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If a teacher believes everyone is musical, do their students come to adopt this belief and
view themselves as musical? Prevalent among many Western cultures is the belief in musical
ability as an innate talent or “gift,” which can have negative effects for those who feel they are
not musically talented—often as a result of perceived judgement from a music teacher. However,
this belief is not universal, as evidenced by ethnomusicological studies of cultures that instead
believe in universal musicality—that all people can become competent music makers. The
current study aimed to explore ability beliefs and self-perceptions among elementary students
whose teacher holds a belief in universal musicality rather than innate, selective talent.
Review of Literature
Students’ beliefs about abilities—including their own—have long been considered an
important topic related to academic motivation, and numerous theories of motivation incorporate
some aspect of ability beliefs and/or self-perceptions (Austin, Renwick, & McPherson, 2006).
Existing research in the field of music education indicates that students’ musical ability beliefs
and self-perceptions are positively correlated with their interest and/or participation in music
(Austin, 1990; Austin & Vispoel, 2000; Eccles, Wigfield, Harold, & Blumenfeld, 1993; Wigfield
et al., 1997). Unfortunately, children’s musical self-concepts tend to become more negative as
they get older (Eccles et al., 1993; McPherson & O’Neill, 2010; Shouldice, 2014; Simpkins,
Vest, Dawes, & Neuman, 2010; Wigfield et al., 1997; Wigfield & Harold, 1992).
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One specific belief that may affect a student’s musical self-concept is that of musical
ability as a “natural talent” or “gift” (Howe, Davidson, & Sloboda, 1998). A participant in a
study by Abril (2007) described this belief, saying, “the ability to make music is something that
comes to you when you are really young … you just have it or you don’t” (p. 8). This conception
of innate and selective musical talent—present at birth among some but not others—is prevalent
among the general population in many Western cultures and tends to strengthen with age (Abril,
2007; Asmus, 1986; Austin & Vispoel, 1998; Davis, 1994; Evans, Bickel, & Pendarvis, 2000;
Hallam & Prince, 2003; Hallam & Shaw, 2002; Howe & Sloboda, 1991; Legette, 1998; Randles,
2011; Ruddock & Leong, 2005; Shouldice, 2014; Wayman, 2004).
A belief in innate, selective musical talent can have profound effects on a person’s
musical self-concept, particularly for those who believe they are not talented. Several researchers
have documented the negative effects of talent beliefs among such individuals (Abril, 2007;
Burnard, 2003; Elmgren, 2019; Ruddock, 2012; Ruddock & Leong, 2005; Whidden, 2010).
Judgements from family members and/or teachers can be powerful influences on one’s ability
self-perceptions, and participants in numerous studies have recalled experiences in which a
music teacher communicated to them that they were not musical (Abril, 2007; Burnard, 2003;
Elmgren, 2019; Ruddock, 2012; Ruddock & Leong, 2005; Swain & Bodkin-Allen, 2014; Welch,
2005; Whidden, 2010). Sometimes these judgements were expressed explicitly, such as a music
teacher telling a student they were tone-deaf or asking them not to sing, but just as often
judgements were implicit, such as a music teacher not choosing a student for singing
opportunities or denying them entry into an ensemble. Whether the judgement was implicit or
explicit, the end result was the same: these persons’ musical self-concepts were destroyed, and
they chose to cease music-making for the rest of their lives.
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Teacher beliefs—including beliefs about students’ abilities to learn—have been an
important focus of study in the field of education because they have an inevitable impact on
teachers’ actions in the classroom and on the learning experiences of their students (Fives &
Buehl, 2012; Raths, 2001; Thompson, 2007; Vartuli, 2005). This is particularly true during the
early school years, which “are an important formative period when children’s beliefs about their
intellectual abilities are based on academic expectations and ability evaluations conveyed by
their teachers” (Vartuli, 2005, p. 77). Many music teachers believe that musical ability requires
innate talent and attribute a student’s musical success or failure to the presence or absence of
talent (Biasutti, 2010; Brändström, 1999; Clelland, 2006; Elmgren, 2019; Evans et al., 2000;
Hewitt, 2006; Jaap & Patrick, 2015; Legette, 2002, 2012; Shouldice, 2009; Thompson, 2000).
For example, one music teacher in Shouldice’s (2009) study expressed the belief that “some
people can’t be … ‘a musician’ because they might not have that talent” (p. 133), while another
stated, “To be truly musical I think is a gift” (p. 148). Since many music teachers believe in the
concept of innate, selective musical talent, it is likely they convey this belief to students through
their words and actions in the classroom.
While the conception of musical ability as an innate and selective talent is common
among many Western cultures, ethnomusicologists have studied numerous cultures in which this
belief does not exist (Blacking, 1967; Feld, 1984; Koops, 2010; Mapana, 2011; Marshall, 1982;
Messenger, 1958; Russell, 1997; Turino, 1989). In these cultures, there is a belief in universal
human musicality. All human beings are considered to be musical and capable of becoming
competent music makers, and children are brought up to do so through the process of
enculturation, in which adults guide and encourage all children to become active participants in
the musical culture.
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Given the contrast between the negative effects of innate talent beliefs in many Western
cultures and the positive effects of universal human musicality in other cultures, I wondered how
the belief in universal human musicality might manifest in a teacher’s classroom. To explore
this, I conducted an ethnographic case study (Shouldice, 2019) of Deena Ridge (pseudonym),
one elementary music teacher in the Midwestern U.S. who believes that all students have musical
potential, in order to investigate the ways in which this belief related to her actions in the
classroom and interactions with students. I discovered that Deena emphasized the importance of
practice and effort, normalized the varying speeds at which students learn, established a safe and
supportive learning environment, communicated a persistent belief that each student can and will
succeed, and worked to help students develop musical independence and “feel like musicians” so
that they would feel empowered and motivated to make music.
Although Deena made it a priority to help students develop positive musical ability selfperceptions, it is not clear the extent to which this was actually achieved in her students since I
did not examine their experiences or beliefs. If previous research findings suggest the belief in
innate talent can be damaging to a student’s musical self-concept, might a teacher’s belief in
universal musicality transfer to their students and result in more positive ability self-perceptions?
Therefore, the purpose of the current study was to explore the musical ability beliefs and selfperceptions among eight of Deena’s fourth-grade students. Specific guiding questions included
the following:
1. What is the nature of these students’ beliefs about musical ability?
2. What is the nature of these students’ musical ability self-perceptions?
3. What relationships exist between students’ musical ability beliefs, musical selfconcepts, and/or their experiences both inside and outside of school music class?

5
References
Abril, C. R. (2007). I have a voice but I just can’t sing: A narrative investigation of singing and
social anxiety. Music Education Research, 9(1), 1–15.
Asmus, E. P. (1986). Student beliefs about the causes of success and failure in music: A study of
achievement motivation. Journal of Research in Music Education, 34(4), 262–278.
Austin, J. R. (1990). The relationship of music self-esteem to degree of participation in school
and out-of-school music activities among upper-elementary students. Contributions to
Music Education, 17, 20–31.
Austin, J. R., & Vispoel, W. P. (1998). How American adolescents interpret success and failure
in classroom music: Relationships among attributional beliefs, self-concept and
achievement. Psychology of Music, 26(1), 26–45.
Austin, J. R., & Vispoel, W. P. (2000). Children’s ability self-perceptions and interests: Grade
level, gender, and race differences for music, reading and math. In R. G. Craven & H. W.
Marsh (Eds.), Self-concept theory, research & practice: Advances for the new
millennium : proceedings of the inaugural international conference, University of
Western Sydney, Sydney, Australia, 5-6 October 2000. (pp. 133–142). Sydney, Australia:
University of Western Sydney.
Austin, J., Renwick, J., & McPherson, G. E. (2006). Developing Motivation. In G. E. McPherson
(Ed.), The child as musician: A handbook of musical development (pp. 213–238). New
York, NY: Oxford University Press.
Biasutti, M. (2010). Investigating trainee music teachers’ beliefs on musical abilities and
learning: a qualitative study. Music Education Research, 12(1), 47–69.
Blacking, J. (1967). Venda children’s songs. Johannesburg: Witwatersrand University Press.

6
Brändström, S. (1999). Music teachers’ everyday conceptions of musicality. Bulletin of the
Council for Research in Music Education, 141, 21–25.
Burnard, P. (2003). “How musical are you?”- Examining the discourse of derision in music
education. In S. Leong (Ed.), Musicianship in the 21st century: Issues, trends &
possibilities (pp. 28–38). Sydney, Australia: Australian Music Centre.
Clelland, P. (2006). Defining ability. Music Teacher, 85(4), 37+39.
Davis, M. (1994). Folk music psychology. The Psychologist, 7, 537.
Eccles, J., Wigfield, A., Harold, R. D., & Blumenfeld, P. (1993). Age and gender differences in
children’s self- and task perceptions during elementary school. Child Development,
64(3), 830–847.
Elmgren, H. (2019). Merit-based exclusion in Finnish music schools. International Journal of
Music Education. https://doi.org/10.1177/0255761419843990
Evans, R. J., Bickel, R., & Pendarvis, E. D. (2000). Musical talent: Innate or acquired?
Perceptions of students, parents, and teachers. Gifted Child Quarterly, 44(2), 80–90.
Feld, S. (1984). Sound structure as social structure. Ethnomusicology, 28(3), 383–409.
Fives, H., & Buehl, M. M. (2012). Spring cleaning for the “messy” construct of teachers’ beliefs:
What are they? Which have been examined? What can they tell us? In K. R. Harris, S.
Graham, & T. Urdan (Eds.), APA educational psychology handbook: Vol. 2 individual
differences and cultural and contextual factors (pp. 471–499). Washington, D.C.:
American Psychological Association.
Hallam, S., & Prince, V. (2003). Conceptions of musical ability. Research Studies in Music
Education, 20(1), 2–22.

7
Hallam, S., & Shaw, J. (2002). Construction of musical ability. Bulletin of the Council for
Research in Music Education, 153/154, 102–108.
Hewitt, A. (2006). A Q study of music teachers’ attitudes towards the significance of individual
differences for teaching and learning music. Psychology of Music, 34(1), 63–80.
Howe, M. J. A., & Sloboda, J. A. (1991). Young musicians’ accounts of significant influences in
their early lives: The family and the musical background. British Journal of Music
Education, 8, 39–52.
Howe, Michael J. A., Davidson, J. W., & Sloboda, J. A. (1998). Innate talents: Reality or myth?
Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 21, 399–442.
Jaap, A., & Patrick, F. (2015). Teachers’ concepts of musical talent and nurturing musical
ability: Music learning as exclusive or as opportunity for all? Music Education Research,
17(3), 262–277.
Koops, L. H. (2010). “Denuy jangal seen bopp” (They teach themselves): Children’s music
learning in The Gambia. Journal of Research in Music Education, 58(1), 20–36.
Legette, R. M. (1998). Causal beliefs of public school students about success and failure in
music. Journal of Research in Music Education, 46(1), 102–111.
Legette, R. M. (2002). Pre-service teachers’ beliefs about the causes of success and failure in
music. Update: Applications of Research in Music Education, 21(1), 22–28.
Legette, R. M. (2012). In-service teacher beliefs about the causes of success and failure in music.
Bulletin of the Council for Research in Music Education, 192, 75–81.
Mapana, K. (2011). The musical enculturation and education of Wagogo children. British
Journal of Music Education, 28(3), 339–351.

8
Marshall, C. (1982). Towards a comparative aesthetic of music. In R. Falck & T. Rice (Eds.),
Cross cultural perspectives in music (pp. 162–173). Toronto, Canada: University of
Toronto Press.
McPherson, G. E., & O’Neill, S. A. (2010). Students’ movitation to study music as compared to
other school subjects: A comparison of eight countries. Research Studies in Music
Education, 32(2), 101–137.
Messenger, J. (1958). Esthetic talent. Basic College Quarterly, 4, 20–24.
Randles, C. (2011). “What is a good musician?”: An analysis of student beliefs. Arts Education
Policy Review, 112(1), 1–8.
Raths, J. (2001). Teachers’ beliefs and teaching beliefs. Early Childhood Research & Practice,
3(1).
Ruddock, E. (2012). “Sort of in your blood”: Inherent musicality survives cultural judgement.
Research Studies in Music Education, 34(2), 207–221.
Ruddock, E., & Leong, S. (2005). “I am unmusical!”: The verdict of self-judgement.
International Journal of Music Education, 23, 9–22.
Russell, J. (1997). A “place” for every voice: The role of culture in the development of singing
expertise. Journal of Aesthetic Education, 31(4), 95–109.
Shouldice, H. N. (2009). A mixed methods investigation of K-12 music teacher beliefs and their
relationship to teaching practice (Unpublished master’s thesis). University of Michigan.
Shouldice, H. N. (2014). Elementary students’ definitions and self-perceptions of being a “good
musician.” Music Education Research, 16(3), 330–345.
https://doi.org/10.1080/14613808.2014.909396

9
Shouldice, H. N. (2019). “Everybody has something”: One teacher’s beliefs about musical ability
and their connection to teaching practice and classroom culture. Research Studies in
Music Education, 41(2), 189–205.
Simpkins, S. D., Vest, A. E., Dawes, N. P., & Neuman, K. I. (2010). Dynamic relations between
parents’ behaviors and children’s motivational beliefs in sports and music. Parenting:
Science and Practice, 10(2), 97–118.
Swain, N., & Bodkin-Allen, S. (2014). Can’t sing? Won’t sing? Aotearoa/New Zealand “tonedeaf” early childhood teachers’ musical beliefs. British Journal of Music Education,
31(3), 245–263.
Thompson, L. K. (2000). Freshmen music education majors’ preconceived beliefs about the
people and processes involved in teaching (Doctoral dissertation). University of Arizona.
Thompson, Linda K. (2007). Considering beliefs in learning to teach music. Music Educators
Journal, 93(3), 30–35.
Turino, T. (1989). The coherence of social style and musical creation among the Aymara in
Southern Peru. Ethnomusicology, 33(1), 1–30.
Vartuli, S. (2005). Beliefs: The heart of teaching. Young Children, 60(5), 76–86.
Wayman, V. E. (2004). An exploratory investigation of three middle school general music
students’ beliefs about music education. Bulletin of the Council for Research in Music
Education, 160, 26–37.
Welch, G. F. (2005). We are musical. International Journal of Music Education, 23(2), 117–120.
Whidden, C. (2010). Hearing the voice of non-singers: Culture, context, and connection. In
Linda K. Thompson & M. R. Campbell (Eds.), Issues of identity in music education:
narratives and practices (pp. 83–107). Charlotte, NC: Information Age Publishing.

10
Wigfield, A., Eccles, J. S., Yoon, K. S., Harold, R. D., Arbreton, A. J. A., Freedman-Doan, C., &
Blumenfeld, P. (1997). Change in children’s competence beliefs and subjective task
values across the elementary years: A 3-year study. Journal of Educational Psychology,
89(3), 451–469.
Wigfield, A., & Harold, R. D. (1992). Teacher beliefs and children’s achievement selfperceptions: A developmental perspective. In D. H. Schunk & J. L. Meece (Eds.), Student
perceptions in the classroom (pp. 95–122). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates,
Inc.

