s and 1980s; the intellectuals, in this conception, were organic intellectuals of the subordinate class and, politically, their practice was shaped by the project of a hegemonic socialism and by a continuing relation to, though not containment within, the life of the subordinate class. The working practices of such intellectuals could include teaching but might also range across a variety of practices given an appropriate political inflection. This is one, abstract and general, formulation. Certainly, cultural studies, as I experienced it, implied a political positioning within a Gramscian Marxism and, at the time, an identification with a socialist-feminist cultural politics. This explicit and self-conscious politics has, perhaps, lost much of its momentum and is now quite marginal to being a student of cultural studies.

The question of from where, socially, students of cultural studies might come and what their destinations might be has been addressed by some of the polytechnics in which cultural studies for undergraduates was established. Some favoured policies which offered broad access and even preferred to recruit students not reaching higher education through the conventional Advanced Level route. Thus the Department of Cultural Studies at the University of East London, for example, sought to encourage potential students in these terms:

In our opinion, a subject like Cultural Studies is enriched by recruiting students from diverse social, cultural and intellectual backgrounds as well as from a wide age range. We are particularly interested in offering places to those whose lives have made entry into higher education neither obvious nor easy, and we seek to encourage both school leavers and older students who live in the geographical area of the University and in the wider national and international community.


Such policies were, and where they survive still are, consistent with the social and political project of cultural studies as it was conceived through the later 1960s and into the 1970s. Some of the excitement of cultural studies lay in its potential for challenging the social relations in which ‘academic study’ could be conducted. A differently constituted intellectual practice might, it seemed, allow the content of cultural studies to be of social and political consequence for its students. The academicization of cultural studies and the wider emphasis on instrumentalism in education over the past 20 years has limited and undermined this potential. In a period marked by an intensification of social and economic inequalities, the separation of the academic-intellectual domain from the broader concerns of mass education has hardly diminished. With some particular exceptions, the realization of a more widely available and diversified educational practice informed by cultural studies has, as yet, proved immensely difficult to achieve.

There was a further element in cultural studies which, in retrospect, seemed also to compromise its claims to reconstruct established academic practice. Through this period, despite an emerging feminist critique, intellectual argument was sometimes conducted in the language of men at war. To appear theoretically under armed, on the field of cultural studies, risked charges of empiricism, the smear of an effeminate cowardice in the thick of mental battle. The language of combat may have derived less from Gramsci’s strategic metaphors than from the British Public School tradition and the traces of that masculine elite culture encountered still in our more immediate past (see Connell, 1995; Gillis, 1981; Weeks, 1981). But this was not peculiar to the Centre. The wider context of this discursive formation, beyond its particular 1970s cultural studies variant, has been discussed by Renato Rosaldo (Rosaldo, 1993: 171–3) in his exploration of the vantage points from which ethnographic research might be conducted. He argues, in effect, for more inclusive modes of intellectual enquiry, distinct from the achievement of a combative intellectual stance.

Perhaps I can suggest just how problematic an educational culture cultural studies appeared to be, by offering the rhetorical conjunction of two disparate experiences. First, the memory of my most disaffected moments in Beverley Grammar School: an exclusively masculine and hierarchical institution, intensely competitive with honours boards displayed in the hall, published examination results in the school magazine and entrance to Oxford and Cambridge elevated above all else. Second, in cultural studies at the Birmingham Centre, an implicit hierarchy of subgroups and the intellectual divisions they represented, a ranking of incoming graduates in terms of their attainments and likely performance and, just as at school, anxiety that you could be made to feel stupid for not already knowing what you were there to find out. These crossed memories, of a 1960s grammar school with 1970s cultural studies in the academy, if somewhat elliptically collapsed together, nevertheless underscore that question of what education is for and for whom it confirms a future (Bourdieu, 1986; Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977; Sennett and Cobb, 1972).

I left the Centre in 1978 to teach English in comprehensive schools, and be located thus in a culture of work somewhat sceptical of the academic domain. From that vantage point, the work that I did for the next 10 years was substantially a matter of reappropriating cultural studies, attempting to make its perspectives make sense both for me as a teacher and for the young people that I taught (Richards, 1981/82; 1990). The relationship between different kinds of intellectual practice is difficult – institutionally separated and governed by widely divergent priorities – but it is essential to connect theory and research with teaching, and other practices, in educational settings not available only to a tiny elite.

I want to conclude this section by looking back, briefly, to the work of Iain Chambers, a former student at the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies5 and, along with Dick Hebdige, Paul Willis and Angela McRobbie, one of the few to devote substantial attention to popular music. Chambers contributed to the journal Screen Education and has since written more extensively about popular music (Chambers 1985, 1986). In ‘Pop music: A teaching perspective’ Chambers suggests:

One of the advantages (and difficulties) of teaching pop music is that it immediately involves the common experience of the students … listening to Boney M while sitting at desks is different from dancing to the music at the local discotheque, but… these experiences are organised through a continual employment of such common-sensical categories as ‘entertainment’, ‘leisure’ and ‘pleasure’, and this has pertinent consequences for a teaching situation (not the least being friction that can arise if it is felt that the student’s leisure space, the realm of the ‘private’, is being violated and transformed into a public exercise in academia). At the same time, the initial ‘shock’ that this provokes can be strategically exploited to prise open the contradictory, but often extremely rich, knowledge that the students have of the material. In transforming pop music into a problematic area of study within the context of the students’ own everyday knowledge there emerges the potential for that important tension between how the cultural experience of pop music is lived and of how, through a critical exploration, it can be made to speak with new accents

(Chambers, 1981: 35).


This, though referring to teaching in higher education, identifies some of the most awkward aspects of that process of making an emotionally ‘personalized’ dimension of everyday life the object of some public scrutiny. But Chambers compounds what he describes by writing as if teachers are a cultural branch of the military police, trained to ‘violate’, ‘strategically exploit’, and to ‘prise open’. Thus, though he is reporting a difficulty which many other teachers might recognize, he writes as if the privileged knowledge of the teacher is not itself open to question. Here, the power of academically constituted knowledge appears as the means to compel the ‘cultural experience of pop music’ to speak in terms the teacher wishes to hear. Chambers never provides an account of a particular teaching situation and, though the force of his metaphors becomes more muted, their combative tenor has much in common with a more pervasive masculine imagery of battle and conquest in cultural studies writing. Whatever the wider issue, the implication I want to emphasize is that, in Chambers’ teaching perspective, the study of popular music is still too firmly anchored within the orthodoxy of the professional competence of teachers and academics. The ‘correct’ form of knowledge of this dimension of students’ experience is, ultimately, to be determined by the teacher.

Chambers goes on to make a case for more attentive analysis of music:

… the pertinence of particular cultural relations in the formation of pop music must not be permitted to obscure the specific instance of the music. That aural reality, the specificity of the sounds of British pop is, after all, where our discourse begins. How can we avoid a seemingly inevitable bifurcation between musicological approaches, on the one hand, and cultural analyses, on the other?

(Chambers, 1981: 36).


To overcome this ‘bifurcation’, he maps out some priorities for teaching the history of British pop music placing, for example, particular stress on Afro-American sources. These priorities are important (see Green, 1988), but what disappears from his account is the particularity of encounters with students, the dialogues which might take place in such encounters (between students as well as with a teacher) and the possibility that the knowledge he advocates might be reconstructed – or at least somewhat challenged – through the various cultural experiences that, in another way of teaching, might be permitted their place in the classroom.

In the following chapters, rather than elaborate the body of knowledge – popular music – as teachers and academics in the field may wish it to be, I have made the students’ existing understanding of music in their own experience a more distinct presence than in other accounts.
OEBPS/nav.xhtml

Contents


		Cover Page



		Half Title page


		Series page


		Title Page


		Copyright Page


		Dedication


		Contents


		Series Editors' Preface


		Acknowledgments


		Introduction


		Chapter One Youth, Music and Media Education
		Differentiating Youth


		Putting Cultural Studies in Its Place?


		Media Education – A Backward Glance


		Approaches through Music Education


		Conclusion


		Notes






		Chapter Two Questions of Agency and Adolescence
		Introduction


		A Historical Perspective


		Academic Discourse: Representing Youth


		Agency …


		… and Discourse


		Agency: Consumption and Schooling


		Conclusions


		Notes






		Chapter Three Classroom Research: Contexts and Identities
		Introduction


		Identities


		The Context of the Research


		Methods


		Methods of Analysis


		Concepts in Action


		Conclusion


		Notes






		Chapter Four Knowledge about Music?
		Introduction


		The Group Interview


		Three Individual Interviews


		Notes






		Chapter Five Transient, Tactical Knowledge
		Introduction


		A Music-Audience Assignment


		Talking to the Girls


		Talking to the Boys


		Implications for Practice


		Notes






		Chapter Six Classroom Subjects
		Introduction
		Sara


		Asiye


		Claire


		Cheryl


		Gemma


		Margaret


		Abby


		Stephen and Alan






		Conclusion


		Notes






		Chapter Seven Live Through This …1
		Introduction


		A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste: Some Distinctions


		Autobiographies: Live Through This …
		David


		Caleb


		Nicholas


		Paul


		Spencer


		Angela


		Christina


		Emily






		Conclusions


		Notes






		Chapter Eight Endtroducing1
		Practical Work


		Historical and Institutional Knowledge


		Conclusions 1


		Conclusions 2


		Notes






		Postscript Teachers, Research and Popular Culture
		A Conclusion


		Notes






		References


		Index




Book Landmarks


		Cover Page


		Half Title page


		Series page


		Title Page


		Copyright Page


		Dedication


		Contents


		Series Editors' Preface


		Acknowledgments


		Body Contents







Pages


		i


		ii


		iii


		iv


		v


		vi


		vii


		viii


		ix


		x


		xi


		xii


		xiii


		xiv


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16












































































































































































































OEBPS/images/coverpage.jpg
wIeen
Imifs

"= “flusic and Idenlity
= ) Medra Educﬂhnn

o
@ o‘ oo

v ey Ay = i 43

.'_ fagﬁ
ey Ny S i [ | I

EIHISHICI@T% H o






OEBPS/images/booklogo.gif
% Routledge

Taylor &Francis Group
LONDON AND NEW YORK





