
W h a t Does It M e an  To  Be A  M usician?
One afternoon, a radio host commented that one should 

become a musician only if there is absolutely no other 
option of career to follow, and musicians only become 
musicians because they simply could not do anything else. 
While shocking at first, he went on to clarify that becoming 
a musician is the single hardest thing one could do with 
their life, and unless they are fully committed, almost any 
other career would be easier. To be a musician requires
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vulnerability to publicly express one’s deepest thoughts 
and feelings, ingenuity in marketing oneself, and a great 
deal of obsessive practice to build up pure skill. In my own 
experience, my licentiate diploma was the hardest thing I 
have done in my entire life. Truly, I cannot image a per
formance-based career because of the exhaustive, intensive 
nature it takes to become a solo classical pianist. But if per
formance does not come as naturally to me as writing about 
music or teaching music, am I still a musician? Is being a 
musician something necessarily tied to your career choice? 
This article will begin to answer the question of what it 
means to be a musician who struggles with their own musi
cal identity, and how children shape their musical selves.

I have been playing the piano since I was about 3 years 
old. I was a rather elderly child: while most kids’ favorite 
tunes at that age are “Wheels on the Bus” or “London 
Bridge,” mine was “Memory” from the Broadway musical 
Cats. I fondly recall many car trips in the front seat of the 
minivan air-conducting Vivaldi’s Quattro Stagioni along
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with maestro Nigel Kennedy. I cannot 
remember exactly when I began piano 
lessons since my mother was a piano 
teacher. We often sat side-by-side on 
the bench, but at some point, we start
ed learning from the colorfully illus
trated Bastien Primer series. Perhaps 
I was called a piano student who was 
“trying” or “learning” how to play the 
piano, but no one during these early 
years had ever called me a bona fide 
musician. It was not until I was in 
my early 20s, during the final week 
in my final year of lessons, that I felt 
like a something of a musician. After 
I had flawlessly and heartfully played 
Chopin’s exquisite Berceuse, my piano 
teacher looked at me with a small 
smile, and her eyes read, “There. Now 
I have taught you to play the piano.” 
That was perhaps the single time I 
have ever felt like a worthy musician. 
Despite being part of the first family 
in history to have three consecutive 
generations of ARCT diploma recip
ients from the Royal Conservatory of 
Music, being a musician had never 
really been a consideration until 
recently. During a conversation in a 
doctoral seminar, I was surprised to 
learn that everyone that classroom 
considered me a musician, except 
myself.

In my personal struggle to define 
what it meant to be a musician— and 
if I was in fact a musician— I decided 
to embrace this struggle as research. I 
asked my piano students two import
ant questions: What does it mean to be 
a musician? Are you a musician (why 
or why not?). I emphasized that there 
were no right or wrong answers— that 
even I did not know what the answer 
to these questions were— and I was 
simply interested to learn what they 
thought. After taking these questions 
home to consider and returning to 
their piano lesson the following week 
with handwritten responses, they were 
clear that musicians are developed, 
that anyone can be a musician, and 
that they were already musicians.
These 12 students between ages 7 and

14 had been playing the piano for at 
least one academic year. Because of the 
deep, reflective nature of these ques
tions, two responses gleaned a wealth 
of information.

Children's Conceptions O f 
Musical Identity

Research demonstrates that by age 
5 to 7 years, children have developed 
an ability to understand and articulate 
their present identities, values and 
abilities.1 Upon students’ reflection 
of my questions, it was surprising to 
find that very young students had 
already constructed a clear image of 
their musical selves. Lillian, age 7, 
explained that being a musician means 
“you make music,” and she considered 
herself a musician because she plays 
the piano. Similarly, 8-year-old Lauryn 
looked at me as if this was the most 
obvious question I had ever asked and 
plainly said, “Well, musicians make 
music.” Carter, who is also age 7, 
explained that a musician is “a creative 
person that makes a piece of music.” 
The children’s frequent use of the 
verb “to make” speaks to a generative, 
creative process, and author David 
Elliott describes this as “musicing,” 
where children do not make music as 
an end-goal product, but rather as an 
active experience.2 Expanding on this,
14-year-old Kate explained that “to be 
a musician is to create and play music 
while having fun. Singers can also be 
musicians. However, if they are not 
truly passionate about music and what 
they are doing, they are not considered 
a true musician.” The children’s replies 
captured the essence of what I believe 
it means to be a musician: to play 
music for the love of playing music. 
Not one of my students’ answers used 
the words career, ability, achievement 
or talent. Instead, I heard language like 
practice, learn, passion and play.

Students acknowledged that musi
cians must approach music with 
passion, there is consistent effort 
and skill required for mastery, and a 
well-roundedness of listening, playing

and writing music were all required 
to become a musician. Ten-year-old 
Frederick expressed that being a musi
cian “means that you practice and 
play a instrument. Someone that is 
pasinate [passionate] about music.” 
When asked if he was a musician, he 
responded, “Yes, because I love and 
play the piano.” Sean, age 13, replied 
that “to be a musician is to be able 
to play a musical instrument. Also 
for somebody to be passionate about 
music. Also it is someone who likes to 
listen to music. I think that all of these 
qualities make up a ‘musician.’” It is 
also quite forward-thinking that musi
cians do not necessarily perform, but 
composers are considered musicians, 
as well as those who listen to, analyze 
or critique music. Nine-year-old Noah 
explained that “being a musician 
makes me think that you wright [write 
= compose music] and play but you 
don’t need both to be considered a 
musician.” This signifies that musi
cianship is made up of performance, 
theory, composition and musicology, 
but you do not need to master all of 
these disciplines— one is enough, with 
an appreciation for the others. It was 
notable that teaching music still did 
not appear in the students’ discussion 
of what it meant to be a musician.

Students clarified that you could not 
call yourself a musician by mashing 
around on an instrument: there had 
to be an element of intention and a 
clear goal of producing a beautiful 
sound. Nine-year-old Alfred expressed 
that being a musician “means to learn 
how to play an instrument properly.” 
The word “properly” was particularly 
interesting, and this student explained 
that technique is an important part of 
being a musician. In students’ opin
ions, musicians needed to play with an 
element of skill mixed with creativity. 
This seems to signify that there is a 
difference between noise and music: 
noise is disordered sound while music 
has thought, organization and mean
ing behind it. In other words, music 
is a form of deep communication.
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To reach that refined sound, many 
students mentioned that practice was 
necessary to reach a higher level of 
craftsmanship. While the students did 
not use the word “expertise,” there 
was a general acknowledgement that 
being a musician does take deliberate 
effort on a frequent basis. Louisa, age 
13, explained that musicians “play an 
instrument or sing and are really good 
at it. They practice lots and enjoy what 
they do.” Nine-year-old Christina 
explained that becoming a musician 
“means you learn how to play an 
instrument then you can play it very 
good.” The students’ frequent invoca
tion of the word ‘good’ speaks to 
quality rather than quantity and these 
fledgling musicians were “focused 
on achieving quality, on doing good 
work, which is the craftsman’s primor
dial mark of identity.”3 True musi
cians do not simply reproduce; they 
must bring themselves into the music, 
whether that is by writing an entirely 
new piece or putting their own per
sonality into an already existing piece. 
Violet, age 14, considered that being a 
musician is “to convey whatever emo
tion you’re feeling and turn it into an 
art.” They pinpointed that artistically 
personalizing your music is at the heart 
of becoming a musician, and the satis
faction of making music your own is 
its own reward.

The most interesting part was that 
none of my students considered mak
ing money as a prerequisite for being 
musician. Also, they distinctively did 
not specify that a certain threshold, 
exam grade, or skill level must be 
passed to call yourself a musician. 
Perhaps this is because they are too 
young to understand the necessities 
of paying bills and a mortgage, but I 
believe they have the right intention at 
heart. Being a musician is something 
you must feel passionate about. This 
returns to the opening anecdote where 
if one is to truly become a musician, 
the passion must be strong enough 
that you could dedicate your life’s 
work to this craft, no matter the risk 
or consequence. It seems these chil
dren are true “craftsmen because they

are dedicated to good work for its own 
sake.”4 It was interesting that students 
often used the word play but never 
perform. In other words, musicians 
could be those who play primarily 
for themselves, but not necessarily 
perform in recitals or competitions. 
While my students have all performed 
in recitals, exams, music festivals and 
competitions, it is revealing that they 
do not consider this an integral part of 
their musical identity. In fact, previous 
research demonstrates that competi
tion generally undermines the purity 
of intrinsic motivation. Researchers 
Edward Deci and colleagues have 
found that trying to win and overcome 
another competitor “is extrinsic in 
nature and tends to decrease people’s 
intrinsic motivation for the target 
activity. It appears that when people 
are instructed to compete at an activ
ity, they begin to see that activity as 
an instrument for winning rather than 
an activity which is mastery-oriented 
and rewarding in its own right.”5 It 
is deeply interesting that the children 
understand this sentiment and the 
intrinsic rewards of being a musician 
and playing music for themselves alone 
is more important than the extrinsic 
rewards of money or fame.

My students’ reflections seemed to 
say that being a musician is something 
developed and not inborn. This view 
challenges the widely held folklore 
belief that musicians are mysteriously 
talented people. Seven-year-old Jordan 
explained that “anyone who plays an 
instrument is a musician. They don’t 
need to play well or even know a lot 
of pieces they just need to be trying to 
play.” Natural aptitude or talent did 
not play a part in any of the students’ 
answers, but instead they acknow
ledged that effort over ability is what 
makes a musician. This aligns with 
Carol Dweck’s growth mindset which 
proposes that consistent effort leads to 
the perseverance needed to succeed, 
and that those with a growth mind
set perceive ability— and as a result 
success— as malleable. She writes that 
“those who believe their qualities can 
be developed tend to seek challenging

learning opportunities and show resil
ience in the face of setbacks—setbacks 
are not indictments of the self but, 
rather, are integral parts of learning.”6 
In other words, when students talked 
about the frequency of practicing, this 
implies returning to the instrument 
time and again to overcome challenges 
and resolve setbacks, which ultimately 
develops resiliency. Those with growth 
mindsets have “been shown to repre
sent a mastery orientation, which is a 
key strategy for developing self-con
cept.”7 This suggests a cyclical nature 
where students who view themselves as 
musicians have a stronger self-concept, 
a greater motivation to engage with 
music, and the more they master the 
piano, the stronger their identity as a 
musician becomes.

A Current & Future Musical 
Identity

At the 2017 Music Teachers 
National Association conference, leg
endary pianist Leon Fleischer taught 
the advanced piano master class. As 
he worked with an advanced pianist 
playing Ravel’s Gaspard de la Nuit, he 
instructed, “The instrument becomes 
an extension of yourself; it is a part 
of you.”8 It seems that this is another 
definition of being a musician: when 
the instrument and your body become 
inseparable and both are fueled by 
your mind. For this student, the piano 
was an extension of her body and 
was no less critical to her existence 
than fingerprints or heart valves. It 
was an embodied experience based on 
her current state of being. We must 
remember that instruments cannot 
play themselves— it takes a human 
energy and intention to make them 
sing. While pianists typically focus 
a lot on finger technique and hand 
gestures, which is the logical point 
of contact before sound is created, 
Fleisher challenged this idea by saying, 
“It doesn’t come from the hands— it 
comes from the head.” Similarly, 
Immanuel Kant once identified the 
hand as the window to the mind.9 
The point at which the hand and 
mind act in tandem, realizing those
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thoughts upon an instrument, which is 
viewed as a valuable limb of the body, 
is the point at which musicianship 
is reached. Craftsmen of this calibre 
are “now absorbed in something, no 
longer self-aware, even of our bodily 
self. We have become the thing on 
which we were working.”"1 If Fleischer 
and Kant had further developed their 
thoughts on the connection between 
the hand and the mind, I suspect they 
would have continued the lineage to 
the heart as well.

All of my students who considered 
what it meant to be a musician have 
begun to establish a musical identity 
because they consistently said that, 
yes, by their definitions, they were 
musicians. Although most children 
acknowledge that they are musical, 
this perception is malleable based on 
how they renegotiate their musical 
self throughout life. Researchers Paul 
Evans and Gary MacPherson have 
demonstrated that “successful music 
learners possess a strong long-term 
view of their abilities and profile as 
musicians.”11 The understanding of 
one’s own personal identity develops 
throughout the regular course of life 
through likes, dislikes, experiences 
of things one is good or not good at, 
and importantly, social environment. 
Identity is partly formed as the prod
uct of interactions within the family, 
school, peer groups, and other social 
circumstances in which children 
interact with others and learn about 
themselves.12 Not only the type of 
instrument but “the kinds of music a 
child plays and listens to contributes 
to the way the child sees themselves 
and the role of music in their social 
world.”13 However, as students begin 
lessons with an image of what it 
means to be a musician, the social 
context shapes their definition and 
their identity. If the term “musician” 
is only reserved for those who have 
passed some monumental threshold, 
what does this do to the mindset and 
motivation of students during that 
long journey toward mastering an 
instrument? I suggest that we must 
develop a broader conceptualization

of what it means to be a musician, so 
students might have a clearer image 
of themselves as musicians during the 
thousands of hours it will take to learn 
their instrument.

Conclusion And Implications
Although there is no agreed defin

ition of what being a musician means, 
research agrees the term must encom
pass more than the ability to dem
onstrate performance skills.lH While 
adults’ definitions typically involve 
musical skill level resulting in financial 
gain, children’s definitions of what 
it means to be a musician capture a 
sense of enchantment; to be the fullest 
expression of yourself. In other words, 
children are concerned with the affect 
while adults are concerned with the 
effect. The children interviewed in this 
brief study understood that becoming 
a musician is something that will have 
long-term meaning and relevancy in 
their lives, and this is significant for 
educators who must turn away from 
teaching toward the annual piano 
exam or music festival and instead 
toward a deeper level of identified, 
authentic experience. This research 
provides the rationale that children 
must be referred to as musicians as 
early as possible to craft this sense of 
identity and begins to redefine what 
it means to be a musician. Returning 
to the opening reflection then, after a 
lifetime of playing the piano, have I 
become a musician? Perhaps the answer 
to becoming a musician is not when 
you reach a certain level or earn a living 
from the act, but rather when one uses 
that term to describe themselves.
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