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Abstract 

 

While the interest in understanding how music affects an individual’s development is growing, the 

significance of music education for a more equal society has also been frequently discussed. In this 

study, we pay special attention to the potential for social capital that music learning, making, and 

experiencing offer. We report upon the reactions and feedback from the audience and performers in 

attendance at concerts organised by the Resonaari Centre for Music Education in 2012 and 2014. Our 

research is based on two online questionnaires and group discussions with the students, teachers, and 

audience members. The findings explicate the importance and benefits of music, music-making, and 

music education for student musicians with special educational needs and for their relatives, friends, 

and audience. 
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Introduction 
 

While the interest in understanding the effects of music on an individual’s development is growing, the 

significance of music education for a more equal and participatory society is being discussed more 

frequently than ever before (Benedict, Schmidt, Spruce, & Woodford, 2015; DeLorenzo, 2015; 

UNESCO, 2010; Westerlund et al., 2016; Wright, 2010). During the last few decades increasing 

attention has also been paid to the importance of music education for students with Special Educational 

Needs (SEN) (Adamek & Darrow, 2005; Darrow & Adamek 2015; Dobbs, 2012; Economidou Stavrou 

& Stakelum, 2015; Kivijärvi & Kaikkonen, 2015; Laes, 2017; Ockelford, 2000, 2012; Sutela, Juntunen, 

& Ojala, 2016). Recent progress and achievements in music education with SEN students indicate that 

a new group of active members, musicians with developmental and cognitive disabilities, has 

established itself on the music scene. In Finland some of these musicians work as appreciated 
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professionals alongside other artists (Poutiainen, Kivijärvi, & Kaikkonen, 2013). Their individually and 

co-operatively exceptional performances challenge us to reassess our definitions of and attitudes 

towards diversity and disability. Furthermore, various concerts, video clips, documentaries, and other 

publications have popularised recent progress in the field. The best-known Finnish examples include 

the success of Pertti Kurikan Nimipäivät, a punk rock band with members who have significant SEN, 

and the prize-winning documentary film The Punk Syndrome (2012) and its sequel The Punk Voyage 

(2017) (Kärkkäinen & Passi, 2012, 2017). In addition, the feature film Gimme Some Respect 

(Karjalainen, 2011) and the concert DVD, Resonaari soi 2010 (2010), have been widely acknowledged 

in the traditional and new media. 

 

The Resonaari Centre for Music Education (Helsinki) operates as a developer and promoter of music 

education for SEN students. Resonaari provides music education for students whose conditions for 

development and learning have been impacted by disability, reduced functional ability, or age. One of 

the reasons behind the growing interest in Resonaari’s activities is the potential for interaction and social 

capital that they offer. The sold-out Resonaari soi (Resonaari Plays) concerts at the Savoy Theatre in 

Helsinki are an important part of Resonaari’s public events. In this article we report upon our studies of 

Resonaari’s concerts in May 2012 and May 2014. Our research is based on two online questionnaires  

with the concert audience members as well as group discussions with the musicians, teachers, and 

audience members. We begin by describing Resonaari and its related concert history. We then present 

the conceptual and theoretical background and framework, followed by the research analysis and 

findings. Finally, we draw some conclusions based on the framework we have applied and our 

outcomes. It appears that Resonaari soi concerts represent a forum where different members of society 

can effortlessly interact with each other. While these concerts’ musical performances convey and 

demonstrate various messages on independence, respect, and acceptance of others, for example, the 

event itself seems to be an occasion that supplies social capital (e.g., Putnam, 1993, 2000). Our research 

suggests that music-making and music education can enable sharing and learning: music and music-

making can work as an instrument and channel through which social capital could be developed, 

expressed, and established. 

 

Resonaari Centre for Music Education 
 

The Resonaari Centre for Music Education (henceforth, Resonaari) has offered education in music since 

1995. Resonaari is part of the system of Basic Education in the Arts (BEA) that provides extracurricular 

arts education for children in Finland (i.e., enrolment is voluntary and tuition mostly takes place after 

lessons in comprehensive or upper-secondary school). The English translation “extracurricular 

education” can be misleading since the system also has a national core curriculum that is defined by the 

Finnish National Board of Education. The educational goals of Resonaari follow the advanced syllabus 

of the national core curriculum.1 In addition to emphasising the development of students’ skills in self-

expression, the advanced syllabus allows the students to achieve such capabilities that are needed for 

further studies in music. In most cases, the teachers at Resonaari are specialist instrumentalist or music 

teachers with tertiary qualifications. Resonaari also focuses on generating models for future pedagogical 

approaches and providing practical applications, such as Figurenotes notation system (Kivijärvi & 

Kaikkonen, 2015). As students with SEN usually attend the general classroom teaching in the arts in 

Finnish comprehensive and upper-secondary schools, it might be expected that the same inclusive 

agenda would be part of the BEA system. However, it seems that within the system of BEA and the 

field of (special) music education in general, Resonaari represents a unique concept and environment. 
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Resonaari’s pedagogical approach is grounded in the idea that students with SEN can learn skills 

typically reserved for students without any SEN. Additionally, Resonaari frequently draws its musical 

repertoire from popular music. In this respect, it differs from other extracurricular music schools in 

Finland, which still emphasise the so-called classical music repertoire (Kiuttu & Murto, 2008; 

Pohjannoro & Pesonen, 2009; Väkevä & Kurkela, 2012). More than 300 students of all ages are enrolled 

in Resonaari annually. For most music schools in the BEA system, the entrance examinations still play 

a significant role. Resonaari music school, in contrast, does not have any entrance examinations. Most 

of the students at Resonaari are perceived to have some developmental or cognitive disability (or both), 

autism spectrum or psychiatric disorders, or physical disabilities. 

 

Annual Savoy concerts 

 
Resonaari frequently arranges both small and large public performances for its student groups. While 

the smaller engagements are free of charge and take place in locations such as clubs and churches, 

Resonaari also organises concert events that have an entrance fee and occupy recognised local stages 

and venues. The first Resonaari soi concert was given in 2005. Some 80–100 of Resonaari’s students 

perform in this annual concert that marks the culmination of the study term (see Figure 1). Performances 

are given in collaboration with the students, teachers, and feature professional guests. 

 

Most of the repertoire consists of rock, pop, hip-hop songs, and songs that represent the popular type of 

older Finnish entertainment music of the 1950s to 1970s (iskelmä). Some student groups also present 

their original songs and material. The singers typically sing in Finnish but some of the groups that 

perform rock or pop songs use English lyrics. Resonaari soi concerts have always succeeded in selling 

out the 700-seat Savoy Theatre days in advance. Since 2015, due to the growing public interest, the 

Resonaari soi concerts have occupied two consecutive evenings at the Savoy. 

 

Financially, Resonaari is not able to implement a commercial marketing strategy to promote the 

concerts. The steadily increasing popularity of the Savoy concerts can only be explained by Resonaari’s 

active application of free social media—and the growing reputation of these concerts. It should be noted 

that the Savoy concert tickets are not cheap compared to other local musical events. On the contrary, 

the standard ticket price for these concerts (approximately 30€) could be said to be on the expensive 

side (in Helsinki, a ticket to a rock concert at a venue the size of the Savoy typically costs 15–25€). 

 

While Resonaari and its pedagogical achievements have been addressed in several academic studies, its 

concerts per se have not been previously studied (except in Poutiainen et al., 2013). We had been part 

of the concert audience for some years, and had contemplated and discussed these events’ special 

characteristics (e.g., the general atmosphere and strong emotional impact) for a long time. Finally, in 

the spring of 2012 we designed our first research project on a Resonaari concert. That work and the 

current research was not commissioned but independently conducted. 

 

Conceptual background 
 

Theoretically, we draw from the literature on social capital that is a topical issue in sociological research 

but has received less attention within music education until quite recently. The focus of social capital 

theory is on interrelations within and between social units, which include, for example, families, 

schools, organisations, and societies (Putnam, 1993, 2000). Social capital can be defined as both an 

individual and collective asset having three possible types or forms: bonding, bridging, and linking 

(Putnam, 2000; Ruuskanen, 2001). Bonding social capital indicates that people share the same values, 
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goals, and experiences, such as having a sense of belonging (Putnam, 2000). This type of social capital 

primarily refers to the group identity shared by people who are already acquainted, and can be 

considered more as an exclusive than inclusive type of social capital (Putnam, 2000). Bridging social 

capital involves overlapping networks, while linking social capital also denotes connections among 

individuals, focusing on connections with people in leading or influential positions (Putnam, 2000). 

Other fundamental factors within which social capital theory operates are, for example, the sources of 

social capital (individuals, communities, and society), while trust and communication are the 

mechanisms that advance open interaction and knowledge-sharing between these sources (Putnam, 

2000; Ruuskanen, 2001). In the framework of this study, bonding and bridging are the most relevant 

forms of social capital. 

 
Figure 1. Resonaari students performing at the Savoy Theatre on May 4, 2015 (Photo: Helmi Uusitalo). 

 

There is a growing body of evidence that confirms that social capital is connected to subjective well-

being through social cohesion, which refers to shared norms of reciprocity, trust, and cooperation 

(Putnam, 2000; see also Ferguson, 2006; Helliwell & Putnam, 2004; Langston & Barrett, 2008; 

Ruuskanen, 2001). Other outcomes of increased social capital include democratic decision-making and 

the economic growth of society (Putnam, 1993, 2000, 2009). Based on previous research, we suggest 

that self-determination, participation, and contribution in any area of life promote the level of education 

and employment of people with SEN (Duffy, 2006; Hendricks & Wehman, 2009; Pesonen, Kontu, & 

Pirttimaa, 2015; Pesonen, Kontu, Saarinen, & Pirttimaa, 2016). Regarding arts events, it is stated that 

interactions achieved by “doing with” are essential in creating social capital rather than “doing for” 

(Putnam, 2000; Wilks, 2011). Referring to bridging social capital, Putnam (2000) also claims that arts 

events can contribute to transforming social barriers as people may make new connections (Putnam, 

2000; Wilks, 2011). 

 

Accordingly, we emphasise the importance of voluntary and so-called informal and more freely 

organised activities for creating social capital. Not all human connections and interaction create, 

maintain, or promote social capital; therefore, the indicators for it are a widely discussed issue (Langston 

& Barrett, 2008; Narayan & Cassidy, 2001; Putnam, 2000). In this study, social capital refers to the 

dynamics and processes of interaction that potentially increase the well-being and productivity of 

individuals. Based on our previous preliminary findings (Poutiainen et al., 2013), we hypothesised that 

the versatile and open-minded interaction that the Resonaari concerts convey might advance concert 

participants’ social capital. 

 

Purpose and methodological approach of the study 

 

In this study, we were especially interested in the kinds of interaction, intersections, and understanding 

that the Resonaari concerts of 2012 and 2014 generated or implied. We observed that Resonaari concerts 

represented a particularly holistic and participatory event where all performers (with or without SEN), 

teachers, and members of the audience were equally important and part of interactional processes. 

 

From these observations, we developed our research question: What are the interactional dynamics 

and processes that may advance social capital in the two selected Resonaari concerts? 

 

Data collection was a three-stage process. First, we compiled a set of qualitative data through an online 

questionnaire focused on open-ended questions following the concert in May 2012. Next, 11 

participants (n = 11) (students, teachers, and parents) in attendance at the concerts were involved in the 
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two group discussions. The third set of data was collected through another online questionnaire 

following the concert in May 2014. We were interested in the observations the concert participants 

made regarding their interaction and their understanding of “diversity” and the wider social meaning of 

the concerts. It is to be noted that the 2012 and 2014 concert programmes were different (e.g., there was 

no repetition in the bands’ repertoires or performances). In this data-driven study, we see our own 

interpretative work as being part of all stages of the research process. 

 

Study on responses to the open-ended questions 
 

We approached approximately 350 audience members with each of our online questionnaires in 2012 

and 2014. Since the concert performances were available on Resonaari’s home page for a month, we 

included links to the questionnaires in the vicinity of these video clips. We provided the questionnaires 

both in Finnish and English and received 63 replies in total to both questionnaires (32 for the 2012 

questionnaire and 31 for the 2014 questionnaire). In the following analysis, we discuss the anonymous 

responses to the questionnaires’ open-ended questions that were placed in obligatory text fields. 

Although the questionnaire response rate was small, we considered it important to analyse the responses 

due to the pioneering character of our study. Apparently, the respondent population was motivated since 

we obtained extensive reflections within the questionnaire replies.  

 

The credibility of this research is evaluated using the standards of qualitative research where the 

thoroughness of the reporting is emphasised rather than the number of informants (Creswell, 2014). To 

increase the overall trustworthiness of the questionnaire, we included questions where the respondents 

were asked to describe their relationship to Resonaari. We also enquired if they had attended the 

concerts in the past. In addition, we asked each respondent to describe their relationship to the 

performers and to people with SEN more generally. The questions were practically the same in both 

questionnaires. Examples of questions are as follows: “Where or from whom did you learn about this 

concert?”, “Should there be more concerts like this?”, and “Do you think that a concert like this has 

social meaning?”. Minor modifications, such as synonyms and prompts and probes (“Why do you think 

so?”, “Please give an example”) were added in the 2014 questionnaire (see Appendix 1 for a copy of 

the questionnaires). Questions 17, 18, and 19 and their responses were not utilised in this data analysis. 

We use the abbreviations QR12 and QR14 to indicate the responses to the 2012 and 2014 

questionnaires. The English translations of the Finnish responses are our own. 

 

Group discussions 

 
After the 2012 questionnaire we undertook further data gathering through two group discussions in 

2013 with different student and parent participants. The data from the group discussions contributed 

significantly to this research. We consider a Resonaari concert as an event, where the performers, 

teachers, and audience are equally important. It was clear that most of the audience consisted of 

students’ relatives and the parents were a natural group to approach in this respect. Our participant 

recruitment for the group discussions was guided by our intention to capture the diversity of Resonaari’s 

students. The interviewee selection for the students and parents was based on the evaluation of 

Resonaari’s teachers who knew the students and were acquainted with the parents. The students and 

parents we chose for the group discussions through purposive sampling were not related to one another. 

 

The invited student participants had played different instruments in different bands and had attended 

the concerts more than five times. All the students had studied at Resonaari for between five to 15 years. 

All student interviewees were adults, between the ages of 20 and 70. Invited Resonaari students’ parents 
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had attended the concerts more than five times. Finally, invited music teachers were the most 

experienced teachers at Resonaari, and had attended the concerts every year. All interviewees had been 

at the Resonaari 2012 concert. Table 1 presents a detailed description of the interviewees. 

 

We conducted the group discussions in 2013. In the beginning of each session we asked some questions 

(e.g., “What do you do or study at Resonaari?”, “What is your/your child’s main instrument?”) for 

warming up and showed episodes of the Resonaari concert 2012 video documentary. 2 The actual 

discussions emerged from 10 attitudinal statements that were formulated on the basis of the 2012 

questionnaire responses. Examples of the statements: “The concert was entertaining/roused strong 

emotions/was educative/could make society more equal.” Following Vesala’s and Rantanen’s (2007) 

qualitative attitude approach to conducting research through group discussions, we introduced these 10 

statements one at a time to the groups in writing, asking the participants to freely comment on them. It 

was explained that all statements were purposefully attitudinal, and that everyone was encouraged to 

critically examine the statements. 

 

We also read the statements out loud, above all to ensure that the students with cognitive disabilities 

were able to follow and participate. The discussion settings were informal, and we encouraged the 

participants to talk to each other (see also Warren, 2002). We also prepared some potential questions to 

support the discussion if needed (such as “How does it feel to perform in a Resonaari concert?”, “What 

is the meaning of the audience at a concert?”, “What do you think about teachers’ roles at a concert?”). 

We carefully assessed through a literature review and researcher triangulation how to conduct group 

discussions with the students with challenges in memorising and retaining, and thus the 10 pre-written, 

attitudinal statements were written in plain language and used whenever needed (Check & Schutt, 2012; 

Creswell, 2014; Nind, 2008). We also asked the participants to request us (the researchers) to repeat or 

rephrase the statements if needed, and we stimulated participant recall by showing episodes of the 

Resonaari concert 2012 video documentary. The first group discussion lasted approximately three hours 

and the latter two hours. These discussions were recorded and later transcribed into text (65 pages in 

total). The discussions were conducted in Finnish, and the English translation of the quotations was 

carried out by ourselves. All quotations are used by permission. 

 

 
Table 1. Interviewee descriptions. 

 

Interviewee Abbreviations 
 

Interviewee descriptions 

 

 Musician 1 (M1) M1 is a keyboard player who had studied at Resonaari since early childhood. 

M1 had attended the Resonaari concerts both as a performer and an audience member. 
 

 Musician 2 (M2) M2 is a bass player who started studying music five years ago in her later 

adulthood. M2 had attended the Resonaari concerts as a performer. 

 

 Musician 3 (M3) M3 is a multi-instrumentalist who studied at Resonaari for approximately 10 
years. M3 had played in various groups but also had individual instrument tuition. M3 had 

attended the Resonaari concerts as a performer. 

 

 Musician 4 (M4) M4 is a multi-instrumentalist who studied at Resonaari for approximately 10 
years. M4 had played in various groups but also had individual instrument tuition. M4 had 

attended the Resonaari concerts as a performer. 
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 Parent 1 (P1) P1 had been connected with Resonaari for eight years. P1’s child played drums, 
guitar, bass, and keyboard and had some support needs related to verbal communication and 

perceiving. 

 

 Parent 2 (P2) P2 had been connected with Resonaari for 10 years. P2’s child played various 

instruments and had been able to build up to a professional level of musicianship through 
Resonaari’s supported employment program. He had some support needs related to cognitive 

disabilities. 

 

 Parent 3 (P3) P3 had been connected with Resonaari for 10 years. P3’s child played various 
instruments and had been able to build up to a professional level of musicianship through 

Resonaari’s supported employment program. He had some support needs related to cognitive 

disabilities. 
 

 Parent 4 (P4) P4 had been connected with Resonaari for 10 years. P4’s child had played various 

instruments and had been able to build up to a professional level of musicianship through 

Resonaari’s supported employment program. He had some support needs related to cognitive 

disabilities. 
 

 Parent 5 (P5) P5 had been connected with Resonaari for six years. P5’s child played drums, 

guitar, bass, and keyboard and had some support needs related to verbal communication and 

perceiving. She had not been performing at the Resonaari concerts but wished to attend in the 
audience. 

 

 Teacher 1 (T1) T1 had worked in Resonaari since the Centre’s establishment. T1 had attended 

all the Resonaari concerts. 
 

 Teacher 2 (T2) T2 had worked in Resonaari since the Centre’s establishment. T2 had attended 

all the Resonaari concerts. 
 

We chose to conduct group discussions instead of individual interviews to use the group to correct 

views that were not socially shared, and to validate the opinions expressed. Although the data generation 

and analysis is a construction of our interpretations and the empirical conditions, through group 

discussions we aimed to minimise our own roles in this part of the data generation. We gave our 

questionnaire and group discussion participants a summary of the timetable, purposes, and goals of the 

research. The summary was expressed in very explicit terms. We also explained and affirmed that all 

participants would remain anonymous and were free to withdraw from any part of the study at any time. 

The participants also had the opportunity to read through the draft articles to check that they had been 

interpreted correctly. (Check & Schutt, 2012; Creswell, 2014; Marzano, 2002). 

 

Data analysis 

 

The analysis process began with a proper reading through of the transcribed questionnaire responses 

and group discussion data. We then marked all the accounts that included responses to our research 

question. We recognised and encoded specific words, phrases, and concepts with the best possible 

heading in line with our theoretical framework (e.g., co-operation, trust, engagement, reciprocity) 

(Check & Schutt, 2012). Once this was completed, improvements to the selection of quotations and the 

relevant codes took place through three rounds of further analysis. Next, we combined the codes into 

larger categories using a chart where the accounts were placed. We gathered the responses into six 

categories that were finally combined into three categories (interaction on several levels, sense of 
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belonging, and transforming beliefs and values). These categories are based upon the entire data set: 

questionnaire responses (QR12 and QR14) and the group discussion data. Regarding the online 

questionnaire we assumed that at least some of the respondents were SEN performers’ relatives. 

Therefore, it is possible that these respondents’ reactions were somewhat biased, potentially more in 

favour than against the aspects of the performance that we wished to shed light on. When reporting the 

findings, we display the quotations that optimally describe and explicate the categories. We applied the 

ATLAS.ti system3 in the analysis (Seale & Shaw, 2002). 

 

Trustworthiness 

 
Our questionnaires were provided in plain language to meet the needs of the respondents with SEN. In 

regard to group discussions, we do not consider that the SEN participants were compromised due to the 

composition or interaction within the group, as we took care through our use of prompts to ensure that 

no one dominated or was left out. From the transcriptions we could see that the group discussion 

participants made approximately the same amount of comments and reflections regarding each 

statement – except the teachers who did not want to comment on two statements (i.e., the statements 

“The concert was entertaining” and “There should be more concerts like this”). After the discussions 

the teachers explained that they wanted to give room for the students and parents. 

 

The authors look at the concerts from different angles. Sanna Kivijärvi is an insider, who has closely 

collaborated with Resonaari. Ari Poutiainen positions himself as an outsider since he had no bonds with 

the Centre before this research process began. Both authors are music education researchers and music 

teacher educators at different universities. Nonetheless, the theme of interaction was considered 

vulnerable to bias due to the preconceptions of the first author. Researcher triangulation was therefore 

employed in order to discuss the underlying ethical issues and increase the credibility of the data 

collection and analysis. Researcher triangulation was used in the formulation of questionnaires and pre-

written, attitudinal statements for the group discussions to increase overall reliability and accessibility 

of participants during the data collection. The data analysis was cross-checked by two outsider 

researchers before grouping codes into three categories. 

 

Findings 
 

When we report the findings, the number after the virgule points to a particular questionnaire respondent 

(e.g., QR14/27). We apply the following abbreviations when we refer to the group discussion parties: 

T1 and T2 (Teacher 1 and 2), M1–M4 (Musician 1–4) and P1–P5 (Parent 1–5). 

 

Interaction on several levels 

 
Based on our research data, interaction in Resonaari concerts was apparent on the stage: between the 

performers with SEN; between the performers with and without SEN; and between the performers and 

teachers. Audience-related interaction was also evident: between the audience and performers; and 

between the audience members with and without special needs. One participant described the 

interaction between performers and audience as follows: 

 
There are quite a lot of people on the stage: the performers, the guest artists, and the teachers, who support if necessary. But 
everything aims at giving room for the students so that they can show what they have learned. Everyone’s focus is on them. 
(M1) 

 

Several participants noted how surprised they were by the fluency of the collaboration between the 

students and teachers. It was also agreed that the co-operation on the stage was organised but at the 
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same time swiftly and dynamically altered in response to situational needs. The reliance on SEN 

students’ abilities and the sense of their worth as performers and persons was communicated subtly but 

effectively. Many of the participants recognised that the students were supported by the teachers but 

that they still took full responsibility for their performances. Several stated that the guest artists 

(typically popular professional musicians, singers, or entertainers) also engaged in enhancing the 

respectful atmosphere of the occasion. One respondent wrote: 

 
The concert runs so smoothly. And the bands/performers switch on the stage incomprehensibly elegantly. There’s no rushing 
or any commanding on the part of teachers. In my opinion, you can sense in everything the teachers’ enormous respect towards 
the students. (QR14/10) 

 

Similar observations were expressed in the 2012 questionnaire responses, for example, “magnificent 

teachers in the background, giving room to the performers” (QR12/6). Our first questionnaire 

(QR12/11) also shed light on SEN students’ freedom of control: “It’s interesting to see how the teachers 

support the musicians [i.e., students with SEN]. The students gain all the support they need, yet maintain 

their independence.” 

 

In the group discussions, some musicians were keen to acknowledge and express their enthusiasm for 

the freedom and responsibility they were allowed. One (M1) stated this in detail: “I didn’t even notice 

that the guest artists were on the stage with us. I was so focused and excited. Afterwards, I felt… 

Performing is so great. I want to perform there [at the concert] again.” Another (M2) agreed with this, 

stating concisely: “We are fully concentrating.” A teacher (T1) commented: “We [teachers] have also 

developed a lot [in regards to interaction] during the years.” One parent wanted to share an observation 

regarding the progress that he or she could see between the Resonaari concerts: 
 

During the last couple of years, the co-operation between the teachers and the performers has developed greatly. In last year’s 
concert I was really surprised… I had to concentrate on finding the teachers on the stage. There aren’t that many students who 
need support during their performances nowadays. If compared to the first concerts, the co-operation is much more professional 
and unchallenged in both directions. (P1) 

 

As mentioned above, in the Resonaari concerts the students with SEN, professional musicians, and 

guest artists (without any SEN) frequently perform together. The parents saw that this diversity 

conveyed potential. One parent (P1) summarised this: “There are also these featuring guest artists 

without any special needs. I think it is a significant thing as well, and a huge experience for the students 

to have the opportunity to perform with some of them.” One of the musicians (M3) celebrated the 

diversity of the performers: “It is so great that we can play together with the guest artists.” 

 

The majority of respondents also reflected on the audience-related interaction, which they saw as being 

admirably reciprocal. One parent (P2) again noted the liberated interaction on and from the stage: “The 

professional hosts acknowledge each band and, in addition, give the students opportunities to speak 

with the audience. The students themselves decide when the actual performance begins.” Some 

respondents commented on the interaction within the audience. 

 

One of our respondents (QR14/17) admitted being moved to tears while listening to a group called Class Beat 

during its interpretation of the song Lautalla. This affection was soon shared by a member of the audience nearby: 

 
I noticed that the person sitting nearby also cried. When we both wiped away the tears that ran down our cheeks, we shared a 
glance and smiled at each other. I guess we were a bit embarrassed, but I believe the moment was more about sharing that 
instant, its uniqueness. (QR14/17) 

 

The above quotation gives an example of how social cohesion builds in the concerts. The reciprocity 

described may contribute to subjective well-being, if only momentarily. From this data, it seems that 
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the level of freedom and independence demonstrated in the musical performances had a positive effect 

on interaction, especially that related to SEN students. 

 

Sense of belonging 

 
Sense of belonging here refers to the degree to which performers, teachers, and audience members felt 

included and connected with others in the concerts. Almost all our questionnaire respondents found the 

concert experiences to be not only musically but also emotionally rewarding. Both the audience 

members and performers frequently elaborated on how much they had anticipated the concert event due 

to the opportunities it granted to connect with other people. For example, one respondent (QR14/27) 

wrote: “Everyone is included. Truly music for all.” 

 

In the accounts, the students’ sense of belonging was recognised. The students stated that the sense of 

belonging that occurs at the concerts had increased their sense of emancipation and helped them to 

improve and advance their performances: “As a performer I have felt that I get all the support I need 

and that every performer is taken care of. No-one is left alone, even though the situation is very hectic” 

(M2). Some of the parents shared their thoughts on the level of belonging that was achieved. It appeared 

that the students could easily focus on the performance; for example, they were not distracted by 

excessive nervousness or worries. The questionnaire respondents also commented on this. For example, 

one respondent (QR12/3) reflected: “The students performed surprisingly well in the exciting concert 

situation. Everyone knew their own position and task, and they were able to work within the group.” 

 

Participant reflections on the sense of belonging within the audience were very similar. Students’ 

parents, for example, emphasised that it was easy to identify with the sense of belonging achieved at 

the concert. One of the parents (P3) stated: “We are all part of Resonaari [at the concerts]. Even the 

audience.” One parent (P2) went into more detail, extrapolating on sharing and correspondence: 

“Somehow I deeply consider myself as being ‘at the same level’, equal, with everyone else in the event. 

[There is a] very extraordinary atmosphere.” This parent again emphasised this view later in the 

discussion: “It is so strange. When I sat there… There are not really any borders between the different 

audience members. It is not important who has special needs and who does not. We’re all the same.”  

 

One questionnaire respondent (QR12/9) described: “Right from the beginning, both the performers and 

the audience were involved [in this event] in a unique way. [There was] a very different atmosphere if 

compared with other concerts.” Another of the questionnaire respondents (QR14/26) stated: “It is 

difficult to choose one performance that is above all. I think that the most important thing in the concert 

is the atmosphere and sense of belonging that occurs.” According to our study, it appears that many 

people who attended these concerts (as performers or members of the audience) felt connected and that 

this was one of the main motivators to participate year after year. 

 

Transforming beliefs and values 
 

Many of our participants believed it was important that the concerts provided a forum where the 

“implicit” structures preventing social capital—or at least parts of them—were modified. However, the 

respondents were not able to carefully identify these modifications and instead reflected on the strong 

emotional reactions that the concert experience created. Indeed, the audience members were very 

explicit regarding their sensations and their value. As one (QR14/18) stated: “I’m not able to precisely 

explain what really is “that thing” [in Resonaari soi concerts], but these concerts do teach me a lot about 
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life. I grow as a human being in every concert.” One parent was able to formulate a more expansive 

description of a concert’s significance with respect to beliefs and values: 

 
The concert generates enthusiasm and strong positive emotions among the audience members. It is a good way to increase 
understanding towards diversity and special needs. Besides, the concert not only increases understanding, but it dispels fears 
as well. I think that it is likely that a person who has no personal relationship to anyone with special needs experiences fear or 
is overly careful when interacting with them. After this kind of concert, one recognises that these emotions are pointless. (P5) 

 

Some replies to our open-ended questionnaire indicated that the changes in attitudes or worldviews 

were long-lasting, if not permanent. We also collected an illustrative response on social participation 

from one musician: 

 
My niece, a 35-year-old lawyer, was deeply moved by the performances. She was also very impressed by the teachers’ work 

and respectful attitude towards the performers. She started voluntary work at the emergency youth shelter. (M2) 
 

We would like to believe that this indicates that the concerts can bring about changes in life values 

among the audience members who attend. Another respondent (QR14/29) reflected on the potential for 

change: “Somehow I feel I should do more for the others. This concert always motivates me in this 

respect.” The musicians also discussed the ways that the concerts offered opportunities to recognise and 

process preconceptions and emotions concerning diversity and special needs. One of them (M1) 

reflected on this by saying: “Nowadays the performers are very diverse, not only students who have 

cognitive disabilities. But nevertheless, the focus is all the time on music. We are making music 

together.” One questionnaire respondent (QR12/7) summarised: “This way larger audiences would 

become informed and become part of ‘being different’.” 

 

It is not only the atmosphere but also the awareness of the students’ skills and capabilities that shape 

the audience members’ conceptions. One parent (P5) emphasised that at the Resonaari concerts “these 

persons, who normally are the focus of care and rehabilitation, [now] take the centre stage”. Another 

(P4) added that “the audience is not interested in their special needs but in the music and the entire 

show”. One of the questionnaire respondents (QR14/17) elaborated by saying: “I was surprised how 

well the performers did. I was expecting more mistakes. It [the concert] surpassed my expectations, and 

I thoroughly enjoyed it.” A teacher (T2) summarised: “It is a rather new phenomenon that the students’ 

skills are appreciated. Earlier, it was valued if a person with special needs had the courage to perform. 

There is an essential difference.” One questionnaire respondent (QR12/4) commented on the transfer 

effects of music learning and performing as follows: “It [the concert] strengthens the performers’ self-

esteem, and as a result they become more capable of affecting their social status themselves.” One 

parent wanted to highlight the same issue: 

 

Our son is much more equal with everyone [after performing at the concerts]. Even within our own family where everyone is 

interested in music. We have lots of musicians in the family, and now he is able to participate in the conversations and share 

his experiences with others. He doesn’t have to sit quietly. He has achieved self-confidence and can talk about his achievements 

like any other. (P1) 

 

The above suggests that the Resonaari concerts succeed in transforming beliefs and values, at least in 

some respect. Although it cannot be expected that these transformations are permanent, we see that 

some responses do indicate this being possible. 

 

Discussion and conclusions 

 
In this study we have described interaction that appears among and between the different parties in the 

two selected Resonaari concerts. The three categories presented above describe the ways in which this 

interaction could pave the way to some changes in social capital. Instead of underestimating the 
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students’ skills or taking charge of their performance (even when big challenges occur), the teachers or 

featured guests encourage the students with SEN to take part and to lead. The students accept their need 

for personal support and approve of the diversity, as they made clear in our group discussions. The 

students at Resonaari’s concerts consider themselves—and are considered by teachers and audience 

members—to be self-reliant, or at least attempting to be as independent as any other performer. 

 

According to Putnam (2009), interaction and social capital are more likely among people who have 

similar backgrounds, education, and social status. In terms of bonding and bridging social capital 

(Putnam, 2000), the concerts can be seen to include a mixture of both. On one hand, the events promote 

bonding social capital through building a sense of belonging to a group, and through sharing and 

solidarity with people who have similar interests and backgrounds. On the other hand, the concerts offer 

avenues for bridging interactional dimensions and connecting people from different backgrounds. It is 

to be noted that the Resonaari concerts include forms of interaction between relatively diverse members 

of society even though many participants are relatives or friends beforehand. In summary, it could be 

said that the concerts mainly promote in-group involvement, sharing, reciprocity, and trust, that is, 

bonding social capital. From the standpoint of social capital and well-being, interaction based on trust 

and openness itself has benefits, if only temporarily. In a wider sense, performing as a form of 

interaction may benefit well-being, as it has the potential to advance self-esteem and self-efficacy 

through receiving public recognition. 

 

Putnam (2000) states “that ‘social capital’ calls attention to the fact that civic virtue is most powerful 

when embedded in a dense network of reciprocal social relations” (pp. 21–22). Compared to various 

types of arts therapy and rehabilitation services that focus on cure and enhancing basic interaction skills, 

goal-directed education can open up new possibilities to be part of networks and consequently, create, 

share, and increase social capital. In addition, the concerts provide an intriguing example of 

participation, contribution, and involvement that do not stem from employment. The current research 

focus and setting provide an opening for further studies, not only regarding participation of students 

with SEN but more widely as well. In comparison to increasing research on the Finnish general 

education system (e.g. Sahlberg, 2011), little attention has been paid to ways to develop the publicly-

funded and government coordinated BEA music schools in a changing society. Our findings frame the 

Resonaari’s concerts as events resulting from Finnish BEA extracurricular music education. 

 

Limitations of the study and concluding remarks 

 
In these events, the different parties were equally important and influential which supports our 

methodological choices. However, it may be that our research methodology cannot reveal the possible 

structural and power-related challenges implied, including issues of how social capital is acquired or 

transferred outside the concerts. 

 

It is also possible that as researchers we were not able to adopt a critical perspective, as we were so 

close to the phenomenon. Moreover, it is to be expected that the parents, students, and teachers who 

took part in our group discussions were sympathetic to and understanding towards our research goals. 

When analysing our data, we kept these issues closely in mind. This research has described and 

addressed the teacher and learner roles and interaction in the context of the concerts. The findings are 

mostly applicable to the case context, but they also have relevancy for research into other musical 

occasions, especially regarding group settings where the participants have SEN. In the context of this 

study, re-interviews in groups or individual interviews could be a way to learn more on the construction 

of and gains in social capital among the study participants. 
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The only negative comments concerning the concerts came from parents who recognised not only the 

wider effects of music education but also the current educational inequities. Resonaari is an exceptional 

organisation, and not all students with SEN have the possibility to participate in such professional 

instruction. Based on whose definitions do we approach the intricate issues of social capital that are 

intertwined with educational equity and social justice? In the context of music and music education, 

further studies could address these issues by focusing on educational practices where people with 

cognitive disabilities, for example, work as teachers in collaboration with their nondisabled supervisor 

(see Laes, 2017). Another topic of future research could be events where musicians with SEN perform, 

but where they are first and foremost identified as representing a specific musical genre. Data collection 

using other methodology than verbal responses and with informants that do not have any personal 

relations to the performers would be valuable in assessing how social capital is acquired, developed, 

and expanded at the individual, group, and social level. In order to attend to the complexity of social 

capital, research conducted in collaboration with people with special needs is required. Using such a 

research methodology, it may be possible to determine according to whose criteria and in what ways 

social capital is being (and requires to be) developed, expressed, and established in definition and 

application. 
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Notes 

1. The national core curriculum in Basic Education in the Arts is divided into basic and advanced syllabus. The advanced 

syllabus emphasises the goal-directed nature of the studies whereas the basic syllabus is more freely organised. The 

advanced syllabus aims to provide students with “opportunities for long term studies”, even at a vocational or university 

level (Finnish National Board of Education, 2017). 

 

2. Unpublished video documentation of May 14, 2012, “Resonaari soi” concert. In possession of the 

Resonaari Music Centre. 

 

3. ATLAS.ti software is an assistive tool for organising and coding large bodies of qualitative data. 
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Appendix 1 

 
In this appendix, we describe the group discussions and questionnaires that we applied in our research. 

 

1. GROUP DISCUSSIONS 
 

Our group discussions drew from 10 attitudinal statements that were based on the 2012 questionnaire 

responses. We introduced these 10 statements to the groups one-by-one in writing, asking the 

interviewees to comment on them freely. We also read the statements out loud to ensure that the students 

with special educational needs could follow the information and participate in the discussions. We 

repeated or rephrased the statements if this was requested. All the interviewees were asked to critically 

evaluate the statements. The discussion settings were informal, and we encouraged the interviewees to 

chat with one another. In the beginning of each discussion, we asked some questions to warm up the 

interviewees and employed stimulated recall by showing episodes of the Resonaari 2012 concert 

video documentary. 

 

Below, we summarise more specific information about the discussions and we present the applied 

statements and questions. The discussions were conducted in Finnish; we translated the original Finnish 

material into English. 

 

General Information 

•• Two separate group discussions were held on different dates. 

•• The first discussion included two students, three parents and two teachers. The second discussion 

included two students, two parents and one teacher. Both discussions included two researchers (us). 

•• All the participants had attended the Resonaari 2012 concert. All had attended more than five 

Resonaari concerts; some had attended every concert since 2005. 

•• The students were of different ages and they had different types of special educational needs. 

•• The students and parents were not related to one another. 

•• We also prepared some additional questions to support the discussions. 
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Warm up Questions 

•• What do you do and/or what do you study at Resonaari? 

•• What is your/your child’s main instrument? 

•• When did you/your child begin to study at Resonaari? 

•• How many times have you been to/performed at a Resonaari concert? 

 

Attitudinal Statements 

1. The atmosphere at the concert was special. 

2. The concert was entertaining. 

3. The concert roused strong emotions. 

4. The students were in focus in the performances. 

5. The students acted independently when they performed. 

6. The students were responsible for the performance. 

7. The concert was educative. 

8. The concert could make society more equal. 

9. There should be more concerts like this. 

10. Music and learning music are important. 

 

Additional Questions to Support the Discussion 

•• How does it feel to perform in a Resonaari concert? What is the best and worst thing about 

performing? Did you succeed? Describe how you prepared yourself for the concert. 

•• Does your child enjoy performing? Does your child enjoy performing at a Resonaari concert? 

Do you and/or your child play with or perform to friends or at parties, too? 

•• What is the meaning of a teacher, band mate, and audience at a concert? What do you 

think about the teachers’ roles at the concert? 

•• What is the meaning of the audience at a concert? Does the audience have a role in a 

concert (experience)? Do your friends or relatives come to see you perform? What do you 

think about this? 

•• What kind of feelings did the concert elicit in you? Some people said that this concert 

roused stronger emotions in them than concerts usually do. If this was true for you, what 

could have been the reason for your reaction? 

•• Why is it important for the students to take a central role in the concert? 

•• Do you think that learning music has supported your/your child’s development? If yes,  

why? 

•• Some people have said that participating in musical activities increases a person’s self-esteem. 

If this is true, what could be the reason? 

•• During the concert, did you learn something about people with special needs? If so, what 

did you learn? 

•• Should there be more concerts like this? Why? 
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2. QUESTIONNAIRES 
This section presents the questions that we included in the 2012 and 2014 questionnaires. We designed 

the questionnaires in Finnish, and then translated them into English. We used simple terms in the 

questions to make them easy for any potential respondent to understand. Some parts of these two 

questionnaires were different. These differences are indicated with additional information in brackets. 

 

Basic information 

1. Age 

⧠ Under 15 

⧠ 16–25 

⧠ 26–35 

⧠ 36–45 

⧠ 46–60 

⧠ 61–75 

⧠ 76–85 

⧠ 86 or older 

2. Place of residence 

⧠ Helsinki metropolitan area 

⧠ Uusimaa (Finland) 

⧠ Elsewhere 

 

3. Gender 

⧠ Female 

⧠ Male 

 

Basic information regarding the concert 

 

4. Were you at the concert, or did you watch the concert on the Internet? 

⧠ I was at the concert. 

⧠ I watched the concert on the Internet. 

 

5. Were you at the concert as a guardian, assistant or teacher? 

⧠ Yes 

⧠ No 

 

6. Are you personally acquainted with any of the performers? 

⧠ Yes 

⧠ No 

 

7. Are you related to a performer (for example: a parent, sister, etc.)? 

⧠ Yes 

⧠ No 

 

8. This was the first time I saw a Resonaari concert. 

⧠ Yes 

⧠ No 

 

9. Do you plan to participate again? 

⧠ Yes 

⧠ No 

 

10. I participate or I have previously participated in other Resonaari activities. 

⧠ Yes 

⧠ No 

 

11. Please, explain the answers you provided. 

 

12. Where or from whom did you learn about this concert? 
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⧠ A concert performer or employee 

⧠ A friend or relative (who did not perform or work at the concert) 

⧠ The media 

⧠ Elsewhere 

 

13. What did you think of the price of the concert ticket? 

⧠ It was cheap. 

⧠ It was affordable. 

⧠ It was too expensive. 

⧠ I did not pay for my ticket. 

⧠ I watched the concert on the Internet. 

 

Concert experience 

 

14. Please describe some of the concert performances. 

 

15. Indicate the two best performances at the concert. [Here, a list of the performances in the 

first and second sets was provided. The lists were different for the 2012 and 2014 

concerts.] 

 

16. Please, explain your answer. 

 
17. Would you agree that the Resonaari concert was a more touching experience than concerts usually are? 

⧠ No, I would not. 

⧠ Yes, this concert touched me a bit more than concerts usually do. 

⧠ Yes, this concert touched me considerably more than concerts usually do. 

 

18. If you agree that the Resonaari concert was a more touching experience than concerts usually are, was this 

because… 

⧠ The performances were entertaining. 

⧠ The performances were honest. 

⧠ The performers were endearing. 

⧠ The performances were funny. 

⧠ There was a unique atmosphere at this concert. 

⧠ Some other reason 

 

19. Please, explain your answers. 

 
20. Should similar concerts like this (where learners with special educational needs are the focus) be offered 

more often? 

⧠ Yes 

⧠ No 

 

21. Please, explain here why do you think so. 

 

22. Did you discover new things about learners with special educational needs at this 

concert? 

⧠ Yes 

⧠ No 

 

23. If you did learn new things, please provide an example. 

 

24. Do you think that a concert like this has social meaning (e.g., it increases people’s understanding 

of diversity)? 

⧠⧠ Yes 

⧠⧠ No 
 

25. Please, explain your answer. 

 

Special features 



 20 

 

26. In my opinion, a Resonaari concert is first and foremost… 

⧠ A concert event for this music school’s students. 

⧠ Art. 

⧠ Art by performers with special needs. 

⧠ Just a concert like other concerts. 

⧠ Entertainment. 

⧠ Something else, namely… 

 

27. Did you enjoy the performances with the featured artists? 

⧠ 1=No, I did not. 

⧠ 2 

⧠ 3 

⧠ 4 

⧠ 5=Yes, I did a lot. 

 

28. Please, explain your answers. 

 

29. How often are you in contact with learners with special educational needs? 

⧠ Daily 

⧠ Weekly 

⧠ Monthly 

⧠ Occasionally 

 

30. Did you answer the questions independently, or did someone support you in reading, 

answering or writing your answers? 

⧠ I answered them independently. 

⧠ I got some support. 

 

This questionnaire may later be expanded with some interviews. If you wish to be interviewed, 

type your email address here. [2012 questionnaire] 

 

Additional comments. [2014 questionnaire] 


