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Introduction

Music is often seen as a form of personal expression. A listener may 
comment on the way a piece of music touches them, or perhaps 
suggest that there is something in a performance that seems genuine or 
authentic. At other times such observations take the form of a simple 
preference for one artist over another, citing a variety of reasons for 
these choices. In each of these scenarios identity, “an essence signified 
through signs of taste, beliefs, attitudes, and lifestyles,”1 may be seen as 
the driving force behind such reactions. When an individual perceives 
some point of commonality or alignment with someone else, there is 
a sense of connection. Identity is a central force in every aspect of our 
lives; from clothing choices to the quality and nature of interpersonal 
relationships, much of our experience is influenced by the features 
which we view as our own defining characteristics and the points at 
which they overlap with the defining characteristics of another. 

As a concept, identity is multifaceted, with a variety of definitions 
and theories drawing on a wide range of disciplines. This paper is 
informed by my own experiences and observations teaching music at a 
tertiary institution, coupled with an examination of a range of sources 
addressing student experience and identity formation, particularly those 
which adopt positions grounded in anthropology or social psychology. 
Steph Lawler suggests that identity is best understood as a series of 
“ongoing processes’’ rather than a simple “sociological filing system.”2 
The focus on the ongoing process of identity negotiation necessitates 
an approach grounded in social psychology, which takes into account 
the way in which “social identities might differ in the functions they 
serve.”3 Kay Deaux suggests that seven such functions exist, many of 
which are prominent in university life, including self-insight, social 
and intergroup comparisons, and social interaction.4 A similar premise 
is suggested by James Cote and Charles Levine, who propose a three 
level approach to identity analysis, focusing on society, interaction, 
and personality.5 Building on this, I suggest that a key concept relating 
to identity formation and communication is that of value, specifically 
the interplay between individual and collective values. For this reason, 
the discussion that follows is based upon Herbert Blumer’s model of 
symbolic interactionism, which suggests meaning is determined by 
both personal experience and social interaction, and it is this sense 
of meaning which determines how an individual will act towards 
something.6 Identity, then, may be seen as a collection of constantly 
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evolving characteristics formed through the interplay of personal 
experiences, values, and social interaction, leading to a sense of self and 
belonging based on perceived shared values with a social group. Once 
established, this sense of identity will continue to evolve over time, and 
will be revealed to others to a greater or lesser extent as a result of a 
conscious act of curation on the part of the individual. 

This article seeks to explore the ways in which tertiary music students 
form and develop a deeper understanding of their own unique identities, 
and how students may be encouraged to reflect upon and engage with 
this process. It focuses on the exploration and development of identity 
in the training and education of musicians within a higher education 
context. Following a brief introduction to identity in music, the 
discussion will move on to the processes of identity negotiation within 
higher education. Some of the factors influencing this process will be 
examined, both in ‘normal’ times and within the ‘new normal’ of the 
COVID-19 pandemic and its associated restrictions. This will lead to 
a discussion of the way these have impacted the way in which students 
understand and explore their own identities. Following this, a number 
of recommendations will be presented, with accompanying examples 
from my own experience teaching critical thinking and contextual 
studies to tertiary music students, to suggest potential responses to 
some of the challenges faced by students today, while maintaining a 
non-prescriptive approach to these interventions, which can and should 
be tailored to fit individual context. Overall, the aim is to reassert, or 
perhaps reinforce, the importance of a focus on identity development in 
the training and education of performing artists.

 
Identity in Music

In his discussion of Portuguese fado music, Richard Elliot puts forward 
the suggestion that:  

the music is about the people [audience] themselves, but they desire 
to see others [performers and named individuals] representing 
them wishing to see themselves represented by those privileged, 
highlighted and floodlit actors[…] the request for representation of 
the community […] comes from within the community itself.7

Although his remarks referred to one specific form of music, it could 
be supposed that it is this need for representation which first gave birth 
to numerous other genres, whether the desire is for representation of 
the individual, the community, or the emotions experienced by these 
entities. This sense of connection via shared experiences or beliefs is 
the foundation of communities, and is inextricably linked with the 
notion of individual and collective identity. While there are other 
factors contributing to perceptions of and preferences for one artist over 
another, such as technical execution or particular aesthetic qualities, 
one only needs to look at media coverage to realise the amount of value 
placed upon the identities associated with individual artists. It is, in fact, 
identity which is often the mediating factor connecting performer and 
audience. As such, I suggest that an awareness and focus on identity 
should be seen as a vital component of any form of professional 
education or preparation for musicians.

7 Elliot 89
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However, just as musical skill and commercial success do not manifest 
overnight, neither is an identity born fully formed, in the spur of the 
moment. Given the amount of time devoted to the development and 
honing of these abilities, and the centrality of identity to every human 
interaction, it is necessary to understand the ways in which identity may 
be negotiated and developed by an individual. Furthermore, as the focus 
of this paper is the experience of undergraduates majoring in music, it 
is necessary to understand the particular way in which identity can (or 
may) be nurtured, formed, and communicated as part of the training 
received by every music student.

The Impact of COVID-19

The past two years have seen the emergence of a new challenge to 
identity negotiation. Indeed, the COVID-19 pandemic has necessitated 
a radical change in the way everyday tasks are approached, and this 
has been particularly significant within educational institutions. 
While the situation has evolved since the early days of the pandemic, 
and many universities are moving towards a more stable situation 
in which administrators and educators are able to plan and act, 
rather than implement the hurried reactions that were required in 
the early days of the crisis, the limitations and effects of the various 
precautionary measures are still prominent forces, and at the time of 
writing the situation is still unfolding. New forms of digital media 
and technology have quickly become ubiquitous, with terms such as 
‘Zoom’ receiving new definitions in the Oxford English Dictionary.8 In 
many ways, disruption has been kept to a minimum, with the rise of 
home-based learning apparently seeking to prevent the worst of the 
losses for students.

However, despite living in an age of increasingly sophisticated 
technology, the effects of a sudden switch to a model of education 
and interaction which is predominantly digitally mediated are still 
significant; not only for content delivery and skill development, but also 
for the ongoing process of identity negotiation, “in the digital age, where 
students spend much of their time online, identity is […] moderated by 
their experiences in the online environment.”9 The sudden shift to online 
modes of teaching and learning, even when delivered synchronously, 
have undoubtedly had an effect on the experience of tertiary education. 
While the present paper does not seek to evaluate the effectiveness of 
online or blended learning approaches for teaching purposes, other 
elements of university life have taken a significant hit.

With a move away from face-to-face classes and campus life, social 
interactions no longer take into account notions of proximity. While it 
may be argued that there have long been forms of interaction taking place 
at a distance, whether through letter writing or telephone conversations, 
this is the first time in history that such distance has become the norm, 
with social interactions now entirely dependent on just two senses. This 
is further compounded by a drastic reduction of spontaneity. Whereas 
once students might have bumped into one another on campus, during 
the worst of the pandemic these third spaces were empty, depriving 
students of the opportunity for impromptu interactions, revelations, or 
genuinely organic encounters with fellow students or teaching faculty. 
Increasingly, social interaction takes place by schedule, with both 

8 Collins

9 Chang and Gomes 39



18

parties consulting their timetables before agreeing on an appointment 
for a video call.

The effects of this may vary from student to student, but as interactions 
become more limited, whether due to digitally enforced distance or the 
visual barrier of a mask, it becomes harder for individuals to relate to 
one another or understand one another. Students may, therefore, feel 
less certain of their own identities because they are less confident in 
their perception of others. Many interactions depend on a certain level 
of comfort and familiarity, which is built up over time and enables 
honest and open exchanges of ideas and sharing of experiences. Where 
that comfort is uncertain, these exchanges become more heavily and 
consciously curated, which in turn limits opportunities for exposure to 
alternative perspectives or for a respectful challenge of beliefs. This can 
result in a much narrower view and range of experiences, comparatively 
speaking, while potentially limiting the opportunity for artistic, 
intellectual, and personal growth.

Identity in Tertiary Music Education

One of the key assumptions underpinning this paper is the notion that 
a decision to study music at university level cannot, for most students, 
be written off as a purely pragmatic choice. It is likely that most music 
students see the value in such a course of study beyond simply that of 
obtaining an academic qualification, and as such they might wish not 
only to learn, but to develop and grow within their chosen field. This 
implies a certain investment in the discipline and an inclination to view 
music as a part of their personality. To put it another way, music goes 
beyond the ‘doing,’ and is a significant factor of the students’ ‘being.’ In 
a study focusing on the link between identity formation and academic 
motivation among university students, Faye and Sharpe suggest that, “a 
sense of identity leads to intrinsic motivation in part because it provides 
university students with a solid base on which to build an enduring 
sense of self.”10 They argue that this is due to the motivational process 
which involves the individual seeing value in an activity because they 
are able to make it a central part of self. The study goes on to suggest 
that “a strong sense of self affects intrinsic academic motivation because 
a strong sense of self affects feelings of competence,” which in turn 
contributes to the development of a connection between personal and 
professional identities.11 In this way, a student who can form this kind of 
relationship between themselves and their own music is able to engage 
in a cyclical process of development in which identity feeds motivation, 
which in turn increases competence, and this reinforces the sense of self 
and identity.

It should not be assumed, however, that the development of identity is 
entirely determined by individual actions. Rather, identity is perceived, 
at least in part, as it relates to a wider sense of place and belonging in 
relation to others. Reed and Dunn draw upon a number of studies to 
suggest that “a sense of belonging in [higher education] relies on the 
development of connections and relationships with peers through 
positive social engagement and support.”12 Building on Blumer’s symbolic 
interactionism, identity may be seen as interpreted and developed not in 
isolation but viewed in comparison with (or perhaps in opposition to) 
lived experiences within society. In his examination of identity formation 

10 Faye and Sharpe 196

11 Faye and Sharpe 196

12 Reed and Dunn



19

among undergraduates majoring in music education, McClellan defines 
social identity as “the portion of an individual’s self-concept derived 
from perceived membership in a relevant social group.”13 He goes on 
to cite Dolloff ’s account of the identity formation process, suggesting 
that “we construct a dynamic and evolving sense of who we are through 
our experiences and relationships to our environment, others, and 
the results of our actions.”14 The role of social interaction within the 
process is further emphasised through the suggestion that individuals 
choose to become members of certain cultures, after which they work 
to become familiar with the prevailing cultural norms and practices in 
order to shape and contribute to the cultural production of the group, 
and through this conscious act of identifying with a certain group, this 
membership becomes assimilated into the identity of the individual.15 In 
this way, an individual is able to form a personally meaningful sense of 
identity based on a sense of belonging within a group they have chosen, 
which in turn is validated through active involvement and contribution. 
This results in a situation in which the individual does not simply feel 
as if they chose to join the group, but that they are bringing value to, 
and enriching, the group through their membership. However, when 
these social interactions are altered, impeded, or disrupted, there are 
potentially negative consequences for an individual’s sense of self or 
identity. As such, it is important to recognise some factors which affect 
identity formation, both under normal circumstances and as they exist 
during the pandemic.

Factors Affecting Identity Formation 

While the process of identity formation is an ongoing one, with each 
interaction contributing something to a student’s sense of self and 
sense of belonging, the journey is not always a smooth one. While 
there may be occasional turning points—key moments in which a 
particular student is forced to re-examine certain beliefs they may have 
about themselves—these tend to vary from one individual to the next. 
There are, however, certain factors which may complicate the process 
of identity negotiation, or in some cases create a situation in which the 
need for such a process is heightened. 

Transition Process

The first of these obstacles is encountered at the very beginning of 
the university experience. In their examination of identity formation 
among students transitioning to university for the first time, Scanlon et 
al. argue that identity is closely linked with context, and that the massive 
change in context precipitated by this transition “may result in feelings 
of loss, of ‘displacement’, and subsequent identity discontinuity,” which 
in turn requires the individual to re-negotiate their identity within this 
new context.16 This situation is exacerbated, they argue, by students’ 
reliance on former experiences and knowledge from prior educational 
and practical experiences, which does not correspond with the reality of 
university life, and as such did not fully prepare them for the identity shift 
that would be required.17 Students entering university for the first time, 
then, find themselves in a situation in which they must relearn many 
of the habits and behaviours they had previously relied upon. Faced 
with the opportunity to start a new chapter of their lives, this transition 
period is critical. For many, this is the first educational experience in 
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which they are able to exercise complete freedom of choice, selecting 
not only the subject they wish to study, but also the institution and, by 
extension, the culture into which they are entering. Furthermore, with 
some exceptions, this process takes place at the onset of adulthood, with 
each student able to draw upon a growing range of life experiences with 
greater maturity and self-awareness than any previous new beginning.

While the specific details of an individual’s transition experience will be 
largely affected by the prevailing COVID-19 restrictions and guidelines 
in different parts of the world, the pandemic has undoubtedly affected 
this process. Some of the more obvious examples of this include online 
classes, which may sometimes be delivered asynchronously, limits on 
group sizes, and restrictions to social activities. The significance of 
these changes are magnified, however, by the fact that there has been 
no precedent for this new type of university experience. Students are 
no longer transitioning to a lifestyle they have seen depicted in popular 
media, or have heard of from acquaintances, but are faced with an 
entirely new situation. While certain elements, such as the role of 
assessment, may remain stable, many other experiences are either 
filtered or diluted as a result of health risk requirements, or in some 
cases changed entirely.

Role of Socio-Economic Status and Social Capital

For all the free agency experienced by new students, however, there are 
still some factors already in play over which they have little to no control. 
When considering factors which may facilitate or hinder the development 
of identity for students in higher education, Jensen and Jetten highlight 
the role of socio-economic status. They suggest that students entering 
university from backgrounds of higher socio-economic status (SES) 
have an advantage due to greater social capital, which they claim, “forms 
an important building block for the development of these identities 
in higher education.”18 Social capital, in this context, is defined as “the 
value derived from membership in social groups, social networks or 
institutions. Such membership gives individuals access to resources and 
collective understanding.” They do clarify, however, that opportunities to 
form new social capital during a student’s time at university will arise.19 
Despite these opportunities, it stands to reason that those students with 
greater social capital at the outset are likely to experience an advantage 
when it comes to identity formation, particularly in the early days and 
weeks of their course of study. 

The importance of these early interactions for the formation of identity 
cannot be overlooked. Beyond the adage about only getting one chance 
at a first impression, the shift in mindset and behaviour required when 
first entering tertiary education can be a jarring shock to the system. 
The obvious changes include increased levels of independence and 
responsibility, higher academic standards and expectations, and in 
many cases even a geographical shift. 

Jensen and Jetten’s investigation into social capital also highlighted 
the importance of two main forms of social interaction with relation 
to identity formation—bonding interactions and bridging interactions. 
Bonding interactions are those which take place between socially 
homogeneous groups, such as students undertaking the same course 
of study, whereas bridging interactions are those involving diverse 
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individuals, illustrated in this study by interactions between students 
and lecturers. While presenting both forms of interaction as valuable 
opportunities for identity formation and development, their findings 
suggested that many students prioritised bonding social capital, which 
contributed to a sense of communal identity and stability through 
the strengthening of mutual support networks. However, the authors 
note that this can, at times, hinder students from seeking bridging 
opportunities either with students at higher course levels or with 
educators. As the students became more confident and established in 
their sense of shared identity, they were less inclined to seek connections 
beyond those groups, preventing them from forming new relationships 
and potentially missing out on opportunities for further academic and 
professional identity formation.20

The importance of such varied social interactions was also apparent 
in the findings of McClellan’s investigation into identity among 
music education majors. He lists a number of examples, including 
“undergraduate interactions with peers, music professors, music 
education professors, and ensemble directors in ensemble rehearsals, 
applied lessons, class meetings, and social settings in the music 
department,” all of which reinforced students’ self-concept.21 This self-
concept will form the basis of any self-perception of identity, which 
in the context of the music student, will ultimately play a part in the 
formulation and presentation of current and future artistic identities. 
The link between social capital and identity is further emphasised by 
James Côte who suggests that “social capital networks activate relational 
aspects of identity.”22

With regard to social capital, COVID-19 has caused two major 
disruptions. A full discussion of the first, which is the financial impact 
upon individuals and organisations, is beyond the scope of this paper, 
although this will certainly have been felt by students and their families 
who are facing financial restrictions, which at times necessitate a 
withdrawal from programmes of study. Beyond the economic effects, 
new measures have also placed restrictions upon social interactions 
of various types, thereby hindering efforts at bridging interactions. 
While this may change as regulations and recommendations are eased, 
in the early days of the pandemic interpersonal exchanges adopted a 
more formalised nature often taking place at a distance within the 
framework of digital communication software. This lack of proximity 
and spontaneity results in relationships and common understandings 
emerging much more slowly, which by extension affects the growth 
rate of any social or professional networks. Beyond the effect upon 
interactions between peers, this also feeds into the nature of interactions 
between students and faculty.

Interactions Within the Institution

Having now entered the tertiary institution of their choice, students 
find themselves in a situation where their concept of self-identity is 
potentially less stable than ever before, yet more important than ever. 
Depending on the nature of the institution and the students’ prior 
experiences in the education system, it is quite likely that this is the first 
time a student may find themselves in an environment in which they can 
devote themselves almost entirely to the pursuit of a single discipline, 
such as music. Additionally, they are working and learning alongside an 
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entire community of supposedly like-minded individuals, sharing the 
same passion and devotion to a subject. And yet, such a situation is not 
without its challenges. The student becomes aware that they are about 
to spend several years among people they have never met before. Add to 
that the fact that seeing so many other practitioners of the same art up 
close can often cause the small differences in ability and understanding 
to block out the larger commonalities that bind and unite. While not 
without opportunity, it is easy to understand the reasons why Scanlon et 
al. describe the transition to university as a “loss experience.”

The role of interactions with academic staff, in particular, was emphasised 
by Scanlon et al. who found that a major challenge for new students was 
rooted in their concept of the identity of the teacher. Previously, they 
suggested, teachers were simultaneously friend, confidante, supporter, 
and someone who developed a personal relationship and understanding 
with each student, visible as both professional and social beings. 
However, university lecturers and professors were seen as the antithesis 
of this—distant figures who saw each student as a number and as one 
face among many, “when students feel that they are only a number and 
the lecturer is no longer a friend, then they suffer identity displacement 
and a sense of loss for past learning situations.”23 They suggest this is 
made worse in environments where gaining physical access to the 
lecturer seems to be difficult. They clarify, however, that rather than 
pointing a finger of blame, this difficulty arises out of mismatched 
expectations: “students are not aware that lecturers are working within a 
neo-liberal set of practices and are struggling in many cases to develop 
a more research-based identity and so have less time for students.”24 
Nevertheless, this perceived distance between learner and teacher can 
become an impediment in the student’s desire to relate to, or identify 
with, influential industry practitioners.

The various demands upon educators’ time and attention has only 
increased since the start of the pandemic. While most institutions have 
now moved beyond the initial rush of reactions to the virus, the process 
is nevertheless an ongoing one, with changing regulations leading to a 
desire to pre-emptively adapt courses and teaching materials, preparing 
for both digital and physical modes of delivery. Beyond this, many 
departments have recognised the need for heightened levels of pastoral 
care for students navigating the uncertain landscape. Similarly, there 
are fewer opportunities for impromptu exchanges between staff and 
students, either due to the emphasis on reduced proximity and face to 
face meetings or the use of online platforms which may discourage the 
former practice of students grabbing a moment with the lecturer after a 
class, to either ask for clarification or share a point of interest.

Identity Curation and Communication

While the processes discussed above may be referred to as identity 
formation or development, a more accurate term would be identity 
negotiation. This is a multifaceted process which involves not only 
discerning and establishing the various elements of an identity, 
but also places emphasis on the way that identity is presented and 
communicated. Swann and Bosson argue that this goes beyond simple 
self-presentation, which they define as a set of tactics designed to 
achieve interaction goals, but seeks a balance between fulfilment of 
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interaction goals and fulfilment of other identity-related goals such 
as independence or coherence.25 Nevertheless, as in any other form of 
communication, consideration must be given not only to what is to be 
communicated, but also how it is communicated, how it is received, 
and how it is perceived. When the message being communicated is an 
individual’s identity, this may be seen as communicating signs of unity 
or individuality. This communicative aspect of identity is highlighted 
by Thomas Turino, who dismisses the idea of complete unity within 
cultures or social groups. Rather than seeing identity as a fixed set of 
characteristics or behaviours for each individual, Turino emphasises the 
importance of recognising “how individuals within the same society 
group themselves and differentiate themselves from others along a 
variety of axes depending on the parts of the self that are salient for 
a given social situation.”26 In this way, the individual negotiates the 
balance between the various elements of themselves and the needs of 
any given situation or interaction.

Turino suggests that a clear conception of the self and individual 
identity is vital for any examination or discussion of expressive cultural 
practices. Importantly, he distinguishes between the concepts of self and 
identity, due to the differences in the way they function.27 The former, 
he argues, incorporates all aspects of the individual, including beliefs, 
habits, and behaviours, whereas the latter consists of a partial selection 
of habits and behaviours, specifically chosen for a given situation in 
order to represent oneself in a particular way.28

In this way, I propose that the communication of identity may be viewed 
as an act of conscious curation. The individual must consider what they 
choose to reveal in any given situation and to whom they reveal it. 
While I do not suggest any individual retains total control over the way 
in which others see them, this process nevertheless allows the individual 
a significant amount of curatorial influence. Just as a celebrity may keep 
elements of their personal life out of the public eye, so too does each 
individual construct multiple personae depending on the particular 
arena or social setting in which they find themselves. Each of these 
personae is carefully crafted to allow the individual to attain a certain 
end. These goals may be positive, in the form of achieving a certain goal, 
or may be more defensive in nature, such as maintaining a façade as 
a form of emotional protection. In this way, identities are constantly 
negotiated, providing room for growth and development while allowing 
the individual to retain control.

This curatorial act has become more prominent during the pandemic, 
largely as a result of an increase in digital communication. Students 
and educators alike are now able to decide not only how much of 
their face is seen on camera (or in some cases whether to turn it on 
at all), but also the context in which they are seen through the use of 
virtual backgrounds. Decisions regarding clothing choices are regulated 
by how much is visible on camera, and the mute button prevents the 
majority of comments and reactions reaching other students. While 
there are potential benefits to this enhanced ability to control the 
way one appears to others, the flipside is that this brings about fewer 
opportunities for individuals to perceive or understand the nuances of 
social or educational situations and norms.
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Recommendations

The discussion so far has established that identity can be seen as a crucial 
part of the university experience and that it is a particularly important 
factor in the training and preparation of musicians. Undergraduates 
majoring in music will face frequent challenges and obstacles as they 
negotiate their identity, and the recent pandemic has only made this 
situation more challenging. Just as it is foolish to continue doing the 
same thing while expecting a different outcome, it has become clear 
that the new circumstances necessitate a different approach, not just to 
obtain a different result, but even to achieve the same outcome as before. 
Educators need to be sensitive to this process of negotiation and should 
provide opportunities to support students wherever possible. Below are 
some recommendations which may help facilitate a greater focus on 
identity among students. Each recommendation will be accompanied 
by a personal example of the way in which they have manifested in my 
own teaching practices while teaching modules focusing on contextual 
studies, critical thinking, and research to tertiary music students. These 
examples are intended to highlight just one possible application of 
these principles in my own context. As with all approaches to teaching, 
factors such as student and teacher personalities, needs, objectives, 
and institutional regulations should be the guiding principle. It should 
also be noted that while many of these approaches have come about 
during a time of pandemic, there is much to be said for continuing 
the emphasis on supporting student identity development beyond the 
current situation.

Interactions with Faculty

The role of social interaction in cultivating identities has already been 
established above. However, it should be remembered that this refers 
to any interaction between individuals and these can be particularly 
powerful when they take the form of a bridging interaction, such as 
an exchange between student and teacher. Scanlon et al. reported 
multiple findings that suggest students value such interactions highly, 
while feeling a sense of loss and anonymity when these connections 
are missing or lacking in some way.29 Similarly, Linda Dam warns 
that digital content delivery may lead to a sense of isolation among 
students due to a perceived lack of contact and interaction with 
faculty, especially when classes are delivered asynchronously.30 While 
there will always be professional boundaries, and of course lecturers 
are entitled to the privacy and control that comes with curation, an 
appropriate level of openness and familiarity is often welcomed by 
students. This is particularly beneficial in subjects such as music where 
many faculty members possess not only academic credentials, but also 
professional industry experience. As such, they will often be seen as 
figures occupying roles and having accumulated experiences which 
are an object of aspiration for their students. In this way, the lecturer 
is not simply an educator, but an example; they become role models 
and, as such, there is great value in students recognising such figures as 
relatable people, representing attainable goals.

In general, it is reasonable to assume that the majority of students 
pursuing further study in a subject such as music chose this path 
not only on the basis of some level of skill or ability, but also out of a 
genuine interest and passion. As such, they look not only to their peers, 
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but also to their lecturers. Their past experiences have taught them that 
teachers can be accessible and, even when this may not seem to be the 
case, many students will often persevere, seeking not only information 
or education, but points of connection. While educators are by their 
nature in positions of authority they are also seen as experts in their field 
and this expertise lends credibility to their experiences and opinions, 
which may lead to a perceived value placed upon such thoughts. 

I saw this for myself during an online class with some first-year diploma 
students. It was about half way through the first semester of their studies 
and, despite teaching them on a weekly basis, we had yet to have any 
face-to-face interaction. After a student made a passing reference to 
the value of ‘world music,’ I suggested that, if we are to engage fully in 
critical thinking, we should be prepared to question such terms as surely 
all music comes from somewhere in the world. The student sent me 
a private message asking to discuss it further after class and remained 
online for almost half an hour just to ask questions and share opinions. 

What comes across as friendliness or inquisitiveness may actually be a 
manifestation of a search for commonality. By engaging in conversation 
about a topic that interests them, the student may be trying to build a 
sense of connection. This is not simply to regain the friendly teacher 
figure they knew from school, but is an act of engagement with someone 
whose position identifies them as a representative of a professional 
community. By choosing to study a specific major, the student is either 
indicating an aspiration to be seen as a member of that community, 
or is already identifying with it. Either way, this easily overlooked 
conversation is a conscious act of identity formation, in which the 
student is seeking validation or affirmation, looking for points of 
similarity that suggest or reinforce a sense of belonging.

Assessment

Beyond personal interaction, other areas of the students’ learning 
experience can also be considered when looking for opportunities to 
encourage greater exploration of identity. Formative and summative 
assessment tasks, for example, are ripe with opportunity for students to 
explore what matters to them—whether this is a critical reflection on a 
performance, a journal relating to the classes undertaken in the course 
of the module, or even a task such as writing a blog post on an issue in 
which they have some sort of investment. Feedback, similarly, should 
validate and encourage this form of reflexivity. One of the most fruitful 
activities that came out of a recent module was when I asked students to 
write and share an artist statement. This not only required students to 
think in the abstract, but to engage with how they saw themselves and 
how they wished to be seen. Without exception, every student engaged 
in this activity and shared elements of their professional journey and 
identity. The lasting effect of this activity was revealed in the final 
assessment for the module, which was a reflective journal, in which a 
number of students made reference to either the specific activity or the 
process. Of course, academic and intellectual rigour can be encouraged 
and developed, but it should also be remembered that even academic 
research, at least within the arts, relies on a series of interpretations of 
ideas or evidence, with every interpretative act shaped by personal bias, 
beliefs, and experiences, all of which are tied inextricably to a sense of 
identity. While these interpretive acts are generally carefully considered 
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and well-informed, the subjective nature of artistic research is such that 
the identity of the individual will always play a part.

Establishing Sense of Community and Multiple Levels of Interaction

While the digital medium may be seen as filtering out some of the more 
interactive opportunities of the physical classroom, it is still possible to 
encourage identity negotiation when using digital platforms. Rachel 
Toor offers some suggestions for establishing a sense of community and 
building relationships in the context of classes taking place over Zoom 
or other synchronous video platforms. She emphasises the value of this, 
acknowledging that “students want to be seen, to know that we care 
about them, to be reminded that we understand that they’re struggling.”31 
While some of the suggestions made are intended to simplify logistics, 
many of the approaches serve to promote interaction among students, 
and between student and educator, encouraging engagement and 
participation within the bounds of each students’ comfort level. One 
such strategy is making use of breakout rooms for small-group activities. 
This has an empowering effect on students, particularly those who may 
be reluctant to draw attention to themselves by speaking out in a larger 
group setting, while giving them the chance to make their voices heard. 
With the provision of this opportunity, students are encouraged to see 
their ideas and experiences as valid, allowing them to see themselves as 
contributing members of a society or group. 

Another strategy suggested by Toor involves the use of the text-based 
chat box. Much like the breakout room activity, this offers a platform 
for students to respond and contribute without fighting to be heard 
over more dominant voices. She suggests that this approach adds an 
element of fun, particularly when students feel able to go beyond simply 
responding to questions and are free to react and converse with one 
another, much as they would when physically together.32 There is much 
to be said for this kind of interaction as, beyond lightening the mood, 
it once again reinforces that sense of camaraderie common to shared 
membership of a social group. Taking this further, the chat box becomes 
a vital tool in the process of identity curation. Not only will it allow 
for the free and spontaneous reactions and responses that come with 
familiarity and comfort, it also offers students a chance to carefully 
select their words, crafting the message before hitting send in an act 
of self-reflection, simultaneously maintaining and communicating 
the identity they wish to be known. At times this may take the form 
of a carefully thought-out response to a question, other times it may 
be words of encouragement following another student’s presentation. 
Beyond communication, the chat function also offers a way of protecting 
image and identity with the use of private messages, such as a request for 
clarification from a student who does not wish to be seen as struggling 
to understand, or a thoughtful or insightful response to a question 
from a student who wishes to be seen in a particular light. By offering 
students this way to contribute, I have seen increased engagement from 
many students, including those who are usually reluctant to speak up in 
a physical class. In this way, the digital environment is an improvement 
on face-to-face environments when it comes to identity, allowing for a 
particular type of connection and interaction, giving students more of 
a voice and a sense of belonging, while simultaneously allowing them 
greater control over how they are perceived. 

31 Toor

32 Dam
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Conclusion

In recent times, with disruptions to all forms of pedagogical rhythms, 
and the development of new rhythms arising out of necessity, the 
interruptions to content delivery and technical skill acquisition have 
been keenly felt and discussed. Indeed, many students may even 
believe, or voice the opinion, that the acquisition of technical skills is 
the fundamental purpose of higher education. Such views are, it seems, 
especially prevalent among those pursuing studies in subjects such as 
music, where technical ability and prowess are often the most visible 
application of one’s education and expertise. However, this paper has 
argued that effective music education is founded not only on technique, 
but on an understanding and appreciation of the relationship between 
the musician and their music. Building on the work of Turino, this may be 
seen as the accumulation and development of self, leading to the curation 
and communication of an identity, whether authentic or constructed. 

Hildegard Froehlich makes the following observation: 

Teaching music should always begin with “what makes my students 
tick.” Although that is hard enough, even harder is perhaps to enable 
them from there on to explore and discover what is unfamiliar and 
new to them—something they can sink their teeth into and become 
increasingly better at doing… I nearly always found myself torn 
between roles of gatekeeper and gate opener.33

We are in a situation now where, more than ever, there is a need 
to identify what makes our students tick. At the heart of this is the 
concept of identity. Weller asserts that educational institutions are 
“fundamentally influential in fostering social connections, and, 
therefore, are implicated in shaping identities.”34 Students and 
educators alike must be aware of the centrality of identity in every 
interaction. Each encounter, whether with an idea, an experience, or an 
individual, is an act of identity negotiation, and within the university 
environment, students are faced with daily opportunities to explore 
and express their identities. Going forward, we need not only to open 
the gates, but equip our students with the understanding to discover 
how to find and open gates for themselves. While the rhythms of daily 
life and education may have been disrupted, we are able to enable the 
establishment of new rhythms. The foundation of these new rhythms 
requires stability, and the varied experiences of the global pandemic 
have shown us that stability looks different for each individual. The 
realities of COVID-19 make no distinctions between individuals, yet 
each views and experiences the situation slightly differently. In a similar 
way, the fundamental elements of music are recognised and accepted 
by musicians and students within the same tradition, but the true value 
comes from enabling our students to explore and create experiences 
and meaning, using shared tools, but in a way that is specific to their 
own situation, in other words, their own identity.

33 qtd in Smith

34 Weller



28

ReferencesReferences

Barker, Chris. The SAGE Dictionary of Cultural Studies. E-Book, SAGE 
Publications, 2004.

Blumer, Herbert. Symbolic Interactionism. Prentice-Hall, 1969.
Chang, Shanton, and Catherine Gomes. “International Student Identity and 

the Digital Environment.” Learning across Cultures: Locally and Globally, 
edited by B Kappler Mikk and I. E. Steglitz, NAFSA and Stylus Publishing, 
2017, pp. 39–62.

Collins, Barry. “Zoom Zings Into The Oxford Dictionary Words Of The Year.” 
Forbes, Nov 23 2020, https://www.forbes.com/sites/barrycollins/2020/11/23/
zoom-zings-into-the-oxford-dictionary-words-of-the-year/?sh=23432faaa465.

Cote, James, and Charles Levine. Identity Formation, Youth, and Development. 
E-Book, Taylor & Francis, 2015.

Dam, Linda. “Pandemic Pedagogy: Disparity in University Remote Teaching 
Effectiveness.” Online Teaching and Learning in Higher Education during 
COVID-19: International Perspectives and Experiences, edited by Roy Y. 
Chan et al., E-Book, Routledge, 2021.

Deaux, Kay. “Models, Meanings and Motivations.” Social Identity Processes, 
edited by Dora Capozza and Rupert Brown, E-Book, 2000.

Elliot, Richard. Fado and the Place of Longing: Loss, Memory and the City. 
Ashgate, 2010.

Faye, Cathy, and Donald Sharpe. “Academic Motivation in University: The Role 
of Basic Psychological Needs and Identity Formation.” Canadian Journal of 
Behavioural Science, vol. 40, no. 4, 2008, pp. 189–99.

Jensen, Dorthe H., and Jolanda Jetten. “Bridging and Bonding Interactions in 
Higher Education: Social Capital and Students’ Academic and Professional 
Identity Formation.” Frontiers in Psychology, vol. 6, 2015, pp. 1–11.

Lawler, Steph. Identity. E-Book, Wiley, 2014.
McClellan, Edward. “Undergraduate Music Education Major Identity Formation 

in the University Music Department.” Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music 
Education, vol. 13, no. 1, 2014, pp. 279–309.

Reed, Jack, and Catherine Dunn. “Life in 280 Characters: Social Media, 
Belonging, and Community during the COVID-19 Pandemic.” Online 
Teaching and Learning in Higher Education during COVID-19: International 
Perspectives and Experiences, edited by Roy Y. Chan et al., E-Book, 
Routledge, 2021.

Scanlon, Lesley, et al. “‘You Don’t Have like an Identity... You Are Just Lost in a 
Crowd’: Forming a Student Identity in the First-Year Transition to University.” 
Journal of Youth Studies, vol. 10, no. 2, 2007, pp. 223–41.

Smith, Gareth Dylan. “Popular Music Education: Identity, Aesthetic Experience, 
and Eudaimonia.” The Bloomsbury Handbook of Popular Music Education: 
Perspectives and Practices, edited by Zack Moir et al., E-Book, Bloomsbury 
Academic, 2019.

Swann, W. B., and J. K. Bosson. “Identity Negotiation: A Theory of Self and 
Social Interaction.” Handbook of Personality: Theory and Research, edited 
by O. P. John et al., The Guilford Press, 2008, pp. 448–71.

Toor, Rachel. “Turns Out You Can Build Community in a Zoom Classroom.” The 
Chronicle of Higher Education, https://www.chronicle.com/article/turns-out-
you-can-build-community-in-a-zoom-classroom. Accessed 8 Oct. 2021.

Turino, Thomas. Music as Social Life: The Politics of Participation. Chicago UP, 2008.
Weller, Susie. “Young People’s Social Capital: Complex Identities, Dynamic 

Networks.” Young People, Social Capital and Ethnic Identity, edited by 
Tracey Reynolds, E-Book, Routledge, 2011.


	cover HI
	issueA_Contents_HI
	issueA_Cover_converted BACK HI

