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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: In Hungary, little attention has been devoted to the secondary level of music education, even though it is not only
Vocational secondary school with music a transition between primary and tertiary education but also has predictive power regarding the future of music
specialisation

education. In our research, we surveyed students in their final year at a vocational secondary school with music
specialisation using open-ended questions to investigate the factors influencing their career choice, their vision of
the future, and the external and internal professional motivational factors. The questions focused on music-
related career choice, practising, the attraction of a career in music, motivations for persevering, and the fac-
tors and people strengthening self-confidence. According to the respondents, healthy self-confidence and
adequate motivation constitute an inevitable basis and source of professional success. Motivation is best derived
from the positive feedback of the environment and the experience of success. Due to the individualised in-
struction in music education, the main subject teacher plays a decisive role, often influencing not only students’
professional career but also their personal path. In our research, we also examined students’ perception of the
ideal main subject teacher. Students’ recognition of a main subject teacher is enhanced by personalised attention,
setting realistic expectations to the student, exemplary professional knowledge, and interpersonal skills. Based on
their professional experience and perceptions, students also commented on the qualities required from a musi-
cian and the personal meaning of music. According to the responses, the best characteristics of a musician are
perseverance, humility, and diligence, whereas music is a means of self-expression, which provides relaxation,
serenity, and refuge.

Professional music education
Main subject teacher
Motivation

Career choice

1. Introduction

The subject of education remains relevant to this day. Frequent
economic, social, and political changes bring about constant trans-
formations in education, the continuous training of teachers and in-
structors, and the development of teaching and educational techniques.
Students today will become the teachers of the future, so it is essential to
keep this cycle under constant review and monitoring to be able to assess
and identify any problems. Furthermore, it is crucial to understand the
considerations behind the process of choosing a career. In this study, we
focus on an area which has not been investigated extensively in
Hungary, namely the specific characteristics of choosing a career in
music and the factors motivating students of Hungarian vocational
secondary schools with music specialisation.

The three levels of music education in Hungary are closely linked.
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Accordingly, secondary education is in a particular position due to being
closely linked to primary music education at its entry and to tertiary
music education at its exit (Eckhardt, 2009). The fundamental difference
between the primary and tertiary levels of education is that primary
music education is responsible for traditional mass education, while
tertiary music institutions train professional musicians and music
teachers. The specific twofold purpose of secondary institutions, which
are organised as vocational secondary schools in Hungary, is to provide
general secondary qualifications as well as to prepare students for
continuing their studies at a higher education institution, thereby
enabling them to pursue a professional career in music (Héjja, 2018,
2022). In Hungary, 18 secondary schools offer classical music education
in addition to general education, with a total of 1476 students (Varadi &
Héjja, 2023). Students complete their general education with a final
examination in 12th grade. Afterwards, most students start studying
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music at a university in Hungary or abroad, while some of them take
advantage of secondary music education by staying in the institution for
another year, when they can focus exclusively on music subjects. Oc-
casionally, students leave the education system and start working or
begin university studies in a field unrelated to music.

Nagel’s (1988) study outlines several issues and problems faced by
students who wish to pursue a career in music and by their parents. He
points out that the decision to pursue a musical career involves sacri-
fices, persistent individual preparation, early commitment to one in-
strument, regular practice, and immense self-discipline, while the
unique problems of a potential subsequent career change may also arise
(Nagel, 1988).

It is fundamental in our research to understand the motivation of
students, which is a key factor in subsequent career choice.

2. Theoretical background

In this study, we set out to explore the motivations for choosing a
career in music. Researchers of motivation theory have developed
several dimensions and classifications of motivation. Based on the most
common typology, it is possible to distinguish the so-called intrinsic or
primary motivation, which is a “direct, object-orientated, intrinsic motive
... expressed in interest, curiosity, and the tension caused by the problem”
(Nyilas & Fonai, 2011: 382). Individuals who are intrinsically motivated
engage in an activity out of curiosity, enjoyment, pleasure, the personal
challenge of the task, or a desire for personal development (Brunsma
et al., 1996; McPherson et al., 2016). These individuals have broad in-
terests and great confidence, which is reflected in increased perfor-
mance, persistence, and creativity, accompanied by a general sense of
well-being and vitality (Ryan & Deci, 2000).

If we consider motivation in relation to music, intrinsic motivation
can be illustrated by children who play music because they love the
sound of the instrument or love singing itself, without worrying about
grades and other external stimuli, but simply enjoying the challenge
(Burak, 2014).

In addition, one can also observe extrinsic, or secondary motivation,
which is “an external motive usually independent of the task and the object of
the activity. Such motives include rewards, praise, interest, self-assertion in
competition, fear of punishment' (Nyilas & Fénai, 2008: 382). Brunsma
et al. (1996) also attach great importance to extrinsic motivation. If this
form of motivation is more likely to inspire students in their musical
studies, we may notice that their progress and practice are driven mainly
by the need to please their parents and teachers, or perhaps to compete
with their peers, to get good grades, to win medals and prizes, all
without enjoying the journey and the process itself. As these external
pressures and stimuli cease, the interest tends to wane and then disap-
pear. At that point, it is likely that the student even stops the activity
(Burak, 2014; McPherson et al., 2016).

Gillespie and Hamann (1999) conducted a questionnaire survey
targeting university students specialising in string instruments and
aspiring to become music teachers. They found several factors which
were key to students’ choice of career. These included the passion for
music and the instrument as well as the significant influence of teachers,
instructors, and conductors, who not only impart professional knowl-
edge but are also seen as role models (Gillespie & Hamann, 1999). This
aligns with Bright’s (2006) study investigating whether young musi-
cians who were exceptionally talented in playing wind instruments were
considering becoming music teachers. Bright underscores the signifi-
cance of teachers and parents as young musicians’ role models and the
importance of exposing exceptionally talented students to the process of
teaching and knowledge transfer as early as possible, which can moti-
vate them to become music teachers (Bright, 2006).

In their study, Hargreaves and Marshall (2003) focus on the factors
which influence music learning. Based on the results of the projects
included in their study, they show that music learning and participation
in music, whether it is through performance, composition, or just
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listening to music, plays a very important role in children’s lives. The
authors highlight that children are the most engaged and motivated
when they are active creators and in control of the process to some
extent. In addition, self-identity is an integral part of their development.
Thus, it is an important step towards becoming a musician if children
think of themselves as such (Hargreaves & Marshall, 2003).

Another project of the study (Hargreaves & Marshall, 2003) exam-
ined the attitudes of secondary school music teachers. When asked about
the five most important qualities expected of secondary school music
teachers by their colleagues, the two factors mentioned most frequently
were good communication skills and the ability to inspire and motivate
others. Musical and artistic skills were only mentioned later. The ques-
tion on the purpose of teaching music also prompted an interesting
result. In addition to the development of students’ musical and artistic
skills, music teachers’ most important goal was identified as providing
the necessary emphasis on social, personal, and cultural development
(Hargreaves & Marshall, 2003).

These qualities and personality traits are necessary and play an
important role in musicians’ lives, because to become a professional
musician, it is essential to practise for hours every day, which requires
undivided attention, concentration, dedication, motivation to improve,
energy, and time.

Lehmann (2002) found a negative correlation between the effort and
pleasure ratings in musicians’ practice, but a positive correlation be-
tween the relevance and effort ratings of practice and between the
relevance and concentration ratings of practice. However, when
non-deliberate practice activities were examined separately, the corre-
lation between the pleasure and effort ratings was close to zero, which is
an interesting and important point in the characterisation of the musical
profession. This can be explained by the categorisation of performing at
a concert as non-deliberate practice, which at the same time provides a
source of pleasure (sense of achievement), despite the fact that it re-
quires a great investment of energy, work, and concentration (Lehmann,
2002).

In relation to practice, Lehmann (2002) and Degner et al. (2003)
discuss the guiding and motivating role of music teachers in the devel-
opment and acquisition of musical skills. Degner et al. (2003) find that a
good teacher sets specific goals and provides feedback to the student, but
also gives room and opportunity for improvement when it comes to
mistakes (Degner et al., 2003).

A study by Rickels et al. (2013) supports the theory that the identity
of music teachers is an influential factor in not only the formation or
reinforcement of students’ musical identity but also the development of
their subsequent teacher identity. The study points out that it is
important for music teachers to be aware of this dual role, as data sug-
gest that teacher identity is less stable during the socialisation period
prior to university or college admission (Rickels et al., 2013).

A case study by McPherson et al. (2017) illustrates that better results
can be achieved in music learning if students can decide themselves
which piece to learn. In this case, students’ significant improvements
and measurably greater motivation can be observed.

3. Sample and method

In January 2023, we interviewed two classes in their final year of a
vocational secondary school with music specialisation. The students in
year 12 were asked about their career aspirations, their motivation to
practise, the role of the main subject teacher, the meaning of music to
them, and their view on the three most important qualities of a musician.
The total number of students receiving art education at the institution is
110, of which 24 (21.8 % of the total sample) are in 12th grade. The
completion of the paper-based questionnaire was anonymous and
voluntary.

A total of 12 males and 10 females (n = 22) completed the seven
open-ended questions, of which six were aged 18 (27 %), 13 were aged
19 (59 %), and three were aged 20 (14 %) (M 18,86, SD 0,64). The
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survey results were analysed using MAXQDA Analytics Pro 2020.

3.1. Research question

Students were asked as to why they chose music as their secondary
education and what they expected from a career in music. What moti-
vates them to practise their instruments? What is the ideal main subject
teacher like? The researcher’s curiosity also focused on what is the
staying power of a musical career, what and who helps to build self-
confidence. Music high school students were also asked what they
think are the three most important qualities of a musician. One of the
most important questions is what music means to those who see it as a
career.

4. Result and discussion
4.1. Career choice

The motivations of career choice could be classified into three cat-
egories. In addition to social and emotional factors, determinants also
included perceptions of a career as a musician. Key social factors
comprised family patterns, childhood experiences, a community of peers
with similar interests, and a shared set of values. In terms of the
emotional impact of music, the motivating factors were experience,
pleasure, happiness, and excitement. Students’ career choice was
determined by their view that being a musician was something special,
which they valued as a vocation in the long term (Fig. 1).

4.2. Practice, self-confidence, motivation

The quality of the time which students in secondary music education
spend individually with their instruments is a decisive factor in their
daily lives. This is the period during their musical studies when they
need to learn the art of independent and effective practice, which is
essential for their future professional success.

Since the importance of students’ attitude towards this process
cannot be understated, we asked in our questionnaire what students
considered important in relation to practice, and why they practised in
general.

During the content analysis, 45 codes were identified within the
category of practice. A recurring element in the responses mentioned the
importance of factors for professional development (32 codes), which
was raised in some form in essentially all responses. The idea of progress
appeared very often in general terms in students’ narratives (17 codes),
but there were also responses which clearly emphasised the importance
of developing musicality or musical sophistication (8 codes), and the
importance of technical improvement (6 codes). In addition, one
respondent reported practising only during exam or competition

Concert experiences
Love of the instrument

Speciality of
the profession =™ —————
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periods, which therefore was not a continuous and long-lasting activity.

In addition to the importance of progress, factors related to the love
of practising (10 codes) were also dominant in the responses. The re-
sponses showed that some people found it pleasurable or relaxing to
practise, but there were also some who considered practice to be a good
pastime to avoid boredom. Some respondents referred to the relation-
ship between practising and loving music, explaining that practising
could bring them closer to the music they really liked. In addition, one
respondent provided a very different perspective on the possibilities of
practising: “For me, practising is an escape from the outside world, the most
useful way to spend my time.” (Interviewee 5)

Although it was only mentioned a few times in the responses, the
students’ external and internal need to comply in relation to practice
was not negligible (3 codes). As one respondent said, “I would like to meet
expectations” (Interviewee 3), clearly referring to the external pressure
to perform, but there were also students who experienced this pressure
as an internal expectation.

4.3. Self-confidence and motivation

Self-confidence and adequate motivation constitute an inevitable
basis and source of academic achievement (Keriilo, 2006), which is no
different in relation to musical performance and success. We asked what
and who helped students to develop self-confidence and what motivated
them the most during their studies. Although the two questions were
formulated separately in our questionnaire, in many cases there is
considerable overlap between the answers, so for ease of interpretation
and comparability we present them side by side in a single section.

After quantifying the responses, the combined content items related
to motivation (45 codes) and self-confidence (50 codes) appeared in
similar proportions. Differences in proportions were found in the in-
ternal distribution: while students derived their self-confidence mainly
from external factors (32 codes), their motivation was rather internally
driven (24 codes). In contrast, internal factors (18 codes) were less
dominant in the responses on self-confidence, similar to external sources
of motivation (19 codes).

Feedback from the environment (25 codes) was typically highlighted
as an external factor related to self-confidence, mainly positive com-
ments from teachers (10 codes) and friends (6 codes), but there were
also some who emphasised supportive feedback from family, peers, the
public, and their partner. Other listed external factors included the
exposure to a good quote, a good musical instrument, and regular
physical exercise.

The external sources of motivation were less important in compari-
son, but it should be highlighted that different forms of a sense of
achievement (11 codes) were emphasised in the responses, whether it
was a successful concert, a competition, or a main subject lesson. It is
interesting to note that not only individual success but also the success of
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peers was mentioned, at least in one response. Listening to music and the
influence of the main subject teacher also appeared as external moti-
vating factors, with the difficulties of being a musician and the shared
experiences of a career in music also raised in two cases.

As mentioned above, the internal factors for self-confidence (18
codes) were overall less dominant, but some recurring elements were
nevertheless noteworthy. Experiences of success and a sense of
achievement (8 codes) were a common theme in the responses, as well as
confidence derived from practice (4 codes). Furthermore, some re-
spondents attributed their confidence primarily to their own inner
strength and perseverance (5 codes), so their confidence came from their
belief in themselves.

There were various approaches and responses regarding internal
sources of motivation, with two narratives standing out on goal-
orientated attitudes (7 codes) and belief in a stable vision (7 codes).
The love of music (4 codes) also emerged regularly in the responses as an
intrinsic motivating force, but personal responsibility (3 codes) was also
highlighted by some. One respondent took a very pragmatic approach,
reporting having already invested so much time and energy in their
musical studies that this was definitely a motivating force (3 codes)
(Fig. 2).

Although less pleasant, it is certainly worth mentioning that one
respondent could not identify any positive aspects, with no source to
gain motivation and self-confidence from. Another respondent, while
mentioning some positive aspects, reported moments when nothing and
nobody could provide motivation.

4.4. Expectations of the main subject teacher

Instrumental music education is characterised by the one teacher-
one student model, which provides sizable value added beyond the
professional field (Sztics, 2019; Kerekes & Kiss, 2022). For students
choosing a career in music, the productivity of the master-student
relationship is crucial and can significantly influence their commit-
ment to higher music education. The relationship is not just about the
transfer of technical knowledge but also involves a set of factors influ-
encing students’ attitude, based on the personality traits of the instructor
or art teacher (Budai, 2013).

We asked students what they expected from their main subject
teacher and what they thought the ideal music teacher is like. Based on
the responses processed in the content analysis, 87 codes were
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generated, of which 51 codes related to professional expectations and 36
to human expectations.

Students mentioned professional assistance the most frequently (13
codes). In describing this, secondary school students emphasised the
acceptance of and adaptation to individual mental and musical abilities.
The need for personalised attention, the timing of progress, setting
realistic expectations, and the individualised determination of perfor-
mance emerged as priorities for respondents. As a basis for all these, they
described goals (obstacles) set by teachers which required an increased
investment of their energies but were not unattainable. In addition to
technical instructions, students also mentioned the importance for
instrumental teachers to transfer their skills and the significance of
transmission. Objective evaluation, a range of motivational tools,
meticulousness, striving for perfectionism, and a confident performance
were cited by respondents as professional hallmarks.

“For me, the ideal main subject teacher is someone who draws my
attention to problems I am not yet aware of and shows me techniques to
improve myself. The ideal teacher helps me find my ‘voice’ and gives me
space for my ideas, within the limits of the style of course.” (Interviewee
7)

In terms of students’ expectations of their main subject teachers,
exemplary professionalism ranked second (9 codes). Playing an instru-
ment, performing experience, and active presence in concert life
enhanced the prestige and recognition of instrument teachers in their
students’ assessment. Teachers’ professional skills were seen as a guar-
antee of the enjoyment of joint activities and effective development.
Interestingly, some students highlighted their teachers’ social network
and social capital as a decisive factor. Amongst the responses, profes-
sional knowledge appeared as a natural value factor, whereby “it does
not need to be proven that the knowledge exceeds that of the student”
(Interviewee 4).

In addition to professional standards, the expectations of main sub-
ject teachers also included general pedagogical capabilities and human
qualities. Clear expectations, consistency, rigour, predictability, flexi-
bility, patience, kindness, and humour are all key elements of a pro-
ductive relationship. In a balanced and harmonious master-student
relationship, students also attach importance to other traits of their
teachers. Ideal main subject teachers also have an educative function in
the lives of their students, sometimes assuming a “parenting” role with
their supportive attitude (8 codes) if the student needs such support.
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Students’ responses clearly reveal an intimate and empathic milieu in
which students may expect and receive understanding from their master
(7 codes). Ideal main subject teachers possess the capacity to care, while
remaining emotionally open and available to their students. They are
able to perceive their students’ mood, are sensitive to it, and are able to
provide motivation for instrumental activity with their pedagogical
tools.

“It helps a lot if the teacher is not an unattainable person, but if we have a
friendship as far as the teacher-student relationship allows and within
healthy boundaries.” (Interviewee 4)

“The ideal main subject teacher is not only a teacher but also a
friend.” (Interviewee 5)

4.5. Characteristics of musicians

The research also examined beliefs about being a musician (87
codes). Amongst the attributes perceived to be possessed by musicians,
the highest number of statements related to musical skills (11 codes).
This comprised talent, a solid musical foundation, instrumental virtu-
osity, musicality, and perfect pitch. Graduating secondary school stu-
dents also placed high importance on perseverance (9 codes), humility
(8 codes), and diligence (7 codes) in defining the characteristics of their
vocation. In addition to determination and ambition (4 codes), the
ability to be patient, emotionally intelligent, empathetic, flexible, and
adaptable (3 codes each) were also considered essential for a career in
music. Amongst students’ further remarks, the factor of uniqueness
(individuality), the willingness to make sacrifices, determination, and
the need to respect others caught our attention.

5. Conclusion

In our research, we interviewed students in their final year of a
vocational secondary school with music specialisation to learn about
their career choice and professional motivation as well as their expec-
tations of the teachers who taught the main subject. Due to the size of the
sample, our results are not generalisable, but they can provide useful
insight to stakeholders in education and could help understand the
factors which influence the choice to pursue further studies.

The immediate family environment, social ties, belonging to the
community, and the idealisation of the profession emerged as potential
motivations for a career in music. The energy which students invested in
practising interacted with their musical engagement, and the time spent
with their instruments outside the classroom also dominated as a source
of self-confidence and motivation. The motivation to practise was driven
by the need for professional development, while feedback from both
teachers and peers was important to students. In addition to the self-
improvement resulting from their own responsibility, the professional
and human quality of the relationship with their master (main subject
teacher) was a priority in students’ lives. The teachers served as role
models, with their presence in concert life, their striving for perfection,
and their outlook on life also playing a decisive role in shaping students’
attitudes and habitus necessary to be a musician.

Common elements in the responses received regarding the qualities
of the main subject teachers and musicians included flexibility, goal
orientation, diligence, humility, and empathy; all qualities which stu-
dents expected not only from their teachers but also from themselves.

For secondary music students, music is a means of self-actualisation,
self-expression, a display of emotions, freedom, joy, and recreation. As a
coping mechanism, it helps them in life and provides a sense of being
special.
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