
 

ISSN 1691-2721 

eISSN 2501-0158 

 

 

Daugavpils University 

PROBLEMS  

IN MUSIC  

PEDAGOGY 
 

Volume 21(2)•2022 



 

  

  



Problems in Music Pedagogy, Vol. 21(2), 2022 

3 

PROBLEMS IN MUSIC PEDAGOGY 

VOLUME 21(2), 2022 

CONTENTS 
 
 
AUDITORY ANALYSIS AS A METHOD OF DIAGNOSING TIMBRAL  
HEARING OF FUTURE PROFESSIONAL MUSICIANS 

Galina ZAVADSKA & Jelena DAVIDOVA 5 
 
 
PSYCHOLOGY OF MASTERING STRUCTURAL COMBINATORICS IN  
THE ART OF MUSICAL IMPROVISATION 

Jurijs SPIGINS 17 
 
 
STUDENTS' SELF-EVALUATION OF MASTERING PIANO PLAYING DURING  
A DISTANCE-LERNING PROCESS IN THE CONTEXT OF THE AXIOLOGICAL 
APPROACH 

Larisa MAĻKOVA 25 
 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW ABOUT THE LEARNING ENGAGEMENT IN  
PRESCHOOL AND PRIMARY SCHOOL MUSIC EDUCATION 

Heddi REINSALU, Inge TIMOŠTŠUK & Inkeri RUOKONEN 35 
 
 
ELEMENTARY INSTRUCTION CLASSROOM TEACHER STUDENTS'  
EXPERIENCES OF ART AND SKILL SUBJECTS AT SCHOOL AND IN  
TEACHER EDUCATION 

Minna MÄKINEN & Antti JUVONEN 71 
 

  



 

4 

 



Problems in Music Pedagogy, Vol. 21(2), 2022, 5–15 

ISSN 1691-2721            еISSN 2501-0158          http://pmp.du.lv 5 
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HEARING OF FUTURE PROFESSIONAL MUSICIANS 
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Abstract 

The potential of the diversity of specific timbre inclusions in the music of the 20th and 21st 
centuries is used quite differently: this factor determines a special place of work forms 
for the development of timbral hearing at sol-fa lessons, namely, that of the auditory 
analysis. In this research, the authors have developed diagnostic music assignments for 
identifying the level of future professional musicians’ timbral hearing on the basis of the 
auditory analysis.  
During case study authors elaborated and piloted levels, indicators of development and 
diagnostic assignments for identifying the level of timbral hearing on the basis of 
different types of auditory analysis during the sol-fa lessons in a secondary music school.  
Keywords: development of timbral hearing, auditory analysis, sol-fa study process, case 
study 

Introduction 

Timbre is a special component of a music sound. In music of the 20th–21st century, 
timbre comes to the forefront as being one of the most important means of musical 
expressiveness (Литвинова, 2013). 

Traditionally, the problem of developing a good ear for music is considered to be one 
of the principal issues in music pedagogy. Effectiveness of a professional activity is 
related, first of all, to the process of the development of musical hearing. 
Contemporary researchers got actively interested in issues relating to the 
phenomenon of sound color – timbre, since in music of the 20th–21st century the role 
of timbre and other qualities of sound underwent changes (Zavadska, 2021a). This 
explains the close attention to the development of timbral musical hearing of 
musicians –professionals. 

Though the research on the issues of diagnosing musical abilities is quite extensive 
(Тарасова, 1988; Swanwick, 1999; Adams, 2001; Campbell, 2008; Wallentin, Nielsen, 
Friis-Olivarius, Vuust & Vuust, 2010; Law & Zentner, 2012; McPherson & 
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Zimmermann, 2011; Ullen, Mosing, Holm, Erikkson & Medison, 2014; Asztalos & 
Csapo, 2017; Zavadska, 2021b), theoretical and methodological foundations of 
diagnosing and developing timbral hearing are still in the phase formation and are 
only recently started to be developed in pedagogical praxis.  

The topicality of the issue of developing timbral hearing arises also from the fact that 
this problem has not been sufficiently addressed and developed on theoretical and 
practical levels as yet. Contemporary researchers (e. g. Siedenburg, Saitis, McAdams, 
Popper & Fay, 2019) maintain that timbre is a foundational aspect of hearing, and 
raise a lot of important questions in psychology, cognitive sciences, musical acoustics, 
speech, medical technique. The authors also indicate three research trends in issues of 
perceptions of timbre: 

• Basic perceptive processes which organize processing of timbre; 
• Timbre as a part of specific scenarios, including the perception of a human 

voice; 
• The role of timbre and its impact on the quality of sound and sound design. 

The development of timbre has not received yet sufficient attention in the system of 
music education of Latvia. However, scientists’ findings (Burceva, Davidova, Kalnina, 
Lanka Mackevica, 2010) show that a teacher’s diagnostic activity is an important part 
in the process of identifying the developmental level of students’ abilities. According 
to P. Campbell (2008), diagnosing assessment may help to determine students’ 
educational level and degree. 

There is quite a solid basis of studies related to the diagnosis of musical abilities 
(Stumpf, 1883; Тарасова, 1988; Swanwick, 1999; Adams, 2001; Campbell, 2008; 
Asztalos & Csapo, 2017) as well as tests for determining them (Bennett, 1976; 
Davidson et al., 1988; Wallentin, Nielsen, Friis-Olivarius, Vuust & Vuust, 2010; Ullen, 
Mosing, Holm, Erikkson & Medison, 2014; Tkaczyk, Mills & Hui, 2021). Also, levels, 
indicators and diagnostic assignments for a timbral music dictation have been worked 
out (Zavadska, 2021a) and computer acoustic programs for developing musical 
hearing (Quesnel, 2009) have been developed. The timbral component of musical 
hearing of future professional musicians is not given a full attention to, in a way it 
seems to be neglected, and its development remains passive as regards to melodical 
one. In practice of teaching sol-fa at a secondary professional level (music school), the 
line of complicating pitch, mode, and harmony difficulties is sufficiently well 
elaborated and methodologically well-constructed. We have to note that the amount 
of the taught material has been reduced in respect to timbre. 

Research aim: to develop and pilot levels, indicators and diagnostic assignments for 
identifying the level of timbral hearing of future professional musicians on the basis of 
auditory analysis. 
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Methods and Sample 

Methods of research applied in this research are as follows: 

• The analysis of methodological and theoretical literature on the problem under 
study; 

• Modeling of levels and indicators for the development of musician’s timbral 
hearing; 

• Piloting of levels, indicators and diagnostic assignments for identifying the 
developmental level of timbral hearing of future professional musicians in the 
frames of case study. 

The participants of pilot research in the frames of case study were 18 third-year 
students (3 groups) from Daugavpils Stanislavs Broks Secondary Music School. And 
from them, one was an accordionist, one – a drummer, two – pianists, two – choir 
conductors, three – brass band players (two – saxophonists, one – flautist), four – 
string instrument players (two – viola players and two – violinists), two – 
theoreticians and three – vocalists. 

The sample for diagnostics is not highly representative, but it comprises participants 
from all music school specialisations. Students perceive timbre by ear specifically: it 
depends on their specialisations. For instance, pianists have a well-developed textural, 
register hearing; string and brass instrumentalists have a more developed melodic 
hearing; while choir conductors – harmonious hearing, but for theoreticians – the 
instrumental timbre takes the first position in the hierarchy of their expression means 
(Zavadska, 2021b). This is why at developing the timbral hearing, both strong and less 
developed sides of students’ timbral perceiving have to be taken into account. The 
sounding of timbre of one’s own instrument makes the perception easier for students 
of all specialisations. 

Diagnostics of Timbral Hearing on the Basis of Auditory 
Analysis 

Timbre is an essential means for achieving expressiveness in performance. Together 
with nuances, articulation, dynamics and tempo, timbre allows a performer to 
implement different variants of performing the composition. The development of the 
ability of hearing to perceive the expressive meaning of a timbral sounding is a vital 
condition for a musician to achieve professionalism in musical-performing activity. 
Perceiving different timbres evokes multiform associations.  

Due to the changes of the role of timbre and other sound qualities in music of the 20th–
21st century, researches’ attention was focused more frequently on issues pertaining 
to the phenomenon of sound color – timbre (Zavadska, 2021a). Sounds produced at 
the same pitch and loudness but performed on different instruments, by different 
voices or on one instrument but by different techniques of performing are 
distinguished one from another by their timbres (McLachlan, Marco & Wilson, 2013). 
Other authors define timbre as the time-varying pattern of spectral components by 
which sound may be recognized (Handel, 1995; Handel & Erickson, 2004). 
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Timber is a specific component of a music sound, and this factor determines the 
special place of work forms for the development of timbral hearing, namely – auditory 
analysis, at the lessons of sol-fa. If timbre and its interaction with other expressive 
means become the object of analysis, such type of auditory analysis is called timbral 
by T Litvinova (Литвинова, 2013). R. Quesnei interprets timbre as a parameter of 
sound quality which to a great extent depends on the spectral balance (Quesnei, 
2009). 

In turn, B. Teplov (1947) distinguishes three basic groups of features which are 
especially frequently used to characterize timbre:  

a) Light characteristics: light, dark, shining, tarnished etc. 
b) Tactile characteristics: soft, rough, sharp, dry etc. 
c) Spatial-volumetric characteristics: full, empty, wide, massive etc. 

The basic forms of work on the development of hearing (dictation and analysis by ear) 
are implemented under mono-timbral conditions – the piano (Zavadska, 2021b). 

T. Litvinova (2013) mentions the diversity of timbral hearing and defines its different 
sides: 

• timbral-articulative; 
• timbral-register; 
• timbral-harmonious; 
• timbral-textural; 
• timbral-dynamic; 
• timbral-rhythmic. 

This is why it is important to develop all components of timbral hearing as a complex. 
If the analysis by ear is chosen as a work form at sol-fa lessons, the attention should be 
paid to the analysis of different techniques used for a timbral-color exposition of the 
melody rather than to sound-pitch means of musical expressiveness.  

The problem of diagnosing musical abilities is one of the most acute problems in 
music pedagogy. K. Stumpf (1883) – one of the founders of music psychology – was 
the first who seriously focused on issues of the individual differences of musical 
abilities and tried to work out experimental tests for diagnosing them. Since that time, 
the whole history of psychology has been actually related to testing musical abilities, 
which became a leading direction in the research on these abilities. The second 
direction – research on isolated cases of a striking musical giftedness – also pertains to 
it. However, diagnosing of musical abilities, like any other kind of diagnosing, may 
become a basis for exploring the possibilities of further development.  

In the area of musical tests, D. Hargreaves (2012) isolated three main forms of tests on 
achievement, attitude and ability. The last one is designed to assess musical aptitude 
regardless of previous musical learning or experience. 

Contemporary researchers (e. g. Tkaszyk, Mills & S. Hui, 2021) are engaged in 
developing specific tests on art, education and communication. Together, they 
demonstrate that testing as such has become an enduring and wide-ranging cultural 
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technique in the modern period, one that is situated between histories of scientific 
experimentation and many fields of application. 

This research is concerned with designing diagnostic music assignments for 
identifying the level of future professional musicians’ timbral hearing on the basis of 
auditory analysis, and explores the possibilities of employing these tests in a 
pedagogical practice during the sol-fa lessons in a secondary music school. 

The Procedure of Identifying the Developmental Level of 
Student’s Timbral Hearing on the Basis of Auditory Analysis 

The research data were collected from 22nd February till 27th April 2021, and students 
did the assignments during the sol-fa lessons in a secondary music school. The 
second-year students have two sol-fa lessons a week, each 40 minutes long. 
Assignments were done during two weeks. Doing assignments took about 10 minutes 
from the total time of a sol-fa lesson, and this appeared enough for students to fulfil 
diagnostic assignments. 

To maintain the quality of music fragments offered for listening, audio-recordings 
were made as separate files which were played several times depending on the 
complexity of the assignment.  

Auditory timbral analysis is oriented towards perceiving timbre in its interrelation 
with rhythm, articulation, register, dynamics and texture. Objects of auditory attention 
may be timbers of instruments, their simultaneous or successive sounding, and also 
peculiarities of the articulation used, as well as the position of register. For the timbral 
analysis by ear, music fragments of different styles were used: baroque (the 18th 
century), classical (the 18th century), romantic (the 19th century), and contemporary 
(the 20–21st centuries). 

During the process of diagnosing, it was essential to identify the developmental level 
of every student’s timbral hearing. Comparison and generalization of the outcomes of 
diagnostic studies will make it possible to design the strategy for developing 
professional musicians’ timbral hearing in future. 

Diagnostic assignments were based on the comparative-timbral analysis of different 
type:  

• To identify the timbre of the instrument during the sounding of different music 
material; 

• To identify the timbre of instrument(s) during the sounding of identical music 
material (timbral modification); 

• To compare the piano variant with the original variant of performing one and 
the same melody. 
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Assignments were distributed according to the growing complexity: 

a) First, there sounded various music materials performed by some solo 
instrument; 

b) Then, the melody was preserved but the timbre of the instrument changed, and 
a timbral modification took place; 

c) After that, the comparison of the piano variant with the original performance 
of the melody was made. 

In all cases, students were given partly completed diagnostic assignments, and some 
of them had “prompts-supports”. 

A. Sounding of a Solo Instrument with the Orchestra  

Listening to melodies of different character performed on different instruments helps 
to identify the timbral peculiarities of every instrument and enables having a broad 
conception about its expressive possibilities. During the timbral auditory analysis, the 
conception about timbre in a wider sense of the word as about the sounding on the 
whole is implemented. It strongly resembles the integrated analysis during which the 
interaction of the timbre with other means of expression and their influence on the 
general character of sounding are revealed. During this process, a definite complex of 
means of expression for creating various imagery spheres in music might be 
identified: meditative, joyful, fantastical etc. In comparison with the complex of 
expressive means, it is vital to give the attention to striking unexpected individual 
approaches to embodying images of different type. The differentiation by ear of a 
definite timbre within a musical fabric is the field of the timbral auditory analytical 
assignment of this type. At distinguishing instruments, the main thing is to identify the 
instrument. 

In music fragments given below (see Table 1), students were offered to identify and 
write into the table the solo instrument and the group to which the solo instrument 
belongs. 

Table 1. Diagnosing assignment on identifying the sounding of the solo instrument 

Сomposer and title of the work 
(partly or completely) 

Solo 
instrument 

Instrument 
group 

1. Pyotr Tchaikovsky, Symphony No. 5, 2 movement     
2. Antonín Dvořák, Symphony No. 9, 2 movement      
3. Jānis Ivanovs, Čello koncerts 2. daļa      
4. J. S. Bach, Violin Concerto in D minor, 
1 movement 

    

5. W.A. Mozart, Flute Concerto No. 2, 1 movement     
6. Jorge Salgueiro, Concerto 

 
  

7. Edward Elgar, Sospiri      
8. Ennio Morricone, The Mission     
9. Nei Rozauro, Concerto     
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B. Timbral Modification 

During the process of timbral modification, the auditory analysis presupposes 
listening to the theme played several times as well as identifying timbral changes. This 
type of analysis ensures full attention to the timbral side and preserves sound pitch as 
an invariant when the coloristic aspect changes. For a diagnostic analysis on timbral 
modification, fragments from two compositions were chosen: “Bolero” by Maurice 
Ravel and Symphony No. 7, 1st movement, episode of theme by Dimitry Shostakovich. 

Besides, the correct variant of some instruments was already written in the 
assignment as “a prompt” to indicate to the students the right direction the 
assignment has to be done (see Table 2). 

Table 2. Diagnostic assignment on timbral modification 

Composer and title of  
the work 

Music fragment 
number 

Solo instrument/ 
instruments 

Maurice Ravel, Bolero 
1 Music fragment 

 
2 Music fragment 
3 Music fragment 

Dmitry Shostakovich,  
Symphony No 7, 

1 Music fragment ?/violas 

1 movement (episode 
theme) 

2 Music fragment 
 

3 Music fragment flutes/? 
4 Music fragment oboe/? 

C. Comparative timbral analysis 

For a comparative timbral auditory analysis and diagnostic assignments, two 
fragments from two compositions were selected: 

1) The theme of promenade from the suite by M. Musorgsky in its original piano 
interpretation and in the variant re-interpreted by M. Ravel; 

2) “Melancholic Waltz” by E. Dārziņš in a piano interpretation and the original 
orchestral variant of the composer. 

During the process of timbral auditory analysis, after students had listened to the 
piano variant, they were asked to write down the melody first and then, without 
diverting the attention for writing down a sound pitch, focus on the sounding of 
orchestral timbres (see Table 3). A peculiar sounding of the Promenade theme by M. 
Musorgsky cannot be heard when it is performed on the piano, though the timbre of 
just this instrument is the “visiting card” of the timbre of this theme. 
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Table 3. Diagnostic assignment on timbral analysis 

Level/ 
Number of points 

Indicators 

Low /1 point 
Less than 50% of a auditory timbre analysis are written 
correctly 

Average/ 2 points 

а) 60% – 80% of a auditory timbre analysis are written 
correctly; 
b) Some mistakes in lengths and writing notes are 
permissible 

High /3 points 

а) 80% – 100% of a auditory timbre analysis are written 
almost without mistakes; 
b) Insignificant inaccuracies are permissible in writing 
notes or rhythm 

 

During the process of a diagnostic research, on the basis of the developed levels and 
indicators, the results of future professional musicians’ timbral hearing were analyzed 
and assessed on the basis of auditory analysis of different type. 

Study Results 

A. The results of the diagnostic research  

After completing the first assignment – Sounding of a solo instrument with the 
orchestra – the results were as follows (the highest number of possible points – 54): 

• Seven students reached the highest level (among them two theoreticians, two 
pianists, two string instrumentalists and one choir conductor); 

• Seven students achieved the average level; 
• Four students’ works were assessed as written on a low level. 

The analysis of timbral modification produced such results (the highest number of 
possible points 21): 

• Five students reached the highest level (among them one pianist, one wind 
instrumentalist, one choir conductor, one string instrumentalist and one 
theoretician); 

• Six students achieved the average level; 
• Seven students received the lowest number of points. 

After the completion of the third assignment the results were as follows (the highest 
number of possible points –12):  

• The majority of students – 12 people – did the assignment correctly (among 
them two theoreticians, two pianists, two string instrumentalists, two wind 
instrumentalists, two choir conductors, one drummer and one accordionist); 

• Four students reached the average level; 
• Two students received the lowest number of points. 

General results of the diagnostic research by levels are given in Figure 1: 
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Figure 1. Results of the diagnostic research by levels 

The analysis of the results obtained from the diagnostic research allows drawing the 
following conclusions: 

1. The third assignment – comparative timbral analysis – has produced the best 
results. Though the assignment was not easy, many students coped with it 
excellently. The change of timbres at perceiving and analyzing music did not 
affect the quality of fulfilling the assignment: this can be attributed to the fact 
that music by P. Tchaikovsky and E. Dārziņš is quite popular and these 
compositions are listed as compulsory for listening in courses on music 
literature at a music school. 

2. The assignment on identifying the solo instrument in the orchestral 
composition was also carried out relatively well: this indicator testifies to the 
fact that students are fairly competent in groups of instruments and within the 
orchestral texture can identify by ear a solo upper voice. 

3. Complexities arose in the assignment on timbral modification: this type of 
timbral auditory analysis is novel. It is a well-known fact that to distinguish by 
ear melodic lines in the low or middle voices is much more difficult than to do 
it in the upper voice, and just the latter was presented in music fragments 
under the analysis. At timbral modification, the timbre of melody alters and 
independent voices undergo timbral changes. Timbral modification is one of 
the basic methods of the development in the orchestral music and requires a 
detailed exploration. The differentiation of a melodic line and identification of 
instruments must be done on the basis of distinguishing by ear a definite 
timbre within the context of music. This students’ skill is not yet developed. 

4. Low indicators of completing the diagnostic assignment were shown by 
vocalists. To our regret, the present educational praxis does not offer to future 
singers the opportunity to sing with the orchestra, and consequently the 
process of training vocalists takes place in mono-timbral conditions – 
accompanied on the piano. Therefore students-vocalists do not sufficiently 
acquire practical skills of interacting directly with other instruments. 
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5. The pedagogical strategy for the development and improvement of future 
professional musicians’ timbral hearing has to take into account diagnostic 
indicators and be oriented towards learning to perceive by ear subtle timbral 
modifications. 
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Abstract 

To address the problem of organizing music material for improvisation and its 
structuring are compulsory requirements at optimizing students’ educational process at 
higher education institutions. The paper is concerned with the analysis of psychology of 
the development of students’ improvisational thinking, based on the method of 
structuring the music material (Smith, 1964: Сапонов, 1982, 1989, 1996; Гнилов, 1992; 
Волнянский, 2012). 
The aptitude for structural combinatorics of different music materials was encouraged 
and developed in the 18th century. This skill is based on the reconstruction of the 
structure of music material belonging to different styles and trends. But the limits of 
what is possible in the development of students’ improvisational thinking depend on 
their abilities. On the one hand, the principal individual-psychological factors of 
effectiveness are the basic or general musical abilities. Contemporary science considers 
that the basic musical abilities are: musical hearing, sense of musical rhythm, musical 
memory, musical thinking and musical imagination. On the other hand, today’s scientific 
literature offers a lot of data on correlations between the speed of the reaction of choice 
and indicators of intelligence tests: the higher intelligence is, the quicker many choice 
reactions take place. 
The case study research revealed a number of simplifications the students had made in 
creative assignments at modelling their improvisations, and namely: students had 
ignored issues of structuring the music material for improvisation, but to address the 
problem of organizing music material of improvisation, and its structuring are 
compulsory requirements for optimizing the educational process at higher education 
institutions. 
Keywords: musical improvisation, psychology of learning, structural combinatorics, 
decorative-processing approach, principal specific individual-psychological factors of 
effectiveness, didactic model, content analysis of improviser’s activity  



Jurijs SPIGINS 

18 

Introduction 

Though the studies on the methods of optimizing creative processes of learning the 
foundations of improvisation are successfully carried out on the basis of musical 
modelling (e. g. Reimer, 1989; Elliott, 1995; Hamilton, 2002; Martin, 2005; Hallam, 
2006; Спигин, 2008; Shaughnessy, 2012; Spigins, 2013), there are several questions 
in this field of knowledge which still remain unanswered. In the result of a specific 
case research, we discovered a number of simplifications made by students in the 
creative assignments at modelling their improvisations, and namely: students had 
ignored issues of structuring the music material of improvisation, but handling the 
problem of organizing the music material for improvisation and of its structuring is a 
compulsory requirement for the optimization of students’ educational process in a 
higher education institution. Therefore, this paper analyses psychological aspects of 
the development of students’ improvisational thinking based on two approaches to 
structuring the music material for improvisation, which sooner supplement than 
contradict each other. These are decorative-processing approach in praxis of 
improvisation and structural combinatorics in praxis of improvisation (e. g. Smith, 
1964; Сапонов, 1982, 1989, 1996; Гнилов, 1992; Волнянский, 2012). 

A decorative-processing approach in praxis of improvisation and structural 
combinatorics of various music materials were encouraged and developed in the 18th 
century (Сапонов, 1982, 1989, 1996). This skill is based on the reconstruction of the 
structure of various music materials belonging to different music styles and trends. In 
the result of such a reconstruction, there emerges a new improvisation with new 
possibilities of intoning the initial material. These approaches effectively develop 
psychology of mastering the structural combinatorics in the art of musical 
improvisation. 

Research object: psychology of developing students’ improvisational thinking in the 
process of mastering a decorative-processing approach and structural combinatorics 
in the praxis of improvisation. 

Research aim: to analyse the nature of decorative-processing approach and 
structural combinatorics in the practice of students’ improvisation, and to explore the 
impact of the process of mastering the decorative-processing approach and structural 
combinatorics in practice of students’ improvisation on psychology of the 
development of students’ improvisational thinking. 

Research methods: methods used within the frame of case study are as follows: 
analysis of literature on philosophy, psychology, musicology, and pedagogy; logical 
method, modelling of improviser’s activity, case study research. 

Decorative-processing Approach in Praxis of Improvisation 

This paper will focus on and analyse one of the most important sides of 
improvisational creativity which determines the principles and different approaches 
to the process of creating an improvisation. This is the “decorative-processing 
approach” (Гнилов, 1992). According to one of the oldest representatives of American 
piano jazz, Willy Smith (1964), we learnt the melody by ear and then tried to 
embellish it with our own ideas. To play music by ear implies the ability to produce it 
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without notes. The practice of embellishing the theme in a piano improvisation 
contributed to the emergence of such concepts as embellishment, filling-in a. o.  

Let’s look at the nature of a filling-in practice in a piano improvisation. Being faced 
with the necessity to embellish a melody during the implementation of a decorative-
processing approach, the improviser begins to seek for the sources of ornamental 
material. Learners, who have not been confronted with the improvisation before, 
cannot independently generate decorative-processing material for modelling specific 
styles, since they do not have the auditory experience with the necessary content as 
yet. After choosing the style for their own improvisations, it would be necessary for 
them to borrow this material from reliable sources. The process of borrowing the 
material and its further integration into a decorative-processing theme were 
discussed with the students by using the example of assimilating and developing 
musical ideas taken from works by a well-known pianist, composer and improviser O. 
Peterson (Spigins, 2013; Спигин, 2019). He is the improviser who most completely 
and comprehensively has elaborated the principles of practical improvisational 
development of music material. It was shown that, to a certain degree, any melodic-
rhythmic construction may become a “pattern” – a model (rhythmic figure, melodic 
construction, cycle of accents or sequence of chords, formula of texture etc.). 

A pattern is a peculiar building material for a musical development. It is a stable 
structural formation which does not lose its stability at being repeated several times, 
but allows its own diverse variation (changing of accents, transposition, sequencing). 

Structural Combinatorics in Praxis of Improvisation 

This paper will look at the problems of the architectonics (composition) of 
improvisation processes in music of the 20th century, based on making generalizations 
about tendencies of improvisational thinking in the epoch of postmodernism. In the 
result of the most complicated evolution which the art of music had undergone, the 
problems of architectonics became especially acute. A new approach under the name 
of “structural combinatorics” emerged then. This approach allows to freely structure 
the music material independent of the nature of its sound-pitch and syntactic 
organization. The main principle of the structural combinatorics is modifying and 
combining or a modified combining of structural elements.  

On the basis of a decorative-processing approach in praxis of improvisation, students 
developed their skills in improvisations of the type: a) paraphrase, b) formulary 
improvisation; c) motif improvisation. 

It is quite obvious that at adopting a decorative-processing approach in praxis of 
improvisation, students are restricted only by the sound-pitch and syntactic 
organization of that or another language of music material. In music, whose 
organization is not tonal and which lacks a generally accepted system and all kinds of 
models emerging from it – both compositional and transformative (the result of 
transforming the initial text), structuring becomes improvisers’ personal prerogative 
and takes place on the basis of a conceptual space organized individually. This is time 
– space where various sound structures exist: motifs, figures, patterns and much 
larger structural objects, such as, for instance, different combined music systems. 
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Everything said above suggests a new understanding about the architectonics of a 
compositional-improvisational process. 

In practice of improvisation, structural combinatorics allows to freely structure music 
material independent of the nature of its sound-pitch and syntactic organization. 
However, it requires special psychological qualities of students’ personality. Students 
are faced with the necessity to process a vast amount of information within a very 
limited period of time given for sorting out possible alternatives for coping with their 
creative tasks. At this point, it becomes clear that this process requires special 
psychological abilities. By using a decorative-processing approach in the praxis of 
improvisation, students develop their ability to quickly respond to a changing 
structure of a sound flow.  

Contemporary literature offers a lot of information on the correlation between the 
speed of responding to changes and indicators of intelligence tests: the higher the 
intelligence is, the quicker the response to changes is made. (Айзенк, 1995; 
Чуприкова & Ратанова, 1995; Knorr & Neubauer, 1996; Чуприкова, 1997, 2007; 
Ратанова & Чуприкова, 2004). Thus, G. Aisenk (Айзенк, 1995) interprets a biological 
intellect as a simple speed of transmitting nervous impulses along the neuron chains. 
In turn, N. Chuprikova’s (Чуприкова, 2007) conception offers a different 
interpretation of a link existing between the intellect and time of the reaction to 
changes: it is based on such a perception about the nature of intellect that contradicts 
Aisenk’s idea. N. Chuprikova has shown that the time of a simple reaction is shorter 
for more gifted children aged 9, while for grown-ups (17 years old) such differences 
were not identified (Чуприкова, 2007). 

This paper describes a specific case study research where the analysis is principally 
oriented towards a practical implementation of goals and tasks formulated before 
(speed of reaction to changes in case of structural combinatorics). The term case study 
used in this paper complies with the definition given by R. Yin (1989), who interprets 
case study as empirical research, which explores a contemporary phenomenon within 
the context of existing reality. The borderline between the phenomenon and the 
context is not evident, and a lot of multiform sources of information are used in it. 

There is no special moment when data collecting for a case study begins (Stake, 1995). 
This deep thought expressed by the American scientist underlines the fact that 
researcher’s knowledge and experience that have been accumulated during many 
years of professional activity are necessary for studying any specific case. 

Case Study Design and Results 

At describing the history of case, for the sake of greater clarity of how events occur, at 
first, only a formal side of the events will be described, and aspects which are related 
to chronology and content analysis will not be taken into account. During the research, 
we carried out the observation of creative processes, which took place during the final 
classes on mastering the fundamentals of musical improvisation in one of the 
universities of Latvia at the faculty of pedagogy. The results obtained from 
observations were analysed and studied.  
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The classes were held once a week, each three hours long, and lasted for a month. 
Three students from the representative sample are characterized by definite 
significant features, typical of the whole general totality of this research. During 
classes, students worked with two texts of notes. In the second text, music theme was 
expounded, and students had to fill in the missing structural gaps. The first note text 
included a composition thematically completely unrelated to the second music theme. 
But the thing common for the structure of the first and the second note examples was 
the fact that in both cases there were motifs, figures, patterns, and phrases. It was 
required to borrow the material missing in the second example from the first example. 
This was a process of borrowing the material and its further integration. Students 
were faced with the necessity to sort out various alternatives within a very short 
period of time and select the needed structure for carrying out their creative 
assignment, namely: to find the material, and even if it involved transformations, fill 
the structural gaps in. At the beginning of a class, the speed of the reaction of choice 
was zero. Students could not identify (did not hear by the inner ear) those variants 
with which the structural gaps could be filled in. They were short of time, since only 5 
minutes were allotted to carrying out the task. The speed of the reaction of choice was 
insufficient. Due to a long independent training, one student managed to cope with the 
set task. Mastering the structural combinatorics appeared to be the most difficult 
assignment. 

What was the goal of this class? Why was it necessary to cope with the task in 5 
minutes’ time? At the first encounter with the language of one or another style, much 
time is needed for comprehension and auditory adaptation to the specificity of 
architectonics of a concrete composition: here everything is new – be it a rhythmic 
figure, melodic construction, cycle of accent, chord sequence or formula of texture. In 
this case you must not hurry. However, when playing in an ensemble on the stage, you 
do not have this time, since you must immediately respond to other musicians, and to 
react to any musical event. It is necessary to automatize the auditory flow to such a 
degree that you would be able to insert your own musical ideas into the common 
context of musical form and its flow. This strongly resembles playing in the ensemble 
and performing academic music. Musicians control the slightest changes in tempo and 
rhythm of the general conception of the composition performed. But in the second 
case there is a ready text, while in the first case it is missing.  

Let’s give an example of work in the classroom. 

 

 

Figure 1. Example 1 Texas Blues O. Peterson (1972) 
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Figure 2. Example 2 St. Louis Blues W. Handy (1914) 

Assignment: fill in bars 3,4; bars 7,8 and bars 11,12 of St. Louis Blues W. Handy with 
possible structures from Texas Blues O. Peterson. A correct solution – any 
combination of structures is possible. But, taking into account architectonics, it would 
be better to use structure 1 from Texas Blues for bars 3,4 St. Louis Blues, structure 2 
Texas Blues for bars 7,8 St. Louis Blues, and structure 3 Texas Blues for bars 11,12 St. 
Louis Blues. 

The teacher must not hurry with drawing conclusions and tread on the new shoots of 
emerging creative needs. In her lectures on problems of the development of human 
brain, T. Chernigovskya (Черниговская, 2022) warns against taking prompt decisions 
at evaluating perspectives of personality’s development. Any talent must be given the 
opportunity to develop.  

Conclusions 

1. Skills and abilities of structuring music material are a compulsory condition for 
optimizing students’ educational process at a higher education institution. 
Speaking about the psychology of learning structural combinatorics in the art 
of musical improvisation, it is necessary to emphasize the fact that structural 
combinatorics is the most essential element in improvisers’ activity. He starts 
learning different kinds of activity just at the very first lesson on improvisation. 

2. Activities for mastering a decorative-processing approach and structural 
combinatorics in improvisers’ practice develop students’ ability of adequately 
responding to changes in a creative algorithm when plying in ensemble. 
Knowledge, skills and abilities help to accelerate personality’s psychological 
development, but the activity – to make it automatic and more effective. 

3. In the result of special studies and observations (case study research) we can 
say that any activity mastered by the students increases their knowledge and 
gives them new opportunities for self-realization as creative personalities. 
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Abstract 

The intensive social development of the society increases demands on the development of 
an active and creative personality. These demands bring to the forefront research on 
such problems that relate to processes which encourage an individual to be the subject of 
one’s own existence and activity, constantly stimulating perspectives of one’s 
development and ways and means of its implementation. 
The skill of evaluating the results of one’s activities, or self-evaluation, is an important 
factor of a student’s learning activity. At introducing the concept of “self-evaluation”, 
James (2003) acknowledged that the skill of self-evaluation influences the effectiveness 
of human’s activity. The acquisition of self-evaluation skills encompasses not only the 
assessment of the quality of one’s knowledge and skills, but allows to rationally construct 
one’s learning activities on the whole. The necessity to possess such skills is especially 
obvious in case piano playing is mastered in the form of distance learning. Distance 
learning, having both its plusses and minuses, allows expanding the range of methods for 
mastering the piano playing under various conditions.  
This paper focuses on the process of mastering piano playing within the context of the 
axiological approach by using criteria, indicators and levels. 
Key words: student’s self-evaluation, mastering piano playing, distance learning, 
axiological approach 

Introduction 

The reality of today dictates its own conditions. The intensive social development of 
the society increases demands on the development of an active and creative 
personality. These demands, in turn, highlight the necessity for focusing on the 
research on problems that are related to the processes which stimulate an individual 
to be the subject of one’s own existence and activity, independently resolving 
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problems of developmental perspectives, as well as ways and means of their 
implementation. Any teacher can try to test themselves in new conditions.  

The 21st century can be called the online epoch, since it is characterized by the growth 
in number of actions performed from a distance. Several new methods have appeared 
and are used in the process of learning piano playing, and the necessity for developing 
and providing learners with possibilities to self-evaluate their learning activities (in 
our case – piano playing) has come to the foreground.  

Research aim: within the context of the axiological approach, to analyze learners’ 
possibilities to self-analyze their learning activities of mastering piano playing in the 
distance-learning process. 

Research subject: the development of learners’ self-evaluation of their learning 
activities during the process of mastering piano playing in a distance-learning format. 

Research methods: the analysis of literature on philosophy, psychology, pedagogy 
and learners’ questionnaire survey (analysis of learners’ self-evaluation). 

The research is based on the axiological approach, making the evaluation of 
theoretical findings and interpreting the process and results of mastering piano 
playing in connection with the opportunities to improve distance-learning. 

Mastering Piano Playing in a Distance Learning Process 

A lesson taught from a distance or distance learning is the interaction between a 
learner and a teacher from a distance, implemented with the help of technological 
means, where all usual elements of educational process, namely, theory, practice, 
control and evaluation, have been preserved.  

Several known studies on distance learning acknowledge that origins of distance 
learning are to be looked for in 19th century (Полат, 2004; Anderson, 2008; Grahame 
& Anderson, 2012). But the importance and problems of distance learning became 
especially acute in the recent 2 years due to sanitary-epidemiologic situation, when 
distance learning was the only way out in this situation (Hacaturjana, 2021). Teachers 
had to seek for new methods, and learn how to cope with new information and 
teaching/learning technologies. 

During the time of Covid-19, the process of learning piano playing also took place 
predominantly from a distance. Several discussion seminars were conducted and 
teachers’ opinions on the problem were sought and received. The analysis of these 
opinions allows formulating both the negative and positive factors of distance-
learning piano playing lessons. Let’s begin with the negative ones. 

The first and most important thing is the fact that at online lessons a sound change 
takes place, which is a critical reason in case the result of the performance is assessed. 
A sound, transmitted during the lesson greatly differs from the original one in timber, 
dynamics and sometimes also in rhythm. Consequently, at distance learning lessons 
the quality of music performance as a kind of art may suffer. 
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Second, especially during the initial period of learning piano playing, when teaching a 
correct positioning of player’s hands takes place, a direct contact between a teacher 
and a learner is of great importance. Of course, the necessary result can be achieved 
also via a distance-learning process, but this will take much more time.  

The advantages of distance-learning lessons are: 

• First, economy of time: time was not spent on going to school, it was enough to 
connect to the lesson, which needs only having a telephone or a computer 
(laptop) with the internet connection; 

• Second, lessons take place in a usual home environment which promotes a 
freer behavior; 

• Third, according to the author’s observations, learners are more concentrated 
and attentive at the lesson, since their attention is focused on a small screen 
where the teacher is; 

• Fourth, during a lesson taught in such a format, a learner remains alone with 
himself. Physically, there is no teacher beside who could help to put a hand on 
the right key. Learners learn to take full responsibility on themselves, become 
more independent as to the use of their skills, and learn to independently 
analyze things that are happening around, namely, they learn to do the self-
evaluation of their performance. And it is a well-known fact that self-
evaluation is part of self-control.  

Self-control is a process of comprehensive studying, measuring and evaluating the 
results of the development done by the learners themselves. Psychologist D. Elkonin 
(Эльконин, 2011) maintains that self-control has a special role because the 
acquisition of this action characterizes child’s ability to manage the whole learning 
process. Consequently, self-control is necessary for the management of a learning 
activity because otherwise learners’ learning cannot be considered as ready. The 
compulsory conditions of this learning are: 

• To study the examples of a self-control activity; 
• To define the assessment criteria; 
• To receive a constant encouragement to control one’s activities in different 

forms. 

Psychologist D. Elkonin (Эльконин, 2011) states that learners have acquired self-
control activities if they can: 

• Compare the results of their activities with the standard; 
• Analyze whether their way of learning and means for achieving the aim are 

right (wrong); 
• Analyze their mistakes or failures, reasons that have caused them and identify 

ways how to correct them. 

During the process of the formation of self-control, a self-evaluation skill as a 
component of self-control is developed. Besides, there is a correlation between them: 
the better learners can control themselves, the more adequate their self-evaluations 
are. Self-evaluation makes an impact on the effectiveness of learners’ learning 
activities and on the degree of their desire to achieve the growth. The skill to evaluate 
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one’s own activity involves a qualitative assessment of one’s strong and weak points 
and allows a rational organization of learning. 

 The phenomenology of the concept ‘self-evaluation’ is wide. The first scientist who 
introduced the concept of ‘self-evaluation’ into the structure of “one’s own image” of 
personality was W. James (James, 2003). W. James’ approach to self-evaluation 
includes self-respect, satisfaction with oneself, which the scientist imagined as a 
formula: self-respect = success (real abilities) divided by the level of claims. 

Historically, the research on the phenomenon of self-evaluation carried out by many 
scientists has revealed several trends in its development. Those known better are: 

• Psychoanalytical (Freud, 2000), 
• Neo-Freudian (Sullivan, 2006), 
• Behavioristic, when self-evaluation was analyzed as one of the factors 

regulating behavior (Bandura, 2000), 
• Humanistic (Maslow, 1987; Rogers, 2004), 
• Phenomenological (Бранден, 2018). 

Problems related to self-evaluation have been explored also by L. Vigotsky 
(Выготский, 2005), A. Leontjev (Леонтьев, 2004), V. Rubinstein (Рубинштейн, 
2000). 

We have to note that in order self-evaluation would allow keeping learners’ claims 
and their actual abilities in a harmonious proportion, it is necessary to emphasize that 
according to scientists’ findings self-evaluation has several functions (see Table 1). 

Table 1. Self-evaluation functions and their description 

Function Description 

Stimulating 
Motivates a learner to the action which might increase self-
evaluation 

Post-prognosticating Blocks the action which might increase self-evaluation 

Regulating 
Provides acceptance of tasks and choice of solution by a 
learner 

Emotional 
Allows a learner to meet his needs and feel satisfaction, or 
vice versa be dissatisfied for unknown reasons 

Protecting Ensures personality’s stability 
Controlling Provides self-control during the action 
Developing Motivates for self-development 

 

The data given in the table allow concluding that self-evaluation has educational, 
analytical correcting, developing and controlling functions. 

Research Design 

The paper includes the analysis of the period, when at learning and preparing the 
composition with a teacher during a distance learning process, learners have to record 
their performances in a video format and send them to the teacher for assessment (in 
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this case parents’ permission is necessary). Before they send video recordings to the 
teacher, learners themselves decide whether they want to send this specific video or 
they would like to take the opportunity of playing the program once more and 
improving some aspects. The discussion with learners revealed an interesting 
situation concerning the number of times learners performed and recorded the 
program at home before they sent it to the teacher.  

During the research, opinions of 32 learners of Riga secondary school No. 88 have 
been studied and analyzed. For this analysis, researchers used criteria of mastering 
the piano playing within the context of the axiological approach which are described 
in the author’s paper (Maļkova, 2015). Criteria offered in this paper (see Table 2) are 
based on the findings by human psychologists A. Maslow (Маслоу, 1987) and K. 
Rogers (2004) about self-realization as a value, which is expressed in its aspects: 
motivation, creativity, self-organization, communication. 

Table 2. Criteria, indicators and levels of mastering piano playing in the context of 

the axiological approach 

Criteria Indicators 
Levels* 

1 2 3 4 5 
1. Motivation 
1.1. cognitive 
1.1.1. internal 
 
 
 
1.1.2. external 
 
 
1.2. achieving success 
1.2.1. internal 
 
 
 
 
 
1.2.2. external 

A learner: 
 
1.1.1.1. wants to master piano playing by 
playing popular or jazz compositions; 
1.1.1.2. wants to master piano playing by 
performing any kind of music;  
1.1.2. wants to master piano playing 
because he will perform music which the 
audience likes; 
 
1.2.1.1. wants to master piano playing 
because he will internally feel more 
confident among friends; 
1.2.1.2. wants to develop technical skills 
of piano playing for further professional 
activities; 
1.2.2. wants to master piano playing 
because is supported by the audience. 

     

2. Creativity A learner: 
2.1. wants to learn performing music on 
the piano by ear; 
2.2. wants to acquire skills of improvising 
on the piano; 
2.3. is interested in music of various style. 

     

3. Self-organization A learner: 
3.1. is able to set the aim; 
3. 2. knows how to plan time; 
3.3. is able to overcome difficulties in 
learning; 
3.4. is able to make self-evaluation and 
corrections in it. 
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Criteria Indicators 
Levels* 

1 2 3 4 5 
4. Communication A learner: 

4.1. is sensible – sensitive to his emotions 
and needs; 
4.2. accepts others such as they are; 
4.3. can establish contacts. 

     

* Levels: 1 – Yes; 2 – Sooner yes; 3 – Sooner no; 4 – No; 5 – I don’t know 

Learners were asked several questions pertaining to the criterion “self-organization”: 

1. From which time of video-recording did your performance satisfy you and you 
sent it to the teacher? 

2. Do you know how to set learning aims? 
3. Did you plan the time of your performance videorecording? 
4. Do you know how to overcome difficulties, to your mind? 
5. Can you carry out self-evaluation? 
6. Do you know the functions of self-evaluation? 

Learners’ replies were grouped by the number of times mentioned most frequently 
(see Table 3). 

Table 3. The result of learners’ answers 

 
Question (indicator of the criterion) 

Number of learners 

 Yes No 
Don’t 
know 

1. 
From which time of 
videorecording did your 
performance satisfy you? 

From the st time –   
Up to 10 times 9   
More than 10 times 19   
I was recording 2 days 4   

2. Do you know how to set learning aims? 32 – – 

3. 
Did you plan the time of your performance 
videorecording? 

2 25 5 

4. 
Do you know how to overcome difficulties, in your 
opinion? 

25 7 – 

5. Can you carry out self-evalustion? 17 – 15 

6. 
Would the knowledge about self-evaluation 
functions diminish the number of videorecording 
times? 

32 – – 

 

The analysis of learners’ opinions allowed concluding that the performance recorded 
the first time had satisfied no learner. The greatest number of learners – 19 learners – 
have made recordings more than 10 times. From these they have chosen the best one 
(in their opinion) and have sent it to the teacher. But for four learners even a day was 
not enough to choose the best one. All learners knew what aim they desired to 
achieve. The majority of learners admitted that they know how to overcome 
difficulties in learning the piano playing. Two learners could carry out self-evaluation, 
but interpreted the importance of self-evaluation in a simplified way: their 
performance satisfied or dissatisfied them. Learners’ answers show that in regard to 
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the question of time planning the main thing for them was to video-record the variant 
which satisfied them, regardless of time this could require. However, discussions with 
learners about the significance of self-evaluation functions revealed that all learners 
admitted that they would sooner like to spend less time on recording their 
performance.  

It should be mentioned that learners were informed about the assessment criteria 
(see Table 4) which had been discussed and developed at lessons. Learners also have 
the access to internet resources where they can listen to the performance of several 
pianoplayers. 

Table 4. Assessment criteria of Riga secondary school No. 88 learners’ learning 

achievements in instrument playing at an open concert 

 

Criteria Points Indicators 

 1. Correspond-
ance of the 
repertoire to 
the require-
ments of 
instrument 
playing 

3 Degree of program’s complexity is low 
4–5 Degree of complexity is 50% below average 

6 Degree of complexity is average 
7–8 Degree of complexity corresponds to requirements 

9 
Complexity of several compositions is above the 
requirements of a curriculum 

10 
Complexity of all compositions is above the 
requirements of a curriculum 

 2. Culture of 
performance 
(behavior, 
posture, artistic 
qualities) 

3 Culture of performance is not satisfactory 

4–5 
Culture of performance is not satisfactory in some 
components 

6–7 
On the whole the culture of performance is 
adequite, it lacks artstic qualities 

8–9 
Culture of performance meets the requirements, 
there is freedom and certain artistic qualities 

10 Convincing, free, striking and artistic performance 

 3. Appearance 

A point 
minus from 

the total 
mark for 

ignoring the 
indicator 

3.1. Concert dress and footwear; 
3.2. Tidy hair; 
3.3. Nails cut 

 4. Compliance 
of the perform-
ance of a 
composition 
with the 
composer’s 
instructions 

3 
The performance does not comply with composer’s 
instructions, many mistakes in the text 

4 
The performance partly complies with composer’s 
instructions, some mistakes in the text 

5–6 
On the whole the performance complies with 
composer’s instructions, but there are some 
imprecisions 

7–8 
On the whole the performance complies with 
composer’s instructions, occasionally a little bit 
formal 

9–10 
On the whole the performance complies with 
composer’s instructions, it is logical and 
convincing. 
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The learners admitted that during the process of video-recording they had developed 
higher demands on the results of their own work. Learners liked the method of 
assessing video-recordings, since it allowed improving the performance by making 
videorecording several times. Such demands are nothing else than a feature of self-
control whose concluding stage is self-evaluation of learning. 

 In the author’s case of a video-recording, learners have to learn how to plan their time 
and how to use it appropriately.  

Conclusions 

1. Self-evaluation plays a great role for the development of learners’ 
understanding about the difference between things they lay claim to and things 
which they are actually ready for. 

2. Research results testify to the fact that before entrusting the learners with the 
task to carry out self-evaluation in some learning stage (in our case – piano 
performance) it is vital to thoroughly discuss with them the description of the 
function of self-evaluation of their performance. Learners’ awareness about the 

Criteria Points Indicators 

5. Technical 
level of the 
performance 
(tempo, 
precision, 
metro-rhythm, 
bowing, 
apparatus and 
articulation) 

3 
Technical level is low, several technical 
components are used wrongly 

4 
Technical level is insufficient, several technical 
components are not precise 

5–6 
Technical level is satisfactory, not all technical 
components are precies and convincing 

7 
Technical level is good, but the quality of some 
technical components is not sufficient 

8–9 
Technical arsenal of performance is used in 
different ways and is well balanced 

10 

Technical level is high, the use of technical 
components is clear, precise and convincing and 
allows full focusing on revealing the content 
artistically 

6. Artistic side 
of the perform-
ance (content, 
image, form, 
dynamics, 
agogic, 
phrasing, 
originality) 

3 
Technical level is low, several technical 
components are used wrongly 

4 
Technical level is insufficient, several technical 
components are not precise 

5 
Technical level is satisfactory, not all technical 
components are precise and convincing 

6–7 
Technical level is good, but the quality of some 
technical components is not sufficient 

8–9 
Technical arsenal of performance is used in 
different ways and is well balanced 

10 

Technical level is high, the use of technical 
components is clear, precise and convincing and 
allows full focusing on revealing the content 
artistically 
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self-evaluation functions will, by all means, promote planning of time at 
mastering piano playing during a distance-learning.  

3. Several forms of distance-learning may promote the development of learners’ 
personality in the context of the axiological approach. 
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Abstract 

The impact of music has been studied, and there is a growing body of evidence according 
to which playing a musical instrument has a positive impact on academic achievement in 
school. It is important for music teachers to know how to support students’ motivation to 
learn music. A person can be motivated in intrinsic or extrinsic ways, and the motivation 
to learn is revealed in learning activities expressed as learning engagement. However, a 
different perspective on engagement raises the question of how to be coherent with the 
data presented in the studies. As early engagement predicts future levels of engagement, 
this paper presents an integrative review that explores learning engagement in 
preschool and primary school music lessons and identifies that more research is needed 
in this area of learning engagement in music.  
Keywords: motivation to learn, learning engagement, music lessons, preschool, primary 
school, review article  

Introduction 

The value of (school) music has been interpreted in history, and nowadays, in the 
context of aesthetics and culture, it is represented as a mediator of values and 
ideologies. In ancient Greek society, music was practical and integrated with 
ceremonies, celebrations, feasts, rituals, entertainment, education, ethical 
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development, emotional regulation and therapy (Elliott & Silverman, 2012). Today, 
the meaning and impact of music at school has been extensively studied, and there is 
accruing evidence that playing a musical instrument has a positive impact on 
attainment in school (Hallam & Rogers, 2016) and that music making is associated 
with the measures of academic achievement among children (Johnson & Memmott, 
2006; Southgate & Roscigno, 2009; Guhn et al., 2020). Students who have experienced 
learning to play an instrument or voice become more motivated to learn and practise 
other school subjects (McPherson & O’Neill, 2010). In the debate over whether playing 
a musical instrument should be enabled for all children, regardless of their musical 
abilities, we can now rely on neuroscience, which shows that although music and 
language are distinct auditory domains serving different communicative uses, 
children with musical training show enhanced language abilities (Marin, 2009; 
Tierney et al., 2013; Hallam, 2017), and sensorimotor-auditory training in the context 
of instrument playing leads to greater plasticity in the human auditory cortex 
compared to mere auditory training (Pantev et al., 2009). The roots of research on the 
relationship between cognitive and linguistic development lead to psychologists Jean 
Piaget (1896–1980) and Lev Vygotsky (1896–1934). Nowadays, in classroom settings, 
researchers have found that young children’s music experiences may positively 
impact language development (Bolduc et al., 2021). According to Guhn et al. (2020), 
positive relationships between music engagement and academic achievement were 
found concerning the positive connection between school music engagement and 
higher exam scores in English and mathematics at the high school level. Additional 
benefits of music in the 21st century are described in research as psychosocial benefits 
(Crooke et al., 2016), for example, as a source of feeling of belonging for immigrant 
students (Marsh, 2012) or the potential of musical interactions to influence emotional, 
social and cognitive development (Williams et al., 2015) and self-regulation (Williams, 
2018).  

According to Bates (2019), students are motivated to learn only when they see the 
need to learn, believe in their potential to learn and prioritize learning. Meaningful 
learning experiences and engagement in studying and practising are important for 
every learner’s well-being and motivation. A person can be motivated in intrinsic or 
extrinsic ways; intrinsic motivation is clearly seen in children’s spontaneous music 
playing (Krull, 2001; Young, 2003), and it systematically decreases during the 
transition from primary to secondary school (Gillet et al., 2012). A person is eager to 
learn with fun or challenge instead of with external pressure or rewards. Intrinsic 
motivation involves a meaningful relationship between the learner and the activity or 
task, which itself motivates a person (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Understanding motivation is 
important for practitioners in music education to understand how music learners 
persist through the challenges of learning and practising an instrument (Evans, 2015). 
In group music lessons, every wrong note is noticeable to other students, and every 
failure is immediately heard. Teachers need to acquire strategies to optimize students’ 
motivational orientation, reduce the learner’s fear of failure and help them make a 
more sustained effort to succeed. Lack of motivation not only hinders learning but 
also cultivates bad behaviour and disciplinary problems, so it is important for the 
teacher to be able to notice a decrease or lack of motivation. As motivation is private 
and difficult to monitor, especially in a classroom with many pupils (Middleton, 1995), 
and motivation to learn is revealed in learning activities, being expressed as learning 
engagement (Skinner & Pitzer, 2012), engagement is considered to be an important 
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motivational outcome measure (Stroet et al., 2013) because compared to motivation, 
it is more visible (Newmann, 1992; Appleton et al., 2008; Finn & Zimmer, 2012). 

Engagement is a multidimensional construct that includes behavioural, cognitive and 
emotional dimensions (Fredricks et al., 2004). Furthermore, recent research has 
presented the agentic dimension of engagement (Reeve, 2012; Reeve, 2013; Reeve et 
al., 2021) and social engagement (Fredricks et al., 2016b). The importance of fostering 
engagement has been studied, and despite the complexity of different subjects, it has 
been found that pupils show more engagement the more teachers use autonomy-
supportive and structured instructional behaviour (Reeve et al., 2004; Timoštšuk & 
Jaanila, 2015; Timoštšuk & Näkk, 2020; Reeve et al., 2021). Children’s interest and 
enthusiasm for learning and internal motivation to learn constantly decline from 
kindergarten to high school (Eccles et al., 1998; Wigfield et al., 2006; Poom-Valickis et 
al., 2016), and truancy in secondary education can be predicted from engagement in 
primary school (Virtanen et al., 2021). As early engagement predicts future levels of 
engagement (Ladd & Dinella, 2009), it is important for teachers to know, identify and 
support learning engagement to prevent disengagement at different school levels. 

In this article, we focus especially on preschool (ages 3–7) and primary school (ages 
8–12) learning engagement in music education, as early music making has a beneficial 
impact on the wider development of children. In most countries, primary school 
teachers are expected to teach all subject matter in the curriculum, including music. 
Teachers perceive that the self-efficacy of musical skills and classroom management in 
music lessons affect their motivation to teach (Bandura, 1999), and the latter is a 
predictor of student’s learning engagement (Demir, 2011). As professional motivation 
affects a music teacher’s effectiveness (Jones & Parkes, 2010), it is important to note 
that Estonia is one of few countries in the world where music is taught from early 
childhood education by professionals and where music lessons include singing, 
playing instruments, creating music, dancing and drama elements.  

Defining Key Concepts 

A. The potential wider benefits of music education and the problems 

associated with music education 

One of the ongoing challenges for preschool and primary school music education 
internationally is how to ensure the experience of high-quality music sessions 
(Bautista et al., 2022). Teachers tend to feel that teaching music is beyond their area of 
expertise (Welch & Henley, 2014; Nikali et al., 2021). Music education for young 
children is mostly delivered by classroom teachers (Custodero & Fox, 2006) who lack 
the needed musical skills to use music successfully and feel the need to improve their 
music skills, subject knowledge and practical musical strategies to provide classes that 
provide engaging learning experiences (Holden & Button, 2006; Fallin & Tower, 2014; 
Lowe et al., 2017). According to the idea of praxial philosophy, Elliot (2009) sees 
musical competence and teaching ability as interdependent, emphasizing that music 
involves more than an understanding of pieces of music. Formal music learning can 
lead to a self-view of being unmusical (Ruddock & Leong, 2005), resulting in preschool 
teachers claiming that everybody can sing but, at the same time, not feeling 
comfortable themselves and avoiding singing (Hennessy, 2000). At the same time, 
children, due to the media, are aware of assessments of musical abilities (perfectly 
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edited sounds and juries that judge performances in public), and they want to create 
quality in their music performances (Lagerlöf, 2016; Lagerlöf & Wallerstedt, 2019).  

Musicality is an integral part of being human because of our evolutionary past, where 
communication using variations in pitch, rhythm, dynamics and timbre was necessary 
for survival (Mithen, 2009). However, music educators tend to evaluate and assess 
musical aptitudes or abilities and think that musical aptitude is best understood as a 
product of environmental influences and inherited potential (Gordon, 1967). As 
musical experiences are shaped by individual subjectivity and individual life events, 
and not all music education is positive, leading some people to carry their negative 
experiences for their whole lives (Welch & McPherson, 2018), it is important to 
empower learners as active agents in their own musical development (O’Neill, 2012). 
Nevertheless, according to Green (2017), bringing informal learning practises into a 
school environment is challenging for music teachers, leading to conflicts with their 
views on professionalism and learning design. As the slow adoption of changing views 
based on research evidence is prominent in music education, sufficiently developed 
and understandably presented approaches are needed to convince music educators of 
the benefits of using different techniques to engage children (McPherson et al., 2017). 

Students are now more diverse than ever before, and they have quite different 
abilities, aptitudes and interests. According to the Teaching and Learning 
International Survey, one-third of Estonian teachers have taught in a classroom where 
students come from different cultures and nearly a tenth of teachers have experience 
of teaching students with an immigrant or migrant background (Taimalu et al., 2019). 
In Estonia, relatively much attention has been paid to the perceptions and support of 
students with special educational needs, but studies have shown that the 
implementation of inclusive education is hampered by attitudes, knowledge and 
resources for implementing support measures (Räis et al., 2016; Taimalu et al., 2019). 
For example, students with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) generally 
feel less close to their teachers than their non-ADHD peers do (Ewe, 2019). Therefore, 
better knowledge about supporting all students’ learning is required (Kikas & 
Timoštšuk, 2016). In most countries, music is an elective subject, and low motivation 
to participate is evident in low enrolment, but in Estonia, music is a compulsory 
subject from kindergarten to upper secondary school, which raises a critical question 
of how engaged children in music learning are and how to support their motivation to 
learn music. Nevertheless, teachers and music educators working with pupils who 
have additional needs may face challenges in their working environments for which 
they have not been prepared (Jaquiss & Peterson, 2017; Taimalu et al., 2019). 
Regarding changes in society in music education as well as the trouble of engaging all 
members of society in music education, Wang (2021) suggests, with the aim to move 
from passive learning towards active learning, exploring accepted practices and 
developing new practices that reflect both cultural and spiritual subjects and key 
issues in music teaching to enhance student/teacher/staff collaboration and propose 
new learning activities that allow students to improve their engagement as musicians.  

B. Motivation 

Motivation is a theoretical construct that explains the initiation, intensity, persistence 
and quality of purposeful behaviour, and motivation to learn in school contexts is 
described by how much attention and effort students are willing to devote to different 
activities (Brophy, 2004).  



Problems in Music Pedagogy, Vol. 21(2), 2022 

39 

Many theoretical perspectives of motivation have been adopted by music education 
research, including expectancy value theory (Lowe, 2011; Wigfield et al., 1997), 
feeling on flow (Marin & Battacharya, 2013) and self-determination theory (Evans, 
2015). As learning is not always fun and easy and requires time and effort, self-
regulation is needed. In addition, when students don’t feel confident that they will be 
able to accomplish something, they more easily surrender to distractions, barriers, 
excuses and frustration (Toshalis & Nakkula, 2012). In the absence of support, 
students perceive control rather than autonomy, so their motivation is primarily 
external rather than intrinsic. In music education, emerging skills should be used in 
vital activities rather than simply practising sub-skills in isolation. Thanks to such 
activities, students feel that learning at school means doing something with regards to 
creating and making music (Päts, 1989), resulting in musical enjoyment or flow. 
Research evidence about the motivation of music students in individual lessons and 
higher education (university) shows that meeting psychological needs and 
autonomous motivation result from more frequent practice, more frequent quality 
practice and greater preference for challenging tasks; autonomy support leads to self-
regulated practice, and self-regulated practice leads to achievement (Evans et al., 
2013; Bonneville-Roussy & Bouffard, 2015; Kupers et al., 2015; Evans & Bonneville-
Roussy, 2016). Displaying behavioural involvement in music lessons, help-seeking 
actions (asking questions), initiative interaction with teacher and creativity are signs 
of learning engagement, regardless of a child’s or student’s age. Teachers’ enthusiasm 
for a subject can be transferred to students, and it is the most powerful predictor of 
students’ intrinsic motivation (Patrick et al., 2000). By promoting students’ intrinsic 
motivation, teachers can facilitate learning engagement. Music teachers’ transmission 
of passion for music and autonomy-supportive directions are related to student well-
being (Bonneville-Roussy et al., 2020; Hinnersmann et al., 2020) and support adaptive 
high standards and error tolerance in instrument playing and purity of intonation 
(Herrera et al., 2021). Therefore, music teacher motivation plays an important role in 
supporting children’s learning engagement. Teacher motivation can be satisfied or 
thwarted by the ideas of school members about music education, and music teachers 
working alone in schools may have limited chances of interacting with other music 
teachers, thus feeling isolated (Angel-Alvarado et al., 2020, 2021).  

The following chapter will provide an overview of the theory and empirical research 
in the field, considering self-determination theory as an approach to learning 
engagement. The self-determination theory addresses students’ perceptions of their 
level of autonomy, competence and relatedness in activity, being concerned with what 
students do to generate and sustain their engagement (Toshalis & Nakkula, 2012). 

C. Engagement in general education 

Based on a dictionary, engagement generally means “being involved with somebody 
or something in an attempt to understand them or it”, referring to emotional 
involvement or commitment (Webster, 2014). Nevertheless, engagement is 
characterized by energy, involvement and efficacy (Maslach & Leiter, 1997) and 
described as the connection between an individual and an activity of interest, 
referring to time and resources students devote to learning (Krause, 2005). The study 
of engagement has grown out of different theoretical traditions; scholars have used 
motivational theories such as self-determination, self-regulation, flow, goal and 
expectancy-value (Fredricks et al., 2016a). Researchers have conceptualized it as a 
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range of students’ active participation and involvement in learning activities. 
Engagement is more than involvement or participation; it requires feelings, 
sensemaking and activity (Harper & Quaye, 2009). Being described as a 
multidimensional construct, engagement has components involving academic, 
behavioural, cognitive and psychological aspects, and is the main determinant of 
academic success and school dropout (Fredricks et al., 2004; Appleton et al., 2008; 
Reeve & Lee, 2014; Veiga et al., 2014). Nevertheless, the term ‘engagement’ is 
interpreted in different ways. Since Fredricks et al. (2004) described how the three 
types of engagement (behavioural, emotional and cognitive) have been defined, how 
they overlap and how the majority of studies test the impact of a single type of 
engagement, different engagement measurement scales have been developed. 
Glanville and Windhagen (2007) pointed out that there isn’t one single standardized 
measure of engagement, and a new, broader conceptualization of student engagement 
was offered (Lawson & Lawson, 2013; Reeve & Tseng, 2011). The challenges with 
research on student engagement because of the large variation in the measurement of 
this construct and limitations with current approaches to measurement are brought 
out for future directions by Fredricks and McColskey (2012). The available measures 
differ in terms of the source of data (student self-report, teacher report, observation 
instruments and interviews), whether they include the opposite of engagement 
(disengagement, disaffection, alienation and burnout), how many types of engagement 
are measured and whether they are designed to measure engagement generally or 
with reference to a specific subject area (Fredricks et al., 2004; Salmela-Aro et al., 
2009). There has been a considerable scope of conceptualizations of the construct, 
and scholars have used terms including student engagement (Appleton et al., 2008), 
schoolwork engagement (Salmela-Aro & Upadaya, 2012), school engagement (Finn & 
Zimmer, 2012), classroom engagement (Skinner & Pitzer, 2012; Wang et al., 2014) 
and academic engagement at the school (Appleton et al., 2008; Finn & Zimmer, 2012). 
Emotional engagement refers to positive feelings towards teachers, peers and school. 
A student’s sense of relatedness is vital for emotional engagement (Furrer & Skinner, 
2003). Agentic engagement refers to students’ proactive, intentional contribution into 
the flow of learning activity in which they ask questions and make suggestions rather 
than passively receiving information, thus creating motivationally supportive learning 
environments for themselves (Reeve, 2012, 2013). As learning engagement is not a 
fixed characteristic of a child or a student, it can be supported by a teacher, especially 
during the early years of preschool or primary school. Supporting autonomy, as 
opposed to strong control, and structuring teaching, as opposed to chaos, are key 
elements of learning engagement (Reeve et al., 2004; Ryan & Deci, 2000. There is 
ongoing disagreement about whether there are three or four components of 
engagement after the recent suggested addition of agentic engagement (Reeve, 2012; 
Reeve & Tseng, 2011) and social engagement (Fredricks et al., 2016b). Nevertheless, 
research shows that engagement can be facilitated in the classroom by strong 
relationships between students and their peers and between students and teachers; 
additionally, meaningful tasks, high expectations from the teacher and consistent 
feedback also contribute to engagement (Fredricks, 2011). Because engagement can 
be shaped, it is a significant point for intervention (Fredricks et al., 2004). 
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D. Engagement in music education 

The term musical engagement is interpreted as heightened attention to and interest in 
music (Olsen et al., 2014). Chin and Rickard (2012) conceptualize music engagement 
as the connection between the individual and the music activity (performing a musical 
instrument and listening to a musical recording). Engagement in the classroom 
context includes teacher support, peers, classroom structure, autonomy support, task 
characteristics, need for relatedness and competence (Fredricks et al., 2004). O’Neill 
(2012), one of the key authors of learning engagement in music education, states that 
engagement in music is transformational if it leads to a change in the learner’s views, 
understanding and knowledge. O’Neill (2012) defines transformative music 
engagement as a learner-centred approach that fosters agency and empowers 
learners’ autonomy, combining a sense of connectedness and emotional engagement. 
The ideas of transformative music engagement rely on John Dewey’s and Lev 
Vygotsky’s ideas about social learning that can be used to promote student 
engagement in 21st-century classrooms by using technological innovations (Slaugther, 
2009). Technology has provided autonomy in students’ musical lives and access to 
varied music resources, and through that, it has exploded the boundaries of what 
music learners can achieve (O’Neill, 2012). O’Neill (2012) and Green (2017) 
encourage teachers to engage children by learning to play a piece of music without the 
use of notation. Transformative music engagement focuses on the idea that all music 
learners have musical strengths and competencies that can be identified and 
developed, shifting the focus from instructing and supporting learners to fostering the 
resiliency necessary for sustaining music engagement and overcoming negative 
obstacles to learning (O’Neill, 2012). According to Després and Dubé (2020), young 
music learners don’t like to be lectured and tested; instead, they want to actively 
engage in learning music without stress, in a collaborative way, which is hampered by 
current teaching approaches. As learning engagement is related not only to individual 
characteristics but also to class variables (Hospel & Galand, 2016), the new reality that 
music teachers at public primary schools and compulsory schools are challenged on a 
daily basis with meeting the diverse needs of all students, including differences in 
gender, ethnicity, socioeconomic background, various learning styles and needs, 
should be considered when making suggestions.  

Engagement in music education is also used as another word for participation (O’Neill 
2012; Vaiouli, 2014). Disengagement of these actions has been measured by the 
participation rate, which shows a decrease of participation in musical activities 
between the ages of 10 and 17, resulting in 50% of all students dropping out of 
elective music lessons by the time they turn 17 (Ruth & Müffensiefen, 2021), and 
declining musical activity in the home environment between the ages 7 and 14 
(Kreutz & Geldhaus, 2020). To address this problem, Green (2008) suggested 
involving popular music and informal learning practices in schools to fill the gap 
between children’s music experiences in school and outside of school. Research on 
learning engagement in music lessons mostly addresses the problems of adolescents 
and describes better behaviour and increases in participation, referring to 
behavioural engagement (Wright, 2011; Wilson, 2019). Green (2008) proposed the 
basis for the Musical Future’s project, which was carried out in the United Kingdom 
with over 1,500 adolescents starting at the age of 11. She suggested that learning 
starts with repertoire chosen by students who learn through self-directed and peer-
directed learning, developing skills through coping with recordings by ear. An 
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informal, collaborative and creative approach to music is suggested for deep 
engagement in music learning (O’Neill, 2005; Green, 2008; Veloso & Mota, 2021). 
Contradiction can be seen in the content of the music curriculum (folk music, musical 
literacy and emphasis on singing) and in the methodological recommendations and 
content that promote the learning engagement in music lessons. Questions are raised 
if parents prevent children from classical music, considering it to be too boring for 
children (Vestad, 2014), and music teachers use popular music with the aim of 
promoting learning engagement in music lessons. These questions could be as follows: 
Is learning engagement in music lessons dependent on or independent from the goals 
and content of the curriculum? Is it possible to promote learning engagement even if the 
content of curriculum is musical literacy, folk music and emphasis on singing, as in many 
countries? Could informal music practices hinder the role of music education as a carrier 
of culture and values?  

Informal music learning practices of popular adolescent musicians are described as 
music making as a social event, learning music by ear, collaborative composing and 
self-directed learning with an interest in autonomy (Green, 2008; Vasil, 2019). Making 
music with same-age friends having the same taste of music is a social event that 
promotes social engagement in music learning. According to Bohnert et al. (2010), 
merely attending an activity may not be sufficient to benefit from music, and 
consideration of the dimensions of engagement has the potential to provide a richer 
characterization of children’s experiences. Martin et al. (2013) concluded that practice 
should not simply be focused on the quantity of participation in the arts, citing 
engagement as a quality factor. The action component of student engagement with 
academic work is directly observable (Skinner et al., 2008), and although it is a 
determinant of behavioural engagement, emotions probably drive behavioural and 
cognitive involvement, leading to deep learning (Skinner et al., 2008). A repertoire 
that requires reasonable effort can increase engagement, and conversely, too little 
effort or confusion over insurmountable challenges can lead to low engagement 
(O’Neill & McPherson, 2002). Cognitive engagement refers to students thinking in 
terms of dedication, combining ideas and willingness to action. According to 
McPherson and Renwick (2001), students who are more cognitively engaged enjoy 
learning more and are more efficient in their work (e.g. practising an instrument).  

In Estonia, only qualified teachers teach music (Hietanen et al., 2020), and attending 
music lessons is compulsory for everyone (in preschool and primary school). Children 
find a high level of engagement – the state of flow in free play and major approaches to 
engage students in preschool and primary school music are based on the desire to 
emulate the aspects of children’s play. For example, methods to encourage playful 
musical engagement between the teacher and the child include the Orff Schulwerk 
approach, the Kodaly method (Rickard et al., 2013; Marsh & Dieckmann, 2017), the 
Suzuki method (European Suzuki Association) and the Dalcroze approach (Jordan-
Decarbo, 1997). The music curriculum in Estonia describes the learning outcomes in 
all three stages of basic school, such as singing, playing musical instruments, musical 
movement, creativity, composing, listening to music and musicology, musical literacy 
and school choirs (the music curriculum of the basic school). Group singing and 
performance deliver considerable emotional, social and cognitive benefits and 
stimulate self-esteem and confidence (Bailey & Davidson, 2005). The act of joint 
singing serves as an example significant to the Estonian context; for example, the 
Estonian song festival tells the story of how the Estonians see themselves as a nation. 
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Singing in the Estonian language represents cultural and political freedom and the 
solidarity brought by joint singing makes the event a potential ground for civic-
oriented nation building (Pawłusz, 2017). The roots of the holistic approach to 
education in Estonia lead to educators such as Ernst Idla (1901–1980), who created 
and developed health-oriented movement education, where the exercise material is 
based on the person’s natural movements, which result from Estonian ethnography, 
children’s movements and games, rural people’s work movements and folk dance. The 
method is characterized by using music not only to decorate the movement but also to 
facilitate and inspire the exercise.  

Music educator Riho Päts (1899–1977), the founder of today’s learning design of 
Estonian music education, saw the need for developing children’s musical abilities 
through active music making, improvisation and analytical music listening already at 
preschool, as it lays the foundation for music education in later stages. This is the 
basic principle of music pedagogy in Estonia today. His concept, relying on the 
principles of cognitive activity pedagogy, is reflected in the music education 
curriculum of the National Curriculum of Estonia 2011 (Raudsepp & Vikat, 2012). 
Nevertheless, according to the research, pupils in Estonia did not find that they were 
musically gifted or that it would be appropriate for them to open themselves through 
music due to their teachers’ critical attitudes in music lessons. Out of 7th graders, 17% 
felt anxiety and unpleasant feelings before a music lesson (Mõistlik & Rüütel, 2011). 
As interest, boredom, happiness, sadness and anxiety depend on students’ emotional 
engagement, and engagement or disengagement in the early grades have long-term 
effects on students’ behaviour and academic achievement in the later years, it is 
important that preschool and primary school teachers acknowledge and use teaching 
practices that support learning engagement (Fredricks et al., 2004; Timoštšuk & Näkk, 
2020). 

Aim and Research Questions 

Our integrative literature review addresses emerging topics about learning 
engagement in music that would benefit from a holistic conceptualization and 
synthesis of the literature (Torraco, 2005). This purpose of the current integrative 
literature review is to provide an overview and evaluate the state of knowledge of 
empirical evidence on learning engagement in preschool and primary school music 
lessons, as well as to look for commonalities, map differences about how the term 
engagement is interpreted in research on music learning in group lessons and, thus, 
provide an overview of dominant methodologies used. Considering the limited 
preparation of early childhood educators (ECE) in music education (Bautista et al., 
2022) and that children in the transitional age of five to seven are not focused on in 
early ECE research (Young, 2016), it can be assumed that research related to learning 
engagement in preschool and primary school music lessons is limited.  

By integrating empirical findings, the inclusion criteria for the review are guided by 
the following research question: How is learning engagement explained in research 
articles concerning preschool and in primary school music education?  
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Data Collection Procedure  

To gather and synthesize knowledge from different perspectives, we chose an 
integrative review process (Torraco, 2005; Snyder, 2019). By integrating the findings 
and perspectives of many empirical findings, the literature review aims to address the 
research questions in depth compared to a single study (Snyder, 2019). To select 
potentially relevant studies, the literature was searched using electronic databases: 
Scopus, Discovery, Web of Science, ERIC, Education Research Complete (Ebscohost) 
and ProQuest Central. To adjust the process before performing the main review, the 
search terms and inclusion criteria for the smaller sample were tested in August 2021 
(Snyder, 2019). The search term ‘engagement and music’ was removed and replaced 
with ‘learning engagement and music’ because the term ‘engagement’ has many 
different meanings, resulting in a multitude of irrelevant search results. 

In December 2021, the following descriptions were used: learning engagement and 
music, learning engagement and music lessons, learning engagement and music and 
preschool or early childhood or kindergarten, and learning engagement and music 
and primary school or primary education. After removing duplicates, reading 
abstracts and making selections first and then reading full-text articles later (Snyder, 
2019), the references of relevant studies were examined for additional literature 
before making the final selection of relevant literature for this study.  

Selection criteria of included articles were 1) empirical, 2) peer reviewed, 3) 
published between January 2000–December 2021, 4) written in English and 5) about 
learning engagement in preschool or early childhood education (age group 5–7 or 0–
10) and primary school or primary education (age group 7–12) music lessons or 
classroom music. 

The main group of excluded references consisted of articles in which the search terms 
were mentioned in the abstract but in reference to music aiding in engaging children 
to learn (e.g. how to wash hands). In addition, articles about engagement in music in 
the 14 – 99 age group were excluded. Reviews and conference proceedings without 
peer review were excluded. 

Data Analysis 

We arranged the components of the literature by grouping research based on 
similarities in the concepts about engagement in group music lessons. The literature 
search strategy identified 1,551 papers (Figure 1). After removing the duplicates (n = 
213), reading the abstracts (n = 1338) and removing irrelevant data (n = 1205), we 
scanned the references of relevant data (Torraco, 2005). The majority of excluded 
articles concentrated on age 13+, using the word ‘engagement’ as an action (without 
describing or measuring the increase or decrease) and concentrating on engagement 
with music at home or in free time. The final number of textual data for full screening 
was 138, and the final number of papers included in the review was 29. 
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Figure 1. Flow diagram with the results of our database search 

We analysed the empirical data using an inductive, interpretive–descriptive approach 
that considers theoretical perspectives (Charmaz, 2012). Analysing the data by 
reading it several times and conducting an analysis each time developed a deeper 
understanding of the information (Creswell, 2012).  

Describing and developing themes from the data consist of answering the major 
research question: How is learning engagement explained in research articles 
concerning preschool and in primary school music education? The list of included 
articles is shown in Table 1, and the facilitators of learning engagement in music are 
shown in Figure 2. In the list of included articles, emotional engagement is described 
as a positive attitude towards learning, positive feeling towards music or musical 
activities, emotional connection to music and behavioural engagement as willingness 
to participate in musical activities or other learning processes that include music. 
Cognitive engagement is described as concentration, focus, persistence in learning, 
meaningfulness of musical experience and musical progress, lack of low or 
interrupted involvement, persistence in facing difficulty and improved performance 
outcomes. Agentic engagement is described as willingness to choose music, 
instruments and methods to learn; responsible behaviour; self-efficacy; idea 
generation and presentation; active involvement as questioners and problem solvers 
for musical tasks; and musical independence. The indications of social engagement are 
peer interaction, helping and teaching each other and increased social adaptation. 
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Results 

A. Forms and concepts of engagement in pre-primary and primary music 

education 

Although research has linked musical engagement with educational and 
developmental outcomes, much of this research simply examines the frequency and 
duration of arts (music) participation and does not explore different dimensions of 
learning engagement. ‘Musical engagement’ is used to refer to musical activities or to 
replace ‘musical instruction’ with a reference to informal, playful learning. Music 
engagement is described in research as the level of active participation in music 
activities; it is measured by the frequency and regularity of participation and is often 
described through the authors’ personal observations. Nevertheless, engagement is 
described through different theoretical backgrounds, and different forms of 
engagement occur. 

There is a consensus that engagement consists minimally of participatory behaviour 
and some affective components. Engagement in early childhood is described by 
observable indicators of flow experience (Custodero, 2005) and measured with an 
involvement scale (Laevers, 2006. For instance, for describing the most engaging 
musical experiences for preschool children of age 3, Suthers and Niland (2007) 
adapted the Leuven involvement scale, measuring focus, vocal participation and 
creativity on a five-point rating scale. The Child Involvement Scale, also known as the 
LIS-YC (Laevers, (2006), states that involvement is a quality of a child’s activity. 
According to Laevers (2015), involvement can be recognized by a child’s 
concentration and persistence, openness to stimuli and intensity of experience, both 
at the physical and cognitive level. 

Given Dewey’s (2902) theory that intrinsic motivation is supported by personal 
meaning rather than structured activities and that the value assigned to the activity is 
an important component in students’ active engagement in music activities (Chin & 
Rickard, 2012), research in early childhood music education in the context of 
unstructured music-making activities shows that the process of spontaneous 
transition to intentional activity develops through exploratory actions, evaluation of 
outcomes, reasoning and planning by children (Charisi et al., 2018). The value added 
to the activity by children is an important component of engagement (Chin & Rickard, 
2012), and because of the evolution of technology, the approach to engage children in 
music must change (O’Neill, 2012). Charisi et al. (2018) concluded that the frequency 
and duration of child-chosen activities indicate cognitive engagement. To enhance 
learning engagement in music lessons, recommendations are using technologies 
(iPad) and including children’s agency for choosing the music (popular music) in 
music classrooms (Davis, 2013). However, students may often be attracted to 
irrelevant iPad content (Qin et al., 2020). Issaka and Hopkins (2017) emphasized the 
importance of combining new technology and professional music pedagogy to support 
learning; this includes learning by listening instead of first learning to read notation to 
represent or create music (Holland, 2015). Music classes should reflect children’s out-
of-school musical worlds. Research by Major and Cottle (2010) highlights talk and 
evaluation as parts of reflective music composing activities and the teacher’s role in 
encouraging children’s learning through dialogue. 
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Pre-schoolers choose a task or activity in which to participate according to what they 
like, which creates positive emotions (Halliday et al., 2018). Reflecting on previous 
research in this area is a necessary step to engage in the debate about how to promote 
learning engagement in music. Activities must be perceived as sources of enjoyment, 
not just their usefulness and to offer possibilities to compose music (Arriaga Sanz & 
Madariaga Orbea, 2014). Teachers may perceive students’ enthusiastic responses to 
music as chaos and may reduce their engagement in an effort to establish discipline 
(McFerran et al., 2017). 

B. Music as a tool for learning engagement in other subject lessons 

Although early childhood is a critical period of musical development, Bond (2012), 
reviewing the representation of music in early childhood education scientific journals, 
concluded that most articles focused on the extramusical benefits of music and that 
the use of music for non-musical goals is prominent. As music offers a holistic way of 
education, enchanting engagement in the classroom and supporting the development 
of academic skills (Bolduc, 2008), music as a tool to promote engagement is a 
substantial research topic. Music used as a means to engage children in early 
childhood settings is one point of interest in music, and engagement is a music 
strategy used to promote engagement of children with disabilities, as music provides a 
more engaging learning environment (Stephens, 2008; Finnigan & Starr, 2010; 
Simpson et al., 2013), promotes social engagement among ASD children (Thompson et 
al., 2014), offers structure and predictability by consistently embodying familiar songs 
to classroom routines (Vaiouli & Ogle, 2015) and enhances language and literacy skills 
even by short-term music training (Slater et al., 2013). Although the duration of music 
lessons and programmes is known, different levels of engagement are rarely reported 
in studies (Román-Caballero et al., 2022).  

C. Facilitators of learning engagement in music lessons according to the 

literature review 

According to our research, the categories of facilitators of learning engagement in 
music provide structure, support agency and support autonomy and social 
engagement, including supportive assessment. 
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Figure 2. A musical engagement tree – facilitators of learning engagement in music 

Music teachers’ beliefs influence learning engagement, as these beliefs in universal 
musicality relate to the music learning opportunities they provide for students, 
leading to positive musical engagement for all individuals; however, the belief in 
inborn musical talent can negatively affect a person’s musical engagement and self-
esteem (Miranda, 2004; Shouldice, 2019). Wilson (2019) concentrates on teaching 
practices that support engagement and offers a model that includes fostering positive 
emotional engagement, maximizing involvement in music making (through the use of 
instruments and variety of music curriculum activities), supporting students’ 
autonomy (letting students choose the repertoire for singing), constituting teacher 
roles (teacher as facilitator, teacher as instructor and teacher as popular musician) 
and emphasizing the importance of formative assessment. Students like to learn by 
doing (‘playing’ not ‘working’) and learners like to teach, to help each other, to be 
creative and to express themselves. According to Després and Dubé (2020), some 
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current teaching approaches hinder learning; most music learners don’t like to be 
lectured and tested, preferring to be active in a collaborative and non-stressful 
environment. They don’t like to be directed in a top-down approach and want to 
decide on their own (what and how to learn). Formative assessment in elementary 
music classrooms, including peer and self-assessment, promotes agentic engagement 
in learning (Valle et al., 2016). Engagement through music activities, songs and music 
are important factors that support engagement in children’s school experience; using 
music in school resulted in increasing participation in learning activities (Vaiouli, 
2014). Custodero (2005) claims that through music and sounds children can act as 
agents of their own learning. Van Lier (2010 goes beyond saying that agency is the key 
to engagement. Harwood and March (2012) analyse the differences between formal 
and informal music education and make suggestions for promoting learning 
engagement by concentrating on participatory music, where the emphasis is on 
enjoying the process rather than practising for the outcome. As young children 
concentrate on one aspect of a situation (e.g. play or story in a song), repetition is 
important in music activities (Suthers & Niland, 2007). With the latter in mind, folk 
songs provide an opportunity to take into account the interests and ideas of children 
as well as to offer repetition. In contrast, Roberts (2015) found that 4th grade students 
perceive the learning experiences interesting because of novelty and suggests using 
humour and elements of surprise instead of repetition.  

Conclusions and Discussion 

The purpose of this exploratory review was to examine how learning engagement is 
explained in research articles concerning preschool and in primary school music 
education. Contemporary educational research shows that learning engagement has a 
relevant influence on learning outcomes; however, research on learning engagement 
in music in preschool and primary school classroom music lessons is scarce (Wilson, 
2019).  

Teaching and the context of education are constantly changing; neoliberal ideas affect 
education, and teachers see a contradiction in comparing educational outcomes and 
valuing a learner’s individuality or special needs (Timoštšuk et al., 2018). Another 
contradiction affects the work of music teachers, which is based on different 
philosophical approaches to music teaching: an aesthetic or praxial approach to music 
education (Koopman, 1998). Seeing music education through a praxial approach 
means giving all students the opportunity to develop their music skills through 
performance, improvisation, composition and listening, emphasizing that all learners 
can learn to be creative creators (Elliot, 2009). Drawing on the flow theory (by Mihaly 
Csikszentmihalyi), Elliot (2009) underlines that when student’s knowledge and skills 
are balanced with a musical task, the result is musical enjoyment. Even in the case of a 
praxial approach, aesthetics is assumed as a result of music education, and the 
emphasis is on the quality of the sound produced. In preschool and primary school 
music lessons, teachers teach repertoires for presentation on concerts, and music 
lessons are expected to result in children singing in tune and playing pieces without 
errors. As one of the main applications of music education is that the student acquires 
knowledge and skills in the field of music through active music making, it is important 
that music teachers improve the performance of their skills to focus on students’ 
engagement in learning music (Grandena & Machfauzia, 2019). Teachers’ words and 
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actions play an effective role in students’ learning engagement (Stefanou et al., 2004), 
and the encouragement of a music teacher is a key factor in creating a positive 
connection and lifelong involvement with music for a student (Mõistlik & Rüütel, 
2011). In light of ongoing challenges for music education, including primary and 
preschool teachers feeling the lack of need for musical skills and subject knowledge to 
provide engaging learning experiences and the accruing evidence of the physical and 
psychological benefits of learning engagement with music, Estonia could be the place 
for building knowledge.  

Engagement in music learning can be hampered by several different aspects that are 
specific to classroom music lessons; for example, while the teacher and students are 
engaged with various activities, such as singing, playing instruments and rhythmic 
movement, the teacher is presented with logistical dilemmas and the need for group 
conformity among students of various talent and skill levels. Due to large numbers of 
students, the potential noise level and additional extracurricular responsibilities, such 
as performances, festivals and competitions, teaching music may be more stressful 
(Synder, 1998; Byo & Sims, 2015; Salvador, 2019). An additional aspect to consider is 
the assessment of pupils’ musical development; since the concepts of musicality differ, 
teachers grade different aspects. According to a study among music teachers in 
Estonia, music teachers primarily assess musicality as the sense of rhythm, pitch 
perception and other traditional musical abilities and their development (Mõistlik & 
Selke, 2011). A music teacher must be able to set specific goals and objectives for a 
meaningful assessment of students’ creative work to bring structure and sequence 
into students’ creative music education (Kratus, 1990).  

The Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development plays a leading role in 
influencing international education policy through Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA) benchmarking, which has provided a new impetus for the 
standardization of European education systems since the 1990s. The learning 
outcomes of Estonian students are at the top of the national rankings in all areas of the 
PISA 2018 survey (Puksand et al., 2019). 

Although there is research evidence that engagement in music contributes to studies 
in other subjects, disengagement in music may be the reason that engagement in all 
subjects steadily declines over school years. In other words, the key to learning 
engagement in different subjects may be learning in music lessons. For children to be 
engaged in music lessons, music teachers should be able to notice and recognize 
different levels of engagement and support learning engagement in music lessons. 
Music is integrated into the Estonian compulsory education system, from basic 
education starting in kindergarten to the gymnasium level, and music teachers at 
every educational level are professionally trained. Estonia’s outstanding formal 
musical education programme may provide data for valuable input for cross-cultural 
research on learning engagement in music. Qualitative research is needed to 
understand the phenomenology of engagement in music lessons in preschool and 
primary school music lessons. 
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Limitations 

The limitation of this literature review is that we are using secondary sources, as we 
are re-analyzing published papers; our results are influenced by the researchers' 
lenses.  
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Abstract 

This research focuses on elementary classroom teacher students’ (N=10) experiences of 
art and skill subjects at school and in teacher education. The data was collected by 
narrative accounts of students’ experiences of music, visual arts, physical education, and 
crafts. Both positive and negative experiences were found from these subjects. Every 
respondent had negative experiences in some of the subjects. At worst, the experiences 
were so traumatizing that respondents suffered from the consequences even after twenty 
years. This shows the importance of the teacher’s behaviour in evaluation and feedback 
at school. Young pupils are at a sensitive developmental stage when in elementary school 
and at the high school level, as students’ self-conception is still building. The art and skill 
subjects may cause students to feel more vulnerable than other subjects, because 
everyone can see or hear immediately when something goes wrong. Teacher education 
should be developed in a direction where future teachers are emotionally sensitive and 
discrete to avoid traumatizing their pupils. 
Keywords: Art and skill subjects, experiences, memories, attitudes 

Background 

Finland has succeeded quite well in international comparisons of school achievements 

(Programme for International Students Assessment PISA). Still, there is a lot of 

malaise in Finnish schools including not enjoying being at school, marginalization and 

even suicides. Mostly, people are too dissatisfied with life and experiences of failure 

and misfortune. A valuable life has stalled as disciples feel aimless and grieve. It is 

important that a child can, already at an early stage, gain positive experiences of 

themselves through acceptance and success. It would be important to teach students 

to acknowledge their own strengths, dignity, and their specialities. This can take place 

at home and school through sensible and wise growth and education together with the 

constructive activities with peers.  
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Our society is going through a critical period. The change in age structure, 

digitalization and strengthening of multiculturality are phenomena of this age. 

Similarly, society is also differentiating, and inequality is increasing. The well-being, 

sharing, participation and health of the population polarize the population (Ministry 

of Education, 2014). Searching for experiences is typical for our time. Commercialism 

and selfishness describe the spirit of current times when everyone wants to own 

everything more and more (Pulkkinen & Kanervio, 2014). 

In the field of education, competition between schools may further strengthen 

marginalization and polarization of students and communities. Also, the gap between 

the educated and uneducated population is growing, leading to a division of society 

into two parts (Kyllönen, 2014). There are more and more families pushing 

exceptionalism on their children and burdening them with different hobbies and goals 

of material well-being. At the same time, there are more and more families who do not 

take good enough care of their children, who may drift toward a marginal way of life. 

When an individual fulfils oneself through art and skill hobbies, it protects them better 

from withdrawal (Allardt, 1976). Art and skill subjects with their experiences like 

development of skills, collaboration, succeeding, enjoyment, regularity, relationships 

with adults, discussions and supervision can be seen as protective factors. Self-esteem 

is strengthened and the feeling of one’s ability to influence different issues grows 

along with successes (Rönkä, 2014).  

According to PISA’s school enjoyment research, the situation in Finland is not vaunted, 

although Finland’s school system is shown in a positive light from the point of view of 

learning results. Finland has participated in PISA research since the year 2000 and has 

been at the top or near the top of learning assessment tests. In 2009, the level of 

results began decreasing and by 2013 the results clearly had dropped. PISA-research 

evaluates learning, and it is used in developing educational systems (Kupari et al., 

2013). Finns share a worry about the results, which show the need to develop the 

country’s education system. Still, Finland is in the top quarter of the OECD countries 

and the best of the Scandinavian countries. The opportunities in social and economic 

structures of society, the growth of the importance of media and globalization have 

changed the world of young people. This should be taken better into account to 

include young people’s everyday real life as a part of a school’s pedagogy. The 

elementary school system which was created in the 1960s and 1970s needs national-

level renovation (Kupari et al., 2013). The school well-being model by Konu and 

Rimpelä (2002) explores the school and education as a whole, where every part is in 

connection to each other, and nothing is separate. Especially interesting are self-

fulfilment (being) and social relationships (loving). In fulfilling oneself, the use of 

creativity and self-esteem strengthening can be seen in the teaching of art and skill 

subjects. In the area of social relationships, the atmosphere of the school, group 

dynamics, teacher-pupil relationship, peer relationships and the collaboration 

between the school and homes are in the centre of promoting well-being.  

Well-being from Art and Skill Subjects 

The significance of arts and creativity has been gathering more appreciation among 

Finnish administrative personnel. Already more than ten years ago the government of 

Matti Vanhanen promoted a creativity strategy to promote the development of 



Problems in Music Pedagogy, Vol. 21(2), 2022 

73 

creativity nationally. The working group of the strategy highlighted the significance of 

creativity in comprehensive well-being. In addition to that, it also imparts versatilely 

to Finnish society’s different sectors, everyday life, social life, education, upbringing, 

working life, communities and so on (Luovuuskertomus, 2004). The working groups 

of the Creativity-story strategy reported their plans to promote creativity. One sector 

in the report promoted creativity in education and upbringing, building reserves of 

strength-centred activities. Education and upbringing should promote the 

development of power reserves and life-managing skills so that a child and young 

individual could live a valuable life with others also into adulthood. The working 

group was concerned about the way some children are raised at home, not enjoying 

studying at school, the spirit of competition, the culture of increasing haste and the 

increase of performance pressures at school. Creativity is stifled in these 

circumstances and causes accumulating problems in the long run (Kolme 

puheenvuoroa luovuuden edistämisestä, 2005). 

Artistic activity has always been a part of human nature. The task of art, the place and 

the significance have remained, but they have gained new manifestations in new 

places. Recently, artistic activity has been brought in as a part of problem solving and 

its positive impact in different connections has been noticed. Social problems cannot 

always be solved using only artistic actions, but it offers a counter point to rationalist 

thinking and creates a more versatile idea of many people where diverse usage of the 

senses is joined together (Bardy, 2007). Society’s efforts towards efficiency and strong 

economic thinking overshadow the value of creativity (Känkänen, 2006). We can also 

speak about art-based developmental direction which can be seen both in Finland and 

internationally (Bardy & Känkänen, 2005). Culture and art are seen more strongly as a 

part of the promotion of humankind’s well-being. In the conception of development 

there has been a pragmatic change, which means that rational reasoning and 

economic values have proven insufficient in creating the individual and communal 

creativity and spirit building (Bardy. 2002). Arts education should be strengthened at 

school to bring in artistic thinking and acting as a bigger part of life skills and all-

round education (Bardy, 2007). Arts education teaches how to understand and handle 

multilevel phenomena, also present in social life, through the arts. The arts are not 

separated from life; art should be present as a part of everyday life and a natural part 

of life (Sederholm, 2007). We can even say that thinking through creative activity is a 

way of existing and living (Karppinen, 2008).  

For some children, functional or artistic work can be the only way for them to 

approach and connect to themselves and their emotional memories. Creative activity 

offers a metaphoric cover or a symbolic distance to handle issues. In the same 

connection, we can talk about the birth of free space which includes ambivalence 

toward interaction, which means aimlessness and handling it through artistic 

activities. This kind of experience enables exploring one’s own emotional movements 

and understanding one’s own story (Heino et al., 2013). 

The art and skill subjects bring counterbalance and offer different ways of working 

compared to core subjects. The pupils may be creative and express themselves more 

than, for example, in math or language classes. Art and skills subjects also offer a good 

environment for promoting educational targets and issues which aim at pupils’ 

spiritual growth. The captivating digital world of today is a pleasing environment for 

children and young people and an instrument for spending time and learning. The 
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digital world competes for children’s interest with activities in the same way as in the 

art and skill in the art and skill subjects. Chatting face-to-face and doing things 

together have been transmitted to the virtual world (Pulkkinen & Kanervio, 2014). Art 

and skill subjects have a lot of potential; they strengthen identity and offer social 

experiences which create trust and well-being (Liikanen, 2009). 

The Well-being Promoting Influences of Art and Skill Subjects 

PISA research focuses on mathematical skills, natural sciences, and literacy. It does 

not measure pupils’ well-being, creativity, or artistic development. Because PISA only 

measures some sectors of school subjects, their significance is secured because 

Finland wants to remain first in international comparisons. The issues affecting art 

and skill subjects are difficult to measure. Nevertheless, although the administration 

promoted creativity and creative activity to a level of high value more than ten years 

ago, not much was done to promote artistic activity or creativity during that time. In 

the report of the Ministry of Education’s working group, aims to add to the number of 

arts and skills at school by adding one lesson to the earlier curricula are merely a 

titular addition. Artistic activity strengthens cultural abilities and creative thinking, 

which are useful also for creative economic development and promoting Finnish 

competitiveness. The status of arts education has weakened even though more and 

more well-being promoting impacts of art and creativity have been explored and 

understood. The Finnish International Society for Education through Arts (InSEA) 

underlines protection of Finnish cultural know-how in the law on elementary 

teaching, prevention of marginalization, development of internationally validated arts 

education and protecting it, assuring qualified arts teaching, and increasing the 

number of lessons in art and skill subjects at school (Suomen InSEA ry, 2012). 

Juvonen (2008) validates the significance of art and skill subjects for pedagogic well-

being. The art and skill subjects can offer solutions to students not enjoying being at 

school, having low motivation, and experiencing dissatisfaction at school. The school 

should balance theoretical and practical learning. The art and skill subjects offer 

experiential learning with emotions, enabling development of theoretic learning 

processes and greater opportunities to gain feelings of success without strict 

performance pressure. This keeps motivation high and may make otherwise dull 

subjects also feel increasingly significant. The art and skill subjects also provide 

communality and common activities, which lead to a better classroom atmosphere 

and acceptance of oneself and others. To an individual pupil, creative activity offers a 

possibility of self-expression and finding one’s own abilities, using, and developing 

them. The art and skill subjects also enable differentiating and learning from pupil’s 

own starting points. The everyday life of school changes and becomes more 

meaningful with creative activities and may even offer therapeutic experiences in 

school life (Juvonen 2008). 

Possibilities for self-expression and use of imagination are important to pupils. They 

see the usefulness of art and skill subjects in their free time and for their future. The 

subjects bring variety to schoolwork and may help some pupils who have difficulties 

with the core subjects. Similarly, the pupil can gather energy for new challenges. 

During art and skill subject lessons, a pupil may find new qualities both in themselves 

and in peers’ skills and behaviour. In the lessons new qualities are learned about 
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friends and the lesson is a place for collaboration. Art and skills activities help in 

understanding oneself and others and accepting more and greater differences 

(Tornikoski & Ylämäki, 2009). 

Motivation-pedagogy can be used to support pupils’ human development and 

participation in common activities. Similarly, pupils dare to try and survive 

challenging situations. The pedagogy is based on arousing the conscience, 

participation, and social creativity. The aim is to make the pupil become enthusiastic 

in making things with their own hands, practicing skills, being curious and courageous 

in front of new issues and pushing one’s own borders. This helps in developing a skill 

to meet problems in a creative way, which helps in many sectors of life (Karppinen, 

2008) (see Figure 1). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. The circle of encouragement in art and skill subjects (Karppinen, 2008, 103) 

A. Music 

In music, pupils gain versatile experiences of musical activities and partnership in 

cultural issues. Pupils learn to interpret different significances of music, improve 

musical skills, and develop a positive relationship with music and music as a hobby. 

Music promotes comprehensive growth, ability to collaborate with others and skills of 

expressing oneself. The subject is harmonized through pupils’ own targets of interest, 

themes, other subjects, celebrations, and projects (POPS, 2014). 

Music offers pupils a possibility of self-expression, communal experiences, and 

creativity. School music education may lead to taking music as a hobby and give one a 

way to enjoy life and become happy (Ruokonen & Grönholm, 2005). Lilja-Viherlampi 

(2007) sees music education’s therapeutic potential. Therapeutic pedagogy starts 

from the teacher’s therapeutic educational attitude, showing pedagogical loving in 

different situations during music lessons. The teacher sees and recognizes what kind 

of developmental and educational opportunities music offers. Then it is possible to 

MANIFESTATION 

Manifestation of know-how, 

skills, experiences and 

sensations through action 

and interaction  

INITIATIVE 

Ability and courage to start 

new projects 

”One way to exist” 

ENCOURAGING  

 Encourage to make things 

with own hands and 

experience things 

ENTHUSIASM 

Intrinsic motivation  

to make experience and 

express oneself 
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support a child’s future harmonizing qualities if the child’s well-being has caused 

worries (Lilja-Viherlampi, 2007).  

B. Visual art 

The aim of visual art education is to guide pupils in exploring and expressing reality 

through art. In addition to that, the pupils are guided to see and understand the visual 

culture surrounding them. Learning is experiential, multi-sensual and functional. 

Pupils are guided to use different instruments, materials, technologies, and ways of 

expression in their actions. When the pupil produces and interprets pictures, his/her 

identity grows as well as cultural skills and communality experiences strengthen. 

Pupils can use their imagination, creativity, and curiosity for experiments in visual 

arts lessons. A visual art improves critical thinking, encourages social influencing, and 

offers abilities to act locally (POPS, 2014). 

C. Craft 

Craft is a multi-material school subject, where pupils learn to manage a whole 

handicraft process using craft expression, design, and technology. Pupils learn 

versatile skills and knowledge which they can take advantage of in everyday life. 

Spatial perceptive skills, sense of touch, motor skills, creativity and skills of designing 

are developed in crafts. The subject strengthens self-esteem and produces enjoyment. 

In crafts, pupils can fulfil themselves also communally. In addition to these, it also 

brings up pupils to become ethical, aware, participating, skilful, self-appreciative and 

entrepreneurial citizens who have know-how in crafts and willingness to develop 

craft culture (POPS, 2014). 

The primary target is not learning different techniques or skills, but to learn 

something about oneself, others, culture and possibilities through self-expression and 

interaction (Karppinen, 2005). Seitamaa-Hakkarainen (2009) discovered that the 

motives and significances of crafts are connected to the joy of making, creativity and 

building of new significances, instead of simply making products. Crafts, like all other 

arts and skills, can have the influence of strengthening school enjoyment. Joint 

working, arousing and using enthusiasm can make crafts an important source of 

expression and joy (Karppinen, 2005). Crafts can also produce feelings of 

empowerment, support human growth and most of all enrich our lives (Karppinen, 

2008). Crafts have therapeutic dimensions which will be used in utilizing psychic well-

being, preventative mental health work and as a way of designing interventions for 

the future. Craft is still important as a hobby and in educational work (Pöllänen, 

2008). In craft science Pöllänen and Kröger (2005) have discovered that crafts 

develop life managing skills and can work as a preventer of marginalization. 

D. Physical education 

Physical education at school aims to promote pupils’ comprehensive well-being and 

build a positive attitude toward one’s own body. Positive experiences, physical activity 

and team working are in the centre of physical education lessons. Physical education 

supports healthy ways of life and promotes social approval and communality. Pupils 

get information and experience different forms of exercise. School physical education 

helps students develop their skills in interaction, enhances responsibility, emotional 

development and recognizing their own emotions. The aim is to develop pupils’ self-
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conception through exercise. Physical education offers opportunities to feel joy, 

participation, and versatile physical activity. (POPS, 2014). 

Correctly executed physical education offers pupils positive experiences which lift 

self-esteem and support psychic well-being. Also, in the subject, students learn to 

handle negative feelings. The acquired socio-emotional skills can be transported to 

other sectors of life. Self-conception develops in physical education through trusting 

in oneself, social relations, and one’s own abilities. A positive attitude toward one’s 

own body belongs to self-conception, too. By trying, self-reflection and learning new 

issues, a pupil increases the experiences of success, learning new things and 

progressing (Jaakkola, Sääkslahti & Liukkonen, 2009).  

The Object, Questions and Acquiring the Data of the Research  

This research examines elementary classroom teacher students’ (N=10) experiences 

of art and skill subjects at school and in teacher education and the significance of these 

experiences in their life and attitudes. The students wrote 3–4-page-long narrative 

stories about their experiences. They also considered the influence of these 

experiences on their later attitudes towards these school subjects. The research 

applies to the field of phenomenological touch, as a study of experiences aims to add 

to teachers’ understanding of the importance of art and skill subjects. The research 

questions are: 

• What kind of experiences have you had in art and skill subjects during your own 
school years and in teacher education studies? 

• How have these experiences influenced your later attitudes toward these 
subjects? 

The students who participated in this research were 3rd- to 6th-year students from the 

University of Eastern Finland. The data was collected in spring 2019. The students 

were asked to try to remember experiences from both their school years and from 

their teacher education.  

Results 

We present the results in the same order as these school subjects were presented in 

the theoretic background of this article. Typical of the memories about art and skill 

subjects at school is that they are polarized: the respondents have experienced these 

subjects as either strongly positive or similarly negative, depending on how they 

assessed themselves as being good or bad in the subject area. The expectancy-value 

motivation theory explains this so that when the student expects to survive well in the 

subject and appreciates it, their motivation rises and the results become better, too 

(compare Suomi, 2019; Mäkinen, 2020). Because art and skills subjects are very 

personal and emotions, skills and abilities are shown so that they are easy to be 

compared to the others, it is easy to find a natural explanation for the polarization 

phenomenon. Especially music and physical education traditionally are subjects 

where strong emotions and experiences are aroused. In both of these subjects, the 

skills of others can easily be evaluated, and if the teacher’s work is not correct, equal, 

discreet, and fair, the emotions are often at the surface.  
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This age-group’s (22–25 years old) school years seemingly did not include much 

digitalization, or it does not show in the memories of art and skill subjects. Actually, 

the computer applications for these school subjects are brought into use no earlier 

than today, although they have been available for years. The respondents’ memories 

talk about quite traditional schoolwork with traditional gender models, for example in 

the subject craft. For many respondents, art and skill subject lessons were the 

highlight of the whole school day, which inspired and motivated schoolwork on a 

general level, too (Compare Juvonen, 2008). 

A. Music 

The results show that there are not many exact memories from elementary-level 

classes. Memories are more general like, “all art and skill subjects were nice in 

elementary school”. What the participants remember best was singing together when 

the teacher played a piano accompaniment.  

I do not remember anything about the music lessons in the first and second 
grade. I think that there probably were not specially music lessons at all, 
maybe we sang in other lessons every now and then. Music in the upper 
grades was one-sided, playing the recorder, simple drum accompaniments, 
small presentations, and singing together. I liked to sing together as the 
teacher accompanied with piano. (1W)  

Music lessons were in the music classroom. Music was mostly singing, 
playing the recorder and the kantele. Later, we played with rhythm 
instruments and sang karaoke. I remember best the summer opening 
celebration for which we practiced songs. (2W)  

I liked music in elementary school. I am not especially musical, but I liked to 
sing with the class when the teacher played piano. (5W) 

There were many more memories from the music classes in the higher grades, 

especially about playing different musical instruments. This means that pupils were 

offered versatile musical experiences and activities (compare POPS, 2014). Singing 

with the teacher’s piano accompaniment was a safe and enjoyable way of 

participating, which means that music education had also a therapeutic perspective 

(compare Lilja-Viherlampi, 2007).  

Music also raises feelings of uncertainty and unsureness and one’s own abilities and 

skills are often doubted. The experiences from music lessons are often imprinted with 

a fear that the others in the class would laugh if one failed at playing some musical 

instrument or singing. There has been a lot of singing in music lessons, which is 

natural as singing is the basic way of action in music education. 

I have never had music as a hobby and now when I should be able to teach 
it, I am quite uncertain. I can somehow play piano, but for example guitar or 
drums are out of my skills range. I believe that I can carry out music lessons 
well for elementary classes, and thanks to university music teaching I am 
luckily interested in music. During my earlier school days, I never 
experienced any trauma from music learning, although I remember trying 
to avoid playing some instruments. For example, I never played the drums 
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during music lessons simply because I was afraid that the others would 
laugh at me. (3W) 

Playing different instruments has been a nice common activity for some, while for 

others it has been an obligatory dull grind. One respondent explained that their 

enthusiasm and interest in music have risen during teacher education. As a whole, it 

can be seen that teacher education’s music studies have left the students with some 

uncertainty about their own skills, especially in playing multiple musical instruments. 

In teacher studies, there is a limited number of lessons during which these 

instruments can be taught. 

Studies were fun also in music, as there were good instruments and other 
mediums for playing (music school). We sang a lot, but we never had singing 
tests. I remember playing in bands. Through dance I have gained lots of 
know-how also concerning music (sense of rhythm, elements of music, 
genres, etc.). These skills have also helped later in other studies. (4W)  

I remember playing the metallophone in a school celebration and it left 
good memories. From high school I remember that we learned the basics of 
many musical instruments. (5W) 

In addition to memories about singing and playing instruments, many respondents 

wrote about their thoughts of their own musicality and musical abilities. Singing tests 

were still used during the respondents’ school time and there are strong contradictory 

memories about them. For some respondents, singing tests did not cause any kind of 

trauma, but for others they caused lifelong damage to their musical self-conception. 

Many respondents wrote that their musical self-conception either collapsed at once 

due to singing tests or it faded out little by little due to the teacher’s comments. The 

teacher education’s singing tests also caused severe damage and trauma for some 

respondents. This is an issue that has been identified in earlier research, too (See 

Juvonen & Anttila, 2007). 

High school music was OK, but I have never been musically talented. The 
lessons were sometimes dull and frustrating. The singing test did not 
traumatize me, but I think that it was unnecessary as an obligatory activity 
at school. Luckily, there were only 1–2 obligatory music courses. (1W)  

Music at high school was nice and interesting. I liked singing and got 
interested in guitar playing. In our own classes’ music lessons, I was not 
participating, but I ventured into singing and playing during the voluntary 
music lessons. (2W) 

Music was a subject I imagined I was to be good at, but little by little, maybe 
in the 4th to 6th grades I noticed that I maybe was not so good. I got the 
grade 8.5 in the singing test and I compared the result to my friends and 
noticed that they had got better grades. I remember once practising with 
one friend to play a drum accompaniment and the teacher commented that 
the rhythm should not accelerate. Neither of us learned to play without 
accelerating the rhythm and a more musical pupil got to play the drums and 
we were given other instruments. Singing tests, I remember from 
elementary upper classes and in high school: oppressive experiences. But the 
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most oppressive experience was the singing test in teacher education. There 
was no accompaniment to lean on to support singing. Trembling from 
nervousness, the singing went totally poorly, and the rest of the day was 
spent crying at home. As a result, I could not sing for months, not even at 
home. Now I sing sometimes, a little when I am alone, but never when 
someone else could possibly hear me. The singing test totally collapsed my 
musical self-conception to zero, and surely, I will not sing in a classroom or 
teach music. Failure in this singing test was the worst humiliation of my life. 
(6W)  

I remember that I felt I was good in music, but in singing I was lousy. 
Singing tests occurred in elementary school and in 6th grade we had a 
recorder playing test. The singing test was simply torture but recorder 
playing I liked because I was good at it. I had a little more difficult song to 
play for the test than the other pupils, which motivated me even more. I still 
can play the song “Under the northern star” by heart with the recorder. In 
upper classes we had a singing test which was torture again, but otherwise 
we played together which was nice. (7M) 

In high school, music courses were merely an obligatory evil which 
culminated in a singing test. In the test an optional song was sung to the 
teacher using a microphone. The experience was terrible, but I imagined 
that this would be the last time I would have to take a singing test. But what 
happened was that during the university teacher education I had to do a 
singing in test in the music teacher’s office without accompaniment. 
Certainly, feeling down about myself was not as difficult as it was in high 
school. (8M)  

Visual art and music classes left me experiences of incompetence and failure: 
the issues were not practiced, and we should have had the skills and succeed 
right away. I notice that this influences my feelings about myself even today 
as a musician or visual artist. (10W) 

Music education during primary and secondary school as a whole seems to have had a 

significant influence on musical self-conception. The singing tests seemed to have 

been inhumane and terrifying for the pupils as well as to the teacher education 

students. Singing tests have traditionally been a way of abusing power and putting 

down pupils and students. The tradition may have lived on because music teachers 

have wanted to take revenge for their own negative experiences during their studies 

at Sibelius Academy or other music teacher education institutions. No reasonable, 

rational explanation can be found to justify including singing tests in modern-day 

education programmes. On the contrary, unnecessary singing tests cause 

traumatization and fear towards music, which creates changes in attitudes in the 

negative direction.  

I went to an artistic expression high school which was open to all kinds of 
people. I chose several music courses and enjoyed the creative atmosphere. 
(2W) 

Art orientation and interest in art and skill subjects united pupils. In high 
school, the teachers were very encouraging and motivating. After high 
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school I wanted to carry on my studies in the art focused UEF campus in 
Savonlinna. Wonderful memories from art and skill subjects during the 
school days! (4W) 

In teacher education, it was nice to have piano lessons. I learned an 
enormous amount and felt successful. I plan to develop my playing skills 
further in my free time. I would like to learn more instruments. (10W) 

The pupils form their concepts about themselves as actors in different school subjects 

and they seem to carry that concept in their minds until the adulthood. 

B. Visual art 

There were few memories from elementary school visual art lessons. Generally 

speaking, visual art was liked a little more than music, but also visual art had caused 

traumatic experiences for some of the respondents. Mostly the criticism focused on 

different types of evaluating and marking systems. Comparing artwork to that of 

others also caused negative experiences and anguish for respondents. 

Visual art was versatile and nice, the evaluation system from one + to three 
+++ was not nice, it was unfair. (1W) 

I do not remember anything from visual art lessons, they were thoroughly 
planned, and they did not leave room for creativity. In upper classes, art and 
skill subjects were rather painful because comparing took place all the time 
and bullying got worse and worse. (2W) 

Visual art lessons usually are quite free, and teachers allow quiet discussion with 

friends in the classroom. Still, one respondent wrote that her class was so loud that all 

the lessons seemed meaningless. Also, too sharp critique of the artwork felt bad and 

one of the respondents wrote that there was no room left for a pupil’s own creativity 

in visual art lessons. Comparison to other pupils’ works seems to have created all 

respondents quite a lot of stress. Positive experiences which can turn self-esteem 

upside down have also occurred, for example, due to success in a school drawing 

contest. This kind of public positive feedback has a very strong influence on an 

individual’s self-conception. 

When I was small, I liked drawing and painting a lot, visual art lessons were 
nice, but in upper classes our class was so restless that I did not like any 
subjects at school. (3W)  

I did not gain good memories from elementary school visual art lessons: the 
works were so strictly critiqued and there was no room for creativity. All 
works were supposed to look just the same, and the comparison between the 
works was merciless both via voice and inside my own head. At the end of 
elementary school all the works were collected together for the teacher for 
evaluation. Then the teacher looked at each work for a couple of seconds 
and gave a grade for each work. The final mark was the average of the 
numbers given. This was depressing, I felt like crying, and I was ashamed as 
it was the only feedback given, there was no room to develop. I thought that 
I was a lousy drawer, and I did not draw in my free time. The change came 
along with the school’s drawing contest, where I was second best with my 
dragon drawing. I got beautiful wooden colour pens as a prize. (10M) 
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Many of the visual art teachers have been very nice and much liked persons, which the 

respondents remember even more often than the things which took place in the 

lessons. 

In high school the teachers encouraged creativity and did not interfere with 
pupil’s abilities. (2W) 

My secondary school teacher succeeded in encouraging me to work with the 
pictures, the teacher was a liked person and memorable. The high school 
teacher was quite original, but very much liked. (8M)  

In memories of visual art, it seems obvious that the teacher had a strong impact on 

pupils as an encourager or on the other hand as someone who stifled enthusiasm. All 

kinds of comparisons and evaluation seem to have been quite counterproductive 

according to many respondents’ experiences, but still, there were also positive 

experiences. A high mark in the school report was a good supporter and positive 

experience, and a lifter of self-esteem. 

In secondary school the teacher compared the works again and my 
enthusiasm ceased. (10W) 

All works were evaluated numerically, the situation was quite stressing, but 
I always got marks 9–10 and that is why the experience was empowering. 
(7M)  

The first memory was a paper coloured with crayon. I was very self-critical, 
nothing seemed to be a success. I was quite sensitive to evaluative feedback. 
(9W) 

The experiences gained from visual art lessons are still affecting respondents’ 

attitudes towards the subject, as well as their self-conceptions. 

The experiences from elementary school have been wide-ranging, it is good 
to become conscious of them and start learning new issues. (5W) 

Some respondents experienced this task as the one that made them aware of the 

impact of experiences in elementary school and school at any level, as well as attitudes 

towards different school subjects and self-esteem. 

C. Craft  

Craft education has aroused many positive memories, but the traditional division of 

boys doing technological education and girls dealing with soft materials seem to be 

clear. Quite many girl respondents seem to be uncertain of their skills to deal with 

hard materials and some even expressed their fear of loud woodworking machines. 

Several respondents said that their warm relationship with crafts originated from a 

hobby which started at home when tinkering and mom or grandmother familiarized 

them to knitting. 

Handicraft was very nice; working with soft materials I remember myself 
making elf-pillows. (1W) 
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I liked handicraft (textile works) but when dealing with hard materials 
(wood) I felt uncertain. Different drilling machines and other machines 
scared me. During woodworking, I liked sawing and painting, the kind of 
work where loud machines were not needed. (6W) 

I have been tinkering, making handiworks, crocketed and carved wood since 
childhood. Craft and visual art have been my favourite school subjects since 
elementary school, and they still are today. I wish to take craft as my major 
subject. Behind my liking of crafts is my enthusiasm, the encouragement 
from home has been much more important than what the teachers have 
been doing. Because of my handicraft hobby, I have always felt like I am 
good at it. (9W) 

In the best possible situation, craft has offered a lot of experiences of success; 

empowerment and use of one’s own creativity (compare Seitamaa-Hakkarainen, 

2009). Many respondents had handicraft as a hobby also in their free time. They also 

had many warm memories of their craft teachers.  

In secondary school craft was still my favourite subject, I took all the 
voluntary courses. The teacher was really nice, she encouraged taking craft 
as a hobby during free time, too. In the 8th grade, I made a sweater and in 9th 
grade I made a rug. The worst thing in high school was that there were not 
craft as a school subject. I liked visual art because we made things which 
had a connection to craft like printing on a bag and building miniature 
models. (7W) 

 In craft I was always at the top of my class and I favoured it as the best 
school subject. The atmosphere in the lessons was wonderful, the teacher 
cared about the pupils personally, creativity and our own designing were 
favoured, and the works succeeded well. Experiences of success, wonderful 
teachers, communal working and as a result also the best marks on the 
school report card. The same continued in secondary school and also in free 
time. (10W) 

Some respondents have also had negative experiences of craft lessons at school. The 

projects required too much time to complete. The traditional division into boys’ hard 

materials and girls’ soft materials seems to have been clear to this group of 

respondents. Gender-oriented craft seems to be alive and well at least when these 

respondents were at school 5–10 years ago. One respondent suffered a lot from being 

left-handed. The teacher did not have skills to teach her in textile works. The teacher’s 

yelling, of course, does not help in liking any school subject. 

Craft was sometimes boring, and the projects required too much time to 
complete. Too much concentration was needed for one project. (1W) 

The girls were doing textile projects and the boys did woodworking projects. 
(2W) 

Craft I never liked. I am left-handed and I clearly remember that in the 
elementary school teachers could not teach me in handicraft because of me 
being left-handed. I remember difficult situations from craft lessons, and I 
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was even afraid to go to craft lessons when I knew that I cannot do the 
assignments, and nobody could help me. I did not like woodworking either. 
(5W)  

Most of the craft lessons went wrong because of the misbehaving girls in my 
class who tried to make the very volatile craft teacher explode. These girls 
succeeded in their aim too well and too often. (2W) 

Craft left me with the most negative memories. In elementary school I was 
enthusiastic in handicraft, but the secondary school teacher started yelling 
at me when I could not use the sewing machine. I started skipping craft 
classes already in elementary school. (6W) 

I had bad experiences using soft materials in craft lessons, and I started to 
be afraid of hard material lessons, too. I am afraid and I get stressed from 
craft teaching. (3W) 

I still do not like craft, and I cannot imagine myself teaching craft up from 
third grade. (5W) 

Many respondents had taken a negative attitude towards craft, and it still exists even 

today though several years or even decades have passed since they gained the 

experiences causing a negative attitude. 

D. Physical education  

Physical education is, according to several studies, the most favoured school subject, 

but many respondents have also negative experiences from physical education 

lessons. Those who felt they were sporty or physically talented usually liked physical 

education as a school subject, too. Many respondents have enjoyed physical education 

lessons, and this subject has been the best among all other school subjects, and they 

have nothing but good things to say about their teachers. This means that the physical 

education has been carried out in the correct way (compare Jaakkola, Sääkslahti & 

Liukkonen, 2009).  

I have good memories from physical education, I was always good in it and 
succeeded and enjoyed the lessons. The teachers were wonderful, and I got 
many experiences of succeeding and working communally. The old 
traditional dances were marvellous, and I enjoyed every moment. (2W) 

In craft and physical education, I have been able to shine and flourish and 
had experiences of success which show that I am at my best dealing with 
craft and physical education. I chose physical education as voluntary 
courses, even though the group games were not my favourites. (1W) 

Learning the old traditional dances at physical education lessons has been the best 

experience for some respondents and the worst for some others. This clearly shows 

the polarization of the subject. Running the Cooper’s test and all the other testing and 

measuring of performances have raised negative feelings, but some, almost 

professional athlete-level respondents have enjoyed these the most. The competitions 

between schools have offered extra positive experiences for some of the respondents.  
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I have always been very sporty, and I only have positive experiences from 
physical education lessons. The best experiences came from the 1500 m 
running test, because I was almost a professional athlete. Nowadays I 
understand why not all pupils liked these tests. (3W)  

I am sporty and I have been competing and am target oriented, and in the 
competitions between the schools I was always the best, I liked the running 
tests, and I won Finnish championships. (5W) 

Positive feedback from teachers has supported sportsman-like behaviour until the 

present day for one respondent. Also, good marks on the school grade report have 

been encouraging and reassuring. Some respondents have felt that they were good at 

every sport taught during their physical education lessons at school.  

The teacher said that I was the best physical education pupil of all time. This 
recognition has affected my life strongly; everything connected to sports 
makes me believe that this is where I am at my best. 6W 

Physical education lessons were the highlights of the day, I was good in 
sport, swimming, gymnastics, and skiing were my favourites. (7W) 

I started playing volleyball when I was 5 years old; sports have always been 
close to my heart. My physical education grade was 10. We won the 
volleyball competitions against other schools. I acted like a teacher when 
there was volleyball in physical education lessons. (8M)  

I liked skating and skiing the most, which I also did in my free time. Group 
games and apparatus gymnastics were my aversions. (9W) 

The respondents had quite a lot of negative memories from physical education 

lessons. In winter sports, skating with lousy skates in very low temperatures below 

zero and long skiing tours with difficult uphill slopes created negative experiences.  

I have the worst memories from winter sports (the skates were lousy, and it 
was colder than -20 degrees Celsius) and in skiing we ran long tours, and the 
uphill slopes were so terribly difficult. Secondary school physical education: I 
liked the variability, floorball and track and field sports were nice but bad 
memories I got from team division. (1W) 

Division into teams for team games was often done in the way that the two best 

players chose participants for their teams and worse players were chosen last. This 

caused trauma for many respondents.  

Ball games offered bad experiences as the most popular pupils chose the 
teams. (3W)  

Physical education became my aversion because I felt I was worse than the 
others. I was always the last one chosen to teams. Even now sports feel 
unpleasant, although a nice teacher succeeded in lifting my motivation a 
little. (4W) 
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Also, a clear division into good and lousy, continuing evaluation and measuring 

performances in sport, as well as a bad and competitive atmosphere, caused bad 

experiences for some of the respondents. In these cases, the teacher had not 

succeeded in supporting the pupils’ physical education self-conception toward a 

positive direction; quite the opposite (compare Jaakkola, Sääkslahti & Liukkonen, 

2009). 

Later we got a different teacher, and the terrible division into poor and good 
athletes started, I belonged to the poor group, as I was bullied. The teacher 
did not care at all; he rather threw more water onto the mill. The physical 
education lessons were utter pain, full of assessment and discrimination. I 
was one of the poorest because of my weak self-confidence. The physical 
education lessons were divided between boys and girls. The most terrible 
classes were the old traditional dance lessons, I became an outsider again. 
In my self-assessment I was totally lousy in everything. (2W) 

The high school physical education teacher killed my interest in sports by 
favouring such pupils who had sports as a hobby and who were on some 
sports team training their skills. Only they could get marks 9–10 and for the 
others the highest mark was 8. I always got 6 or 7 from the high school 
condition testing which caused a feeling of failure and did not strengthen 
my motivation. In high school physical education lessons, the competition 
was continuous, and the prickly teacher followed all the time who was the 
best. I was almost every time the last and slowest which caused me to not be 
physically active or doing any sport in my free time. Skiing, skating, and 
biking have stayed as occasional hobbies, but I do not want to compete or 
compare my performances. (9M) 

In High school we played football and the teacher was sitting by the field 
drinking coffee which was terrible because I did not like team sports at all. 
Teachers, their attitude, feedback, and tasks have an important significance 
according to my own experience. (10W) 

Unfair evaluation and teacher’s despicable behaviour and favouring some at the 

expense of others as well as the justification of giving poor marks in the school report 

are sources of negative experiences for many respondents. Competitiveness and 

comparison to other pupils have also caused a considerable dissatisfaction among 

some respondents.  

Discussion 

The art and skill subjects have a strong influence on pupils. The strength of the 

influence is caused by the subjects producing such actions and products which are 

easy to evaluate by anyone. Judging by the respondents’ narratives, it often seems that 

teachers have acted incorrectly and discretely in every situation. The negative 

experiences affect building attitudes which are quite permanent in nature and these 

attitudes may remain for the rest of the whole individual’s life. For example, singing 

tests in music classes have caused such severe trauma for many people that they had 

never got over it. When one’s musical self-conception is damaged, it is very difficult to 

mend it. The experiences of having been put down follow the individual until 
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adulthood, labelling the person as unmusical, a lousy sportsman, poor handicraft 

maker or bad drawer. These negative experiences often influence the individual’s 

whole personality, his positiveness and negativity and whether the person is 

optimistic or pessimistic. The attitudes also mirror the courage of starting a new kind 

of tasks and meeting new people.  

Curriculum may set many important and enviable tasks in art and skill subjects, but it 

seems that only in some cases these aims have been reached. In some cases, teachers’ 

actions have traumatized many pupils and have created a negative attitude towards 

the subject. All kinds of competitiveness, comparison or direct criticism have aroused 

negative feelings towards the subjects. This can be seen clearly in physical education 

and visual arts, but also in music in the form of singing tests and also in craft in 

various ways. The negative experiences obtained during school time have had a strong 

attitude-moulding impact which can be seen still affecting the minds of the 

respondents. On the other hand, those whose experiences have been positive still have 

positive attitudes toward those school subjects and they show their willingness to 

learn more about these subjects.  

This research reveals the strong influence of teachers and their activities as attitude 

moulders and as producers of experiences which leave their mark on the whole school 

experience. This issue must be considered more seriously in future teacher education 

programmes so that to avoid traumatizing and negative experiences in school art and 

skill subject education. There has been some research on what a good music teacher is 

like in pupils’ opinion. Pupils do not expect to have a highly skilled musician as their 

teacher. They want a person who is nice, appreciates the pupils and is pedagogically 

competent (Mäkinen, 2020). How to train such a teacher? Mäkinen (2020) identifies 

three ways to solve this problem: 1) supervised teaching practice, 2) integrated 

artistic and physical education, and 3) taking into account wishes of students. 
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