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This is ONE carrot! 





W H AT  D O E S  I T  M E A N  T O  
B E  A  M U S I C I A N ?



O ’ N E I L L ,  2 0 0 2 ,  P.  7 9

“In Western cultures, being a ‘musician’ is often 

equated with being able to play a musical 

instrument. However, there is growing criticism 

of this narrow conceptualization.” 



ATTRITION AND IDENTITY?



M C P H E R S O N ,  2 0 0 0



“What was initially labelled as ‘commitment’ actually 
reflects something much richer – a contextualized 

and well-developed sense of personal identity that 
the children were able to readily draw upon when 

asked about their future music-making.”

E VA N S  &  M C P H E R S O N ,  2 0 1 5



Cross & Markus, 1991, p. 232

The adolescent who has been praised for her musical abilities may 
develop images of herself as an accomplished pianist, performing in the 
all-city talent show. Such possible selves become the incentives that 
fuel long hours at the piano practicing scales, new techniques, and 
chord patterns. With time, she may begin to define herself not just as 
'someone who plays the piano' but as a 'musician' or as a 'pianist', and 
this label will provide a focus and organization for an increasing number 
of her actions. 

MOTIVATION AND IDENTITY?





The Research



Research Questions

How do piano students construct their musical 
identities and understand themselves as musicians? 

What kinds of experiences contribute to the 
formation of a salient musical identity?



Identity Concept Map



Research Procedure
1. Students: 2 interviews, 

photovoice 

2. Parents: 1 interview,  
demographic survey 

3. Teachers: 1 interview,             
lesson observation



Research Procedure



Photovoice Prompts
Take a photo of...

• someone who 'is' a musician 

• a place where you make music, or a 
person you make music with 

• how you think music will be 
important to you in the future 

• something that motivates you to 
play the piano





Faith's Interview as a Word Cloud



Corina
The Aspiring Virtuoso 

"This summer I have gotten a lot more into piano - so 
say I am feeling bored, the first thing that comes to 

mind is, 'Hey, why don't I go play some piano?' "



Quinn
The Competitive Pianist 

"Whenever I play really good I feel really proud of 
myself, like 'Yeah, she is going to be proud of me for 

this because I practiced!', and when I don't practice it 
is the opposite and I hate it - I absolutely hate it."



Hannah
The Passionate Performer 

"I have always really loved music - hearing music and 
making music - and I really like playing. Like I said 

before, it helps me process everything."



Grace
The Family Musician 

"I feel like I wanted to take a picture of all of them 
because they are all musicians."



Madeline
The Broadway Star 

"I was like, 2...  
and I would climb up onto her piano and  

I would just start playing. So that's where it all 
started."



Xavier
The Composer 

"My composition was about, like, I like coding, so I 
named it Binary, like the coding."



Sophia
The Reflective Artist 

"I never really paid attention that much to how I 
was feeling when I played the piano."



Janelle
The Musical Multitasker 

"Piano helps me multitask, and separate my mind 
 into different parts for different hands.  

So I think multitasking will be really important to  
me in the future."



Results



Three Themes
Motivation 

• Ownership & 
Independence 

• Relatedness & 
Repertoire 

• Accomplished Learners 

& Self-Belief 

Social 
Environment 

• Institutions 

• Parents & Home 
Culture 

• Friends 

• Ethnicity 

Future Self 

• Adolescence 

• Possible Selves 

• Identity Exploration 
& Commitment 



Ability
“A strong musical identity was 

being developed as 
individuals gained increasing 

levels of expertise.”  

(Hallam, 2017, p. 483)



Ability
Examples: 

• Xavier had been recognised twice at the provincial music competition for his 
compositions and was one of the only students to submit a selfie to fulfill the 
question of ‘someone who is a musician’.  

• Grace told her story about a time when playing the piano was an important part of 
‘who she was’: “I was playing piano just in our Band room, and someone came up 
to me and said, “Wow, that is really great playing; you are so good at piano! 

•  Parent Faith, about Hannah: “Well I think she has a gift and I think she's talented. I 
think she's good at it, but I think more than that it feeds something in her spirit.”



Their self-perceptions as ‘being good at music’ can motivate 
them to achieve higher levels of practice and achievement, 
which in turn can lead to further reinforcement of the ‘myself as 
musician’ role, so that a ‘virtuous cycle’ can develop in which 
increasing levels of musical achievement motivation and 
musical identity are interdependent. In other words, children’s 
motivation to succeed in music is linked with aspects of their 
musical identities: the ways in which they think about their own 
abilities have a direct influence upon their motivation to engage 
in activities which develop those abilities, and vice versa. 

Hargreaves & Lamont, 2017, p. 193



Choice
“Choice appears to be a 

central concept in sustaining a 
musical identity over time.”  

(Lamont, 2017, p. 185)



Choice

We are met with choices in every action we take:  

• do you want to play a 2-Part Invention by Bach or the theme from The Godfather? 

•  Will you spend money on buying an acoustic piano or on a trip to Florida?  

• Will your free time be used to play Minecraft or practice piano?  

When people feel that they know ‘who they are’ and have the freedom to express it, 
that feeling directs their choices towards things that are identity congruent (Oyserman 
& Destin, 2010).  



KG:   Somebody once said ‘everyone is a musician’. What do you think about that? 

Madeline:   I think everyone can be a musician, whether that’s through a different 
instrument other than piano, if it’s through their voice. I think everyone has some sort 
of talent with music, whether they want to use it or they don’t, that’s their choice.



Relationships

Identity “is grounded in 
relationship to others."  

(Josselson, 2017, p. 16)



Relationships

• Socially situated 

• Multiple, frequent interactions  

• Meaningful experiences 

• Relationships develop as a result

“People do not create themselves from air; rather, what is possible, what is 
important, what needs to be explained all come from social context—from what 
matters to others”  (Oyserman, Elmore, & Smith, 2012, p. 76)



Relationships

• Quinn submitted a photo of her father and explained that she had not realized 
how much it meant when her father complimented her playing.  

• Madeline submitted a photo of her teaching young students at her Grandmother’s 
piano, which is where she first learned to play piano as a toddler and where she 
spent the afternoons together with her Grandmother before each piano lesson.  

• Corina submitted a photo of her sister and described that even though her sister 
stopped lessons, her sister’s ability to play by ear was inspiring and one of the 
reasons she wanted to keep playing.  

• Hannah submitted a photo of her piano teacher, Adele, and explained that she is 
the person she sees actively making the music the most often.



Implications



Experiences Shape Identity

Examples: 

• Quinn’s framed festival certificates 

• Xavier’s original compositions  

• Hannah’s future vision of herself as a choir accompanist  

Every student in this study had a different combination of musical 
experiences, which meant that they had a slightly different musical identity. 
To be put simply, musical experiences shape musical identities.



(Deci and Ryan, 2017, p. 383)

“identities are acquired 
through experience”



Have conversations about 
how music will matter for 

students’ lives in the future.  



How Student Thinking Changed During the Study

 KG: How has your thinking 
specifically about musical 
identities changed? 

Quinn: Most of the time I would 
just play piano and be done with 
it. I didn’t really consider myself 
someone who was interested in 
playing the piano. And then after 
all of these questions it’s like, ‘huh, 
I’ve done piano for a really long 
time and I haven’t quit yet. That’s 
kind of weird considering I didn’t 
like piano that much.” And then I 
was like, “I do like piano!”

KG: How has your 
thinking changed over 
the course of our time 
together about music? 

Madeline:  
I kinda thought a lot more 
about how it started and 
like, kind of more 
appreciative of how it… 
how much it has been 
important to me.

Hi 

 KG: What have you learned about 
yourself during our time together and me 
asking all these really hard questions? 

Grace: I feel I realized that piano has been 
a bit more important to me than I thought 
it was. Having to think of, oh, how has it 
changed my life? How has it impacted 
how I think and how I do stuff? I feel like it 
had a bigger impact than originally I 
would think of. It was just like, oh, I just do 
piano, but then having to answer the 
questions you realize maybe it is a bit 
more important than I fully recognized.





We must develop a broader 
conceptualization of what it means to be 
a musician, so that students might have a 
clearer image of themselves as musicians 
during the thousands of hours it will take 

to learn their instrument. 



Students become musicians when they 
use this word to describe themselves.



Teacher, Aaron

“I think it means you have to have an active relationship with music in which 
you are consistently and in which every day you are thinking about how 
you deepen that relationship. Whether you're practicing three or four 
hours a day or whether you're just a hobbyist who does it half an hour a 
day, you have to be searching for things that you don't know … So for me, 
it’s aspiring after the way the great composers looked at music that they 
were just interested in. I think hearing things that weren't there before, 
and hearing things that actually moved them. Debussy’s “my ear is my 
guide and pleasure is my rule”, right? Or Debussy’s talking of his 
contemporaries: “these compositions smell too much of the desk lamp and 
not enough of the sunlight.” I think musicians have to understand that 
music is just like all art. It's a reflection on experience. You must 
experience life and you must bring it to your work in order for it to be 
valuable.”



American Music 
Teacher Journal

October 2018



“As students are 
able to say playing 
the piano is part of 

who I am, and have 
the related context 

to support that 
statement, a deeper 

identification may 
help them navigate 

the difficult 
periods in any 

musician’s 
journey.”



Karen Gerelus 
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Questions?


