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Specialised music classes in comprehensive education: a case
study of the Swedish shift from social-democratic uniformity
to neoliberal diversity
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ABSTRACT
The following article examines the emerging historical legitimacy of
specialised comprehensive schools in Sweden. During the 1980s,
neoliberal ideas were gaining ground in Swedish educational
policy. As a result, the social democratic government began to
relax the rigour of the unified, state-regulated educational system.
Specialised music classes played a significant role in this context,
as such programmes were increasingly considered models for
specialisation and deregulation. The establishment of specialised
music classes in Sweden was symptomatic of the national
adoption of neoliberal principles in education policy.

The case study design uses qualitative document analyses of
archive materials including public investigations, minutes of
political meetings, and newspaper debates. The discursive
legitimation of specialised comprehensive education is seen as
dependent on three interrelated frame factors: ideology,
economics, and law. Within this framework empirical knowledge
of the transformative educational policy of the 1980s is analysed.
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Introduction

The public education systems of several nations have undergone restructuring over the
past decades as a result of neoliberal movements in education policy and administration.
The transnational shift has seen models of public comprehensive education marketised
through incentives to competition, including an opening for independent providers
(Ball 2012; Gunter et al. 2016). Such a reshaping has greatly affected the organisation of
government-funded schools leading to increased specialisation, privatisation, and school
choice mechanisms (Walford 2014).

While a large body of research has demonstrated the general influence of neoliberalism
and has investigated the impact of school choice on social equality, the present paper focuses
on the emergence of diversifying specialisations within the comprehensive education system
in consequence of the neoliberal trend. Since travelling neoliberal policies have been recon-
textualised in a variety of ways (Bernstein 2000; Ozga and Jones 2006; Steiner-Khamsi 2012),
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the present paper is a qualitative case study within a circumscribed area and time period. It
examines the relationship between single-case events and structural transformation on a
policy level (Walford 2014; Whitty and Edwards 1998). By highlighting significant micro-
politics it explores how neoliberal reforms brought about in a particular context.

Sweden’s school system is commonly recognised as having undergone one of the great-
est transformations in the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD) as to its neoliberal principles of privatisation and marketisation (Lundahl et al.
2013). Researches have also pointed out the significance of Swedish educational policy
transformation for corresponding movements in England and the US (Ladd and Fiske
2020; Walford 2014; West and Bailey 2013).

The free-schools experiment and voucher reform are often defined as dramatic system
shifts from Swedish social democratic welfare thinking to neoliberal governance (Ladd and
Fiske 2020; OECD 2017). Meanwhile, the privatisation reforms of the conservative
coalition elected in 1991 were themselves preceded by a discursive change in social democ-
racy during the 1980s. Restructuring programmes towards specialisation were thus intro-
duced by the Social Democrats but extended by the centre-right coalition in the early
1990s (Larsson, Letell, and Thörn 2012).

Among the various innovations that occurred, the establishment of music classes in
public schools represents a specialised, parallel track within compulsory education.
Such tracks ‘worked as a vehicle for introducing increased educational variation,
opening up for profile schools, alternative pedagogy and independent schools’ (Román
et al. 2015, 88; cf. Román 2011). In Stockholm, the Adolf Fredrik’s Music School was a
highly instructive case in the debate over specialised schools, illustrating the interrelation-
ships between incorporating neoliberal principles in education policy and the flourishing
of alternative and specialising tracks within comprehensive education. The legitimation of
specialised comprehensive schools may be viewed as symptomatic for the historical system
shift in Sweden from social-democratic uniformity to neoliberal diversity.

The transnational trend of specialisation programmes

The interrelationships between neoliberalisation and increasing support for specialisation
programmes are discernible in several countries around the world, with particular corre-
spondences between Sweden, England, and the US.

In the US, magnet schools were originally introduced in the late 1960s and early 1970s
to reduce racial segregation. The idea was to ‘draw’ ethnically diverse students across
boundaries by offering them specialised curriculum or an alternative pedagogy (e.g. Mon-
tessori or Steiner/Waldorf). The concept of magnet schools grew rapidly from the mid-
1980s as a result of federal funding to schools that were created or transformed in accord-
ance with an explicit desegregation plan (Wang and Herman 2017). Over time, the popu-
larity of magnet schools led to admission policies that were revised: from openness to
selective admission requirements, for example auditions to demonstrate performing abil-
ities (Goldring and Swain 2020). The idea of intra-district school choice implied a new
compensation scheme where money followed the student. Thus, the concept of magnet
schools resulted in the introduction of market mechanisms in school finance. The
market landscape was later strengthened by the concept of charter schools, publicly
funded but independently owned schools operated under fewer governmental regulations.
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In England, the Conservative government elected in 1979 implemented reforms includ-
ing the 1980 Education Act and the 1988 Education Reform Act, both of which were steps
towards marketisation. These reforms meant increased freedom of choice and the creation
of a quasi-market through government support. Funding depended primarily on the
number of students enrolled, while the schools were regulated by a national curriculum
and assessment programme (West and Bailey 2013). City Technology Colleges (CTCs)
were introduced in 1988 to provide a specialised technology and science curriculum
intended for inner-city students in order to improve educational performance in disadvan-
taged areas (Walford 2014). As a result of the 1993 Education Act, interest groups could
apply to the state and establish independent grant-maintained schools. By meeting par-
ental demands for variety, the quasi-market’s supply side was strengthened. In comparison
with the CTCs, these grant-maintained schools were initiated ‘bottom-up’ and attracted
sponsorships (Walford 2014; West and Bailey 2013).

A Specialist School Programme was launched by the Conservative Party in 1993 to
provide excellence in particular subject areas at certain locally-maintained ‘specialist
schools’. It was an incentive for school improvement and for generally raising educational
standards. By promoting parental choice, it increased school diversity. These specialist
institutions were supported by additional funding, which made them especially attractive
to school administrators (Exley 2009; Fisher 2011).

While CTCs focused on technology, a revived concept of ‘City Academies’ created
schools specialised in different ways, such as in modern languages, visual arts, and
music. In this way, the City Academies brought together the CTC and the Specialist
Schools programme. However, while the CTCs selected their students from a defined
catchment area of working-class families, the City Academies and Specialist Schools
were permitted to select students based on their aptitude in their specialised subject
area (West and Bailey 2013).

Discursive interconnections

The pedagogic discourse presented above has comprised ideological intentions as well
as economic and legal solutions. Several specialisation programmes have been designed
to address low performing schools in deprived inner-city areas (Walford 2014). The
neoliberal thought has been to raise educational standards through the creation of a
competitive quasi-market regulated by mechanisms of supply-demand relationships.
Since such an educational marketplace requires diversity, school differentiation by
subject specialisations and distinctive orientations in the curriculum gained legitimacy.
In this way, education policies in England and the US put forward an increasingly
diversified and marketised system of competing providers (Whitty and Edwards
1998). In both countries, neoliberal principles have been interdiscursively associated
with neoconservative ones in a pedagogic discourse of the New Right. Market prin-
ciples have been intertwined with conservative moral values, advocating the legitimacy
of religious schools and a family’s right to choose, as well as the emphasis on high
culture and cultural restoration (Apple 2006; Elliott and MacLennan 1994; Whitty
and Edwards 1998). In Sweden, however, the social-democratic movement has been
referred to as the Third Way.

JOURNAL OF EDUCATIONAL ADMINISTRATION AND HISTORY 3



The third way in Swedish education policy
Towards the end of the twentieth century, Swedish education went from a social-demo-
cratic welfare system of public administration to a market-oriented one with neoliberal
governance (Lindberg 2013). The Social Democrats had been in power almost continu-
ously since the 1930s, and between the 1940s and 1970s their educational policies were
characterised by principles of social justice, inclusion, and equal opportunity, regardless
of social and geographic background. The educational system was centrally planned,
unified by a national curriculum, and closely regulated by the state (Alexiadou and
Lundahl 2016; Lundahl 2005).

The 1970s brought economic and political instability, which nurtured the transnational
idea of neoliberalism (Lindberg 2013; Lundahl 2005). The orientation of the Swedish
Social Democrats to the global trend has been described as the Third Way, or the
Nordic Middle Way, that is, an interdiscursive order of democratic socialism and prin-
ciples of marketisation through deregulation and privatisation (Gunter et al. 2016; Rizvi
and Lingard 2010). Such a position became typical in the 1980s, when the right-wing
Social Democrats – especially those in the ministry of finance and the prime minister’s
office – proposed marketisation of the welfare state system to achieve economic
efficiency and increased freedom of choice within the welfare sector.

At the same time, the idea of decentralisation was introduced as a means of fostering
local empowerment. Municipalities were given greater freedom of action, including the
flexibility to choose their own methods of operation, as long as national objectives were
met (Waldow 2008). Thus, decentralisation attempted to respond to issues of management
by giving voice not only to municipalities, but to non-profit organisations (e.g. alternative
pedagogies), local associations, and citizens in general (Alexiadou and Lundahl 2016;
Englund 2018; cf. Boman 2002; Hellström 2002). Such a decentralisation and deregulation
of the educational system was a prerequisite for the subsequent marketisation carried out
by the liberal-conservative coalition government of 1991–1994. During this period,
parents were given the legal right to choose schools for their children (Prop. 1991/
92:95). In addition, companies and non-profit associations were allowed to establish inde-
pendent schools (Prop. 1992/93:230). The link between these reforms was the voucher
system, whose aims were to ensure equal conditions for public and independent
schools, strengthen the opportunities for parents and children to choose between provi-
ders, and ‘to make schools and municipalities more sensitive and accountable to parental
wishes’ (Alexiadou and Lundahl 2016, 73).

Methodology

The present qualitative document examination uses principles of critical discourse analysis
in a three-dimensional framework: the documents consist of text, perceived as the material
and visible form of discourse, produced and transformed in a particular historical, cultural,
and social context (Bernstein 2000; Fairclough 2010). The linkages between the policy
documents (the materials) and their given context are as being mediated by the micropo-
litical discursive practice of education policy.

Since the focus is on transformations in official pedagogic discourse, the concepts of
intertextuality and interdiscursivity are engaged to highlight interrelations between
various texts and discourses in significant education policies (Chouliaraki and Fairclough
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1999; Fairclough 2010). Special attention will be paid to the interdiscursive recontextua-
lisation of neoliberal principles into the platform of the Social Democratic during the
1980s.

The establishment of specialisation programmes in England and the US mainly con-
cerned ideological conflicts of interest, economic issues, and legal circumstances. There
is a striking similarity between these themes and the principles of Lundgren’s (1981)
frame factor theory, a set of principles intimately correlated with one another in the ped-
agogic discourse (cf. Bernstein 2000). In the present paper, the frame factors are defined as
follows:

Ideological frames are based on political ideas of how comprehensive education, as an
institutional endeavour, should be organised and managed. Such frames concern the dis-
tribution of knowledge, especially the differentiation of students into various tracks and
study curricula. By elucidating how the discursive space has been ideologically framed
in context, one may explain the legitimation of specialised comprehensive schools.

Economic frames refer to financial constraints and opportunities in terms of the allo-
cation of economic resources and the distribution of time. Such matters involve issues
such as class size, additional costs for inter-municipal payments, and any special physical
space requirements. Economic issues may also be ideologically linked to decision making,
as in discussions on ability grouping.

Legal frames describe the administration of justice based on governmental laws and
regulations. Political decision-making processes may involve legal considerations and
refer to constitutional requirements for the establishment of specialised comprehensive
schools.

Materials

Empirical data includes archival materials, such as public investigations and political
meeting minutes, as well as articles and letters to the editor of the largest newspapers in
Sweden. Such records are understood as fixed communication intended to influence the
discursive debate of legitimacy. Since letters and statements are often conveyed by individ-
uals with the intention of being a group or collective representation (Brooks and Normore
2015), source criticism has been an integral part of the analysis.

The present paper draws upon a wider study on the emergence and legitimacy of
specialised arts programmes in secondary education. The primary focus here is on
the period between 1982, when the Social Democratic Party regained office (governing
in the minority), and 1992, with the introduction of the voucher system, the opening
for independent providers, and the right to establish specialised schools without a
special permit (as passed by the liberal-conservative coalition government elected in
1991). During this period, some schools were licensed to experiment with specialised
music classes. The knowledge that was gained supported the specialisation of public
schools and the establishment of independent providers (see below). In 1983, events
concerning the Adolf Fredrik’s Music School in Stockholm (the foremost Swedish
role model, founded in 1939) demonstrate the role of micropolitics in the interdiscur-
sive shift from social democratic uniformity to neoliberal diversity. However, findings
concerning changes to the legal framework require references to documents from
1982 to 1992.
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Findings

During the 1980s, Swedish education policy was transformed relative to the ideology,
economics, and law. The growing legitimacy of specialised music classes within compre-
hensive public schools was a consequence of these neoliberalised frame factors. The Social
Democrats’ rejection of parallel tracks within compulsory education and their advocacy
for uniform public education was gradually replaced by acceptance of curricular variety
and different kinds of ownership. The adoption of principles of deregulation, decentralisa-
tion, and privatisation resulted in economic and legal changes as well. While none of these
elements can be said to have acted in isolation, an analytical distinction may be drawn to
illustrate how various factors have had an impact on educational policy in practice.

Ideological frames

By the mid-twentieth century, the widely discussed issue of educational differentiation
resulted in a series of reforms. These included restructuring what was a parallel system
of schools to a unified national school of comprehensive education. There were,
however, exceptions. The Adolf Fredrik’s Music School (AFMS) in Stockholm was one
such an example. It had established its concept of music classes as early as 1939. As a
matter of educational policy, music classes at AFMS and elsewhere were accepted as
anomalies along with certain other alternative education tracks (cf. Román 2011).
During the 1980s, both established and emerging specialisation programmes needed to
apply for government permission. Proposals for organising specialised music classes as
parallel tracks in compulsory education were commonly perceived by Social Democrats
and the Left Party – the Communists as a remnant from the streaming and stratified
system of educational pathways. There were discursive clashes between the social demo-
cratic/leftist principle of equality and the recruitment practices of specialised schools. By
admissions testing and going beyond the local catchment area, such schools were derided
for mainly attracting students from families of higher socio-economic status. Specialised
schools were thus regarded as elitist by left-oriented politicians, who saw them as
eroding resources, rather than contributing to compensatory social mechanisms (Expres-
sen 1983b; von Euler, n.d.; Stockholms skolstyrelse 1983a; cf. Alfredson 1983; Engström
1983). For example, as part of an extensive newspaper debate on music classes in Stock-
holm, the local leftish politician, Urban Karlsson, voiced the following rebuke:

It is high time to end the delusion that someone is hopelessly unmusical. This implies that the
status of music should be strengthened in all schools, and not concentrated to a particular
one. […] The fact is that in Adolf Fredrik, there are very few children whose parents work
in manual labour, come from the working class, or belong to social group 3. Immigrant chil-
dren rarely are found. No one has claimed that musical aptitude differs according to working
conditions or social class […]. However, it is obvious that an aptitude can develop if stimu-
lated and be inhibited when it does not receive nourishment. (U. Karlsson 1983)

During the 1980s, however, the concept of uniformity began to lose ground among Social
Democrats across different levels of government. The opening for specialisations may be
understood as based on three discursive inputs.

First, the social democratic orientation to progressive education had long favoured ped-
agogic individualisation and pupil-centred schooling. The goal was to address a student’s
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preferences, and capacity for growth as an individual and community member (Hellström
2002). Specialised music classes were justified as a legitimate way of meeting children’s
interests and needs. In the debate concerning AFMS, one of the most influential ideologists
of Swedish social-democratic educational policy architecture, Alva Myrdal, issued a deci-
sive response to the local Social Democrats in Stockholm:

I would also like to emphasise an argument that I do not think has been sufficiently empha-
sised. It is, above all, regarding the meaning of equality and democracy in this context. I think
that sometimes politicians in my own socio-political circles have been misled by what they
think is an equality argument. Equal opportunities for all children and young people, yes,
but unity does not need to be promoted! We need to be vigilant and distance ourselves
from the Law of Jante, which suppresses conspicuous giftedness and personal interests,
and judges them as ‘elitism’. The propaganda for increased equality was never meant to be
understood in such a way. (Myrdal 1983)

Thus, Myrdal argues for a plurality of equivalent pedagogies in terms of ‘different but
equal’, rather than defending the social-democratic principle of uniformity. As a promi-
nent ideologist of social engineering and governmental rationality, Myrdal had the
power to recontextualise the issue of specialised music classes from one of social citizen-
ship and equality by means of uniformity, and move it towards equivalence in the sense of
meeting individual interests and needs (cf. Boman 2002; Englund 2018).

Second, the transformed approach was equally motivated by the concept of democracy.
From the social democratic point of view, there was interest in how deregulation and
decentralisation might strengthen grassroots democracy by transferring power to local
authorities (Lindberg 2013; cf. Waldow 2008). If municipalities and schools were be
given greater independence in managing their needs, parents and children would have
greater freedom of choice based on individual aptitude and interest. Initiatives in
setting up specialised music classes were generally undertaken by municipal school
boards, both conservative and leftist, with the intention of contributing to public cultural
life while meeting individual preferences (e.g. Botkyrka skolstyrelse 1983; Nacka skolstyr-
else 1983; Täby skolstyrelse 1983).

Third, specialised music classes in Stockholm were considered essential for the cul-
tural life. When the local Social Democrats proposed decreasing support for AFMS,
they were met with massive criticism. The national interest in the school was
confirmed by leaders of state cultural institutions (Abenius, Engström, and Johnson
1983) as well as by renowned cultural personalities and like-minded Social Democrats
(Dagens Nyheter 1983b; Svenska Dagbladet 1983a; cf. Expressen 1983a). Due to the
social democratic principle that the state should ensure a vibrant cultural life, accessible
to all, a conflict of interest arose between cultural and educational policy principles
(both of which were handled by the same ministry in Sweden). Such interrelations
may explain why the discursive struggle over the AFMS became a national issue,
although it was in fact a municipal responsibility. Several ministers and state secretaries
– including Prime Minister Olof Palme and the minister of culture, Bengt Göransson, –
called for a changed attitude among local socio-democrats in Stockholm (Adolf Fre-
driks musikklasser 1981/82–2013; Dagens Nyheter 1983b; J. O. Karlsson 1983; Ringborg
1983; Svenska Dagbladet 1983b). The social democratic problem of streaming in com-
prehensive education reached a solution when it was considered an issue of cultural
reproduction, rather than educational policy. However, the most significant action
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was taken when the state decided to intervene in the municipal dispute and provided a
government grant in support of continuing specialised music classes in the inner-city of
Stockholm (Expressen 1983c; Riksdagen 1983b). In this way, the ideological issue was
solved by government funding.

Economic frames

The need for appropriate facilities in which to conduct music classes resulted insignifi-
cantly higher cost per student in comparison with regular classes, again leading to ques-
tions about the need for such a programme. In addition to economic objections, the
political left raised the issue of fairness to other students. Money spent on specialisation,
rather than on regular classes, was ideologically problematic.

For many years the building in which AFMS was housed had been in need of renova-
tion. The recurrent debate over these repairs was bound up with the ideological issue of
legitimacy, but the municipal authorities approached it from the point of view of property
economics instead of educational policy (Adolf Fredriks musikklasser 1983–1991). The
local school board proposed funding AFMS’s physical needs by relocating the school
from its historic inner-city site to an outlying neighbourhood (Stockholms skolstyrelse
1983b). The Social Democrats were then accused of being controlled by pointless bureauc-
racy and ill-considered principles of educational administration, as well as simply willing
to sacrifice well-functioning schools like AFMS in favour of equality rights. Gunnar
Hökmark and Per Unckel, two Conservative MPs, debated the issue of school choice
with reference to the current management of AFMS (Riksdagen 1983a; Unckel 1983).
As the latter stated, ‘Social Democrats may succeed in killing Adolf Fredrik, but not the
wrath. And not the requirement that children and parents shall have the right to
choose’ (1983, 34).

The AFMS’s staff and parents’ association realised that the only way to win the ideo-
logical confrontation was by economic justification (Adolf Fredriks skola 1983). They
began a campaign of networking and well-coordinated negotiations with municipal com-
mittees, ministers, and state secretaries (Adolf Fredriks musikklasser 1983–1991). The
parents’ association carried out financial studies, gathered petitions, and staged public
demonstrations. In the turbulent debate that followed, the minister for education and
culture decided to intervene in the municipal dispute on behalf of the state and supported
the renovation of the school (Riksdagen 1983b).

The expansion of music classes to commuter towns around Stockholm was the result of
a tightening of the budget in Stockholm. Until the 1980s, AFMS had been admitting stu-
dents from outside of Stockholm in exchange for inter-municipal payments to the City of
Stockholm. In the struggle over the AFMS, Social Democrats and the (Communist) Left
Party proposed to reduce the number of students in music classes by 50 percent and, at
the same time, exclude students from other municipalities (Dagens Nyheter 1983a). Par-
allel to the discussion on raised rates due to mounting real estate costs, suburban munici-
palities began to consider offering specialised music classes on their own (e.g. Nacka
skolkontor 1983; Täby skolkontor). As a consequence of their financial investigations,
several commuter towns around Stockholm requested the right to establish their own
specialised music classes (e.g. Botkyrka skolstyrelse 1983; Nacka skolstyrelse 1983; Täby
skolstyrelse 1983).
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Legal frames

In February 1982, the centre-right government gave four municipalities (Norrköping,
Stockholm, Uppsala, and Västerås) permission to set up specialised music classes on a
limited trial basis. The project was to be regulated and evaluated by the Swedish Skolöver-
styrelsen, the National Agency for Education (NAE) (Utbildningsdepartementet 1982).
There was, however, an ideological clash in the decision making. While the government
had begun to shift towards deregulation, the NAE advised that such a legal change would
be contrary to the welfare principles of equality and equity. However, this legal argument
failed to influence the government’s ideological position (Skolöverstyrelsen 1982–1989).

When the Social Democrats returned to power in October 1982, nothing changed. Muni-
cipalities that subsequently applied for permission to conduct specialised music classes were
allowed to do so in accordance with the government decision of 1982. This resulted in an
expansion of specialised classes from 1983 onward, with municipalities exercising the legal
right given to them by the government’s changed regulations. At first, the NAE pressed
their opposition, but as time went on they dropped their ideological stance and ceased to
fight the juridical administration of the government’s decision (Skolöverstyrelsen 1982–1989).

Towards the end of the 1980s, the Social Democratic government itself proposed special-
isation in order to strengthen the supply side of the quasi-market. The pilot programme of
music classes became a pattern for deregulating the legal framework regarding catchment
areas and curriculum adjustments (Prop. 1985/86:10). Moreover, in the government bill
that addressed school development and governance (Prop. 1988/89:4), the concept of
music classes was held up as a role model for schools to follow for subject area specialisations.

In 1991, the social democratic government appointed a committee to design a curricu-
lum that would allow schools to specialise in their own ways. The government directive
proposed flexible curricula modelled on music classes in the 1980s (Dir. 1991:117).
Public schools were also allowed to introduce specialisations that would emphasise a par-
ticular subject, providing students increased opportunities to exercise personal choices
(SOU 1992:94). The principle of alternative pedagogies and specialised education featured
prominently in the resulting government bill (Prop. 1991/92:95). It gave parents and chil-
dren options ranging from ordinary to alternative education, and from public to indepen-
dent ‘free schools’.

Discussion

Neoliberalisation processes may be discerned in the experimental activities of specialised
music classes in Sweden. At the beginning of the 1980s, proposals for specialised tracks
were criticised because it was thought they would clash with social-democratic education
policy. By the end of the decade, however, music programmes were heralded by Social
Democrats as the educational concept of the future. This change may be explained by
two discursive displacements.

First, the establishment of specialised comprehensive schools coincided with a period
when neoliberal discourses were gaining ground in European educational policy
(Gunter et al. 2016; Rizvi and Lingard 2010). The modern history of music classes in
Sweden illustrates how a transnational trend was accepted and recontextualised into the
pedagogic discourse of social democracy. Individualism and the idea that students and
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parents should be able to choose educational pathways on the basis of their aptitudes and
interests was seen as the solution to the issue of social and cultural equity (Lindberg 2013).
The acceptance of alternative pedagogies and various specialisations was thus associated
with favouring pluralism and civic democracy. Music classes came to be regarded as a
well-functioning prototype for specialisation in comprehensive public education
(Román et al. 2015). Such specialised tracks that recruited students from a wide area
also preceded administrative principles of the marketisation of public education in
Sweden (Prop. 1985/86:10; Prop. 1988/89:4).

Second, the historical legitimacy of specialised arts tracks also shows elements of neo-
conservative justification. Music classes were acknowledged as contributing to the cultural
prosperity of Sweden. Such specialised programmes were now heralded as ‘fertile soil’ for
the regrowth of a national cultural identity. In theoretical terms, there was an interdiscur-
sive relationship between neoliberal principles of marketisation and the neoconservative
focus on the ‘strong’ state’s as responsibility for maintaining aesthetic values, traditions,
and the nation’s culture (Apple 2006).

The Swedish initiatives regarding specialised music schools coincide and contrast with
corresponding restructurings in England and the US. Despite their administrative differ-
ences, striking similarities remain in the political will to strengthen the supply-side of the
quasi-market. However, while specialisation programmes in England and the US were
generally introduced as a political means of levelling social differences (Walford 2014;
Whitty and Edwards 1998), the initiatives for subject area specialisation programmes in
Sweden were not intended to address social inequalities. Rather, they were created by
municipal school boards and strong advocacy groups who wanted a curriculum that
would meet the needs and interests of individuals (i.e. parents and their children) as
well as cultural interests at both the local and national level. The legitimacy achieved by
specialised music classes can be credited to their meeting both private and public needs.

The growing support for diversifying specialisations within the comprehensive edu-
cation system in Sweden has been a consequence of the country’s increasing neoliberalisa-
tion of the social democratic educational policy. The Swedish example shows how practical
politics on the micro level of policy reflect – and may be analysed in relation to – discursive
trends on the macro level (Whitty and Edwards 1998); and how case-system relationships
(Steiner-Khamsi 2012) help one understand the inner features of policy borrowing.
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