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Abstract  
Relationships with music are at the core of music education. However, they are rarely 
studied from learners viewpoints—especially those of exceptionally motivated, 
advanced students—as they are incorporated into the theoretical underpinning or 
methodological stance of research in instrumental education. In this research project 
we follow the musical lives of ten advanced, mastery-oriented adolescent 
instrumentalists. The focus of this first report of our narrative ethnography is on how 
their relationships with music manifest in written narratives on the role of music and 
instrument learning in their life. While corroborating findings of previous research, 
the results demonstrate many idiosyncracies in the trajectories of our participants, 
including critical events. The results show that studying relationships with music and 
their development may reveal complex ecological systems in instrument learning and 
interconnected theoretical concepts, such as self-regulation, self-efficacy, agency, 
autonomy, identity, and metacognition. These phenomena—which can be 
challenging to differentiate, adapt, and apply in terms of learning practices—may 
seem far-removed from everyday musical practices, but can be consolidated when 
looking at relationships with music as gateways to the learning of musical instruments.  
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Aiming at decolonializing music education philosophies, Bradley (2012, p. 6) noted 
how “developing students’ unique relationships with music ought to be a fundamental 
goal of musical education.” This goal seems well accepted in learner-centered music 
education (Daniel & Parkes, 2019; Huhtinen-Hilde ́n & Pitt, 2018). However, 
considering the centrality of the topic, explicit studies on learners’ relationships with 
music are sparse. This article puts forward that explicit study of relationships with 
music serves as a holistic gateway to understanding the complex system of the 
learning ecologies of adolescent instrumentalists.  

What we mean by a relationship with music is a music learner’s position in the complex 
dynamic system of factors that affect their musicianship, learnership, and growth; the 
meanings given to the factors by the learner; and the resulting expectations projected by 
them. By musicianship, we refer to “the knowledgeable actions” that “project” 
personal musical understanding based on the musician’s envisaged intentions of the 
composer and the former performers, in relation to the musician’s elected 
expectations of the audience reactions (Elliott, 1995, pp. 165–166). We consider a 
relationship with music to be inherently path-dependent, evolving through the 
subject’s life history in physical, social, and cultural environments (Gaunt & Hallam, 
2018; Hallam et al., 2012; McPherson et al., 2012; Papageorgi et al., 2010).  

The complex system of learning ecologies (Gaunt & Hallam, 2018; O’Neill, 2017) is a 
system of interaction between how students’ musicking manifests and grows in 
practices of musics varyingly afforded to them. It includes the accumulated, shared 
experiences, events, and situations (Lonie & Dickens, 2016; Upitis et al., 2017); their 
impacts and perceived values (Hallam, 2013; Hill et al., 2020); and the ways students 
perceive themselves as musical agents and learners (e.g., O’Neill, 2012; Papageorgi et 
al., 2010). The system involves the developmental dynamics of individuals’ interaction 
with the environment (Gaunt & Hallam, 2018; Welch, 2007), self-efficacy 
(McCormick, 2006; Nielsen, 2004), autonomy (Bonneville-Roussy et al., 2020; 
McPhail, 2013), and identity (Evans & McPherson, 2015; Hargreaves et al., 2016). 
Furthermore, it encompasses motivation (Evans & McPherson, 2015; Hallam et al., 
2021) and metacognition (Concina, 2019; McPherson et al., 2019)—in addition to 
acquisition of the practical skills and knowledge of the musical practices (Hallam et 
al., 2021). The accumulating history of these factors tends to lead to vicious or 
virtuous circles of action, experience, and subsequent redirection of motivation and 



activity (Hallam et al., 2021; McPherson et al., 2012), and to the construction of 
agencies and identities within music (Saarikallio, 2019).  

Strategies that tackle the complexity of the system of instrumental learning are 
challenged by the quest for balance between more focused but atomistic, and more 
holistic but superficial approaches. In research on specialization and growth toward 
musical talent, excellence, or profession, key strategies have included sociological 
(Wagner, 2015) and environmental (Gaunt & Hallam, 2018) examination of the 
diachronic development of career stages. Other key strategies have differentiated the 
components contributing to the healthy and sustainable building of musical talent 
(e.g., Martin & Evans, 2022) and integrated them toward understanding the 
acquisition of musical skills, but with less emphasis on the learner’s viewpoint of the 
process (e.g., Gagne ́ & McPherson, 2016; McPherson & Williamon, 2015). This has 
led to the notion of syzygies, the “unity or alignment of key and often wide-ranging 
transactions—across social, biological, psychological, and environmental spheres—
that create promotive conditions for significant musical growth” (McPherson et al., 
2012, p. 183; cf. Brown, 2015; see also Hargreaves & Lamont, 2017).  

How different strategies shed light upon the complex system depends on their 
respective approaches and conceptual frameworks. While a thorough critique is well 
beyond the scope of this article, approaching the complex system from one viewpoint, 
such as agency or identity, may lead to a suboptimal holistic understanding. For 
instance, approaches which place the learner and teacher in the cultural–historical 
activity theory (CHAT, see, e.g., Welch & Ockelford, 2016; Ngo, 2022) are 
challenged by the current notion of mind not only as sociocultural but simultaneously 
also embodied.  

Admittedly, relationships with music are themselves complex, individually and 
socially constructed phenomena (Westvall, 2007). The dynamic, holistic complexity 
spans from embodied experiences to rationalized stances, skills to formal knowledge, 
and values, all constituting what music is for us. As an example, Sam, an 18-year-old 
musician, pondered this in our data as follows1:  

What is the significance of music, anyway? This question causes an immediate existential 
crisis. Is music imperative, what does anyone need it for? What is my position in the society, 
does anyone need me for anything? I would claim that music is built in us. It is almost 
impossible to begin defining its significance, but it is obvious that without it, the world would 
be emptier. (Sam 1:14)  

This complexity involves the ontological question of what music is—reflected also in 
the distinction of the relationship with music versus the relationship to music (Bjo ̈rk, 
2016). Combining “relationship” and “music” might escape delineations to the point 
where systematic study is challenged—but not rendered impossible. For example, the 

 
1 The numbers after the pseudonyms indicate the document and segment in the data.  
 



ontological question may seem to lead to a circular argument if one follows Small’s 
(1998) notion of musicking as:  

an activity by means of which we bring into existence a set of relationships that model the 
relationships of our world, not as they are but as we would wish them to be, and if through 
musicking we learn about and explore those relationships. (p. 50)  

However, musicking as activity leads to opportunities to examine students’ evolving 
relationship with music through their engagement in music as musicians and learners, 
and to the chance to investigate the various factors reciprocally affecting such 
activities (see O’Neill, 2012). Being a musician and a learner—whatever the role or 
activity may entail—is at the core of music education (Wiggins, 2016).  

Hence, we consider the development of the relationship with music as the 
fundamental goal in music education.2 We recognize the need to further develop 
holistic, chronological, and indepth strategies for addressing the interplay of factors in 
the complex system, and the learner’s viewpoint. In this study, our aim was to 
ascertain whether the direct strategy of using the relationship with music serves to 
reach the complex system of learning ecologies and its various factors efficiently, and 
how the factors contribute to the evolving musicianship and learnership (i.e., to being a 
learner, to learners’ positions, conditions, qualities, and skills) of the research 
participants. To serve our aim, we focused on the learner’s perspective of advanced 
adolescent instrumentalists in Western art music, and how they narrate their evolving 
relationships with music.  

As an outcome, we propose that explicit study of the relationship with music provides 
a welltargeted yet holistic, optimally in-depth gateway to address the interplay of 
factors in the complex system. As an approach, the relationship with music 
encompasses both sociocultural and embodied perspectives (as well as temporality). It 
is direct, open-ended, music-specific, and genuinely learner-centered.  

Relationship with music  
Infrequently addressed as an explicit topic in and of itself, relationship with music has 
nevertheless been studied from various viewpoints (e.g., Konoval, 2020; Lamont, 
2019; Maus, 2019). In music education research, the longitudinal and multi-method 
study by McPherson et al. (2012) transformed researchers’ view on the role of music 
in their participants’ lives. Beginning with a focus on musical development, they 
ended in discussion of “promotivational” and “demotivational” (i.e., risk) factors in 

 
2 In Finland, the context of our study, relationship with music prevails as the focal 
point of the extracurricular music education rationale (Finnish National Board of 
Education, 2017). About translating the Finnish expression hyva ̈ musiikkisuhde 
(relationship with music) into English, see Bjo ̈rk (2016).  
 



those musical transactions (pp. 186–93) that foster and authorize “meaningful 
transaction between music and self or between music, self and  

other” (p. 204). They concluded that:  
[a] developmental theory of music in our lives must look at what music does in people’s lives, 
the relationship they have with it rather than what music is in people’s lives by virtue of the 
technical skills they may have acquired for it. (p. 221).  

Hence, the rationale of instrument education (theory), according to McPherson et al. 
(2012), should capitalize on the inherent powers of music as a means for self-
regulation in terms of cognitive–emotional and (intra-)communicative expression, 
instead of promoting mere technical skills—and even instead of fostering social and 
interpersonal relationships and factors. The ultimate goal in music education is “how 
people learn to music-regulate self” by facilitating and mobilizing “music’s 
transactional power and regulative potential” (p. 208), pointing to the sustainable 
development of the relationship with music. In this study, we approach the questions 
of instrumental pedagogy from the viewpoint of the learner and the quintessential 
role of music as such within music education. Our study connects with and subscribes 
to the outcome of the extensive research of McPherson et al. (2012) and supplements 
it by focusing particularly on advanced, mastery-oriented adolescent instrumentalists.  

Musical agency (“capacity to conceive of music and act musically,” Wiggins, 2016, p. 
102) and learner agency (“the capability of individuals to make choices and to act on 
those choices,” “in the learning context,” Code, 2020, pp. 1, 3) are crucial aspects in 
accomplishing personal autonomy so important in mastery learning (Hruska, 2011; 
McPherson & Renwick, 2011). A mastery approach—a relatively stable goal 
orientation that considers the ability to be something that can be developed by 
increasing effort and therefore generates expanding competency (Belenky & Nokes-
Malach, 2012; Hattie, 2012, pp. 42–43)—is a prerequisite for developing effective 
learning, especially with those showing potential and motivation. Developing mastery 
approach goal orientation benefits from the support of the educational system at 
large; from the learning ecologies and environments that involve teachers, families, 
peers, and institutions (Hattie, 2012, p. 24).  

Relationship with music constitutes a quintessential goal and an integral facilitator of 
music education and offers the learner’s perspective to music education. Supported by 
our findings, we argue that it also presents itself as a sound approach in music 
education research that not only is genuinely holistic in terms of reflecting the 
important factors of music education, but also takes seriously the ontologically 
fundamental aspect of music: its values and impact—its “meta-relatedness, its 
communicative, expressive, and affective potential” that has “transactional power and 
regulative potential” (McPherson et al., 2012, p. 208). In our view, more traditional 
approaches to the complex system of music learning, such as agency (e.g., Wiggins, 
2016), identity (e.g., Hargreaves et al., 2016), or activity theory (e.g., Welch & 
Ockelford, 2016) fail to account for the holistic nature of the system.  



Method  
This article is the first report of a larger study focusing on the relationships with music 
of a group of mastery-oriented instrumental music students. Our interest is in the 
varieties of advanced adolescents’ narratives of their relationships with music and in 
how relationships with music serve as a gateway to the factors of the complex learning 
system and their interplay.  

The methodological frame in our project, narrative ethnography (Gubrium & 
Holstein, 2008), suits our intention to explore and understand our participants’ own 
views on their relationship with music and its evolution in a holistic and 
comprehensive way. In this study, the analysis and interpretation of participants’ 
narrations are supported by ethnographic data based on observations and contextual 
ad hoc interviews.  

Participants and ethics  
Recently, several “music academies” for different instruments have been established 
in Finland to support more goal-oriented children and adolescents. These have been 
privately funded or initiated by the Sibelius Academy. This contrasts with the 
national, publicly funded extracurricular music school system, where inclusiveness 
and equality of participation are increasingly on the agenda (Bjo ̈rk et al., 2018; 
Va ̈keva ̈ et al., 2017). The 10 participants of our study, aged 11–18 years (median age 
16; see Table 1), are members of one of these coaching groups. All participants, 
invited through auditions, are experienced performers and have been successful in 
national or international competitions. Five of the participants were first-year 
members in the group, the other five had been members for 4–6 years. The privately 
funded groups bridge formal and non-formal education by constituting a network 
that operates without direct affiliation to institutions and hires nationally and 
internationally eminent instrumentalist-teachers. The groups aim at creating an 
inspiring and motivating environment for students to learn with professionals and 
peers.  

Our ethical stance was guided by Barrett and Stauffer (2012), that is, by recognizing 
the necessity of being responsible (aware of the effect of research on the participants), 
rigorous (self-critical and holistic), respectful (sensitively dialogical), and resilient (open 
and flexible). The participants and parents of those under 15years of age gave their 
informed consent to participate. To safeguard anonymity, we use gender neutral 
pseudonyms and an instrument and its derivates instead of the names of participants’ 
actual musical instruments. Before participant recruitment, the study was granted 
approval by the Ethical Committee of the University of the Arts Helsinki.  

Data production and analysis  
We asked the instrumentalists to write a free-form text on their relationship with 
music, how it has evolved and what kind of musicians they aspire to be, to describe 
how they learn to play their instrument, what hinders their learning, and what they 



find easy or difficult in playing—thus encompassing the key properties of the 
relationship with music described above (Table 1).  

We analyzed the texts in an abductive process through several inductive iterations. 
The data-driven approach was boosted in each stage by the ethnographic data 
(recorded in our research diaries), theoretical considerations, and negotiations 
between the researchers until mutual understanding and consensus were reached. 
The thick contextual and positional meanings of the data manifested in the numerous 
double, triple, and even quadruple codings of each segment. We report five themes 
according to the questions posed to the participants: (1) explicit narration of the relationship 
with music; (2) musicianship; (3) learning; (4) path to the present; and (5) future aspirations. Later, 
we connect these themes with factors that rose from the narrations. The factors—
environmental, social and identity factors, action and agency factors, and cognitive 
and emotional factors—contribute to the relationship with music across the themes.  

 

 

Results  
Our results support the view that relationship with music may be empirically found as 
an integrative perspective of the phenomena considered essential in music education 
research, such as agency, identity, or skill and talent development, as well as one that 



acknowledges social– environmental and embodied factors. Below, we demonstrate 
how the evidence of learners’ relationships with music entails, illuminates, and 
enriches the understanding about the aforementioned factors in musical engagement 
and music education in each theme.  

Explicit narration of relationship  
The participants have invested much in music and benefited greatly from it. The 
strong relationship with music is seen either as a close companionship or as an 
immersive relation. Music is taken as an entity to the point of embracing one’s whole 
life or becoming an object, or rather, a reified subject with which to engage in 
interaction, displayed in descriptions of music-historical figures as companions and 
role models. More than preference, companionship is about positioning oneself as a 
fellow agent and hence a matter of identity construction and an index of 
enculturation into Western art music. The strength becomes evident through the use 
of intensifiers and wordings, such as “wonderful” or “love” (see Elwyn, Table 2), and 
even spiritual references:  

Music is really important to me, because I really often think that if there were no music, then 
probably my life wouldn’t have a particular meaning. Music means really lot to me. It has 
become a really big part of my life. (Hillary 4:3)  

I quote Sibelius: “Music is like a mosaic, created by God.” For Bach, music was worship to 
God, as the letters SDG imply. I absolutely agree. (Sam 1:7)  

 



 
 

How music is acknowledged as a career choice or commitment varies notably 
between whole-hearted and unquestioned dedication, rational or even nonchalant 
acknowledgment, and critical rumination. Even when undergoing crises, the 
participants seem skilled in articulating and resolving the issues, one way or another:  

Through [the coaching group] this hobby has already turned into a slightly more important, a 
“job,” in fact. (Tam 2:3)  

About two years ago, I would’ve said my music and instrument is my whole life . . . [describes 
how their crisis ensued]. So, I can practise only for short periods of time, and no longer feel 
the pleasure of playing . . . . This has radically changed my relationship with [the instrument] 
and music. (Robin 9:1, 16, 17)  



Regardless of occasional crises, positive valence permeates music. The participants 
are vocal about the extra-musical values of music, also other than hedonistic, short-
term rewards. The communicative function of music is given occasional attention, 
reflections varying from outright enjoyment of being on stage to the appreciation of 
creativity in performance, and to problematizations of communicability:  

Music helps me if there’s a problem. It is somehow wonderful. . . . I also love to perform, 
because then many people can hear how talented I am. (Merle 3:1, 3–4)  

The listener will not experience the piece same way as I do anyway. The performer’s task is to 
create a “blank version” of the piece, because then each listener can create their unique 
images of the piece. (Tam 2:8)  

Through engagement, the participants learn or have learned the potential of music as 
a tool for self-exploration: many of them explicitly bring this up or describe music as a 
mysterious domain of inquiry and the musician as an inquirer into sound, emotions, 
and self, all contributing to the significance of music:  

Music is also fascinating; biologically negligible patterns of stimuli produce similar emotional 
responses in several people. (Bonnie 8:7)  

I cannot imagine my life without music. For me, music is a way to express emotions, and 
when I listen to music, I might understand something new about myself as well. (Jade 10:2–3)  

Musicianship  
More significant than age-related differences is the variety between the individuals. 
For instance, Bonnie does not talk about their musicianship explicitly at all, whereas 
Kim and Jade concisely connect musicianship with learnership, and Robin, Merle, 
Tam, and Sam richly elaborate their musicianship.  

The participants position themselves either as a musician specialized in their 
instrument, or as a musician who also improvises, conducts, plays another instrument, 
or composes. For some, this is natural, effortless, well-settled—even unquestioned—
whereas others may struggle between the roles or rethink their position as a musician 
at large:  

I thought of myself primarily as an instrumentalist, and maybe not so much as a 
human being. . . . What this currently unresolved hand problem of mine has opened 
to me, is a prospect of being much more than just a classical [instrumentalist]. (Robin 
9:17, 18)  

Recently, I’ve often bumped into a conflict . . . . One of my most significant teachers . 
. ., has often mentioned Daniel Barenboim in this context—it is possible to be two 
things at the same time. Might disagree a little: I can’t name anyone else, besides 
Barenboim, who would be equally accomplished in both fields. (Sam 1:40)  

Some participants link musicianship to music ontology and communication, 
differentiating the affective role of listener from that of performer. According to Tam, 
music is “experiencing and feeling, and it does not need to involve any kind of 



understanding” (2:9) and a “way to mediate different emotions and moods” (2:7), and 
the performer cannot assume a listener’s experience to be similar. Sam concurs, and 
for them, the detachment from the responsibility to produce a certain interpretation 
also gives more enjoyable freedom for expression in creative performance situations:  

I try not to decide all possible details in the practice booth, so that on stage, I get a 
greater liberty to do how I exactly then feel like. . . . there is always something new 
one can invent and do something little differently each time. However, my musicing 
does not interest anyone in the audience that much, that I could not do whatever I 
want. (Sam 1:36–37)  

The issue of quality is seldom if ever brought up. It appears the participants take high 
standards as granted—not as an externally imposed criterion but as an internal (or 
internalized) principle, moral, or ideal. That being said, the narration of musicianship 
repeatedly brings forth how important the meanings and enjoyment of music are for 
the adolescents. The experience of musicianship is personal, holistic, empathetic, 
emotional, and embodied—but this does not exclude being analytical.  

Learnership  
The participants’ willingness or ability to reflect on their own learning varies greatly, 
even regardless of age. Motivation comes across as strongly established and 
multifaceted even among the youngest, and covers key elements: the satisfaction of 
personal needs, identity formation with self-efficacy, effective approaches to learning, 
and supportive environment. Extrinsic motivation manifests more rarely although not 
without importance. Performance motivation manifests in challenging oneself with 
difficult pieces, in small self-imposed rewards, and in importance of encouragement 
and critical analyses of expectations set by others. Few take the initiative to describe 
their life outside music. Regarding self-efficacy, the participants seem earnest and 
realistic when expressing their strengths and weaknesses. Even the youngest have trust 
in their own capabilities and ability to reflect their own competence:  

When I was younger, big and difficult pieces provided much motivation. (Kim 7:8)  

Remembering [the score] is a strength of mine, meaning I manage to memorize the piece 
quickly, usually. By contrast, developing the motor skills and the musical finalizing takes time, 
because they are matters of muscular memory and developing own ideas. (Tam 2:18–19)  

The specific expressions concerning what is easy and difficult illuminate set, 
internalized mastery goals. The narratives show internalized acceptance of how one 
works for the quality, and how the grinding and finalizing require motivation. 
Learning has become “an experience of identity” (Wenger, 1998, p. 215). Hence, 
there is no need to express the obvious premises of excellence:  

Personally, I relate to music and practising with certain ease, so it won’t become too serious or 
laboured. (Tam 2:4)  

Learning is largely attributed to the hard, well-regulated work of practising, and less 
to natural abilities, or challenges in learning beyond their control. Half of the 



participants, regardless of age, show strong agency in how they narrate their learning, 
usually without mentioning teachers, parents, or peers. Meanwhile, some seem to be 
quite unaware of their ways of learning. More than the older, the youngest attribute 
their learning partly to extraneous factors, such as convenience or disturbances in 
rehearsing facilities, or to support. Regarding natural abilities, the lay concept of 
“musicality” as genetically inherited makes a few appearances, but largely learning is 
seen as driven by socio-culturally supported practising (see Paths below):  

What helps my learning is that . . . right after school I get to go to the . . . parish house 
because our house is 10 kilometres from the school. (Elwyn 5:9)  

My learning is hampered by tiredness and lack of time. (Jade 10:9)  

The musicality of family members or close relatives hasn’t affected that much, either. . . . 
However, I have heard that my great-grandfather would have been able to play an old folk 
instrument . . . . Maybe this has been latent musicality, which just happened to skip a few 
generations. (Tam 2:16)  

Practising is a self-evident part of the lives of the participants. Even the youngest show 
well-internalized motivation to practising routine and describe their practising with 
concepts used by professionals, showing a degree of socialization into the profession. 
Some older participants articulate more methodical, self-reflective approaches. Only 
Sam and Robin, for different reasons, question the practising routine, indicating 
conflicts in musical identity: Sam negotiating between career choice options; Robin 
undergoing the health-related crisis and its impact on their musical career. Sam (1:34) 
deliberates on time and effort allotted to practising, efficiency, and motivation: if 
diligent “rubbing . . . doesn’t make you tick” any more, even at this stage motivation 
redirects toward ways of learning that take less toll, like “just by playing the piece 
through,” or other activities:  

I learn to play by listening to the piece and reading the notation and by practising slowly and 
articulating, raising the tempo as I practise. (Bonnie 8:8)  

At times, my learning is helped by certain practising methods, but usually I just play the piece 
through and then use time to examine the piece and to practise the difficult parts. I feel the 
practising methods help with memory while repetition helps my muscle memory. I don’t have 
any special gimmicks that would get the piece done with less practising. On the other hand, 
practising too much may obstruct learning, especially if practising is just [handling the 
instrument] with no objectives. (Tam 2:20–24)  

Futures  
The question of career choices entails both committing to music or other career 
options, and the professional profile within the career choice. For most, a profession 
in music seems certain. Especially for the younger ones, and some of the older, the 
future job description seems clear: a charismatic concert instrumentalist, building a 
career through competitions. While all participants perceive and acknowledge the 
investments made and their mastery of the instrument, many find a profile of a 
versatile musician attractive compared with that of a specialized musician, and at 
least two are likely to pursue a career in music beyond performing on the instrument, 



such as in teaching and composing. However, some aspirations of non-professional 
engagement with music may have been left untold here. As a counter-narrative, 
Bonnie (see Table 2) aspires to hold on to music, but not professionally:  

I want to be a musician with a strong personality. I am interested in a concert career. (Kim 
7:12)  

I would like to be a musician, who plays different kind of pieces and bravely takes up new 
challenges. (Elwyn 5:10)  

Paths  
The development of relationships with music and its support are of particular interest. 
All participants were absorbed in playing the instrument before school age, many at 
the age of 4 years. Most report their own initiative and will; some are unable to 
recollect the early start, let alone having expressed initiative:  

I learned the basics of playing so young that I don’t remember pretty much anything. (Merle 
3:15)  

I grew [up] amidst opera, and by [the instrument], but didn’t realize my passion for music 
until I turned eight. I’m grateful that I wasn’t forced into music school before this . . . but I got 
to make my own decision of applying. (Sam 1:19)  

Due to challenges recalling early experiences, the interest may sometimes be 
perceived as “given” rather than “taken.” Regardless, success in early engagement 
seems evident, whether provided, for example, by fascination with the sound of the 
instrument, adoption of family traditions, optimal learning tasks, or context-specific 
peak experiences in early learning. The significance of early success is highlighted in 
the reports of flow-induced diligence:  

From my mother’s side I’m already the fifth generation playing the instrument, and in our 
family, there are many pieces circulating in our family that everyone has played. (Luna 6:8)  

When I was in daycare, I played many hours every day at home. In kindergarten, I was home 
every Friday. I would then play the rudiment instrument book for about 5–6 hours a day. 
(Merle 3:12–13)  

Almost all narratives convey the significance of family support to engaging with 
music, spanning from Luna’s intergenerational heritage, to affectionate, supportive 
bonds with close siblings, in addition to the learning environments provided by the 
parents:  

My parents are not musicians, but my father’s mother is . . . . In my childhood, I spent a lot of 
time at my grandparents and got a strongly classical upbringing. My grandmom is practically 
allergic to anything but art music and she was able to effectively transmit this attitude to me as 
well. (Sam 1:17–18)  

My mother has completed [a grade level] and therefore she was able to teach the basics. (Tam 
2:16)  

Sooner or later, the role of the family gives way to rewarding teacher–student 
matches. While not all narration of teachers is positive, most participants tell of at 



least one teacher that has been extremely important for their development. Even 
Merle’s “accidental” beginning can be attributed to a keen-eyed music educator. For 
some, the multitude of teachers has been essential:  

They gave me a good musical foundation, but their teaching was somehow stiff, the fun 
disappeared. I played pieces that felt completely indifferent to me, and practising became 
really arduous . . . . Also, they didn’t teach me any kind of playing technique and that caused 
problems later on . . . . I also played very demanding pieces all the time. (Robin 9:8–9)  

Originally, I started playing by accident. When I was two years old and my big [sibling] three 
years, the idea was that only my [sibling] would go to a special kindergarten . . . . But the 
good-hearted instructor enrolled us both . . . . We tried many other instruments as well, but 
the instructor said it would absolutely be worthwhile for me to continue playing [the 
instrument]. (Merle 3:9–11)  

Music has become a great object of interest to me likely when . . . I got another . . . teacher . . . 
. My teacher told me everything about music in such a fascinating way and got me to read all 
the music books and to be simply very interested [in music]. (Elwyn 5:3–4)  

My relationship with music has chiefly come from having been influenced by different 
teachers. ♡ (Luna 6:7)  

Discussion  
In sum, the narratives of the participants, arrayed in Table 2, richly reflect the path 
dependency of significant life episodes or events, where one option, choice, or 
decision leads toward another while excluding some other options (e.g., Juuti & 
Littleton, 2010; Macnamara et al., 2014; McPherson et al., 2012). The narration of 
their relationship with music and its development covers environmental factors, social 
and identity factors, agency and action factors as well as cognitive factors, including 
emotional ones, thereby showing its appropriateness and usefulness in illustrating an 
integrative, holistic approach to the complex system of learning ecologies. The 
relationship with music development results not only in advanced musicians’ 
technical and practical skills, know-how, and well-being but involves a broader 
enculturation into the practices and values of, in our case, Western art music (e.g., 
those of quality and continuous learnership; Wagner, 2015).  

This development is characterized by positive experiences encompassing the holistic 
complexity of participants’ affectionately described, dedicated relationships with 
music. The syzygetic alignment covers the successful and engaging early start, rewarding 
peak experiences afforded in formal and informal contexts (Arau ́jo & Hein, 2019; 
Gabrielsson et al., 2016), continuous, significant support by family and teachers 
(albeit not all report this; only Jade tells of peer support). Furthermore, it covers 
learners’ growth into the self-propelling virtuous circle of motivation, agency, self-
efficacy, self-regulation, and autonomy in learning music (Evans & McPherson, 2015; 
Zhukov & Rowley, 2021). Regarding our research aims, it is important to notice that 
all these factors were included in the participants’ essays, without prompting for them.  



The thematized stories of our participants are primarily positive and permeated by 
success across the factors in the array of learning ecologies. Negative incidents or 
episodes (including hardships in well-being) are encountered. However, they can be, 
at least partly, overcome by the resilience provided by strong relationships with music 
and the availability of music as a tool for the self: all participants expressed their deep 
attachment to, even love of, music—as advanced by Bonneville-Roussy et al. (2011) 
and McPherson et al. (2012), in contrast to loving one’s instrument, proposed by 
Sternberg (2021). The participants experienced deep musical immersion or treated 
music as a personified companion with which to interact, or both.  

Still, in some cases, external motivation shown through the values of career 
achievement (predisposition to perform and succeed in competitions; Woody, 2021), 
may endure and even prevail (see McPherson et al., 2012). Also, physical injuries, 
identity dilemmas, bad performances, the fluctuation of self-efficacy, and other 
obstacles cannot always be avoided (Martin & Evans, 2022). For some 
instrumentalists, parental support seems to be irrelevant or unworthy of mentioning. 
This may partly be due to their extraordinarily early attainment of musical or learner 
independency and agency, and age, since dependence on parents typically diminishes 
in later adolescence (cf. McPherson et al., 2012, p. 187). One educated guess here 
would be, especially if parents are less musically oriented, that at later stages of 
adolescence participants fail to realize or remember the role of their parents or 
teachers. Although awareness and self-regulation of learning seem to vary (Miksza, 
Blackwell, & Roseth, 2018), the association of learning with hard work (e.g., 
practising rather than innate ability) is shared between the participants (Papageorgi et 
al., 2010).  

While being in the liminal space between serious hobby and career choice, all 
participants show “natural inclination toward assimilation, mastery, spontaneous 
interest, and exploration” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 70). The musical mindsets of the 
adolescent instrumentalists, therefore, approximate those of professionals, and may 
consequently predict occupational attainment in many ways (Lo ́pez-I ́n ̃iguez & 
Burnard, 2022; Schoon & Parsons, 2002), as also overtly stated in their narrations. 
Musical activities extraneous to performing on the instrument that our participants 
reported (improvising, conducting, composing, playing another instrument), 
underscore their enculturation into the Western art music culture and its values (e.g., 
Wagner, 2015). Meanwhile, through the observation data, we know that some 
participants are intensely interested in other diverse areas, such as sports, politics and 
social affairs, or musical theater and comedy. This combination suggests that the 
mastery-approach goal orientation, at least regarding other hobbies, may be 
transferable (see Belenky & Nokes-Malach, 2012). In consequence, we envisage—and 
indeed, as the research is ongoing, our more recent data already show—that the 
adolescent instrumentalists, in the near future, must make hard decisions to maintain 
balance in their time management and restructure their future aspirations and 
prospects. Approaching adulthood, the adolescents encounter the watershed question 



of whether to commit to pursuing music as a profession. Their narrations display 
varying degrees of acuteness and ripeness in negotiations of self-identity and 
professional or semi-professional profiles as musicians. The question of profiles entails, 
for example, the professional commitment, the question of niche specialization versus 
broader expertise, and the stance on audience and positioning of oneself as a 
communicational agent (Kondo, 2020; MacDonald, 2021).  

In terms of the trustworthiness and limitations of the narrative data, what our 
participants have told us reflects the way they wish to be seen. They have been willing 
to express their views intelligibly and cleverly—and certainly with as much eagerness 
and consideration that could be expected of them by researchers with backgrounds in 
music performance, about which the participants know. Pre-adolescents can form a 
subjective perspective on events, which reflects and facilitates their evolving self-
concept (Reese et al., 2010), while insight into the meaning of life events for one’s 
identity is first demonstrated in early adolescence (Habermas & de Silveira, 2008; 
McLean et al., 2010). This was evident among the participants. Their ability to reflect 
and verbalize their relationships with music and their instrument was surprisingly 
fluent. However, the data portray the varying abilities of reaching, reflecting upon, 
and verbalizing the largely nonverbal activities and experiences inherent in music: the 
conception of musicianship may be tacit, or richly depicted—and there may be great 
variety in this, particularly in what might be left untold. The participants may have 
expressed their views in socially desirable ways, including both self-deception and 
other-deception (impression management; Nederhof, 1985). Nevertheless—and, 
indeed, therefore—we read their stories as “multivocal, voicing experience in the 
varied ways in which he [she] has learned how to tell and not to tell his [her] life, 
which are reflexively related to the unfolding life he [she] describes” (Gubrium & 
Holstein, 2008, p. 255).  

The question remains as to what may have been masked due to participants not 
wanting or being unable to reveal to us. They told us about their crises and difficulties 
in learning but little about negative competition with fellow instrumentalists, or any 
possible disagreements or conflicts with their teachers, musical or other, for instance. 
Furthermore, although from the ethnographic data we know that the participants are 
active in other kinds of musicking as well as pursuing other, different engagements—
some even with considerable effort and skill—these matters were not mentioned in 
their essays, presumably not only because of the assignment setting but also because 
of impression management. Instead, they concentrated on their relationship with 
music in connection with their position as Western art music instrumentalists. 
Furthermore, they mostly attributed their learning and success to themselves and less 
so to their teachers or their innate talent—although here partly interpreted from the 
fact they did not write much about their teachers. Evidenced by the observations, the 
participants showed solidarity, support, and good companionship with each other, 
were extremely polite and “proper” in their interactions with their (especially foreign 
guest) teachers, even if they quite obviously seemed to oppose against some of their 



musical-aesthetical opinions or practices and criticized them among themselves. 
Indeed, this suggests tight enculturation into the Western art music master–
apprentice model (e.g., Gamble, 2001; Upitis et al., 2017) and may even challenge the 
Nordic values of educational equality, learner-centredness, and customary 
informality. The dependence on teachers’ tuition, goodwill, and potential later 
support (maybe as an evaluator in a competition jury) makes students, such as our 
participants, vulnerable and subject to unequal power relations with and by their 
influential teachers (Wagner, 2015). There remains a need to analyze these and other 
discrepancies between participants’ narratives and our live observations.  

Conclusion  
Recent studies have indicated a need to pay closer attention in pedagogical practice 
to self-regulation in learning of music (Miksza, McPherson, et al., 2018; Nielsen, 
2001; Osborne et al., 2021). Through the empirical evidence of learners’ own 
viewpoints on their understanding of the role of music in their lives, our study 
underlines that relationship with music can effectively be used as a research approach 
to reach an integrated understanding of the complex system of learning ecologies. 
Through the gateway of the relationship with music, we can understand self-
regulated, teacher-scaffolded learning and development that also encompasses 
perspectives on socio-environmental aspects, agency, identity, motivation, and 
sentiment, as well as the holistic well-being of exceptionally motivated and developed 
adolescent musicians (e.g., confronting hand problems, declining self-efficacy, harmful 
competition). Due attention to the relationship with music benefits all those (meeting 
challenges in) orienting toward a professional career and those who are not. This is 
supported by our narrative snapshot of our participating group of advanced 
adolescent instrumentalists at the watershed of professional orientation.  

Further studies of individual trajectories of development, and their commonalities and 
differences ought to shed more light on the interconnectedness of factors and themes 
(see Table 2). This may serve a better systemic understanding that involves the 
cognitive, emotional, motivational, and experiential aspects of individuals engaged in 
musicking at this level of expertise in their sociocultural contexts and embodied 
environments. As a holistic approach, the relationship with music reaches beyond the 
Bronfenbrennerian views of micro-, meso-, macro-, and exo-systems (Gaunt & 
Hallam, 2018), or the notion of learning environments (Papageorgi et al., 2010). 
Exactly how relationship with music ought to be an explicit part of instrument 
pedagogy remains to be seen (see Bjo ̈rk, 2016). Should students be guided to explicitly 
reflect and learn to direct their relationship with music, including the ontological 
questions of music? And, if so, how and at which point of the approaching watershed 
moment between a professional career and non-professional orientation?  

Our research suggests that explicit study of students’ relationship with music can serve 
as a welcome avenue to understanding the student’s perspective, an avenue that 
might build bridges between specialized research and the immediacy of pedagogical 



practice. Focusing on the relationship with music turns the pedagogical light onto 
teachers’ and students’ awareness and reflects key matters in the productive and 
transformative power of music such as music ontology and signification, learnership, 
and paths to, profiles of, and aspiration to (or perchance away from) musicianship. As 
a strategy, it respects the holistic interconnectedness of the multiplex affordances in 
the young musical lives amidst their emerging adulthood. If the development of 
relationships with music—with its best implications of harnessing the inner power of 
music—is the fundamental goal in music education, and if studying relationship with 
music (and the entailed self-reflexivity) offers a rewarding, holistic approach to the 
complex system of learning ecologies, why not study it directly?  
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