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Summary of “life histories” survey for participants

distributed in July 2007 after the first phase of data collection 
for verification by participants

Many thanks for your contribution to my survey of musical life 
histories. I hope that you’ll be interested in reading this summary 
of my findings so far—and I’d be very pleased to hear any 

reactions or comments you might have. I’ll be drawing on these findings in 
future publications, and if you’d like to be kept informed about the develop-
ment of the project, please let me know by e-mail (s.e.pitts@sheffield.ac.uk).

Profile of respondents

I’ve so far received 69 responses, recruited through articles in Music Teacher, 
ISM Journal, BBC Music magazine, and an online survey. Responses are dis-
tributed by age and source as follows:

age range total source

BBc Mt IsM www

19–25 6 1 1 0 4

26–35 9 0 0 0 9

36–45 7 0 3 1 3

46–55 14 7 1 1 5

56–65 21 3 6 6 6

66–75 7 4 2 1 0

75+ 5 2 1 1 1
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Respondents have a wide range of musical experience and current involve-
ment: nearly all have been involved in extra-curricular music making of 
some kind, and the majority have had instrumental lessons in childhood, 
with some continuing or resuming learning as adults. Most find pleasure in 
continued music-making or concert attendance, while sometimes pointing 
out the difficulties of finding time for practice or maintaining motivation for 
playing.

General themes

In analysing the data, I’ve tried to find a balance between the detailed, indi-
vidual stories that many of you provided, and the broader patterns that 
emerge when reading all of these narratives together. I’ve coded the data so 
that similar themes and topics can be identified: the influence of parents 
singing, listening, and playing music, for instance, and the effects of off-
putting or inspiring music teachers. I’ve yet to compare responses by age, 
educational experience, or gender, which may reveal the influence of 
changing trends in music education and broader cultural life. Some general 
patterns of behaviour have emerged from this preliminary analysis:
 

 ♦ Parents’ listening tastes and habits provide strong memories for many 
respondents, with fathers, in particular, having clearly defined tastes 
and a tendency to buy recordings and hi-fi equipment.

 ♦ Having an instrument and/or gramophone in the home is mentioned 
as important by around a third of respondents: pianos in the home 
help create a musical culture and the expectation that playing is a “nor-
mal” part of childhood learning.

 ♦ Primary school appears to be important in laying foundations for mu-
sical involvement: choirs and other performing opportunities are vividly 
recalled, but class lessons and music teachers are mentioned less often.

 ♦ Secondary school experience is variable, and highly dependent on the 
character of the teacher. Performing opportunities are again the stron-
gest influence, but class lessons and studying for exams also feature 
prominently in secondary school memories. Negative reports of sec-
ondary school music are given by around a quarter of respondents, 
featuring stories of off-putting teachers, failed auditions for choirs, or 
a general lack of music in the school.

 ♦ Instrumental teachers are described in detail by many respondents, 
sometimes to account for a lack of progress or interest in learning, but 
at other times with powerful stories of inspiring teachers who became 
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friends and mentors over sustained periods. A number of respondents 
have experienced both kinds of teaching, with consequently fluctuating 
levels of motivation and progress.

 ♦ Performing opportunities outside school also feature: youth orchestras 
are a strong influence for the minority who have been members; and 
church choirs are valuable learning contexts for around a third of 
respondents, with many continuing involvement into adulthood.

 ♦ Concert-going with the family is a childhood memory for around a 
fifth, with further trips organised through schools, and a few strong 
recollections of independent concert attendance in teenage years.

 
While these generalisations capture something of the flavour of the re-
sponses, there is really no such thing as a “typical” response, since partici-
pants’ experiences are closely tied to the individuality of their family and 
school circumstances and their choices of career and lifestyle in adulthood. 
Home and school seem to be equally important in laying foundations for 
adult musical involvement: a few respondents have survived without encour-
agement from teachers or parents, but generally feel they could have achieved 
more (or more easily) if such support had been available. However, given 
that all respondents are still involved in music in some way, it appears that 
reported inadequacies in school music can be overcome, particularly when a 
lack of good classroom music provision is compensated for by playing oppor-
tunities within or beyond school. Indeed, the opportunity for music-making 
in childhood and adolescence appears to be the strongest route to continued 
involvement and interest in music.

Ideas for further exploration

Within the general themes outlined above, I have also started to explore 
some more speculative ideas about how sustained involvement in music can 
be fostered in the school or home. I’d be interested in your responses to 
these, particularly where you feel they fit—or definitely don’t fit—your own 
experience and views.
 

 ♦ Parents’ enthusiasm for music can be as influential as their skill—coming 
to value music and see it as normal/accessible seems to have been impor-
tant to several respondents. The “ideal” parent, from a musical point of 
view, seems to be one who recognises the value of music, leads by ex-
ample in making music a central part of home life, but doesn’t “push” too 
much—a trait seen as more acceptable in teachers than parents.
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 ♦ Despite much previous research on “peer pressure” and the influence 
of friends, there is limited reference to the role of friendship in my re-
sponses, with the exception of youth orchestras being mentioned as a 
source of lifelong friendships, sometimes partnerships. References to 
peers at school include stories of frustration or surprise that classmates 
couldn’t complete musical tasks as readily or accurately (e.g., singing 
in tune), and friends are rarely mentioned as role models, these being 
more likely to exist amongst siblings or extended family. This could be 
evidence that music in school is an isolating pursuit, as other research 
has suggested—or it could be that my questions emphasised adult 
rather than peer influences and the responses reflect this.

 ♦ Teachers undoubtedly have a powerful effect, and where they become 
respected mentors and friends, this can be very positive and motivating 
for the pupils concerned. Teachers’ attitudes are almost as important as 
their skills: the sense of feeling “special” or having their musical poten-
tial recognised is mentioned by several respondents, and the absence 
of this recognition is reported by some who gave up instrumental 
learning. Stern or ineffective teachers can of course have a negative 
effect, but there is evidence of resilience from some who have experi-
enced this; finding solutions when faced with poor teaching, or vowing 
to avoid a past teacher’s behaviour in their own teaching careers. I need 
to look further to find out what redeeming features need to be in place 
for negative learning experiences to be overcome: supportive parents, 
strong intrinsic motivation, playing opportunities, musical culture in 
school?

 ♦ The provision or absence of musical guidance also features in the re-
sponses: there is a sense amongst some lifelong listeners and/or 
singers that their early musical promise was not recognised, and a lack 
of teaching or encouragement inhibited their development. Conversely, 
being encouraged to do something by a respected adult seems impor-
tant: decisions to take a course or join an ensemble were attributed in 
some cases to school or instrumental teachers and seen as a sign of 
their influence on later development and life opportunities. Career 
guidance in music is often relatively limited in schools and univer-
sities, and so this evidence could be an encouragement to raise its pro-
file and acknowledge its importance.

 ♦ Individual life stories are embedded within changing educational cul-
tures and provision: many respondents mention school assemblies as 
making a strong impression through collective hymn singing and the 
playing of live or recorded music at the start and end. These experiences 
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are now less widespread in mainstream education: what are their equiv-
alents, and what lasting effect might their absence have on musical  
behaviour and interest?

Conclusions and continuations. . .

I hope these preliminary findings have been of interest, and I’d be pleased to 
hear any further thoughts that they might have prompted in relation to the 
long-term consequences of childhood musical experiences. I’ll be continuing 
my analysis over the next few months (or years!), and extending the project 
to include cross-cultural comparisons with Italy and America, where the re-
lationship between music education, performance, and broader culture is 
different in both cases from provision in the UK. Thank you again for your 
participation in the study—and best wishes for your continued musical 
involvement.

Stephanie Pitts
July 2007

Department of Music, University of Sheffield, S10 2TN
s.e.pitts@sheffield.ac.uk




