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Abstract

Music educators often navigate a dual professional identity shaped simultaneously by artistic 
and pedagogical roles. This exploratory pilot study examines the relationship between profes-
sional identity and career stages among Hungarian music teachers. While existing career mod-
els often assume linear progression, less attention has been given to how professional identity 
evolves across these stages in music education. This study proposes an eight-stage career trajec-
tory model based on established life-course frameworks. Given the exploratory nature of the 
study and the limited sample size, the proposed model should be interpreted as a preliminary 
heuristic framework rather than a fully validated career model. Composite indices were created 
to measure teacher identity and integrated musician–teacher identity. The results indicate that 
the “active development” stage is dominant across different levels of professional experience, 
suggesting that career progression does not follow a strictly linear pattern. Furthermore, both 
identity dimensions showed only minor differences across career stages, indicating a relatively 
stable professional self-concept. Although the relationship between career stages and profes-
sional identity was one of the central aims of this study, the findings should be interpreted as 
exploratory rather than conclusive. Due to the small sample size and the cross-sectional design, 
the results provide only preliminary indications of how professional identity may be maintained, 
negotiated, or challenged across different career stages. Future longitudinal research is needed to 
examine these developmental patterns more systematically. These findings support a non-linear 
interpretation of career development and highlight the importance of integrating artistic and 
pedagogical identities in music teacher education. 
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tity—often without explicit institutional 
guidance on how to reconcile or integra-
te these roles. This dual expectation raises 
critical questions about how music teach-
ers experience and negotiate their identi-
ties over the course of their careers.

Our pilot study, conducted through a 
structured questionnaire among elementa-
ry music school teachers, investigates how 

INTRODUCTION

The professional identity of music 
educators is shaped by a unique interplay 
between two deeply embedded domains: 
music performance and pedagogy. While 
many music teachers are trained as perfor-
mers, they are simultaneously expected to 
adopt and internalise a pedagogical iden-
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music teachers construct their professio-
nal identity across career stages and how 
these relate to one another. By analysing 
their self-perceptions across career stages, 
we aim to develop a theoretical framework 
for understanding professional identity as 
an evolving, context-dependent process in 
music education.

This study addresses the following 
research questions: 1. How do music te-
achers position themselves within career 
stages? 2. How do they construct their 
professional identity as teachers and mu-
sicians?3. How do career stages relate to 
identity development?

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Teacher career model
Theories of career development con-

ceptualize the teaching career in different 
ways. Some emphasize the accumulation 
of professional experience (Bolam, 1990), 
while others describe a progression from 
teacher-centeredness to child-centeredness 
(Berliner, 1988). Life-course models, such 
as those proposed by Sikes et al. (1985) 
and Burke et al. (1987), suggest that te-
aching careers follow an upward trajec-
tory toward a career peak, followed by a 
downward stage. Day et al. (2006) expand 
on this by proposing an undulating trajec-
tory, characterized by cycles of adaptation 
to personal and professional challenges. 
These life-course models are categorised 
by Orgoványi-Gajdos (2019) (Table 1).

Our research draws particularly on 
the models of Sikes et al. (1985) and Burke 

et al. (1987). Sikes et al. (1985) see a steady 
ascent from the start of a career until the 
individual reaches a career peak. During 
the ascent, the individual’s identity and 
commitment are consolidated; they be-
come open to new challenges and even 
seek them, thus reaching the career peak. 
Thereafter, they enter a descent branch, 
and in the course of the termination, both 
well-being and disillusionment may be 
realized. Burke et al. (1987) start their mo-
del from the training stage, followed by the 
initial stage. Following the development 
of competence, a passionate and growing 
stage of frustration and stagnation also ap-
pears in his model, followed by the career 
wind-down and exit stage. He stresses that 
the influence of family and institutions is 
of paramount importance in career socia-
lisation. Based on these two models, we 
have developed our own extended model, 
consisting of the following stages: training 
stage, initial stage, active development 
stage, career peak, discouragement, stag-
nation, professional disengagement and 
exit stage. While inspired by the bell-curve 
trajectory, our model aligns more closely 
with undulating models that reflect dyna-
mic interactions among identity, motivati-
on, and external circumstances (Day et al., 
2006).

Our categories are based on subjec-
tively perceived career trajectories and are 
structured similarly to fluctuating career 
models (Figure 1). Music teachers who 
taught alongside their higher education 
studies were included in the training stage. 
We considered the initial stage to comprise 

Table 1. Categorisation of career models. Source: Orgoványi-Gajdos, 2019.
Category Description Model

Horizontal model

a straightforward development model; 
experience is gained, 

routine work, 
no descending branches

Bolam, 1990

Upward-sloping model
straightforward progression, from novice 

to master teacher, 
from self-centred to student-centred

Berliner, 1988

Bell-shaped model the arc of the track goes up to the highest 
point and then gives a resting arc

Sikes et al., 1985
Burke et al., 1987

Undulating trajectory models adapting to challenges Day et al., 2006



Áron Pető, et al., A Pilot Study of Music Teacher Identity: Towards an Eight-Stage Career 17

the first three years following the acquisi-
tion of a higher education teaching quali-
fication. This was followed by the active 
development stage, in which teachers per-
ceive development in some area of their 
work, whether in competition preparation, 
methodological enrichment, or teaching 
children with difficulties. We linked the 
career peak category to competition results 
and various state, regional, or local recog-
nitions.

The stage of reconsideration can oc-
cur not only among those starting their 
careers but also among those already es-
tablished in the profession; this category 
includes teachers who imagine their future 
work in a field independent of music and/
or teaching. We classified as stagnant tho-
se teachers who feel stuck in their work, 
performing everyday tasks without fee-
ling the need for further development. The 
stage of distancing from the profession 

may relate to reconsideration, changes in 
family life (e.g., having children or caring 
for parents), or preparation for leaving the 
profession. The exit stage primarily in-
cluded those approaching retirement, alt-
hough temporary career leavers could also 
be classified here, for example colleagues 
on maternity leave. These categories do 
not represent objectively measured career 
positions. Rather, they reflect participants’ 
self-perceptions of their professional situa-
tions at the time of data collection. To ope-
rationalise these stages, participants were 
provided with written descriptions of each 
career stage and were asked to select the 
category that best reflected their current 
professional situation. Consequently, the 
stages represent self-perceived career po-
sitions rather than objectively measured 
career statuses or researcher-assigned ca-
tegories.

As the arrows in Figure 1 indicate, 

Figure 1. Career path stages of music teachers (authors’ own elaboration based on the literature)
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individuals may enter different stages in 
multiple ways, and these stages do not 
follow a strictly linear sequence. The pla-
cement of the text boxes does not imply a 
hierarchical relationship.

The proposed eight-stage framework 
should be interpreted as a preliminary 
analytical model emerging from the pre-
sent pilot study. It is intended to support 
the interpretation of music teachers’ self-
perceived career trajectories rather than to 
represent a fully validated developmental 
sequence. Future studies involving larger, 
more diverse samples are needed to test 
the framework’s empirical validity and 
transferability. 

Conceptualising Identity
Identity, in a broad sense, refers to 

how individuals define themselves in re-
lation to their roles, responsibilities, and 
social context. Several schools of thought 
have addressed the definition of identity, 
giving rise to both psychological and so-
ciological approaches (Bögre, 2020).

In addition to structural interpreta-
tions, identity is increasingly understood 
as a dynamic and processual phenomenon 
(Bögre, 2020; Stachel, 2007). When exami-
ning teacher and musician identities, the 
sociological approach appears particularly 
appropriate. Even if individuals possess 
strong predispositions toward teaching 
and/or musical performance, both require 
continuous development. As Bárdos (2014, 
p. 20) notes, “in teaching, a teacher may be 
an intuitive layperson, a scholar-teacher, 
a performer, or a craftsman. Ideally, a te-
acher is capable of all four, yet maintains a 
certain distance from each.”

Research on identity extends to pro-
fessional domains, the opportunities in-
herent in communities, and the process of 
becoming a teacher (Fitzgerald, 2020). Te-
acher identity can be interpreted as a form 
of self-expression shaped by the work 
environment, life situation, and broader 
structural contexts. For music educators, 
active musical experiences contribute to 
emotional well-being and strengthen te-
acher self-definition, while performing ac-

tivities are closely intertwined with teach-
ing practice (Chua & Welch, 2023; Pető & 
Váradi, 2024).

The development of teacher identity 
is a long-term process in an individual’s 
life. The formation of musical attitudes 
is strongly present in both musician trai-
ning and higher education teacher training 
(Dubaz-Bükülmez et al., 2022); moreover, 
within the Hungarian institutional system, 
it is already rooted in primary education 
and further intensified in secondary edu-
cation. As a result, students tend to define 
themselves as performers who may also 
engage in teaching (Chua, 2018). Szabó 
et al. (2023) show that in Hungary, career 
choice toward the performing arts was st-
ronger prior to the introduction of the Bo-
logna system than after it. In the Bologna 
system, prospective music teachers appear 
to make more conscious career decisions. 
This aligns with earlier research (Freer & 
Bennett, 2012) and highlights the signifi-
cant role of training institutions in shaping 
teacher identity, supported by mentoring 
systems and role models (Chua & Welch, 
2023; Pellegrino et al., 2021).

Chua (2018) presents discourses 
addressing which identity should take 
precedence. In relation to the emphasis on 
teacher identity, it is important to note that 
musicians often need to be prepared for 
teaching in order to meet future career de-
mands (Roberts, 2004; Bouij, 2007; Dawe, 
2007; Ballantyne et al., 2012). Richards 
(2023) highlights the multiple dimensions 
of teacher identity and emphasizes the 
crucial role of educational institutions in 
its formation.

The identity development of early-
career music teachers is a malleable pro-
cess shaped by contextual influences, 
biographical factors, and lived experiences 
(Pellegrino et al., 2021). The literature also 
raises the question of whether teacher and 
performer identities are in conflict or rat-
her adaptable and mutually constitutive 
(Wagoner, 2015).

Teacher and musician roles coe-
xist and often form a unified professional 
identity (Bernard, 2005; Chua, 2018; Du-
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baz-Bükülmez et al., 2022). Potential role 
conflicts may arise primarily from institu-
tional constraints (Bremmer et al., 2021). 
While the two identities differ—teacher 
identity emphasizing pedagogical aspects 
and musician identity emphasizing artistic 
dimensions—they are difficult to separate 
into distinct components. Due to their in-
terconnected nature, they must be examin-
ed together (Dubaz-Bükülmez et al., 2022).

Teacher identity and musician iden-
tity are analytically distinguishable yet ex-
perientially intertwined. In this sense, mu-
sician–teacher identity is conceptualized 
not as a third, separate identity category, 
but rather as an integrative professional 
configuration through which artistic and 
pedagogical dimensions are continuously 
negotiated and mutually reinforced.

As music educators are trained in 
both artistic and pedagogical domains, 
they are able to communicate authentical-
ly with their students in both areas. Arts 
educators may therefore serve not only 
as transmitters of experience, but also as 
bridges between artistic and pedagogical 
practice, simultaneously embodying ar-
tistic and pedagogical expertise (Dubaz-
Bükülmez et al., 2022).

The theoretical framework presented 
integrates life-course career models with 
identity theory to explore the complex in-
terplay between music performance and 
pedagogy. By situating teacher identity 
within broader psychological and socio-
logical discourses, and by acknowledging 
the dynamic duality of musician and edu-
cator roles, this framework provides a con-
ceptual basis for understanding the mul-
tifaceted professional realities of music 
teachers. This integrated model also sup-
ports the development of research instru-
ments and the interpretation of findings in 
studies addressing professional identity in 
music education.

Based on the literature reviewed, we 
primarily consider those with a musician 
identity to be those who interpret them-
selves as performers/artists. We classified 
those with a teacher identity as those who 
consider their self-definition as a teacher 

as primary. Those with a musician-teacher 
identity have integrated the definitions of 
the two categories, their artistic and pe-
dagogical activities are both a prominent 
area of their work, and they play an active 
role in both areas. The Hungarian educati-
on system is characterized by the fact that 
the teaching master’s degree based on the 
artistic master diploma grants an artist-te-
acher qualification. This may influence the 
self-classification of those completing it.

Thus, teacher identity and musician 
identity are treated as analytically distin-
guishable but empirically intertwined di-
mensions of a broader musician–teacher 
identity.

For the purposes of this study, te-
acher identity is understood as the pro-
fessional self-concept grounded primarily 
in pedagogical commitment, instructional 
responsibility, and educational values. 
Musician identity refers to the professio-
nal self-concept rooted in artistic practice, 
musical performance, and creative engage-
ment. While these two identity dimensions 
are analytically distinguishable, they are 
often experientially intertwined in music 
education contexts. In this sense, musici-
an–teacher identity is conceptualized not 
as a third independent identity category, 
but as an integrative professional configu-
ration in which artistic and pedagogical di-
mensions are continuously negotiated and 
mutually reinforced.

Operationally, teacher identity was 
measured through self-report attitudinal 
items related to teaching values and pro-
fessional commitment, whereas musician 
identity was assessed through indicators 
of active musical engagement, including 
performance activity and ensemble lea-
dership. The integrated musician–teacher 
identity was examined through items ref-
lecting the perceived inseparability and 
mutual embeddedness of these two pro-
fessional domains.

METHODS

The study is exploratory in nature 
and should be interpreted as a pilot inves-
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tigation. Accordingly, all findings should 
be interpreted as exploratory tendencies 
rather than conclusive evidence regarding 
music teachers’ identity development. This 
exploratory, cross-sectional study emplo-
yed a quantitative survey design to inves-
tigate music teachers’ professional identity 
and its relationship to career trajectories. 
The conceptual framework was primarily 
informed by Pellegrino’s (2009) dynamic 
theory of musician identity and further 
grounded in the work of Chua (2018) and 
Dubaz-Bükülmez et al. (2022). The career 
stage model was adapted from Sikes et al. 
(1985) and Burke et al. (1987), with modi-
fications inspired by Orgoványi-Gajdos 
(2019). Given the exploratory design and 
limited sample size, the eight-stage model 
was applied as a heuristic analytical fra-
mework rather than as a validated deve-
lopmental sequence.

The research was conducted using 
purposive sampling of music teachers 
from five primary music schools in a Hun-
garian school district as part of a professio-
nal development training program. Music 
teachers voluntarily enrolled in the school 
district’s professional development day 
and selected from several available pro-
grams according to their interests. By par-
ticipating in the development program, the 
music teachers agreed to fill out the questi-
onnaire and were given detailed informa-
tion about the use of the data provided to 
us and the ethical guidelines. We assured 
the respondents that their data would only 
be processed in connection with the rese-
arch, in an anonymous and aggregated 
form, and would not be disclosed to third 
parties. Those who did not wish to par-
ticipate in the research had the option to 
refuse to fill out the questionnaire or to in-
terrupt the process. Informed consent was 
obtained from all participants prior to data 
collection.

Due to the small sample size, com-
posite indices were created instead of con-
ducting factor analysis. The teacher index 
contains explicitly teacher statements, and 
the integrated musician-teacher index con-
tains items that integrate the two roles. 

Samples
Participants were selected through 

purposive sampling from five public pri-
mary-level music schools within a school 
district in Hungary. All participants took 
part in a regional professional develop-
ment training program. The questionnaire 
was administered in paper format at the 
training venue.

The final sample consisted of 26 cer-
tified music teachers (7 males, 19 females). 
Most participants (57.7%) were married, 
19.2% were in a committed relationship, 
15.4% were single, and 7.7% were divor-
ced. Approximately 88% of the respon-
dents came from non-musician families. 
However, 38.5% reported that one of their 
parents had a general teaching backg-
round, and 7.7% reported that one of their 
parents was also a music teacher. This 
suggests that parental influence related to 
teaching—though not necessarily musical 
training—may play a role in career choice 
(Molnár-Tamus & Sz. Fodor, 2024).

In terms of professional qualifica-
tions, all respondents held a degree in mu-
sic education, while 42% also had formal 
training in music performance. Regarding 
professional experience, 38.5% had been 
in the field for 21–30 years. The most com-
monly taught instrument was the recorder, 
which is frequently used by both brass and 
woodwind instructors during preparatory 
training. Consequently, recorder instructi-
on was prevalent across instrumental spe-
cializations.

Instrumentation
The research instrument consisted of 

seven sections:
Demographics and background: In-

cluded items on personal and occupational 
data, as well as family background in mu-
sic or education.

Artistic involvement: Explored res-
pondents’ roles in school-based music en-
sembles (e.g., choir, wind band, string or-
chestra) as a measure of artistic identity.

Career choice factors: Assessed in-
fluences on music career decisions, inclu-
ding family, teachers, peers, and intrinsic 
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motivation.
Motivations for teaching: Focused 

on the timing and drivers behind the deci-
sion to pursue music teaching. 

Career trajectory: Built on the 
adapted career stage models to assess 
participants’ perceived career stage (e.g., 
training, active development, stagnation, 
peak, descent).

Professional identity: Incorporated 
items from Chua (2018) and Dubaz-Bükül-
mez et al. (2022) to evaluate the dual iden-
tity of teacher and musician. The internal 
consistency of the teacher identity scale 
was relatively low (α = .45), indicating li-
mited homogeneity among items. This 
may reflect the multidimensional nature of 
teacher identity and the exploratory design 
of the study. Consequently, findings rela-
ted to this scale should be interpreted cau-
tiously and regarded as indicative rather 
than conclusive. Furthermore, the identity 
items were adapted from previously pub-
lished instruments and applied for the first 
time in the Hungarian music education 
context. Consequently, the present study 
should also be viewed as an initial exami-
nation of the scale’s applicability in this 
context.

Perceptions of teaching: Assessed 
attitudes and beliefs about the teaching 
profession.

Sections related to career choice and 
motivation are not analysed in the present 
study. The questionnaire included Likert-
scale items (4-point), multiple-choice, and 
open-ended questions. Data were analy-
zed using IBM SPSS Statistics. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The analysis of music teachers’ ca-
reers provides valuable insights into the 
dynamic and multifaceted nature of pro-
fessional identity formation. To frame our 
investigation, we applied a hybrid theore-
tical model integrating the career-stage fra-
meworks of Sikes et al. (1985) and Burke et 
al. (1987), further refined through the fluc-
tuating, non-linear perspective proposed 
by Orgoványi-Gajdos (2019). This model 

delineates eight distinct stages: training, 
entry, active development, career peak, 
discouragement, stagnation, detachment, 
and exit. Career stages were measured 
through self-classification. Participants 
were provided with descriptions of each 
stage and asked to select the category that 
best represented their current professional 
situation. 

Based on self-reported career stage 
classifications from 26 participants, four 
stages were identified as dominant: active 
development (n = 17), stagnation (n = 5), 
career peak (n = 3), and entry stage (n = 1). 
Remarkably, the active development stage 
emerged as predominant across nearly all 
experience brackets (0–5, 6–10, 11–20, 21–
30, 31–40, and 41+ years), including among 
those with over three decades of teaching 
experience. 

To further explore the relationship 
between career stage and years of profes-
sional experience, a cross-tabulation analy-
sis was conducted. Due to the small samp-
le size (N = 26) and the high proportion of 
low expected cell counts, the results are 
interpreted as exploratory patterns rather 
than statistically generalizable findings 
(χ²(15) = 24.511, p = .057). The analysis in-
dicates that the “active development” sta-
ge is dominant across multiple experience 
groups. A substantial proportion of res-
pondents (65.4%) across nearly all career 
phases identified themselves as being in 
this stage, including those with more than 
20 or even 30 years of professional experi-
ence. This pattern suggests that perceived 
professional development among music 
teachers is not strictly tied to years of expe-
rience. Instead, the findings point toward 
a more dynamic and non-linear career tra-
jectory, supporting models that conceptua-
lize career development as fluctuating rat-
her than sequential according to the model 
of Day et al. (2006).

This finding may be interpreted as 
less consistent with strictly linear and 
stage-based career models, suggesting 
that perceived professional growth is not 
strictly tied to tenure. Several contextu-
al factors may account for this sustained 



Harmonia: Journal of Arts Research and Education 26 (1) (2026): 15-2822

developmental orientation. First, the 
constantly evolving classroom composi-
tion—including increased diversity and 
fluctuating socio-emotional needs—de-
mands adaptive pedagogical responses. 
Second, the rising proportion of students 
with special educational needs and disabi-
lities presents continuous methodological 
and theoretical challenges, especially for 
educators lacking specialised training in 
inclusive practices. Third, shifting student 
motivation patterns and the emergence of 
highly talented learners require ongoing 
innovation, often prompting teachers to 
pursue competitions and public showca-
ses, which can enhance professional recog-
nition at institutional and national levels.  
The persistence of the active development 
stage suggests that professional growth 
among music teachers may be conceptu-
alised as an ongoing identity project rat-
her than a sequence of age-related stages. 
Because music teachers continuously ne-
gotiate artistic, pedagogical, and institu-
tional expectations, professional identi-
ty construction may remain open-ended 
throughout the entire career.

This interpretation aligns with Day 
et al.’s (2006) conception of the teaching 
career as an undulating trajectory shaped 
by cycles of professional challenge and re-
newal, rather than a fixed progression to-
ward a singular peak. Crucially, in the spe-
cific context of music education, the dual 
artistic and pedagogical demands of the 
profession may sustain a distinctive form 
of developmental openness: the musici-
an–teacher is simultaneously accountable 
to evolving artistic standards and shifting 
pedagogical expectations, which together 
prevent the foreclosure of professional 
identity that might otherwise characterise 
later career stages. This structural feature 
of the music teaching profession may ex-
plain why even highly experienced teach-
ers in the present sample self-identified as 
being in the active development stage rat-
her than in career wind-down or exit pha-
ses — a pattern that warrants further in-
vestigation in larger, longitudinal studies.

Importantly, the presence or absence 

of such motivating contextual elements—
such as talented students—appears to in-
fluence whether teachers self-identify as 
being at a ‘career peak’. In this light, per-
ceived career progression is not necessa-
rily chronological but rather shaped by 
episodic, relational, and institutional fac-
tors.  These findings lend stronger support 
to the ripple or oscillating model of career 
development (Orgoványi-Gajdos, 2019), 
which better accounts for the subjectively 
perceived, non-linear nature of music te-
achers’ professional journeys than tradi-
tional bell-curve models. 

Adaptation to different challenges 
(Day et al., 2006) supports the idea that the 
music teacher career is not characterized 
by linear succession, but rather by an un-
dulating career path (Orgoványi-Gajdos, 
2019). This interpretation can contribute 
to the development of the content of mu-
sic teacher training and the mentoring sy-
stem. Based on this, we can indicate that 
different forms of music teacher support 
are necessary throughout the career, not 
only during the training and initial stages.

The proposed eight-stage trajecto-
ry should not be regarded as a validated 
career model but rather as a preliminary 
conceptual framework emerging from the 
present pilot study.

Musician and teacher identity
Musician identity was operationali-

sed through several indicators in our ques-
tionnaire (Chua, 2018; Dubaz-Bükülmez et 
al., 2022). First, we examined whether the 
teachers who completed the questionnaire 
engaged in musical activities in addition 
to their teaching work. Two subcategories 
were created to distinguish between pro-
fessional musical activity and occasional 
artistic engagement. Of the respondents, 
five were professionally active musicians, 
and all but seven reported regular concert 
activity.

We also investigated participation 
in institutional ensembles as a measurable 
indicator of musician identity. Seven res-
pondents led school-based ensembles, in-
cluding string orchestras, cello ensembles, 
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guitar orchestras, wind bands, and choirs. 
Based on Dubaz-Bükülmez, et al. (2022), 
teachers’ involvement in ensembles was 
categorized into three areas: ensemble 
training (M = 3.89, SD = 0.38), arranging 
existing works (M = 2.71, SD = 1.11), and 
composing original works (M = 2.00, SD = 
1.15). The findings suggest that teaching-
related ensemble tasks were more charac-
teristic than composition-related activities. 
Creative compositional activity appeared 
relatively limited, which may partly ref-
lect the fact that none of the ensemble lea-
ders had formal training in composition. 
The comparatively low level of original 
composition suggests that conducting and 
arranging activities may serve primarily 
pedagogical rather than self-expressive ar-
tistic functions.

According to the literature, active 
musical activity within and outside the 
institution is important for music teachers, 
as it strengthens their teaching practice 
(Chua, 2018; Dubaz-Bükülmez et al., 2022; 
Pető & Váradi, 2024). This may indicate 
that professional identity functions as a re-
latively stable element. 

To measure teacher identity, a 12-
item scale was compiled based on valida-
ted instruments (Chua, 2018; Dubaz-Bü-
külmez et al., 2022). Respondents were 
asked to indicate on a 4-point Likert scale 
how much they felt the statements app-
lied to them (1. not at all, 2. rather not, 3. 
rather yes, 4. completely). Mean and stan-
dard deviation values are presented roun-
ded to two decimal places. In general, our 
respondents are proud to be music teach-
ers and do not regret their choice to teach 
(Table 2). Overall, the results suggest that 
participants possess a strong and positive 
identification with their role as music tea-
chers. Respondents expressed high levels 
of pride in their profession (M = 3.60, SD = 
0.58) and a strong belief in the interconnec-
tedness of teaching and musicianship (e.g., 
“Teaching music is part of being a musici-
an,” M = 3.48, SD = 0.59). Notably, teacher 
identity was somewhat more salient than 
musician identity, with the item “First the 
teacher, second the musician” (M = 3.23, 

SD = 0.71) receiving higher endorsement 
than “First the musician, second the tea-
cher” (M = 2.42, SD = 0.88).

Participants demonstrated difficulty 
distinguishing between their identities as 
musicians and educators, as evidenced by 
the low mean for “I separate the two iden-
tities” (M = 1.83, SD = 0.96). Furthermore, 
regret related to career choice was mini-
mal, with “I regret that I chose to become 
a music teacher” scoring the lowest among 
all items (M = 1.22, SD = 0.52).

When asked whether they would 
choose the same profession again, 24 of the 
26 respondents (92.3%) reported that they 
would still become music teachers. This st-
rong endorsement may reflect a high level 
of professional commitment and career sa-
tisfaction, likely contributing to the predo-
minance of the active development career 
stage observed in the broader sample.

Identity and career path
To explore the relationship between 

career stage and teacher identity, mean 
identity scores were compared across ca-
reer stage categories. The results show 
only minor differences between groups. 
Teachers in the active development stage 
reported similar levels of teacher identity 
(M = 21.79) compared to those in the career 
peak (M = 22.00) and stagnation stages (M 
= 22.00). 

These findings suggest that teacher 
identity is relatively stable across career 
stages and does not follow a strictly linear 
pattern.  This relative stability suggests 
that music teacher identity is not supp-
lanted by successive role configurations 
across career stages but is instead conti-
nuously reinterpreted within changing 
professional contexts — a pattern consis-
tent with Wenger’s (1998) notion of iden-
tity as an ongoing negotiation of meaning 
within communities of practice, and with 
Pellegrino’s (2009) argument that musici-
an–teacher identity functions as a dyna-
mic, integrative construct rather than a sta-
tic role assignment.

Mean scores of the integrated musi-
cian–teacher identity also showed only mi-
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nor differences across career stages. While 
slightly higher values were observed in 
the career peak (M = 10.67) and stagnation 
stages (M = 10.40) compared to the active 
development stage (M = 9.47), these diffe-
rences remain modest. This pattern further 
supports the assumption that professional 
identity among music teachers does not 
follow a strictly linear developmental tra-
jectory.

These patterns point to a broader 
reconceptualisation of professional devel-
opment in music education: rather than 
a linear accumulation of expertise culmi-
nating in a stable career peak, the music 
teaching career may be better understood 
as a series of recurring negotiations bet-
ween the self as musician and the self as 
educator. Each new professional challen-
ge — whether pedagogical, institutional, 
or artistic — potentially reactivates this 
negotiation, sustaining a sense of ongoing 
development even in later career phases. 
This dynamic helps explain why the active 
development stage remained dominant ac-
ross experience levels in the present sam-
ple, and why identity scores showed little 
systematic variation across career stages.

From a theoretical standpoint, the 
stability of teacher identity across career 
stages is consistent with Pellegrino’s (2009) 
dynamic model, which posits that musici-
an–teacher identity is not a fixed endpoint 
but an ongoing process of negotiation 

between artistic and pedagogical commit-
ments. Rather than undergoing categori-
cal identity shifts as they move through 
career stages, music teachers appear to 
continuously re-anchor their professional 
self-concept within a stable but adaptive 
framework. This interpretation is further 
supported by Chua and Welch’s (2023) li-
felong perspective, which emphasises that 
identity formation among music educators 
is characterised by recursive cycles of con-
solidation and re-evaluation rather than li-
near progression. The relative convergence 
of identity scores across the active devel-
opment, career peak, and stagnation stages 
may therefore reflect not a lack of differen-
tiation but rather the integrative resilience 
of the musician–teacher identity configura-
tion: even under conditions of stagnation 
or diminished professional motivation, the 
core identity structure remains coherent. 
This finding has practical implications for 
mentoring and professional development, 
suggesting that identity-sustaining inter-
ventions may be beneficial not only in the 
early career stages but throughout the pro-
fessional lifespan. 

The present study contributes to a 
growing body of research demonstrating 
that music teacher identity is neither fixed 
nor unidimensional. Rather than prog-
ressing through the discrete, age-bound 
stages proposed by Sikes et al. (1985) and 
Burke et al. (1987), participants navigated 

Table 2. Descriptive statistics of music teacher identity items
Item N M Std. dev.

I am proud to be a music teacher 25 3.60 0.58
Teaching music is part of being a musician 25 3.48 0.59

Being a musician is part of being a music teacher. 25 3.28 0.74
First the teacher, second the musician 26 3.23 0.71

I wanted to be a music teacher, no doubt. 25 2.92 0.91
I identify myself as an art teacher 23 2.91 0.90

I wanted to be a teacher, no doubt. 25 2.52 1.05
First the musician, second the teacher 24 2.42 0.88

I didn’t want to be a music teacher, but I am one. 25 2.24 1.20
I separate the two identities 24 1.83 0.96

I see myself more as an administrator. 23 1.61 0.94
I regret that I chose to become a music teacher. 23 1.22 0.52
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a more fluid professional landscape in 
which artistic and pedagogical commit-
ments continuously intersected and mu-
tually reinforced one another. This finding 
extends earlier career-stage frameworks by 
highlighting the extent to which subjective 
identity experience — rather than chrono-
logical tenure — determines how music te-
achers position themselves professionally.

The conceptual framework of role 
identity (Bögre, 2020) and symbolic inter-
actionism further illuminated how profes-
sional self-concepts evolve in response to 
social expectations, institutional contexts, 
and personal values. The professional 
identity of music teachers cannot be clear-
ly separated into distinct musician and 
teacher components: even when respon-
dents explicitly identify themselves as 
teachers, they remain actively involved in 
musical activities. In this context, these fin-
dings support a constructivist view of pro-
fessional identity, aligning with contem-
porary theories that emphasize the fluid, 
context-dependent, and evolving nature of 
identity (Pellegrino et al., 2021). Consistent 
with Chua (2018) and Dubaz-Bükülmez et 
al. (2022), the notion of a unified musician-
teacher identity proved essential for under-
standing how these dual roles coexist and 
sometimes conflict. Participants indicated 
that artistic engagement (e.g., performance 
or ensemble direction) reinforced their 
pedagogical motivation and emotional 
well-being, supporting previous research 
linking artistic activity to teacher identity 
reinforcement (Pellegrino et al., 2021).

The findings suggest that the integ-
ration of teacher and musician identities 
is facilitated by personal reflection, insti-
tutional recognition, and opportunities for 
artistic expression within educational set-
tings. This highlights the importance of de-
signing teacher education and professional 
development programs that explicitly sup-
port the development and integration of 
professional identities. If music education 
students and beginners see the career op-
tions available to them, they are more li-
kely to rely on the resources of the music 
education community (Wenger, 1998) and 

its retaining power. This can reduce the 
chance of dropping out even after the acti-
ve mentoring period (Simon, 2019).

Taken together, the findings sug-
gest that professional identity and career 
development among music teachers are 
best understood as dynamic and mutually 
constitutive processes. Rather than prog-
ressing through fixed and age-related sta-
ges, music teachers appear to continuously 
reinterpret their artistic and pedagogical 
identities in response to changing profes-
sional, institutional, and biographical cir-
cumstances.

Limitations
Several limitations of this study 

should be acknowledged. First, the small 
sample size (N = 26) restricts the generali-
zability of the findings and limits the sta-
tistical power of the analyses. The results 
should therefore be interpreted as explora-
tory patterns rather than definitive conclu-
sions. Second, the use of purposive samp-
ling from a single school district introduces 
potential selection bias, as participants 
were drawn from a specific regional and 
institutional context. Third, the cross-sec-
tional design of the study does not allow 
for causal inferences or the examination of 
identity development over time; longitu-
dinal research would be needed to explore 
how professional identity and career sta-
ges evolve across teachers’ careers.

Fourth, the internal consistency of 
the teacher identity scale was relatively 
low (Cronbach’s α = .45), which introdu-
ces uncertainty regarding the precision of 
the composite index. This limitation may 
partly reflect the multidimensional nature 
of professional identity, the exploratory 
character of the instrument, and the small 
sample size. Accordingly, findings related 
to the composite index should be inter-
preted cautiously. Future research should 
employ validated instruments with st-
ronger psychometric properties.

Finally, the career-stage model pro-
posed in this study is preliminary and 
based on self-reported categorization; par-
ticipants’ placement within a given stage 
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reflects subjective perception rather than 
an objective assessment of career progres-
sion. Future studies with larger and more 
diverse samples, ideally using mixed-met-
hods and longitudinal designs, would help 
to validate and refine the eight-stage tra-
jectory model proposed here.

CONCLUSION

This pilot study examined the rela-
tionship between music teacher identity 
and career stages using an eight-stage ca-
reer trajectory model. The findings suggest 
that music teachers’ career development 
does not follow a strictly linear pattern, as 
the active development stage was domi-
nant across different experience levels. 
Furthermore, both teacher identity and 
integrated musician–teacher identity ap-
peared relatively stable across career stag-
es, supporting the view that professional 
identity in music education is dynamic yet 
coherent. These results highlight the im-
portance of considering non-linear career 
models and integrating artistic and peda-
gogical roles to understand music teach-
ers’ professional development. While the 
findings are exploratory given the small 
sample size, they provide a foundation for 
future research with larger, more diverse 
samples. The study contributes to emer-
ging discussions on non-linear professio-
nal development and the integration of 
artistic and pedagogical identities in music 
education. From a practical perspective, 
the proposed framework may support te-
acher education programmes, mentoring 
systems, and professional development 
initiatives by helping music educators re-
cognise different phases of their profes-
sional trajectories and the identity-related 
challenges associated with them. Such ref-
lection may contribute to professional sus-
tainability, resilience, and long-term career 
satisfaction among music teachers.
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