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The purpose of this study was to explore adolescent self-views of singing ability through 

both implicit theories and self-concept meaning systems. A secondary purpose of this study was 

to examine these self-views specifically in the context of a choral hierarchy. Using a researcher-

designed survey instrument, I gathered data from middle- and high-school students currently 

enrolled in a choir program organized in a hierarchical structure. I analyzed descriptive statistics 

of survey responses to items designed to measure implicit theories of singing ability, singing 

self-concept, and goal orientation. I also examined differences among participants by ensemble 

placement in implicit theory and self-concept scores, correlation between implicit theory and 

self-concept, and whether implicit theory, self-concept, goal orientation, or current enrollment 

could predict future enrollment decisions. In addition to these quantitative measures, I coded 

open-ended responses to two failure scenarios and examined participant responses by 

ensemble and gender. Both implicit theory and self-concept scores were higher for participants 

at the top of the choral hierarchy than at the bottom. Open-ended responses, however, did not 

align with the implicit theory scale and a number of students presented a false growth mindset. 

Open-ended responses also indicated that failure scenarios were likely to result in an altered 

view of the self and shame in placement in an ensemble at the bottom of the choral hierarchy. 

The means scores for participants in the middle- and high-school ensembles in both implicit 

theory and self-concept were significantly different, with participants in the high-school 

ensembles having higher scores in both constructs. Implicit theory and self-concept were 



 

significantly related, and self-concept, goal orientation, and current enrollment significantly 

predicted future enrollment decisions. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

For several decades, psychologist Carol Dweck has explored the ways in which people 

make sense of their own abilities. According to Dweck (1999, 2007), people tend to view their 

abilities as either fixed or changeable. She refers to this meaning system as mindset. Those who 

believe that intelligence and abilities can be changed hold a growth mindset, and those who 

believe they are unchangeable hold a fixed mindset. Dweck’s theory was an extension of 

attribution theory, which accounted for individual attributions of successes and failures to 

internal or external sources, and goal orientation, which described the types of goals individuals 

set in the learning process. Mindset represented a meaning system through which individuals 

could make sense of their abilities, react to difficult circumstances, and set goals for the future. 

Researchers have consistently found that individuals with a growth mindset are more likely to 

show resilience in the face of obstacles, embrace challenges, and display a desire to gain 

mastery even in areas where they may initially encounter difficulty. For these reasons, mindset 

has caught the eye of researchers and practitioners in the world of education who continue to 

seek ways to instill a growth mindset among students of all ages.  

Psychologists and educational researchers have also been interested in theories that 

explain how people understand or value themselves, including self-concept, self-esteem, and 

self-worth. Although these terms reference slightly different meaning systems, they have often 

been used interchangeably to refer to the evaluative judgments individuals make regarding 

themselves and their abilities. In education, self-concept has been shown to influence 

motivation, behavior, and decisions regarding what subjects to study (De Castella, Byrne, & 
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Covington, 2013). Although Dweck (1999) argued that self-concept and mindset were not 

related, researchers have found that mindset may predict changes in self-concept over time 

(Dweck & Molden, 2005; Robins & Pals, 2002). It appears that holding a growth mindset may 

protect the self-concept against encounters with failure. 

The adolescent years present unique challenges that can be detrimental to both self-

concept and mindset. As children age, they are more likely to adopt a fixed mindset (Dweck, 

1986) just as they also encounter increasingly competitive structures at school (Coelho, 

Marchante, & Jimerson, 2017). If growth-minded students fail an exam, they may simply 

assume they did not study hard enough. However, if fixed-minded students fail, they are left 

with the explanation that they are not intelligent. Consequently, many adolescents experience 

a decrease in self-concept as they proceed through middle and high school. This loss of self-

concept and adoption of a fixed mindset can bring about many negative consequences both 

academically and personally (Coelho et al., 2017). 

Individuals can hold differing mindsets and varying levels of self-concept within different 

domains. For example, an individual may hold a growth mindset and a high self-concept toward 

his or her ability in mathematics but a fixed mindset and a low self-concept toward his or her 

musical abilities. Unfortunately, people are more likely to hold a fixed mindset toward their 

musical skills (Hughes, 2015), and particularly toward their singing ability (Sloboda, Wise & 

Peretz, 2005). Similar to the development of mindset in general education, students are more 

likely to display beliefs associated with a fixed mindset toward music as they enter adolescence 

(Asmus, 1986; Austin & Vispoel, 1998; Legette, 1998). Additionally, negative social interactions 

with family members, peers, and music teachers may lead to a decrease in musical self-concept 
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during adolescence (Abril, 2007; Sloboda et al., 2005). If a student holds a fixed mindset and a 

low self-concept regarding their ability in a subject such as music, they are less likely to 

continue studying that subject when given the option (Blackwell, Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2007).  

In general education, increasing competitiveness in the structures of middle school has 

been cited as a concerning cause of shifts in mindset and self-concept. Several competitive 

structures are commonly used in the secondary ensemble setting including the use of auditions 

to place students in ranked ensembles within a hierarchy. This hierarchical structure may 

engender feelings of superiority among students placed in top ensembles and feelings of anger 

or resentment among those placed in lower ensembles (Major & Dakon, 2016; Wilson, 2012). 

The audition process may have a lasting influence over musical self-concept (Abril, 2007), 

especially if students hold the common belief that singing ability is a fixed trait, or innate talent.   

Although mindset and self-concept have been thoroughly researched in general 

education, little is known regarding these self-theories in the domain of music. Similarly, the 

use of competitive structures has been examined closely in general education, but few 

researchers in music education have explored competitive systems such as the ensemble 

hierarchy. Additionally, little is known regarding how these self-theories interact with one 

another in music or how the use of competitive hierarchies may influence either mindset or 

self-concept. The purpose of this study was to explore the self-reported mindset and self-

concept of students who have chosen to continue their involvement with school choral music in 

middle and high school, investigate how the interaction of those self-theories may influence 

future enrollment, and examine if and how the use of a choral hierarchy may interact with 

those self-views.   
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CHAPTER 2 

THEORIES OF SINGING ABILITY 

The ways in which humans conceive of the self has fascinated philosophers, 

psychologists, and sociologists since the inception of their respective fields. Views of the self 

are generally believed to influence our decisions regarding our actions, motivations, 

relationships, extracurricular activities, and careers. More recently, psychologists have focused 

their attention specifically on the ways in which humans view their own abilities and how those 

views influence motivation. Additionally, researchers have explored how the structures present 

in secondary schools may influence those theories of self.  

The purpose of this literature review is to examine research in three distinct areas. First, 

I examine the ways in which people conceive of their musical abilities through research in 

attribution theory, achievement goal orientation, and implicit theories of intelligence. Second, I 

explore the vast literature regarding self-concept and self-esteem. Last, I delve into the practice 

of using competitive goal structures in the secondary music program.  

Implicit Theories of Singing Ability 

Attribution Theory 

Research regarding implicit theories of intelligence falls under the large umbrella of 

achievement motivation research, a vast field which includes the related concepts of 

attribution theory and achievement goal construct. Heider (1958) proposed that people 

attempt to make meaning of their successes and failures by attributing those experiences to 

factors which can be categorized as internal or external and stable or unstable. He referred to 

this meaning system as attribution theory. Attributions included in the traditional model are 
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ability (internal-stable), effort (internal-unstable), luck (external-unstable), and task difficulty 

(external-stable), although educational researchers have also examined strategy use, interest or 

value, and influence of other people (Austin & Vispoel, 1998).  

Attributional beliefs may impact an individual’s motivation and self-worth. If students 

attribute their musical skill to an internal-stable ability, they will experience pride following 

success and shame following failure. If they experience repeated failure, they will begin to 

expect failure in future music-related tasks. Logically, it follows that repeated failures in a 

domain attributed to stable ability would result in cessation of involvement in the activity once 

it becomes a choice. Such students would only choose to continue musical involvement if they 

experienced repeated success, which resulted in pride and an expectancy of future success. If 

students attributed their ability to an internal-unstable factor (i.e., effort), they would be more 

likely to persist in the face of failure provided they valued the activity.  

Several researchers have examined musical abilities through the lens of attribution 

theory. Generally, they have found that students most commonly attribute their success in 

music to ability followed by effort (Legette, 1998; Martin, 2012) and that students are more 

likely to attribute success to ability rather than effort as they get older (Asmus, 1986; Austin & 

Vispoel, 1998; Legette, 1998). In a series of studies, Asmus (1985, 1986) examined students’ 

attribution of success and failure in music using Weiner’s (1974) two-dimensional model of 

attribution theory. For both studies, students were asked to provide five reasons some students 

are successful in music and five reasons some students are not. The responses were then 

classified by a group of judges as internal-stable (ability), internal-unstable (effort), external-

stable (task difficulty), or external-unstable (luck). In Asmus’s study with sixth-grade students 
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(1985), he found that students were most likely to attribute both success and failure to the 

internal factors of effort and ability. The following year (Asmus, 1986), he repeated the process 

with students enrolled in general, instrumental, or vocal music in grades four through twelve 

(1986). He again found that students were most likely to attribute both success and failure to 

ability and effort; however, he also found an increase in ability attributions and a decrease in 

effort attributions as students aged.  

In an examination of the role of attributions in practice beliefs, Schatt (2011) distributed 

a survey to high school instrumental students designed to measure their attribution of success 

in music and their attitudes toward practice. He then analyzed differences in attitudes and 

beliefs about practice based on students’ attribution theory and grade level. He found that 

students rated internal attributions higher than external ones and rated effort higher than 

ability. Additionally, the amount of time students spent practicing was positively related to 

internal attributions and to intrinsic motivation.   

Achievement Goal Construct 

Researchers of attribution theory have focused on the ways in which people make sense 

of their successes and failures, but Dweck and Elliot (1983) noted that the use of this theory 

failed to explain why individuals seek competence. In response to this missing link, Dweck and 

her colleagues (Diener & Dweck, 1978, 1980; Dweck, 1975; Dweck & Reppucci, 1973) examined 

the failure responses of children in order to determine why people of similar ability respond to 

and move forward from failure in such different ways. These disparate reactions were 

categorized as either mastery or helpless responses. Mastery responses were associated with 

the internal-unstable attribution to effort and resulted in persistence, approach to further 
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challenge, and continued enjoyment of the task. Helpless responses were associated with an 

internal-stable attribution to lack of ability and resulted in loss of persistence, avoiding future 

challenge, and reduced enjoyment.  

From this line of research, Dweck and her colleagues (Dweck, 1986; Dweck & Elliot, 

1983; Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Grant & Dweck, 2003) identified achievement goal construct as 

the variable which explained these diverse responses to failure. Dweck and Leggett (1988) 

defined two primary goal orientations: performance goals and learning goals. People who 

adopt performance goals primarily concern themselves with displaying their own competence 

or avoiding displays of incompetence. Those who adopt learning goals primarily focus on 

developing their own competence or mastering a skill. Performance goals were found to be a 

common result of an internal-stable attribution and led to a helpless response. Learning goals 

were viewed as a common result of an internal-unstable attribution and produce a mastery 

response. Several researchers have examined the role of achievement goal construct in music, 

especially its role in self-regulated practice (Nielsen, 2008; Miksza, 2009, 2011; Smith, 2005), 

commitment to musical activities (Miksza, Tan, & Dye, 2016), and task persistence (Droe, 2013).  

However, an inconsistency in the achievement goal literature remained—the effects of 

performance goals were not universally deleterious. Elliot (1994) sought to explain this 

discrepancy through the addition of an approach-avoidance distinction. He found that 

performance-avoid goals, which focused on potential negative outcomes, did in fact produce 

unfavorable results. Performance-approach goals, which focused on potential positive 

outcomes, did not. From these findings, Elliot developed a trichotomous framework (1994) 

which included performance-approach, performance-avoid, and mastery goals. He then 
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developed a 2 x 2 achievement goal framework (1999) which utilized the approach-avoid 

distinction for both performance and mastery goals.  

Implicit Theories of Intelligence (Mindset) 

The addition of achievement goal construct to the literature provided a more complete 

picture than attribution theory alone, but a key component was still missing. Attribution theory 

provided a framework through which researchers could understand motivational patterns 

following success and failure, but it neglected to acknowledge the fact that people can construe 

ability in different ways (Nicholls, 1983). Achievement goal construct provided an explanation 

for why people work toward competence but did not examine individual beliefs about 

competence (Dweck & Molden, 2005). Implicit theories of intelligence represent a separate 

construct from achievement goals but can predict their adoption. It is related to attribution 

theory but differentiates between stable and unstable views of ability.   

According to Dweck (1999), there are two implicit theories of intelligence that an 

individual can hold. People who believe that intelligence and abilities are fixed and 

unchangeable are referred to as entity theorists. This theory is also referred to in the literature 

as a fixed mindset. Individuals who hold an entity theory are likely to adopt performance goals, 

compare themselves to others, display maladaptive or helpless responses to failure, and view 

effort as an indication of lack of ability. This mindset toward ability stands in contrast to the 

incremental theory, or growth mindset. Incremental theorists believe that intelligence and 

abilities can change over time with effort and the use of strategies. Individuals who hold this 

theory may display mastery responses to failure, make self-referential judgments, and attribute 

their performance to effort. These two theories of intelligence provide a more holistic view 
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than either attribution or achievement goals alone.  

Domain-Specificity of Mindset 

People commonly hold disparate beliefs regarding the nature of their abilities in various 

domains (Dweck, Chiu, & Hong, 1995; Dweck & Molden, 2005). Dweck (2015), in her reflection 

on the promotion of growth mindset in the world of education, warned her readers that no one 

has purely a growth or a fixed mindset across all domains. Even within overarching domains, 

such as academics, beliefs may differ within smaller domains. For example, an individual may 

view their math ability as fixed and their linguistic ability as malleable (Dweck & Molden, 2005).  

Hughes (2015) examined the domain specificity of implicit beliefs with undergraduate 

students. She asked students to complete surveys designed to measure their mindset for 

personal attributes, morality, and each of the six intelligences identified by Gardner (1983). 

Participant responses on the intelligence scales were not correlated with their responses on the 

personal attribute and morality scale, and the percentage of entity theorists (fixed mindset) 

within each intelligence scale varied. The author did not indicate whether differences were 

significant, but the percentage of participants with a fixed mindset on each scale ranged 

greatly. The oral and written communication scale represented the lowest occurrence of fixed 

mindset (6.3%). A much higher percentage of participants presented a fixed theory on the 

scales measuring musical (23.6%) and visual-spatial (26%) abilities.  

Researchers have sought to understand mindset within a variety of domains, and some 

have found a lack of domain specificity. In one recent study, Wang, Tan, and Dairianathan 

(2018) surveyed undergraduate education majors who were specializing in either music, visual 

art, or sports. They asked participants to indicate their goal orientation, implicit theory, and 
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perceived enjoyment in each of the three domains. The authors found that goal orientation was 

domain specific, with participants indicating mastery goals most commonly in their area of 

specialization. Mindset was not domain specific, with most participants universally indicating a 

growth mindset. This finding stands in contrast to prior literature which has indicated that goal 

orientation and implicit theories are significantly related (Blackwell et al., 2007; Dweck, 1999; 

Mueller & Dweck, 1998; Smith, 2005).  

Smith (2005) measured the goal orientation, implicit theory of musical ability, and 

practice strategy use of 268 undergraduate instrumentalists majoring in music education or 

performance. He found that a fixed mindset toward musical ability was significantly, positively 

related to both ego-approach (r = .16, p < .01) and ego-avoid (r = .23, p < .001) goal 

orientations. Students who indicated a growth mindset, on the other hand, were much more 

likely to endorse task goals (r = -.14, p < .01). Students who were majoring in music education 

were significantly more likely to endorse a growth mindset than students who were majoring in 

performance, t(310) = -2.24, p < .05. 

Mindset in Adolescence 

Mindset develops over time, and students are more likely to adopt a fixed mindset as 

they age (Dweck, 1986). This may be due in part to the fact that young children tend not to 

distinguish between ability and effort until they enter adolescence (Little, 1985; Nicholls, 1976, 

1978, 1980). In adolescence, children begin to place more value on the opinions of others and 

may start to view effort as an indicator of lack of ability. For example, in a study with junior high 

students, Harari and Covington (1981) found that participants viewed people as less intelligent 

and capable as effort increased.  
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As students begin to shift their views regarding the fixed or malleable nature of abilities, 

they are met with school structures which increasingly emphasize ability over effort through 

the use of competitive goal structures and ability-grouped classes (Austin & Vispoel, 1998). This 

mismatch between adolescent needs and provided contexts may result in a variety of 

maladaptive behaviors and loss of motivation (Eccles & Midgley, 1989; Eccles et al., 1993). 

Navigating these transitional periods into middle school or high school can result in a variety of 

detrimental effects including a downward trajectory in achievement (Akos, Rose, & Orthner, 

2015), lowered self-concept and self-esteem (Fenzel, 2000; Wigfield et al., 1991), increased 

anxiety (Wigfield et al., 1991), and reduced engagement (Holas & Huston, 2012). In music 

education, these transitional periods have been cited by practitioners as times when students 

are at risk to discontinue their involvement in music courses (e.g., Freer, 2015).  

The structures of school music during adolescence often mirror those of education as a 

whole. This time is often marked by increased competitiveness and the use of ability-grouped 

classes in the form of auditioned or hierarchical ensembles. These structures may play a role in 

the way students view ability and effort in their musical growth as well as the value they place 

in school music activities. In a survey distributed to a nationally representative sample of 

students in grades 6-12, McPherson and Hendricks (2010) found that students generally noted 

a high value for music but a low value for school music programs. One reason for this 

discrepancy was the perception that school music was competitive and was therefore designed 

for the elite, talented few. Other researchers have also found that students tend to value music 

and exhibit many musical behaviors during adolescence (Leming, 1987; Thompson, 1994) but 

hold negative opinions regarding school music (Boswell, 1991; Pogonowski, 1985; Boswell, 
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1991). Additionally, researchers have found that the perceived value of school music declines 

for many students as they enter adolescence (Simpkins, Vest, Dawes, & Neuman, 2010).  

Increased competitiveness and decreased perceived value of music appear to play a role 

in the decisions students make regarding enrollment and retention in ensembles. If these 

factors are combined with an entity view of musical abilities, they would logically result in 

decreased involvement in musical activities at the middle and high school levels. Music in 

particular and the arts in general appear to be especially susceptible to a fixed view of ability. 

Hughes (2015) found that college students were more likely to view artistic and musical abilities 

through a fixed lens than other academic areas.  

Within the domain of music, an individual may even hold multiple theories for various 

musical skills. Sloboda, Wise, and Peretz (2005) found that individuals who self-identified as 

tone-deaf believed that they could learn how to play an instrument but could never learn how 

to sing. Within the field of music education, a few practitioners have begun to introduce the 

benefits of instilling a growth mindset toward musical abilities in students (Adams, in press; 

Davis, 2017; Davis & Persellin, 2017; O’Neill, 2011; Potterton, 2019). Some have further 

attempted to shift the conversation in Western culture by drawing attention to the fact that 

singing is a skill which can be learned (Demorest, 2017). However, popular culture continues to 

emphasize the role of talent (Coyle, 2010; Gagne, 1999; Scott, 2013) and its fixed nature 

(Csikszentmihalyi & Robinson, 2015). 

Measuring Mindset 

Implicit theories have generally been measured through written instruments wherein 

participants indicated the degree to which they agreed with a series of statements. Agreement 
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with items such as, “Your intelligence is something about you that you can’t change very much” 

(Dweck, 1999, p. 178) indicated a fixed mindset. A growth mindset was evident with agreement 

to statements such as “No matter who you are, you can significantly change your intelligence 

level” (Dweck, 1999, p. 178). Instruments to measure implicit theories have been in use since 

the early 1980s when the construct was first examined by Dweck and Bandura (1981). In these 

early studies, the authors measured implicit theories and then asked students to choose from 

tasks which represented either performance or learning goals. At this earliest point in the 

literature, implicit theories served as a way to predict the types of goals students would select.  

Dweck and her colleagues consistently found a relationship between fixed mindset and 

performance goals as well as between growth mindset and mastery (i.e., learning) goals 

(Bandura & Dweck, 1981; Dweck & Leggett, 1988). In later studies, researchers developed a 

written inventory to assess participants’ inclination toward learning or performance goals 

without selecting an actual task. In support of this idea, Dweck (1999) cited an unpublished 

data set from an earlier, unpublished study with college students (Mueller & Dweck, 1997). 

Participants answered inventory items to assess their implicit theory as well as indicated their 

level of agreement to statements such as “Although I hate to admit it, I sometimes would 

rather do well in a class than learn a lot” (Dweck, 1999, p. 185). Even in the absence of selecting 

an actual task, the relationship held with 68% of growth theorists indicating a desire to be 

challenged compared to 65% of fixed theorists who preferred a good grade over a challenge.  

In more recent studies, fewer participants have identified a fixed mindset (Hughes, 

2015) and the relationship between mindset and goal selection has appeared weaker (Wang et 

al., 2018). It may be the case that traditional scales used to measure implicit theories are 
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becoming less effective. The concept of implicit theories may have become so ubiquitous in 

education that an increasing number of teachers and students will present a false growth 

mindset on these commonly used scales. For example, Smith (2005) found that music education 

majors were more likely to present a growth mindset toward musical ability than performance 

majors. Perhaps those with a growth theory are more drawn to education, or perhaps those 

who are in education are more likely to provide answers that align with a growth mindset. The 

issue may have been clearer if the author had also examined goal orientation by major. 

Measuring implicit theories, goal selection, and response to failure, and examining these 

constructs together may provide a more accurate picture of an individual’s theory of 

intelligence.  

Manipulating Mindset 

In order to fully understand the role of mindset on motivational outcomes, some 

researchers have primed one theory over another rather than only working with the existing 

theory. The manipulation of mindset is most often accomplished through highly descriptive, 

academic passages which endorse either a fixed or growth mindset. This type of priming has 

been used successfully with fifth-grade students (Dweck & Leggett, 1988) as well as college 

students (Bergen, 1992; Hong, Chiu, Dweck, & Lin, 1998). In each of these studies, participants 

were more likely to follow the goal orientation pattern of the theory for which they were 

primed regardless of their actual implicit theory.  

Another priming strategy which has generally been shown to steer participants toward 

the behavior patterns of one theory over another is feedback. Mueller and Dweck (1998) found 

that fifth-grade students who were praised for their ability when completing math problems 
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were more likely to hold and to display behaviors associated with a fixed mindset, such as low 

task persistence and enjoyment, were more likely to endorse low-ability attribution, and 

exhibited lower performance following a failure. In addition to these behaviors, students who 

were praised for intelligence were more likely to lie about their scores. Students who were 

praised for their effort did not display any of these maladaptive behaviors.  

Droe (2013) replicated this seminal study with fourth-grade students as they completed 

rhythm-reading tasks. He randomly assigned participants to receive either praise for effort, 

talent, or no praise. Following their performance, the researcher informed all participants, 

irrespective of group assignment, that they had received a score of 82 and that this was a good 

score. After the test, he asked participants to select either a performance goal or a learning 

goal. Additionally, he asked them a series of questions to determine their task persistence, task 

enjoyment, performance judgment, and attribution of their performance to ability, effort, 

difficulty, or luck. He then gave students a second rhythm task with more difficult rhythms and 

told them that they had scored a 55. Following this unsuccessful attempt, participants again 

rated their motivation and performance attribution. The group praised for effort was more 

likely to select learning goals and displayed increased task persistence. The talent-praise group, 

on the other hand, was more likely to select performance goals and displayed low task 

persistence. Students in the control group who received no praise were equally divided 

between learning and performance goals and displayed a decrease in task persistence similar to 

the talent-praise group. Droe concluded:  

In music, it is common to refer to high ability as talent without much consideration to 
the effect it may have on the student. Overemphasizing that success in music is a result 
of talent or natural ability could negatively affect student attitude toward task 
persistence and enjoyment of taking on a challenging task. In contrast, task persistence 
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and an internalized enjoyment of a challenging task would be what music teachers are 
attempting to teach through music and what music teacher education programs are 
attempting to instill in their graduates. Honest and appropriate praise for effort can 
possibly help students and music teachers to learn and value these aspects of musical 
development. (p. 77) 
 

Measuring Mindset in Music 

Some researchers have attempted to adapt Dweck’s well-accepted mindset inventories 

to the domain of music. In an ongoing longitudinal study, Müllensiefen, Harrison, Caprini, and 

Fancourt (2015) combined two of Dweck’s scales to develop the Academic self-theories and 

goals questionnaire. The resulting scale measured both mindset (fixed or growth) and goal 

orientation (performance or learning) in academic subjects. Next, they created a second scale 

with identical questions but replaced terms associated with intelligence and academic subjects 

with those associated with musical ability. The resulting scale, which they named the Musical 

self-theories and goals questionnaire, consisted of six items using a Likert-type scale and one 

dichotomous, forced-choice item. Four of the items measured goal orientation and three 

measured implicit theory of musical ability.  

Using the two scales, the authors found that female adolescent students (ages 10-18) 

tended to exhibit the same mindset towards both academic and musical abilities. The authors 

found no connection between mindset toward music and other musical measures such as 

concurrent musical activity, musical training, or beat perception ability. They did, however, note 

a connection between musical mindset and academic achievement. The lack of domain 

specificity in their findings and the connection between the musical mindset scale and 

academic rather than musical outcomes are interesting, but some limitations of the study may 

be responsible for the unexpected results.  
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One limitation draws into question the unexpected lack of relationship between musical 

self-theories and actual musical ability: all musical ability measures were perception tasks. 

Although perception plays an important role in musical ability, production is a separate task 

which is not always related to perceptual capacity (Loui, Demorest, Pfordresher, & Iyer, 2015; 

Pfordresher & Brown, 2007; Sloboda et al., 2005; Toledo-Fernández, Villalobos-Gallegos, 

Garcia-Gómez, & Salvador-Cruz, 2018). Perception represents a small component of musical 

ability. Without production measures as well, it is impossible to make a judgment regarding the 

musical competence of an individual.    

An additional limitation of the study (Müllensiefen et al., 2015) was the substitution of 

Dweck’s single term, “intelligence,” with a “variety of idiomatic terms” (p. 7) for musical ability. 

The authors noted the potentially loaded nature of the terms musicality, musical talent, and 

musical skills; therefore, they opted to include all three rather than select one or find an 

alternative option. This inconsistency in nomenclature could have resulted in question stems 

which measured varying constructs rather than the intended theory. Another factor which may 

have altered results was the provision of a seventh option, not applicable, on the musical self-

theories scale but not the theory of intelligence scale. The authors justified this addition 

because not all participants were currently enrolled in a music class. However, only items 

related to musical goals inferred simultaneous musical activity. Items related only to theory of 

musical ability did not imply current musical involvement and thus bore no need for this 

addition.  

Additionally, the authors (Müllensiefen et al., 2015) chose to measure academic and 

social self-concept but neglected to examine musical self-concept. They found that academic 
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self-concept was related to theory of intelligence and academic performance through the 

mediating variable of conscientiousness. Without a comparable measure of musical self-

concept, it is impossible to know how this additional self-view may influence the other factors 

measured. Providing a measure of musical self-concept could help to elucidate the relationship 

between musical self-theories and actual musical ability. 

Finally, measuring musical mindset may be similar to measuring global mindset—it 

provides a portion of the picture but does not account for domain differences. Researchers 

examining poor-pitch singers who identify as tone-deaf have found that participants described 

the musical domain of singing as distinct from that of playing an instrument (Sloboda et al., 

2005). These participants indicated the belief that they could learn a musical instrument if they 

put in the effort but would never be able to learn how to sing. They viewed themselves as tone-

deaf, but not necessarily as unmusical. It appears that musical mindset may need to be further 

divided into individual domains, and that mindset toward singing may be a distinct domain in 

and of itself. 

Mindset: Conclusion 

Students’ implicit theory of intelligence or ability can have an enormous impact on their 

motivation, persistence, response to challenges, and self-concept in a variety of domains. Taken 

together, these self-views form a meaning system through which students interpret their world 

and make decisions. Students who hold a fixed theory toward musical ability combined with a 

low musical self-concept will likely express a lack of value in music and opt out of further 

musical experiences. However, if students hold either a growth mindset toward musical ability 

or a high musical self-concept, they may be more likely to continue involvement with musical 
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activities. Understanding the way students view their musical abilities and how music educators 

can influence those views could be beneficial to providing structures that allow more students 

to remain involved in musical activities throughout their school careers.  

In order to fully understand these self-theories, researchers must examine domains 

individually. Although the benefits of a growth mindset appear to apply universally, few if any 

individuals hold a single theory across all domains. It may be that views differ even among skills 

within a particular domain. This variation in self-theories is especially likely in the domain of 

music, where individual skills such as singing, playing instruments, composing, or improvising 

require vastly different skill sets. Measuring global scores for theories of musical ability and 

musical self-concept is an excellent starting point, but the need remains for musical domains to 

be assessed individually.  

Because mindset is measured through self-reports, it may be increasingly difficult to 

assess it accurately as the idea becomes more ubiquitous. People may begin to display a false 

growth mindset (Dweck, 2015) in an attempt to provide what they believe to be socially 

acceptable answers, especially if they are steeped in the world of education either as students 

or teachers. In Wang and colleagues’ (2018) study, undergraduate education majors universally 

indicated a growth mindset but only specified the use of learning goals in their domain of 

specialty. If learning goals were more commonly held within the domain of specialization, it 

would logically follow that participants would tend toward a growth theory in that domain as 

well. However, in the domains where participants indicated a tendency toward performance 

goals, they would not be as likely to hold a growth mindset toward their abilities. Perhaps the 

fact that participants indicated a growth mindset in all domains but specified learning goals only 
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in their own specialization is an indication that they provided what they believed to be socially 

acceptable answers on the implicit theory scales. It therefore may be advantageous for mindset 

measures to include multiple aspects of the meaning system, including goal orientation and 

response to failure, in order to create a full picture of the self-theory. 

Singing Self-Concept 

Self-Concept 

The study of the self is central to the fields of psychology and sociology. Researchers in 

these fields focus on a variety of self-domains, including self-concept and self-esteem. 

According to Shavelson, Hubner, and Stanton’s (1976) widely accepted description of self-

concept, the construct represents a multifaceted, structured, hierarchical view of the self with a 

global sense of self at the top of the hierarchy. From the global self-concept, the authors 

specified a division between academic and non-academic self-concepts which are then further 

divided into subdomains such as mathematical abilities and social skills. Self-concept includes 

not only the general sense of self, but also evaluative judgments of the self against an ideal self 

or peers. The evaluative portion of self-concept is often referred to as self-esteem, and the 

terms are often used interchangeably (Coopersmith, 1967; Shavelson et al., 1976). Global self-

concept, however, represents a large meaning system which includes related constructs such as 

self-worth, self-image, and the ideal self and is informed by the identities and roles one 

occupies (Eliott, 1984). The use of the terms self-concept, self-esteem, and self-worth can be a 

source of confusion, especially when they are not operationally defined in the literature. In the 

studies presented here, the terms are all used to indicate the evaluative portion of self-concept.  

Many researchers have continued to examine self-concept and expand upon Shavelson, 
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Hubner, and Stanton’s (1976) model. Researchers have focused on self-concept within 

academic (Marsh, 1990), social (Byrne & Shavelson, 1996), physical (Fox & Corbin, 1989), and 

artistic (Hash, 2017; Vispoel, 1993, 1994, 1995, 2003) domains. Vispoel (1993) created a scale to 

measure the artistic domains of music, art, dance and drama. His subsequent work focused 

specifically on the subdomains within music of singing, playing instruments, reading musical 

notation, composing, listening, and creating dance movements (Vispoel, 1994). He found a high 

level of reliability in each of these subscales but a low interfactor correlation, lending credence 

to the idea that self-concept in each of these artistic domains was unique. More recently, 

researchers have divided musical self-concept into its academic and non-academic counterparts 

(Spychiger, Gruber, & Olbertz, 2009). In this model, musical self-concept follows the same 

hierarchy of earlier models (Shavelson et al., 1976). Global musical self-concept formed the 

apex of a hierarchy and was then divided into academic (e.g., singing/playing ability, 

composition skills, music reading) and non-academic (e.g., affect, emotional, social) musical 

domains.  

Self-concept, both global and domain-specific, is generally believed to be most 

malleable during childhood, adolescence, and early adulthood. Like other self-theories, self-

concept is not always grounded in reality but is heavily influenced by perceptions of the views 

of others (Gecas, 1982), especially during adolescence. Self-concept and self-esteem during 

these years are particularly vulnerable to success and failure in domains where the individual 

places a high value as well as approval or disapproval from significant others (Manning, 2007). 

The way that individuals view themselves and the evaluative judgments they place on 

themselves may influence or predict their behaviors and their motivation (Covington & Beery, 
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1976; Shavelson et al., 1976) as well as their decisions regarding future music participation 

(Demorest, Kelley, & Pfordresher, 2017; Sichivista, 2007).  

Self-Worth Theory of Achievement Motivation 

Several researchers have examined the role of self-esteem, the evaluative portion of 

self-concept, on students’ achievement motivation. Covington (1984, 1992, 1998, 2000) along 

with Beery (Covington & Beery, 1976) argued that people are motivated by the desire to gain 

self-worth and a place of belonging in society through the acquisition of competence. According 

to their theory, known as the self-worth theory of achievement motivation (Covington & Beery, 

1976), an individual’s sense of self-worth is inextricably linked to his or her competence. 

Threats to competence, in the form of failure or evaluative judgments of others, naturally also 

threaten the self-concept. According to Covington (1984), the ways in which students view their 

own ability, effort, and actual performance influence their overall sense of self-worth. Based on 

this model, a quandary may arise as students enter adolescence. As students begin to devalue 

effort (Harari & Covington, 1981; Nicholls, 1978; Stipek, 1981), expending effort becomes a 

possible threat to self-worth from the perspective of self and peers. If students try and still fail, 

they are subject to humiliation and a loss of self-worth. However, if they put in no effort, they 

are subject to shame and potential punishment from teachers. This discrepancy is often 

addressed through the use of excuses or maladaptive behaviors.  

The way people define success may influence their view of and approach to competence 

acquisition (Covington, 2000). Some individuals view success as becoming the best possible self 

while others measure their success in relation to others. The former seek to improve their own 

skills in order to reach meaningful goals, the latter improve their skills in an attempt to surpass 
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the abilities of those around them. Although not explicitly stated, many of the characteristics of 

the success-oriented meaning system align with those of a growth mindset, including the use of 

learning goals, mastery response to failure, and self-referential assessment. The other-oriented 

meaning system mirrors a fixed mindset in many ways, including the use of performance goals, 

fear of failure, and assessing personal skill based on comparison to others (Fried-Buchalter, 

1992; Thompson, Davis, & Davidson, 1998). 

Covington (1984) noted that competitive school environments may shift students’ focus 

from self-referential evaluation to comparing the self against others. With this shift, students 

may also begin to move away from assigning their self-worth based on personal growth and 

instead toward gaining this meaning from outperforming others. Competitive structures reduce 

the number of available rewards thereby teaching students that in order for them to succeed 

someone else must fail (Alschuler, 1973). A variety of negative motivational outcomes have 

been associated with this increase in competitiveness, including a higher likelihood of assigning 

failure to a fixed lack of ability, experiencing a decrease in self-concept (Ames, 1978, 1981; 

Ames & Ames, 1981; Ames, Ames, & Felker, 1977), and experiencing greater shame following a 

failure (Ames & Felker, 1979; Crockenberg, Bryant, & Wilce, 1976).  

This increased competitiveness coupled with a desire to maintain self-worth in the face 

of failure encourages the adoption of defensive strategies including self-worth protection, 

defensive pessimism, and self-handicapping strategies (Thompson, 1993, 1994). Self-worth 

protection involves behaviors that withhold effort so that potential failures can be assigned to 

lack of trying rather than to a lack of ability (Mayerson & Rhodewalt, 1988; Rhodewalt, Morf, 

Hazlett, & Fairfield, 1991; Thompson et al., 1995). A student who uses defensive pessimism to 
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guard her self-worth may set unrealistically low expectations that should be easy to achieve or 

claim that a task has little importance or value (Cantor & Harlow, 1994; Cantor & Norem, 1989; 

Norem & Illingworth, 1993; Martin, 1998). Self-handicapping strategies may include any 

behaviors that are likely to bring about failure, providing a handy excuse for failure if it occurs. 

These strategies may include setting unrealistically high goals (Covington, 1992), procrastinating 

(McCown & Johnson, 1991), reporting illness, or refusing to study or practice at all (De Castella 

et al., 2013). Self-handicapping strategies are more common among boys (De Castella et al., 

2013). These behaviors are often related to low self-esteem and an increased likelihood to 

withdraw from the study of the subject where students have experienced failure (De Castella et 

al., 2013). 

Musical Self-Concept in Adolescence 

Given that self-concept and self-worth are especially malleable during adolescence as 

the perceptions of others become increasingly salient (Covington, 1984; Manning, 2007), 

researchers in education have found a decrease in academic self-concept (Coelho et al., 2017) 

as well as global self-concept and self-esteem (Fenzel, 2000; Wigfield et al., 1991) during this 

period of development. In an attempt to explain these changes, many researchers have 

continued to echo the words of Eccles (2004) and Covington (1984), who noted the increased 

competitiveness and depersonalization of middle and high schools at the time when students 

need collaborative environments and personal connections the most.  

Unfortunately, this tendency toward decreased self-concept in the adolescent years 

appears to hold true in the domain of music as well. Simpkins, Vest, Dawes, and Neuman (2010) 

examined the musical self-concept of students throughout their school careers. Beginning in 1st 
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grade, they found that girls generally had higher musical self-concept than boys, but musical 

self-concept for both genders declined at similar rates over time. As previous researchers have 

noted, the authors suggested that this decline may be due to the increased competitiveness of 

school music structures as well as the increased emphasis placed on ability. The authors 

additionally found a decrease in the perceived value of music that paralleled the loss of self-

concept. Interestingly, other researchers have found that mindset follows a similar trajectory, 

shifting from the attributes and behaviors associated with a growth mindset to those of a fixed 

mindset as children enter adolescence (Dweck, 1986; Harari & Covington, 1981). Other musical 

factors in adolescence may influence self-concept as well. For example, Freer (2015) found that 

boys generally experienced a loss of musical self-concept as they navigated the voice change. 

This loss of self-concept could be rooted internally (i.e., loss of self as the voice alters) or 

externally (i.e., negative teacher or peer interactions).  

Several researchers have indicated that low musical self-concept may stem from 

negative social interactions (Abril, 2007; Sloboda et al., 2005). In Abril’s (2007) narrative study, 

he interviewed three adults enrolled in a music methods course for elementary education 

majors who reported severe singing anxiety. Each of his participants traced the root of their 

anxiety back to a negative social interaction with teachers in middle school. One relayed the 

story of auditioning for 6th grade choir and not making the cut. She recalled feeling that she was 

being punished for her lack of singing ability by not being allowed to join the social group with 

the rest of her friends. After the incident she stopped singing. She believed that if the music 

teacher, the expert on singing, thought she was a bad singer, then she must have no talent at 

all.  
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Another participant (Abril, 2007) reported a love for singing as she was growing up and a 

high value placed on music personally and in her family. However, she said that she began to 

feel that she lacked musical talent as she entered adolescence. Like the previous participant, 

she also auditioned for her sixth-grade choir and didn’t make the cut. Still holding a high value 

for music, this participant chose to join band instead and reported struggling as she tried to 

learn her instrument. In spite of a positive family influence and a love of singing throughout her 

childhood, the audition experience shifted her self-concept and her mindset entirely. In one 

interview, she stated, “The ability to make music is something that comes to you when you are 

really young…you just have it or you don’t” (p. 8).  

The third participant recounted an incident from her fifth-grade year. Her angry choir 

director lost her temper over a wrong note and began to search the choir for the culprit. 

Terrified that it was her and that she would be in trouble if she was found out, she chose to 

mouth the words as her choir director drew near. She stopped singing at that moment and 

dropped out of choir soon after. She wrote about the incident in her journal and stated, “It was 

that bad experience that has stifled me. Since then I haven’t developed or grown in music. I 

don’t think teachers realize the great impact they have” (Abril, 2007, p. 10).  

All three of these scenarios involved negative interactions with teachers which led to 

negative self-evaluations. Additionally, all three occurred during the early years of adolescence 

when the opinions of others are the most salient. In two of the three situations, the young 

singer assumed that if the teacher, the expert on singing, had a negative opinion of her singing 

voice, then she must be a bad singer. The participants in all three circumstances referred to the 

actions of teachers as a primary influence in the development of their musical self-concept and 
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subsequent lack of musical involvement.  

Other researchers have similarly found that musical self-concept can be influenced by 

the perceived opinions of teachers, peers, or family members. Sloboda and colleagues (2005), 

in their study of individuals who self-identify as tone-deaf, found that this extremely low singing 

self-concept was most often rooted in negative social interactions in which participants 

compared themselves unfavorably with others. Similarly, Ruddock and Leong (2005) found that 

low musical self-concept and negative self-judgments of musical ability were often precipitated 

by negative social interactions or failure to progress quickly in musical study. In each of these 

studies, the authors noted that a negative view of the musical self, coupled with the view of 

musical abilities as fixed traits, led to the cessation of involvement in musical activities.   

Actual Singing Ability and Continued Enrollment 

Researchers are not in agreement regarding the relationship between singing self-

concept and actual singing ability. In an early study on self-concept and singing accuracy, 

Greenberg (1970) concluded that the singing accuracy of his ten elementary aged participants 

improved due to increases in self-concept. He measured self-concept at the start of the year 

and singing accuracy at two other later points and noted that singing accuracy improved. 

However, the author did not measure self-concept at the end of the study, so there was no 

evidence that participants’ self-concept changed or that their singing accuracy improvement 

was due to self-concept rather than practice. Turøy (2017) found that self-concept was an 

influential factor in the actual pitch accuracy of singers. She assessed multiple recordings from 

239 students and identified a total of 25 poor-pitch singers. However, she noticed that each of 

those singers displayed varying levels of mastery within their recording portfolio. She 
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ascertained several factors which appeared to influence accuracy of poor-pitch singers 

including musical features of the song, practice, and self-concept.   

In a pair of studies, Demorest, Kelley, and Pfordresher (2017) examined a variety of 

internal and external factors in order to see which might predict future enrollment (Study 1) or 

actual singing ability (Study 2) of sixth-grade students. In the first study, the authors found that 

the factors which played a role in participants’ (N = 100) decisions to continue involvement in 

musical activities included family musical engagement, peer influence, and musical self-

concept. In Study 2, Demorest and colleagues used nonproportional stratified sampling to 

select 32 participants who had elected to continue participating in music classes and 23 

participants who had not. They then measured singing accuracy and examined whether actual 

ability was predicted by any of the three factors related to enrollment decisions.  The authors 

found that, of these three factors, musical self-concept alone was a unique predictor of actual 

singing ability. Although the term predictor is used, it is important to note that the authors are 

merely indicating a relationship rather than causation. However, the findings support the idea 

that musical self-concept and actual musical ability are related in some way.  

Mizener (1993), in her study with third- through sixth-grade students, concluded that 

self-perceptions of singing ability and actual ability were not related. She surveyed 542 students 

regarding their attitudes toward a variety of singing activities as well as their self-perceptions of 

their singing ability. In order to measure actual singing ability, she invited 23% of the sample to 

sing “Jingle Bells” and a song of their choice. She then measured their pitch-matching, melodic, 

and rhythmic accuracy. In her results, she indicated that there was no relationship between 

participants’ self-perceived singing ability and actual singing ability.  
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A few issues bring Mizener’s (1993) findings into question. First, it is important to note a 

slight discrepancy between the survey items and her measures of singing ability. On the survey, 

students were asked to indicate how much they agreed with statements such as “I’m a good 

singer” or “Someone in my family likes for me to sing songs” (p. 239). Students may not have 

merely considered their pitch accuracy when answering these questions but would also 

consider elements that people associate with good singing, such as tone quality. Second, 

singers were all required to begin “Jingle Bells” on the same starting pitch. For some students, 

especially older students who may have been entering the voice change, the inability to sing in 

a comfortable range may have impacted their singing accuracy. Perhaps some students 

indicated a high perceived level of ability but, due to range difficulties, presented a lower level 

of pitch accuracy. Third, the report did not include any information regarding how the 

responses of her smaller sample compared to the larger group. Without this information, it is 

difficult to judge whether she would have found the same lack of relationship if a different 

portion of the original participants were included in the accuracy portion of the study.  

Wise and Sloboda (2008) found that undergraduate psychology students who self-

identified as tone-deaf were less accurate than their non-tone-deaf counterparts, but that their 

actual ability was not in the range of amusia at all. Additionally, their pitch accuracy improved 

with the use of accompaniment. In spite of their self-concept, these participants were not 

actually tone-deaf and were able to improve with support. This tendency to underestimate 

their own ability may be due to the inclusion of factors such as tone quality in their self-

assessment or to the belief that singing is a talent that they do not possess.  

Like Demorest and his colleagues, Sichivista (2007) found that self-concept influenced 
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choir enrollment decisions. She found that college students were more likely to continue 

musical participation if they placed a high value on music. Students were more likely to view 

music as highly valuable if they also had a high musical self-concept. Although self-concept 

alone may not influence enrollment decisions, it clearly has an impact on those decisions in 

conjunction with and through its influence on other factors. Other researchers have similarly 

found relationships between self-concept and involvement with musical activities in upper 

elementary (Austin, 1990a; Schmitt, 1979) and middle school students (Morin et al., 2015; 

Vispoel, 1993) as well as college students (Sanders, 2000; Sanders & Browne, 1998) and adults 

(Kruse, 2012; Vispoel, 1996).  

Taken together, these findings largely corroborate the idea that musical self-concept is 

related to both actual singing ability and future enrollment decisions. These relationships are 

likely mutually informed. During the formative years of adolescence, a student might choose to 

enroll in choir because she has a high musical self-concept in the domain of singing. As she 

participates in choir, her self-concept increases. This improved self-concept makes her more 

likely to continue participating in future years. However, if a student has a negative peer 

interaction or experiences failure, she may experience a decrease in her musical self-concept. 

She then may be more likely to engage in the self-handicapping behaviors described by De 

Castella, Byrne, and Covington (2013) in order to protect her self-worth. These behaviors may 

cause a decrease in actual ability and may result in cessation of involvement in the musical 

activity. Individuals who hold a fixed mindset may be especially vulnerable to this chain of 

events.  

Self-Concept and Mindset 
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As adolescents encounter increasingly competitive school structures which emphasize 

the importance of high ability relative to others as a marker of success, the way they view their 

abilities becomes more salient to their self-worth (Covington, 1992). In order to protect their 

self-concept in the face of failure, students may employ defensive strategies including self-

worth protection (e.g., no effort), self-handicapping strategies (e.g., procrastination), or 

defensive pessimism (e.g., unrealistically low goals, Covington, 2000). When students’ musical 

self-concept is threatened, these defensive strategies may manifest themselves as the self-

defeating behavior of refusal to practice, the defensive posturing of claiming that musical talent 

is an in-born trait which the student simply does not have, or the defensive pessimism of a 

professed decreased interest in music.   

Some researchers have sought to understand if or how mindset might play a role in 

self-concept. Although self-concept and mindset are generally viewed as unrelated (Dweck, 

1999), the two self-theories have been shown to interact in powerful ways. In an examination 

of college students’ implicit theories, Robins and Pals (2002) confirmed prior findings that self-

theories predicted motivational variables such as grades, goal orientation, and response to 

setbacks. Additionally, they found that students who held a fixed mindset were likely to 

experience a downward trajectory in self-esteem throughout their collegiate years. As fixed 

theorists encountered setbacks, they were more likely to attribute those problems to a lack of 

ability. Any experience with failure resulted in negative self-judgment and triggered a loss of 

self-worth. In this way, implicit theories, goal orientation, and attribution form a meaning 

system through which individuals make sense of their own successes and failures. Dweck and 

Molden (2005) noted that this meaning system may predict changes to self-esteem. Individuals 
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who hold a growth mindset and set learning goals are more likely to attribute negative 

outcomes to effort or strategy use, which will not negatively impact their self-concept. Fixed 

theorists who set performance goals, on the other hand, are more likely to attribute negative 

outcomes to a basic lack of ability or intelligence. This attribution could be damaging to self-

esteem and influence the global self-concept.  

Although mindset and self-concept are generally believed to be unrelated, certain 

behaviors associated with each mindset may inform self-concept during formative periods. For 

example, performance goals, which are more likely to be employed by someone with a fixed 

mindset, are positively associated with a loss of self-worth (Grant & Dweck, 2003). Given that 

both mindset and self-concept are domain specific, it may be possible that relationships exist 

within certain domains. One recent study supports the possibility of this idea. Karwowski (2014) 

sought to examine the structure and consequences of fixed or growth mindsets within the 

domain of creativity. Through a series of three studies with adults in Poland, Karwowski 

measured mindset toward creativity, examined its structure, and explored its relationship with 

self-concept in the same domain. The author noted that, within the domain of creativity, the 

two mindsets were negatively correlated rather than two ends of a continuum. Karwowski also 

found a strong, positive relationship between growth mindset and high self-concept in the 

domain of creativity. A weaker, nonsignificant relationship was also present between fixed 

mindset and self-concept.  

Due to Dweck’s (1999) assertion that mindset and self-concept are unrelated, 

researchers generally examine the constructs separately. However, examining the two self-

theories in conjunction may elucidate the way students make meaning of their singing abilities 
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and make decisions regarding future enrollment. One group whose choral enrollment decisions 

seem to be continually under scrutiny are adolescent males (Freer, 2006, 2010; Gates, 1989; 

Koza, 1993). In Freer’s (2015) study, he found that boys tended to experience a loss of musical 

self-concept during the voice change. Experiencing a loss in self-concept is a temporary setback 

if one still values the activity and believes that challenges can be overcome. However, if a singer 

experiences a loss of self-concept in conjunction with the belief that this negative change is out 

of his control, he would arguably be less likely to continue participating. For example, 

researchers in general education have found that students who hold a fixed mindset are more 

likely to attempt to avoid a subject where they have experienced failure, but students with a 

growth mindset are more likely to apply greater effort and a wider variety of strategies as they 

continue their involvement with it (Blackwell et al., 2007). Adolescents are especially 

susceptible to feelings of failure or loss of control due to the voice change, but other factors 

such as peer and teacher judgments may also play a role. One commonly used practice which 

may invite such feelings of judgment is that of auditioning for a place within a hierarchical 

choral structure.  

Self-Concept, Mindset, Values, and Enrollment Decisions 

In order to further elucidate factors that may influence adolescents’ decisions regarding 

elective music participation, it may be useful to examine adolescent views of secondary 

ensemble courses. Adderley, Kennedy, and Berz (2003) interviewed high school students who 

were currently enrolled in band, choir, or orchestra in order to understand their perceptions of 

ensemble participation. The authors found that students had a tendency to view their own 

ensemble with a sense of pride and believed that others in the school community also held 
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student musicians in high regard. Students placed a high value on being part of the community 

of an ensemble, and they indicated many social and psychological benefits of being part of the 

group. Irrespective of group structure, students regularly reported placing a high value on 

knowledge acquisition, creation, and working toward group goals. 

The value of knowledge acquisition was echoed in the results of Campbell, Connell, and 

Beegle’s (2007) study, where adolescents regularly mentioned technical knowledge, self-

expression, and understanding history and culture as benefits of music study. Many students 

expressed frustration with other aspects of secondary music such as the perceived emphasis on 

talent and performance. It is important to note that not all of these participants were currently 

enrolled in music classes.  

In an examination of perceptions of European, adolescent male choral singers, Freer 

(2015) also found an emphasis on the value of gaining technical knowledge, especially during 

the voice change. Freer interviewed male singers aged 12 to 18 who were currently enrolled in 

choral ensembles at their schools, had previously been involved in school choral singing, or had 

never opted to participate in choral singing at the school. These young male participants valued 

cooperative structures where they could work toward shared goals, and most (84.7%) indicated 

a desire for access to singing classes and choral ensembles that did not perform. They 

expressed a desire for instruction that focused primarily on skill and technique and an 

aspiration to understand how to use their changing voices. 

Freer’s (2015) participants also noted the influence of teachers’ attitudes and strategies 

on their self-views. The singers indicated that interactions with some teachers had caused their 

opinions of singing and of their own voices to shift in a negative way. One student shared the 
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following story:   

At my primary school we had a choir and I was there. I liked singing. But when I came to 
this school I was going through voice change and my teacher said ‘you cannot sing in my 
choir!’ She isolated me behind all the other students. A few boys and the girls were 
singing but I was silent in the back row with some of my friends who also couldn’t sing. 
Now I don’t like my voice. I think it’s bad, very bad (p. 94). 
 

McPherson and Hendricks (2010) uncovered another clue which may illuminate the views 

adolescents hold regarding music in the secondary schools. Participants from their national 

sample represented the general student population of multiple middle and high schools. This 

sample included students who were currently enrolled in music classes as well as those who 

had opted out of additional music study in the school setting. Participants indicated a low value 

for school music, but not for music itself. They reported low competence beliefs and value for 

school music, “yet they demonstrated a high interest in music participation outside of school 

that was equal only to their interest in sport” (p. 208). The authors suggested that this 

discrepancy may be due to the general view among students that school music activities, which 

generally require auditions or performances, are meant only for the elite few. This view, paired 

with generally low competence beliefs and the view that musical abilities are fixed traits, may 

preclude many students from selecting to continue musical study in middle and high school.  

Self-Concept: Conclusion 

The evaluative portion of the self-concept, referred to as either self-concept, self-worth, 

or self-esteem, appears to influence decisions students make and to be related to their actual 

performance. This relationship is likely reciprocally informed. That is, students’ self-concept is 

informed by their performance which is influenced by their self-concept. The self-concept is 

also informed by the perceived opinions of others. As the poet Cooley (1992) wrote, “I am who 
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I think you think I am.” The influence of others appears to be especially salient during 

adolescence, and those others may include family, peers, and teachers.  

In adolescence, students experience an increased emphasis on the views of others, 

greater competitiveness in school structures, and a shift toward fixed mindset. Taken together, 

these factors appear to have many deleterious effects on students (Coelho et al., 2017). In 

order to cope with the greater demands of the self in middle and high school, students may 

engage in behaviors designed to protect their self-worth (De Castella et al., 2013). Many of 

these behaviors are also common among students who hold a fixed mindset.  

Researchers in the field of music have found that a low musical self-concept is most 

often rooted in negative social interactions during adolescence (Abril, 2007; Ruddock & Leong, 

2005; Sloboda et al., 2005). These negative interactions may have occurred with family, peers, 

or teachers. Negative interactions with teachers may be the most salient to the self-concept 

because music teachers are viewed as the experts in their field. The positive development of 

the singing self-concept is especially important to choral music educators because it has been 

found to be related both to actual singing ability and to future enrollment decisions (Demorest 

et al., 2017). In order to facilitate the positive development of a singing self-concept, it may be 

advantageous for music educators to work to instill a growth mindset and to examine the 

practices and strategies in use in the classroom to see how they may influence the 

development of self-concept.   

Choral Hierarchies 

Competitive Structures 

Educational researchers have examined the effects of group goal structures on students’ 
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motivation, attributions, and affect. These three types of group goal structures are derived 

from social interdependence theory (Deutsch, 1949). Deutsch (1949) proposed that group goals 

may be defined by the level of interdependence required to attain them. He used the terms 

contriently interdependent, and promotively interdependent to describe competitive and 

cooperative goals respectively. Researchers (Ames & Ames, 1984) later expanded upon 

Deutsch’s ideas to include individualistic goal structures.  

Competitive, cooperative, and individualistic goal structures are all regularly used in 

education (Ames & Ames, 1984). In competitive goal structures students are concerned with 

outperforming others. This concern may predominate because rewards are limited or because 

students are encouraged explicitly or implicitly to engage in norm-referencing, the practice of 

making comparisons between personal performance and the performance of others 

(Covington, 1984). Examples of competitive goal structures in music include auditions for 

ability-grouped ensembles, district and state honor ensembles, or chair placements. 

Competitive goal structures invite an attributional focus on ability (Ames & Ames, 1984).  

Cooperative goal structures are those in which the progress of the group is the primary 

driving force (Ames & Ames, 1984). Individuals understand that they can only reach their goal if 

all members of the group are successful. Cooperative goals in the secondary music ensemble 

may include an emphasis on group progress toward learning a piece of music for a 

performance. Non-competitive individualistic goal structures are those that emphasize 

individual growth over time, regardless of group progress (Ames & Ames, 1984). In the music 

classroom, these goal structures may include measuring individual progress in range, sight 

reading, or tone. Both cooperative and individualistic goal structures have an attributional 
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emphasis on effort (Ames & Ames, 1984). In most classrooms, competitive, cooperative, and 

individualist goal structures are all present to some extent. Therefore, it is important to 

understand the effect each structure might have on students.   

Many researchers have found that students influenced by interpersonal competitive 

structures tend to adopt performance goals, emphasize social comparison, attribute success 

and failure to ability, perceive personal competence in reference to others’ performance, and 

differ in affect based on progress compared to others rather than effort (Ames, 1978; Ames & 

Ames, 1984; Ames et al., 1977; Nicholls, 1979). In a series of studies in the 1980s, researchers 

(Ames, 1981; Ames & Ames, 1981, 1984) found that competitive structures could have a variety 

of deleterious effects on students. Among those effects were a promotion of egotistical 

behavior and of the idea that success comes from innate ability (i.e., a fixed mindset).  

Ames and Ames (1981) examined whether children’s self-evaluation was influenced by 

their involvement in a competitive or individualistic goal structure. They asked students in fifth 

and sixth grade to complete a series of puzzles. Half of the participants were given mostly 

solvable puzzles and the other half received mostly insolvable puzzles. The participants 

recorded their successes and failures in order to establish a brief performance history. 

Following these initial trials, participants were either placed in a competitive (i.e., goal is to win 

against the other participant) or individualistic (i.e., goal is to do your best while working alone) 

setting. Finally, participants were asked to evaluate their performance. The authors found that 

participants in the competitive structure did not pay attention to their history of success or 

failure when self-evaluating. The only salient information for these participants was whether or 

not they won. Past performance was highly important to students in the individualistic group. 
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Ames and Ames concluded that competitive structures may make it difficult to allow students 

to attend to their growth over time. Rather, students’ primary concern will likely remain 

whether or not they are the best.  

In order to examine cooperative and competitive reward structures more closely, C.  

Ames (1981) asked fifth and sixth graders to complete a series of puzzles in pairs. She promised 

rewards either to the winner of the pair (competitive) or to both children as long as they 

reached a predetermined goal (cooperative). In the cooperative groups, she manipulated the 

puzzles assigned so that one child had a high performance and the other did not perform well. 

This manipulation allowed her to examine how personal and group performance influenced the 

students’ evaluation of their own performance. She found that group performance was the 

most salient factor in individual assessment. Group success buffered the self-evaluation of low 

performers, but group failure was detrimental to the self-evaluation of high performers.  

Ames, Ames, and Felker (1977) investigated the effects of competitive and non-

competitive structures on students’ attributional and affective responses. They asked fifth-

grade boys to work in pairs completing puzzles. The pairs were controlled so that one boy was 

successful and the other was not. In the non-competitive condition, the boys were told that 

they would both be able to select a prize for helping the researchers. In the competitive 

condition, the boys were told that only the student who solved the most puzzles would receive 

a prize. At the end of five minutes, the students announced their score and selected their prizes 

based on their reward structure. Finally, the students completed a brief questionnaire in which 

they attributed their own performance and the performance of the other boy to ability, luck, 

task difficulty, or effort. The questionnaire also allowed them to assign an additional reward to 
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themselves and to the other boy and provided a space for them to indicate their satisfaction 

with their performance in the task.  

Students who had experienced failure rated their ability and luck lower than the other 

child’s, indicated that their task was more difficult, felt less satisfied with their performance, 

and believed that they were less deserving of a reward than their successful counterpart (Ames, 

Ames, & Felker, 1977). Successful, competitive structure participants felt that they were more 

deserving of a reward than their failing counterparts. Successful students in the non-

competitive structure, however, distributed rewards evenly. The structure also appeared to 

influence satisfaction. Participants in the competitive structure who were successful rated their 

self-satisfaction as significantly higher than their counterpart. Students who failed in the 

competitive structure rated their self-satisfaction significantly lower than students who 

experienced failure in the non-competitive structure. Satisfaction scores in the competitive 

group were significantly related to ability (r = .65) and luck (r = .8) attributions, and satisfaction 

in the non-competitive group was significantly correlated to effort (r = .4) attribution.  

Non-competitive individualistic goal structures can result in the same harmful effects of 

competitive environments if students are allowed to engage in self- or norm-referenced 

competitive practices (Ames & Felker, 1979). These competitive practices that can infiltrate 

non-competitive structures in the music classroom may include students comparing their own 

progress with other group members, or the group comparisons that may take place at 

adjudicated contests and festivals. However, if non-competitive goal structures are 

characterized by an emphasis on progress over time and an attitude that promotes hard work, 

then students will more likely focus on effort, mastery goals, and the use of strategies for 
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personal improvement (Ames, 1984; Nicholls, 1979). Taken together, these findings indicate 

that competitive goal structures are the least likely to foster the traits necessary for long-term 

motivation and engagement such as the use of learning or mastery goals, positive affect, 

accurate self-evaluations, or emphasis on effort and persistence.   

Other researchers have agreed that competitive environments can hold an adverse 

sway over motivational behaviors and personal goal-setting (Covington, 1984; Johnson, 2003; 

Johnson et al., 1981; Kaplan, Middleton, Urdan, & Midgley, 2002; Smith, 2005). Covington 

(1984), in his self-worth theory of motivation discussed previously, noted that competitive 

structures shift the focus from self- to other-comparison by reducing the number of available 

rewards. In these types of structures, in order for one to succeed, another must fail. The 

reduced rewards of a competitive structure invite a shift to failure-avoidance strategies and 

performance goals.  

Smith (2005) argued that a focus on competition can also influence practice strategies 

and, therefore, actual achievement. Smith measured the goal orientation, implicit theory of 

musical ability, and practice strategy use of 268 undergraduate instrumentalists majoring in 

music education. He divided practice strategies into seven factors and used a tripartite goal 

structure, including ego-approach, ego-avoid, and task goals. Both of the ego goal orientations 

represented an emphasis on norm-referenced or inter-student competitive practices. A fixed 

mindset toward musical ability was significantly, positively related to both ego-approach (r = 

.16, p < .01) and ego-avoid (r = .23, p < .001) goal orientations. Students who indicated a growth 

mindset, on the other hand, were much more likely to endorse task goals (r = -.14, p < .01). He 

also found that ego goals were negatively related to non-playing practice strategy factors (i.e., 
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mental practice, organization of practice/record keeping) and only positively related to one 

factor (i.e., prioritization and monitoring). Task goals, in contrast, were positively related to all 

seven practice strategies. Smith concluded that competitive practices may be 

counterproductive if the goal is to instill intrinsic motivation and increase students’ practice 

time and strategy use. 

Several researchers have identified the use of competitive goal structures as a strategy 

which may promote many of the behaviors now associated with a fixed mindset (Ames, 1978; 

Ames & Ames, 1984; Ames, Ames, & Felker, 1977; Covington, 1984; Smith, 2005; Sun, 2018). In 

her examination of strategies used in math courses by teachers who held either a fixed or 

growth mindset, Sun (2018) identified the competition-based strategy of sorting as one which 

was likely to promote a fixed view of intelligence among students. This sorting technique could 

be used within a class by dividing students into ability groups or among classes in a grade level 

by dividing students into various sections based on their ability with differing content available 

to each group.  

Competitive Structures in Secondary Ensembles 

Contest Participation 

Competition has been a regular and divisive component of secondary music education 

in America since the early 20th-century (Rohrer, 2002), both in the form of festivals or contests 

and hierarchical ensemble structures. Many researchers have examined the role of competition 

in the form of festivals or contests in secondary choral and instrumental music. This practice 

has its origins in the early 20th-century, and proponents have argued that participation in 

contest serves to improve student motivation, provide a means for student and teacher 
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growth, promote teamwork, and increase accountability (Burnsed & Sochinski, 1983; Dykema, 

1923). In an opinion piece published early in the promotion of contests, Dykema (1923) argued 

that competition was a “natural idea” (p. 14) that should be easily applied to the field of music. 

More recently, detractors from the movement have called for collaborative processes instead 

(Abramo, 2017; Austin, 1990b, 1991; Robinson, 2008), claiming that competitive practices are 

not inevitable, motivating, or character-building, but rather shift the focus away from personal 

growth and toward norm-referenced practices.  

Several researchers have explored the perspectives of students, teachers, 

administrators, and parents toward the use of competitions in band. Burnsed, Sochinski, and 

Hinkle (1983) surveyed college and high school students who were currently enrolled in band to 

explore their attitudes toward their high school marching competition experiences. The authors 

found that college band students held a neutral or slightly positive view of their high school 

competition experience with value decreasing over time. The authors found that larger bands 

competed more frequently than smaller ones and that attitude was positively correlated to the 

number of competitions in which the student had participated. High school students had a 

positive attitude toward competition, and males had more positive attitudes than females.  

Rogers (1982) also used a survey to investigate secondary students’ perspectives of 

competition along with the perceptions of administrators, band directors, and parents. 

Participants indicated their agreement with a series of statements regarding various possible 

benefits of competition participation using a Likert-type scale. A low rating indicated 

disagreement with the presence of the benefit. For example, a low rating of an item related to 

musical growth meant that the participant did not feel that students grew musically due to 
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participation in competition. A high rating indicated agreement that the benefit was present. 

Administrators tended to display more positive attitudes toward competition than band 

directors, and rated statements related to improving public relations the highest. Band 

directors gave the lowest ratings to statements regarding musical skill and knowledge 

improvement. Parents tended to provide more positive ratings than students. Band students 

rated public relations items highest and musical skill and knowledge improvement items lowest. 

Both parents and students selected low ratings when asked about the motivational value of 

contest. Students indicated that the most positive aspect of contest was competing against 

others and the most negative aspects were practicing for contest, receiving feedback from 

biased judges, and losing. 

Stamer (2004) examined the perspectives of high school choral students on contest 

participation to see if the claims of increased motivation held true. He found that most 

freshmen, juniors, and seniors placed a low value on contest. These students emphasized the 

intrinsic value of making music, but sophomores placed a higher significance on the extrinsic 

reward of a good rating. Sophomores were significantly more likely than the other three grade 

levels to agree with statements indicating that competing against other choirs made them 

better musicians and that involvement in contest led to greater degrees of enjoyment. 

Sophomores were also more likely than seniors to indicate personal excitement for contest and 

increased motivation due to contest participation. Similar to previous findings in the domain of 

band competitions (Burnsed, Sochinski, & Hinkle, 1983), male choral students rated enjoyment 

of contest higher than females.  

Curious about this discrepancy in the sophomore group, Stamer (2006) followed up with 
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the class two years later. He used the same survey from his previous study and distributed it to 

senior choir members at the same high schools. This time, as seniors, the students expressed a 

lower emphasis on winning and receiving a high rating and a higher emphasis on judge’s 

comments than they did as sophomores. As students in the other grade levels had in the 

previous study, these seniors expressed the desire for a lower emphasis to be placed on 

contest. They generally believed that the contest experience did not make choir more 

enjoyable and indicated the belief that teachers placed too much emphasis on the choral 

contest experience. Although the intention of this second study was to evaluate the same 

ensemble members as the previous study, it is possible that new students may have entered 

the sample and that other students from the initial group may have left the program in the 

intervening years. It is therefore unclear whether this shift in belief came from change over 

time of the opinions of students or from attrition. Perhaps students who valued contest chose 

to leave choir between their sophomore and senior years. Either way, the findings did not 

support the idea that contest was a highly motivating factor for students or that it served as a 

valuable tool for recruitment or retention. 

Teachers’ strategies and direction of time and energy may be influenced by competitive 

practices and contest participation. Participants in Campbell, Connell, and Beegle’s (2007) study 

noted the influence of some strategies associated with competitive practices on their 

perspectives of school music. The authors evaluated essays from high school students across 

the country and found a general exasperation among participants toward some actions of their 

music teachers. They believed that some music teachers were neglecting the actual teaching of 

music and instead targeting instruction toward performance goals exclusively. Many 
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participants further expressed the belief that music educators had little desire to help 

struggling students, but instead focused on those with previous knowledge in music either from 

prior school music participation or private lessons.  

Austin (1991) investigated the effects of contest participation experimentally. He 

measured the musical self-esteem, achievement, attribution, and intrinsic interest of students 

enrolled in 5th- and 6th-grade band. He then asked participants to prepare a solo which they 

presented in one of two possible contest scenarios. In the competitive group, participants were 

told that the goal of the contest was to perform better than others in order to receive the 

highest possible score and its accompanying reward. They would receive an individual score 

and a reward based on that score. Participants in the non-competitive group were simply told 

that their goal was to perform to the best of their ability and that all students participating 

would receive the same reward. After completing their contest scenario, participants 

completed post-tests of music achievement and motivation so that Austin could examine 

differences between participant performance and responses in the competitive and non-

competitive goal structures. There were no significant differences in actual achievement or 

motivation of participants between groups, although they tended to report a decrease in 

intrinsic interest in music following the contest performance whether they were in the 

competitive or non-competitive goal structure scenario. The only group whose interest rose 

were participants with moderate self-esteem who took part in the non-competitive goal 

structure. He argued that the results did not provide support for the idea that competition 

could produce better levels of achievement or motivation.  

Other researchers have focused on cooperative or competitive orientations among 
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individual students. In order to examine these orientations more closely, Schmidt (2005) 

gathered survey data from 300 students enrolled in band in grades seven through twelve. As in 

previous studies examining these variables, he measured goal orientation and self-concept 

using a Likert-type scale. He found that competitive orientation was significantly, positively 

related to self-concept (r = .32) and the adoption of ego goals (r = .86). Cooperative orientation 

was significantly positively correlated with commitment to band (r = .46), self-concept (r = .29), 

mastery goals (r = .55), success-approach behaviors (r = .30), and intrinsic motivation (r = .52). 

Schmidt observed that “The results suggest that students may respond best to the intrinsic or 

cooperative aspects of instrumental music, rather than its extrinsic or competitive aspects” (p. 

144). 

Schmidt, Zdzinski, and Ballard (2006) asked 148 undergraduate music education majors 

to complete a survey designed to measure their motivation, academic achievement, and career 

goals. They found that participants tended to adopt mastery goals, preferred cooperative 

environments, and relied on intrinsic motivation. They also were likely to present a high musical 

self-concept and an internal locus of control. The authors noted: 

Despite the competitive aspects of music education, undergraduate music education 
majors themselves generally do not seem to have strongly competitive orientations to 
achievement. Together, these results suggest a profile of qualities well suited to the 
vocation of music teaching. That is, this sample is distinguished by intrinsic and 
cooperative (noncompetitive) values that have been linked with persistence, initiative, 
and achievement in the broader motivation literature (p. 150).  
 

Ensemble Hierarchies 

Other researchers have concentrated on another prominent form of competitive 

structures—the ensemble hierarchy. The practice of dividing students into a hierarchical 
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ensemble structure based on individual ability appears to have its roots in the contest 

movement. Dykema (1923) called for the use of an audition process in order to increase the 

likelihood of receiving a high score at contest. He wrote that “the enlarging of the group to 

include anybody who can play at all is justifiable as a teaching device, but there should be a 

weeding out process when the performing group is selected” (p. 58). As educational research 

on the influence of competitive structures has expanded, some researchers have begun to 

investigate the use of ensemble hierarchies more closely.  

Hierarchical ensemble structures divide students based on ability into multiple 

ensembles (Bartolome, 2013; Major, 2017; Spurgeon, 2012; Thompson & Campbell, 2010; 

Wilson, 2012). Common reasons for using a hierarchical structure include managing high 

enrollment numbers, balancing male and female singers, and arranging students into ability 

level groups (Gauthier, 2005; Major, 2017; O’Toole, 1998; Wilson, 2012). Some argue that these 

structures can allow for more diverse performance opportunities or motivate students to work 

harder (Bartolome, 2013). Others have noted that ability-grouped ensembles may create 

negative feelings in the “lower” ensembles (Carp, 2004; Dakon & Major, 2017; Gauthier, 2005; 

Wilson, 2012). Additionally, the audition process itself may have an influence over the way 

students view their musical abilities either positively (Bartolome, 2013) or negatively (Abril, 

2007).  

The issue of musical success and the components whereby it is measured are not 

altogether clear. Legette found that both preservice (2002) and in-service (2012) music 

teachers tended to attribute musical success to effort. Yet, in many ensembles across the 

country, decisions regarding placement in a hierarchy are made based on ability and past 
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performance (Crabb, 2002; Hendricks, 2014). Although there are no published studies to date 

examining the ways in which secondary teachers make ensemble placement decisions, one 

author did interview collegiate and professional choral conductors to ask them about their 

audition processes.  

Crabb (2002) interviewed prominent conductors Webb, Noble, Bruffy, Carrington, Ehly, 

and Warland regarding audition procedures for their ensembles. They reported using prepared 

pieces, sight reading, and tonal memory exercises in the audition processes. The aim, and 

therefore the audition process, of collegiate ensembles may be different from that of secondary 

ensembles. However, it is possible that educators may adopt the audition process they most 

recently experienced, that of their collegiate director, and follow a similar practice in their own 

classroom.  Within music education, authors have examined the effects of placing students in 

ensemble hierarchies at the elementary (Haworth, 1992), secondary (Abril, 2007; Bartolome, 

2013; Wilson, 2012) and collegiate levels (Dakon & Major, 2017; Major, 2017; Major & Dakon 

2016).  

According to Bartolome (2013), singers participating in a select community children’s 

choir valued the audition process. They viewed a successful audition as confirmation of their 

talent, and the process resulted in increased self-confidence. This finding represented an 

important benefit to students who were successful in the audition process. It could be 

advantageous for future research to consider the experiences of singers whose auditions were 

unsuccessful.  

Hendricks (2014) examined the self-efficacy of students placed in a competitive 

ensemble hierarchy within the context of an orchestra festival. Upon arrival at the festival, 
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students completed an audition and were then placed in an ensemble for the weekend based 

on that audition. All students experienced an increase in self-efficacy over time as they 

encountered mastery experiences. However, females placed in the top ensemble reported an 

initial drop in self-efficacy. Although their self-efficacy tended to rebound throughout the 

weekend, they still reported feeling increased pressure due to the competitive nature of the 

ensemble. A female participant placed in the lower orchestra described a sense of calm 

enjoyment as she settled into her ensemble, but another female participant who was placed in 

the top orchestra reported a continual feeling of tension and fear that others were measuring 

her up and finding her unworthy of her position. Hendricks concluded that these structures 

function differently for various people and that females appear to experience more detrimental 

effects from competitive structures than their male counterparts.  

In addition to being injurious to the self-efficacy of female students, Hendricks (2014) 

reported a stark difference in the climate of the two ensembles. One observer relayed a 

conversation with an administrator for the festival who “mentioned that he has seen over the 

years that the [lower orchestra students] are there for the music, whereas the [top orchestra 

students] are watching behind their backs, worried about the competition” (Hendricks, 2014, p. 

357-358). Perhaps this climate was present because the students who were more competitive 

ended up in the top ensemble, or perhaps it was created by the fact that students were divided 

into ability groups at all.  

In order to examine student views of the hierarchy more closely, Wilson (2012) invited 

high school singers and directors to participate in interviews regarding their perspectives of 

single-gender and mixed choirs. Several choir directors admitted that students became very 
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upset if they were not placed in the mixed choir, which was viewed as the top ensemble. One 

conductor stated that “They feel like it’s stepping back, a ‘slap in the face,’ to have to sing in 

women’s choir again after being in a mixed ensemble” (p. 8). Wilson also highlighted the fact 

that having more female singers than males naturally caused an increased level of 

competitiveness for the available female spots in the mixed ensembles. One conductor stated 

that his female students “know it’s a process and that it’s more ‘cutthroat’ in ladies’ choirs. The 

numbers are bigger and you have to work really hard and really stand out to make that 

transition” (p. 10). This increased competitiveness for female singers is important to note given 

prior research indicating that competitive structures in ensembles may be more detrimental to 

females than males (Hendricks, 2014).  

Major and Dakon (2016) examined the perceptions of singers enrolled in mid-level 

collegiate ensembles. Students enrolled in the mid-level ensembles at 13 universities 

completed a survey designed to assess their perceptions of their experience in the choir. The 

authors argued that mid-level ensemble members sometimes brought baggage with them into 

the choir. Having sought a position in the top-level choir, they felt a sense of shame or anger at 

being placed in a lower ensemble. These feelings provided an added challenge to instructors 

who wished to build a positive culture and identity with the ensemble. In order for ensemble 

members to feel empowered and committed, they needed to be deeply embedded into the 

ensemble culture (Major & Dakon, 2016). The authors found that many factors could cause 

members to not identify with the ensemble culture, but the most prominent reason was the 

hierarchy among groups. Although some members expressed contentment to stay in their 

current ensemble, others conveyed a desire to audition out of the group. When prompted to 
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provide a reason for wanting to leave their current choir, these participants, described by the 

authors as movers, overwhelmingly named a desire for prestige. In a follow-up study, Dakon 

and Major (2017) asked members of the top-level ensembles to complete the same survey and 

found a negative stigma among these students toward single-gendered choirs. The authors 

posited that this stigma may be due to the prevalent use of men’s or women’s choirs as 

beginning or mid-level groups.  

Major (2017) focused on the experiences of singers in mid-level ensembles by asking 

directors to identify the strategies they used to build identity in their groups. She found that 

collegiate directors cited negative perceptions as a persistent difficulty for mid-level ensembles. 

Her participants stated that they worked to “remove all perceptions of ‘ranking’” (p. 450) 

among the ensembles by providing the mid-level group with a unique identity. In spite of the 

reported desire to mute hierarchical and competitive aspects, many also mentioned adding in 

additional ranking structures within their own ensembles. Some pulled select ensembles from 

their choir, others chose section leaders to take on leadership roles. Major noted that, although 

such strategies can empower individual students, they have also been found to increase the 

feelings of hierarchy and inequality within the ensemble.  

The use of a hierarchy, though ubiquitous, is not present in every secondary program. 

Some programs neglect the hierarchy in favor of grade-level ensembles or performing groups 

that specialize in the concert or show choir traditions. One recent study (Major & Parker, 2018) 

examined a secondary program that abandoned the choral hierarchy on principle. The choral 

director in this case study chose to remove the hierarchy from his program because of his 

personal distaste for competitive structures. Although he felt that the attempt had been 
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successful, his students had created their own hierarchical structure in the form of after-school, 

student-run a cappella groups. In the absence of an established hierarchy, students designed 

their own ranking system and invited in competitive practices voluntarily.  

Choral Hierarchies: Conclusion 

Clearly, the function of competitive practices in music education is complex and further 

research is needed to understand the possible influence of such practices over students’ self-

theories. Few researchers have specifically examined the effect of placement in the ensemble 

hierarchy on students in middle and high school. Several related findings, however, indicate the 

need to examine the practice more closely. Abril’s (2007) participants indicated the negative 

and long-lasting influence of their middle school choral auditions on their view of themselves as 

musicians and their continued participation in musical activities. Wilson (2012) found evidence 

of the detrimental emotional effects of being placed in an ensemble that is not perceived as 

being at the top of the hierarchy. Multiple researchers have found a negative stigma attached 

to women’s choirs among both collegiate and high-school singers (Carp, 2004; Dakon & Major, 

2017; Gauthier, 2005; Wilson, 2012), likely due to the frequent use of single-gendered choirs at 

the bottom of the hierarchy structure (Dakon & Major, 2017). Additionally, researchers in 

general education agree that competition has negative effects on a variety of factors including 

motivation, self-concept, mindset, actual performance, and persistence.  

Educators may seek to reduce feelings of rank within the hierarchy (Majors, 2017). 

However, even in the absence of clearly stating one ensemble is better than another, students 

are often able to infer those distinctions themselves and their views are shaped accordingly. 

Hoffman (2012) found in her multiple case study that band students compared themselves to 
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others even when the teacher sought to downplay the competitive aspects of chair placements. 

Although this finding was specific to chair placement in band and not generalizable, it is 

conceivable that students may similarly read into the ranked structure of the ensemble 

hierarchy even when the teacher seeks to reduce its competitive elements. Students may even 

read into unintentional cues or create a sense of hierarchy in its absence. Such practices among 

students are commonly associated with ego or performance goals and a fixed mindset. 

Music educators have a duty to provide equitable access to music education for all 

students at all levels. The National Association for Music Education’s (2017) position statement 

on equity and access clarified that this access should be granted to all, regardless of musical 

ability. Although equal access to music education is largely available in most elementary 

structures, auditioned ensembles at the secondary level may limit access for students. 

Additionally, little research exists to guide our understanding of how students’ self-theories, 

including self-concept and mindset, influence their inclination to remain active participants in 

our ensembles. Similarly, few have examined how the common practice of dividing students 

into an ability-based hierarchy may affect these self-theories and, in turn, future enrollment 

decisions.  

Rationale 

Through an extensive body of research in general education, we have learned much 

regarding the influence of self-concept and mindset in academic domains. However, fewer 

researchers have examined these self-theories within the domain of music, and fewer still 

within the subdomain of singing. Educational researchers agree that the way students view 

their own abilities, both their source and quality, influence their achievement, motivation, and 
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affect toward a subject (e.g., Covington, 1984; Dweck, 1999). Further research is needed to 

examine self-theories of adolescent students toward their singing abilities, the factors which 

may influence those self-theories, and the relationship between those meaning systems and 

students’ continued involvement in music. 

Educators have decried the increasingly competitive nature of secondary schools for 

years. Some educational researchers have uncovered concerning, detrimental effects of the 

mismatch between adolescent needs and school structures (Coelho et al., 2017). A few music 

education researchers have found that the use of an ensemble hierarchy, a competitive 

structure, may influence self-efficacy (Hendricks, 2014) and group identity (Dakon & Major, 

2017; Major, 2017; Major & Dakon, 2016), but little is known regarding how these structures 

might influence the self-concept or mindset of individual students. Ability-grouping has been 

identified in math education as a strategy which may invite a fixed mindset (Sun, 2018) and 

encountering a failed audition might have lasting negative impacts on musical self-concept 

(Abril, 2007). However, ensembles arguably place the most emphasis on cooperative goals 

throughout much of the school year, which may negate the effects of the competitive hierarchy 

structure once students are granted access to the group.  

Although research is lacking regarding the decision process through which students are 

placed in the hierarchy, it is likely that decisions regarding ability grouping may be made based 

on a variety of criteria in the hope of creating a mostly objective placement procedure. Even 

with attempts to remove bias from the process, however, decisions will likely be fairly 

subjective in nature. When Crabb (2002) asked Guy Webb how he arrived at a score for his 

collegiate singers in the audition process, Webb replied, “It’s called a gut feeling” (p. 37).  
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Naturally, subjective placement decisions could result in both the under-estimation and over-

estimation of students’ current and potential ability levels. Educational researchers Zhou and 

Urhahne (2013) found that students who were underestimated by their teachers tended to 

have lower academic self-concept and lower expectancy of success than their overestimated 

peers. This difference was evident in spite of the fact that there was no actual difference in the 

scores of under- and over-estimated students on an achievement test. Perhaps the competitive 

practice of placing students in ranked, ability-grouped choral ensembles may similarly influence 

students’ self-concept or mindset regarding their singing ability.  

Although teachers may emphasize the importance of effort with their words, their 

actions and decisions may communicate the importance of ability instead. Covington (1984) 

noted this mismatch between an emphasis on effort and the propensity to make decisions 

based on ability among general educators. He noted that, although teachers may preach the 

value of effort, students certainly pick up on the fact that their effort will not be enough to 

place them in positions of privilege, leadership roles, or advanced courses. Further research is 

needed to understand if the hierarchy structure has any influence over the mindset and self-

concept students hold regarding their singing ability.  

Additionally, researchers have generally agreed that mindset and self-concept are 

unrelated (Dweck, 1999). Yet the fixed mindset shares many characteristics of maladaptive 

behaviors that typically accompany low self-concept. Nietzsche (1984) argued that the concept 

of talent is merely a human construction designed to allow us to recognize the genius of others 

while protecting our own self-worth, convincing ourselves that certain abilities are out of our 
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reach. Given the domain-specificity of both mindset and self-concept, further research is 

needed to understand if these theories are related within the domain of music.  

Last, educational researchers tend to agree that students who hold a fixed mindset and 

a low self-concept in a domain will avoid future study when given the chance (Blackwell et al., 

2007). Mindset and self-concept can also interact with competitive structures to cut back on 

intrinsic motivation and persistence, especially when the student experiences failure. Although 

some have examined the role of self-concept in student retention in ensembles (Demorest et 

al., 2017), no known studies have examined the interaction of self-concept with mindset and 

their relationship to those decisions. Examining these variables in conjunction may provide 

useful information for choral music educators interested in increasing the number of students 

who choose to continue participating in choral singing at the secondary level. 

Research Questions 

To these ends, the following research questions were developed:  

1. How do students currently enrolled in secondary choral music conceive of their 
singing abilities, both through mindset and through self-concept meaning systems? 

2. Are there differences in middle and high school students’ mindset or self-concept 
toward singing based on their placement within the ensemble hierarchy? 

3. Is there a relationship between choral students’ mindset and self-concept within the 
domain of vocal music? 

4. Are these meanings systems related to students’ reported future enrollment 
decisions? 
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CHAPTER 3

 METHOD 

Survey Development 

Purpose and Design 

In an endeavor to utilize a tool to measure self-concept and implicit theory of ability 

(i.e., mindset) toward singing ability, I designed a survey instrument for use with both middle- 

and high-school students. The final version of the instrument included a total of 20 items with 

four categories: self-concept, mindset, goal orientation, and response to failure. The singing 

self-concept scale included a total of 10 Likert-type scale items designed to measure the 

aspects of self-concept most salient during the adolescent years: self-views and perspectives of 

peer, family, and teacher opinions. The mindset subscale of this survey instrument included 

seven Likert-type scale items. Because mindset is a multi-faceted meaning system, I also 

included one dichotomous-choice item to measure goal orientation and two open-ended 

response items designed to measure response to failure.  

I developed items based on extant research in the fields of self-concept and mindset. 

Multiple scales exist to measure musical self-concept, but these scales are often extensive in 

length, are not intended for middle school students, or are used to measure the broader 

domain of musical abilities. Among the most commonly used self-concept measures are 

Vispoel’s Arts Self-Perception Inventory (ASPI, 1993, 1996) and Music Self-Perception Inventory 

(MUSPI, 1994). The first included the domains of visual arts, dance, and dramatic arts along 

with music. The second was intended for use with adolescents, but it contained 84 items and 

measured the broad domain of musical ability. Although shorter versions have been developed 
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and validated (Morin et al., 2015; Morin, Scalas, & Vispoel, 2017), these inventories also 

focused on global musical self-concept. 

Another commonly used instrument is Schmitt’s (1979) Self-Esteem of Musical Ability 

(SEMA). This inventory included 43 items in total and also measured the broader domain of 

musical ability. Schmitt developed this instrument for children (or something to indicate people 

rather than ages first) ages 10 to 15 and validated it with students in grade five, seven, and 

nine. More recently, Hash (2017) developed the Music Self-Concept Inventory (MSCI) to 

measure global musical self-concept among college students. He found the final 13-item scale 

to be highly reliable and to display construct validity with the SEMA (Schmitt, 1979). Both the 

SEMA and the MSCI are excellent tools for measuring global musical self-concept. However, 

neither fit the specific aim of this study. Due to the fact that the MSCI is derived from the 

SEMA, I adapted items only from the more recent MSCI with the aim that they would, in their 

final form, be appropriate for students aged 12 to 18 and measure the subdomain of singing 

ability rather than global musical self-concept.  

Fewer researchers have attempted to create scales measuring musical mindset. One 

scale that does exist (Müllensiefen et al., 2015) used Dweck’s (1999) incremental theory and 

goal choice items and substituted terms like musical ability or musical talent for intelligence. 

This scale measured mindset in the global category of musical ability. I followed the same 

procedure as Müllensiefen and colleagues and adapted items directly from Dweck (1999). I 

used Dweck’s “Implicit Theories of Intelligence Scale for Children—Self Form” (p. 177) and 

adapted items by substituting singing ability and singing talent for intelligence. For example, 

“You have a certain amount of intelligence, and you really can’t do much to change it” (Dweck, 
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1999, p. 177) became “You have a certain amount of singing talent, and you really can’t do 

much to change it.”  

Content Validity Panel 

The initial draft of the survey contained a total of 31 items. Subscales included 15 self-

concept items and 16 mindset items. Each item used a 4-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly 

disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = agree, 4 = strongly agree). Three choral music education faculty 

members at two universities reviewed the initial draft of the survey. One instrumental music 

education doctoral candidate, whose area of research focused primarily on motivation, also 

reviewed the first draft. I asked panel members to assess items for appropriateness given the 

intended age range (6th through 12th grades) and to provide feedback regarding the removal or 

alteration of any items that did not address the content. Finally, I asked them to provide 

additional items that they felt would help more fully address the content. Several members of 

the panel recommended the addition of a neutral option, which resulted in a 5-point Likert-type 

scale. Based on the comments from this panel, I removed nine items and reworded eight items 

(see Table 1).  

Table 1 

Changes to Instrument from Content Validity Panel 

Original After Content Validity Panel 

If I practiced every day, I could learn any singing 
skill. Removed 

My singing ability grows when I practice and 
work hard. Removed 

I am a better singer now than I used to be. Removed 

(table continues) 
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Original After Content Validity Panel 

I often compare myself to other choir students. Removed 

Some people are singers, and some people are 
not. 

Some people are good singers, and some people 
are not. 

I like to sing whenever I can. Removed 

I enjoy singing in choir. Removed 

Singing is fun. Removed 

I enjoy singing along to the radio. Removed 

I prefer to look at my growth in choir rather than 
compare myself with others. Removed 

People enjoy hearing me sing. People tell me I have a good voice. 

I believe I am tone deaf. I have trouble singing in tune. 

I am uncomfortable singing around other people. I am comfortable singing with a group of people. 

When I’m struggling with difficult choir music, I 
focus on my progress. 

If I’m struggling with difficult choir music, I focus 
on my progress. 

I like difficult music I can learn from, even though 
I make mistakes. 

I like difficult music I can learn from, even if I 
make mistakes. 

When our choir music is hard, it makes me want 
to take it home to practice. 

If our choir music is hard, it makes me want to 
take it home to practice. 

When our choir music is hard, it makes me feel 
like I’m not a good singer. 

If our choir music is hard, it makes me feel like 
I’m not a good singer. 

 

I also added eight items based on the feedback of the content validity panel. The 

mindset portion of the initial instrument only addressed implicit theories of intelligence. One 

member of the panel expressed the concern that the items did not fully represent the construct 

of mindset. This person argued that mindset includes the way one views intelligence as fixed or 

malleable, but that a true fixed or growth mindset will also influence the goals one sets and the 

way one responds to failure. After considering this viewpoint and returning to the literature, I 

chose to include questions related to goal orientation and response to failure in order to more 

fully measure the construct. As Müllensiefen and colleagues did in their instrument (2015), I 

used items from Dweck’s (1999) “Questionnaire Goal Choice Items” (p.185) and adapted them 
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by adding the phrase “in choir” to specify goals related to singing rather than general academic 

goals. For example, “If I knew I wasn’t going to do well at a task, I probably wouldn’t do it even 

if I might learn a lot from it” (Dweck, 1999, p. 185) became “If I knew I wasn’t going to do well 

at a task in choir, I probably wouldn’t do it even if I might learn a lot from it.” 

Based on this panel member’s feedback, I also chose to add two open-ended response 

items on the instrument in order to include the response-to-failure aspect of the mindset 

meaning system. These items were also adapted from Dweck (1999). In her book, Dweck shared 

a response-to-failure assessment from an unpublished study she completed along with Zhao 

and Mueller (Zhao, Dweck, & Mueller, 1998). The assessment consisted of short vignettes 

designed to vividly describe failure situations related to poor performance on the Graduate 

Record Examination, an important midterm, or a class presentation. The participants read each 

vignette and then responded to three questions: “What would this make you think? How would 

you feel? What would you do?” (Dweck, 1999, p. 45). I adapted the assessment by creating 

vignettes that described failure in a future choir audition or in a solo performance at a festival. 

The vignettes were followed by the same three questions specified by Dweck.  

Field Test 

The new version of the questionnaire contained 11 items measuring self-concept, 12 

items measuring mindset, six items measuring goal orientation (five Likert-type scales using a 5-

point system and one dichotomous response), and two open-ended items measuring response 

to failure. With this new version, I completed a field test with five students enrolled in choir in 

6th, 9th, and 11th grades. The students completed the survey and we discussed their reasoning as 

they answered each question. In this way, I was able to check for issues of clarity. Based on 
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their feedback, I removed four items and reworded one item (see Table 2).  

Table 2 

Changes to Instrument from Field Test 

Original After Field Test 

If I’m struggling with difficult choir music, I focus 
on my progress. Removed 

Singing is a talent that you either have or don’t Singing is a talent that you are born with. 

I like music that I can perform without mistakes 
the first time. Removed 

If our choir music is hard, it makes me feel like 
I’m not a good singer. Removed 

If our choir music is hard, it makes me want to 
take it home to practice. Removed 

 

Pilot Test 

After receiving IRB approval, I completed a pilot test with students currently enrolled in 

a high school mixed choral ensemble (N = 42). I distributed child assent and parent consent 

forms at the school. One week later, I returned to collect consent and assent forms and 

administer the survey instrument. Participants included students in 9th (n = 2), 10th (n = 12), 11th 

(n = 9), and 12th (n = 19) grades. Respondents included both male (n = 18) and female (n = 24) 

choir members. I read the instructions aloud to the participants and encouraged them to ask 

questions if they found anything to be confusing on the survey. This process provided a second 

check for clarity beyond the field test. As students completed the survey instrument, they 

submitted it to me so that I could check for any missing or incomplete data.  

In order to check for internal consistency, I calculated Cronbach’s alpha for each of the 

three subscales. I first checked for reliability in the implicit theory scale. This scale yielded 
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acceptable reliability without any changes (α = 0.81). I kept all seven items in this scale. Next, I 

calculated Cronbach’s alpha for the 11 items of the singing self-concept scale. Initially, the scale 

displayed good reliability that was nearing but not yet above the acceptable threshold 

(α = 0.78). After removing one item (“I am confident singing alone in front of my family”), the 

scale reached an acceptable level (α = 0.80). Last, I calculated Cronbach’s alpha for the five 

Likert-type scale items of the goal orientation scale. There was very low reliability in this scale 

(α = .06). Upon removing the first item, the reliability rose slightly, but not to an acceptable 

level (α = .43). Subsequent deletions resulted in alpha values of 0.46 followed by a drop back 

down to 0.31 with only two items remaining. Due to this low reliability, I chose to delete all the 

Likert-type goal orientation items. I maintained only the dichotomous goal orientation item (“If 

I had to choose between getting a good grade and being challenged in choir, I would 

choose…”). This item is in line with Dweck’s (1999) assertion that goal orientation is best 

measured when performance and learning goals are pitted against one another. Previous 

researchers have also measured goal orientation with a single, dichotomous item (Droe, 2013; 

Mueller & Dweck, 1998).  

After the pilot test, the final version of the survey included a total of 20 items including 

17 Likert-type scale items, one dichotomous item, and two open-response items (See 

Appendix). The self-concept scale included 10 items with a possible score range from 10 – 50. A 

low score indicated a low self-concept. The implicit theories scale had a total of seven items 

with a possible score range of 7 – 35. A high score indicated a growth mindset. The two open-

ended responses that measured response to failure did not yield a numeric score. Goal 

orientation was measured by a dichotomous item and did not yield a numeric score. 
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Participants and Procedures 

Participants 

In order to examine the characteristic self-theories of students across a hierarchy, I 

sought a program that utilized a hierarchical structure in both middle and high school. After 

receiving IRB approval from both the school district and my institution, I contacted the choral 

director at a high school with a hierarchy in all grade levels and its feeder middle school which 

also used a hierarchy beginning in 7th grade. I distributed the survey to students in 6th through 

12th grade to examine whether self-theories shift as students become introduced into the 

hierarchy.  

High School Participants 

School A was a suburban high school near a large, metropolitan area in a Southwestern 

state. in the same district as School A and represented a similar demographic. This school 

served grades nine through twelve. The total school population was 2,508 and consisted of 

mostly white (65.7%) or Hispanic (17.9%) students with other racial groups also represented 

(African American = 8.2%, Asian = 5.4%). A small percentage (11.8%) of the student body was 

economically disadvantaged (i.e., on free-and-reduced lunch). Participants were members of 

the non-varsity men’s chorus (n = 26), non-varsity women’s chorus (n = 18), varsity women’s 

chorus (n = 32), and varsity mixed choir (n = 38). In order to enroll in any ensemble, all students 

completed an audition. For the audition, students completed a sight-singing exercise and 

answered two questions regarding their commitment to choir. The conductors of the 

ensembles completed an audition evaluation that included grades, tone quality, commitment 

to choir, pitch accuracy, behavior in rehearsals and performances, and sight-singing ability, with 
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sight-singing receiving the highest weight in the point total. 

Middle School Participants 

School B was a middle school in the same district as School A and represented a similar 

demographic. This school served grades six through eight. The total school population was 

1,117 and consisted of mostly white (69.8%) or Hispanic (15%) students with other racial groups 

also represented (African American = 4.7%, Asian = 6.2%). A small percentage (9.9%) of the 

student body was economically disadvantaged. Participants were members of the 6th grade 

girls’ choir (n = 140), 6th grade boys’ choir (n = 40), 7th and 8th grade boys’ choir (n = 37), 7th and 

8th grade non-varsity girls’ choir (n = 32), and 7th and 8th grade varsity girls’ choir (n = 27). In 6th 

grade, the district required all students to enroll in either band, orchestra, or choir. In order to 

enroll in a choir in 7th or 8th grade, all students completed an audition for placement in the 

ensemble hierarchy. In order to audition, students performed a series of vocal exercises to 

determine their range and tessitura, an excerpt from a choir piece learned during the school 

year, and an eight-measure sight reading example. When making decisions regarding ensemble 

placement, the choir director indicated she placed the highest importance on music literacy 

followed by vocal tone and classroom performance in the prior year.  

Procedures 

I distributed parental consent and child assent forms at both schools to all students 

enrolled in choir during their regularly scheduled class time. One week later, I returned to 

collect the forms and administer the researcher-designed questionnaire. Before students 

began, I read instructions aloud. I informed students that there were no right or wrong 

answers, that their responses would not affect their grade or future participation in choir, and 
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that they could choose to stop at any time. I asked students to raise their hand if they had any 

questions while they worked. At the middle school, I also provided students with an example 

item to ensure that students understood how to complete the survey. I chose a negatively 

worded item to ensure that students understood how to read and answer those items in 

particular. Total time for survey completion was an average of 15 minutes at the high school 

and 20 minutes at the middle school. For the full survey instrument, see the Appendix. 

The survey instrument consisted of demographic information followed by 20 items 

divided into four sections. The self-concept scale had 10 Likert-type scale items and yielded a 

summed score. The highest possible score was 50. A high score was indicative of a high self-

concept. The mindset scale had seven Likert-type scale items and also yielded a summed score. 

The highest possible score was 35, and a high score was indicative of a growth mindset. There 

was a single dichotomous choice item to measure goal orientation. Students selected either a 

performance goal (getting a good grade) or a learning goal (being challenged). Finally, there 

were two open-ended response questions designed to measure response to failure. These 

items depicted future failure scenarios, a failed audition for the top mixed ensemble and a 

failed performance at a solo and ensemble festival. Following each scenario description, 

students answered three questions: (1) What would you think? (2) How would you feel? (3) 

What would you do next?  
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

Research Question 1: Quantitative Results 

Implicit Theory, Self-Concept, and Goal Orientation  

In order to examine how secondary choral students conceived of their musical skills 

through both self-concept and implicit theories meanings systems, I examined the descriptive 

statistics of students’ responses on the implicit theory, self-concept, and goal orientation scales. 

Additionally, I analyzed the open-ended response-to-failure items in order to obtain a more 

complete picture of students’ self-theories. I divided these descriptive statistics by ensemble 

placement. At School A, a senior high school, participants included those currently enrolled in 

either the varsity mixed choir, the varsity women’s choir, the non-varsity women’s choir, or the 

non-varsity men’s choir. At School B, a middle school, participants included those currently 

enrolled either in the varsity women’s choir, the non-varsity men’s choir, the non-varsity 

women’s choir, or the 6th-grade choir. 

The implicit theory scale ranged from a low score of seven to a high score of 35. At 

School A, participants enrolled in the varsity women’s choir had the highest scores on the 

implicit theory scale (M = 26.53, SD = 3.33) followed by the varsity mixed choir (M = 26.42, SD = 

3.19), the non-varsity women’s choir (M = 25.78, SD = 4.44), and the non-varsity men’s choir (M 

= 25, SD = 3.52). Participants in the varsity women’s choir at School B had the highest implicit 

theory scores (M = 23.19, SD = 2.04) followed by the non-varsity women’s choir (M = 22.38, SD 

= 2.38), the 6th-grade choir (M = 22.36, SD = 2.76), and the non-varsity men’s choir (M = 21.46, 

SD = 2.16). At both schools, the implicit theory scores were highest among varsity ensembles 
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and lowest among non-varsity ensembles. Women’s ensembles had higher implicit theory 

scores than either mixed or men’s ensembles. See Table 3 for means and standard deviations of 

all participants’ implicit theory scores by ensemble.  

Table 3 

Implicit Theory Scores 

Group n Mean SD 

HS Varsity Mixed 38 26.42 3.19 

HS Varsity Women 32 26.53 3.33 

HS Non-Varsity Women 18 25.78 4.44 

HS Non-Varsity Men 26 25 3.52 

MS Varsity Women 27 23.19 2.04 

MS Non-Varsity Women 32 22.38 2.38 

MS Non-Varsity Men 37 21.46 2.16 

MS 6th Grade 180 22.36 2.76 
 

Table 4 

Self-Concept Scores 

Group n Mean SD 

HS Varsity Mixed 38 39.84 5.29 

HS Varsity Women 32 38.18 5.24 

HS Non-Varsity Women 18 36.56 5.44 

HS Non-Varsity Men 26 34.27 5.66 

MS Varsity Women 27 29.41 3.20 

MS Non-Varsity Women 32 29.56 2.51 

MS Non-Varsity Men 37 28.05 3.24 

MS 6th Grade 180 28.9 3.19 
 

At School A, participants enrolled in the varsity mixed choir had the highest scores on 

the self-concept scale (M = 39.84, SD = 5.29) followed by the varsity women’s choir (M = 38.18, 
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SD = 5.24), the non-varsity women’s choir (M = 36.56, SD = 6.44), and the non-varsity men’s 

choir (M = 34.27, SD = 5.66). Participants in the non-varsity women’s choir at School B had the 

highest self-concept scores (M = 29.56, SD = 2.51) followed by the varsity women’s choir (M = 

29.41, SD = 3.20), the 6th-grade choir (M = 28.90, SD = 3.19), and the non-varsity men’s choir (M 

= 28.05, SD = 3.24). See Table 4 for the means and standard deviations of all participants’ self-

concept scores by ensemble. 

Table 5 

Goal Orientation 

Group n Performance 
Goal 

Learning 
Goal 

HS Varsity Mixed 38 17.95% 82.05% 

HS Varsity Women 32 47.06% 52.94% 

HS Non-Varsity Women 18 29.41% 70.59% 

HS Non-Varsity Men 26 39.13% 73.91% 

MS Varsity Women 27 51.85% 48.15% 

MS Non-Varsity Women 32 58.06% 41.94% 

MS Non-Varsity Men 37 66.67% 33.33% 

MS 6th Grade 180 69.36% 30.64% 

 

Learning goals are closely related to implicit theories and therefore can further elucidate 

the meaning system. People who have a growth mindset tend to select learning goals while 

those with a fixed mindset are more likely to select performance goals. Participants enrolled in 

the varsity mixed choir at School A selected learning goals at the highest rate (82.05%) followed 

by the non-varsity men’s choir (73.91%), the non-varsity women’s choir (70.59%), and the 

varsity women’s choir (70.59%). At School B, participants in the varsity women’s choir selected 

learning goals at the highest rate (48.15%) followed by the non-varsity women’s choir (41.94%), 
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the non-varsity men’s choir (33.33%), and the 6th-grade choir (30.64%). The trends for learning 

goals and implicit theories were not the same at School A. The varsity women’s choir, which 

had the highest incidence of growth mindset, had the lowest rate of selecting learning goals. 

The rate of goal selection for each ensemble is displayed in table 5. 

Research Question 1: Open-Ended Response Results 

Implicit theories meanings systems are complex and multifaceted structures that 

include the ways in which people view the source of their abilities, the types of goals they 

select, and the ways in which they respond to failure. In order to paint the fullest possible 

picture of this meaning system, I included two failure scenarios on the survey instrument. One 

involved a perceived failure in an audition for choir and the other during a performance for solo 

and ensemble festival. Participants then answered three questions: (1) What would you think? 

(2) How would you feel? and (3) What would you do next? I analyzed the open-ended 

responses first with a round of open coding (Saldaña, 2016). I began with six codes based in the 

literature (internal locus, external locus, effort, ability, mastery, and helpless) and added codes 

based on responses that did not fit into these categories. The initial round of open coding 

resulted in 22 codes. From these codes, I created a code book with descriptions of the various 

codes and examples from the participant responses. I met with a colleague to review the code 

book and examples. I then randomly selected 20% of the responses and we coded those 

responses independently using the code book. I compared our responses and tallied 

agreements and disagreements in order to calculate intercoder reliability. I divided the total 

number of agreements by the total number of responses and multiplied that number by 100 to 

express it as a percentage. We agreed on our codes 84.2% of the time, which is considered an 
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acceptable level of reliability (Cohen, 1988).  

Table 6 

High School Code Frequency Count  

Theme V Mixed 
(Males) 

V Mixed 
(Females) V Women NV Women NV Men 

Mastery 21.1% 26.1% 23.5% 22.2% 34.6% 

Helpless 42.1% 82.6% 67.6% 72.2% 50.0% 

Social Comparison 31.6% 34.8% 38.2% 27.8% 19.2% 

Lowered Self-Worth 15.8% 43.5% 41.2% 50.0% 23.1% 

Pride in Effort 15.8% 8.7% 8.8% 11.1% 19.2% 

Effort-Shame 15.8% 13.0% 17.6% 27.8% 23.1% 

 

I examined the frequency percentage, by ensemble placement and gender, of the six 

most commonly used codes and several trends emerged. Helpless responses were much higher 

among females than males and were highest among females currently enrolled in the top 

ensemble. Mastery responses were similar across all ensembles with the exception of the non-

varsity men’s chorus who mentioned mastery responses at a higher rate than any other 

ensemble. Generally, students at the top of the hierarchy made comments regarding social 

comparison at a higher rate than students at the bottom. The varsity women’s chorus, the 

group considered to be second from the top of the structure, reported the highest rate of social 

comparison. Effort-shame was most prevalent in the two non-varsity ensembles. Members of 

these groups were most likely to make comments indicating that they would feel shame 

because they had tried hard and still failed. Women commented on a loss of self-worth 

following a failure at almost, or more than, double the rate of their male counterparts in the 
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varsity or non-varsity ensembles. Table 6 displays the frequency percentage of each code by 

ensemble, and the varsity mixed choir’s responses are divided by gender.  

Four themes emerged from the data. Prevalence of a false growth mindset surfaced as 

many participants who scored high on the implicit theory scale indicated failure responses that 

were in line with the beliefs and behaviors of a fixed mindset. Effort as multi-dimensional 

characterized the complex ways in which participants made meaning of their effort and its 

contribution to their failure. Changing views of the self represented the shifting of self-views in 

light of the imagined failures. Its subtheme, influence of others, surfaced as participants 

described these self-views in light of others through comparison, blame, or social concerns. 

Shame in ensemble placement reflected participants’ expressions of shame or embarrassment 

at the idea of being placed in a lower ensemble or at not being good enough to be part of the 

top ensemble.  

Theme 1: Prevalence of a False Growth Mindset 

Many participants whose scores on the implicit theory scale indicated a growth mindset 

(i.e., scores ranging from 22–35) responded to the failure scenarios in ways that were more 

indicative of behaviors associated with a fixed mindset. Such responses included comparison of 

the self to others, a sense of permanence regarding the failure, helpless responses such as 

giving up, or comments regarding their limited potential or talent. This mismatch of responses 

on the survey items and open-ended responses are in line with what Dweck (2016) has referred 

to as a false growth mindset.  

For example, one participant whose implicit theory score indicated a growth mindset 

(25) wrote that she would feel that she was “different than the other talented girls, not in a 
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good way.” Another participant with a growth mindset score (22) wrote in response to the 

second failure scenario that it would make him think “That your singing is something that 

cannot be improved” and that following the failure he would “drop out of choir.” Another 

singer with a high implicit theory score (26) wrote that he would think that he was “not as 

talented as my classmates” and that, following the failure, he would need to re-evaluate his 

potential with his voice teacher.  In response to what the failure scenario would make her think, 

a middle school participant with a score indicating growth mindset (22) simply wrote, “That I’m 

not made for choir.” Such statements clearly align with a fixed view of singing ability in spite of 

contradicting responses by the same participants on survey items.  

Theme 2: Effort as Multi-Dimensional 

The theme effort as multi-dimensional included the multiple, often opposing facets 

present within participants’ understanding of effort. The internal locus of control represented 

by effort was the most common explanation students offered for imagined failure scenarios, 

but not all students regarded effort in the same way. Some blamed themselves for a lack of 

effort and expressed hope the continued applied effort would alter their results in the future. 

For example, one participant wrote that the audition failure scenario “would make me think 

that I could've worked a lot harder and there's room for improvement.” In the solo 

performance scenario, another participant exhibited pride in his effort and an understanding of 

the importance of challenge to growth and learning. He wrote, “I would say to myself that even 

though I maybe got a bad score I was brave anyway. Everything is not about getting the perfect 

score but to challenge yourself and learn.” One middle school participant wrote, “I would feel 

sad and disappointed at first but then I would feel so happy that I was given this amazing 
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opportunity to challenge myself and ability." 

Others, however, viewed the expended effort as proof that they did not possess the 

innate abilities needed to be successful. For example, when asked what a bad audition 

performance would make her think, one participant wrote, “That I'm not a good singer. That no 

matter how hard I try I won't be good, because I tried and practiced and I still failed.” Another 

singer indicated, “It would make me think that it was a waste of trying for it.” One participant 

stated, “I would feel upset because I put in so much effort for nothing. I would feel 

disappointed in myself and lost/not knowing how to handle the situation or what to do next.” 

Another participant questioned: “what’s the point of even trying? You'll never be good enough 

or even remotely equal to everyone else.” 

Additionally, many participants expressed an increased level of shame in their failure 

due to the fact that they had put so much effort into preparation. This effort-shame often 

accompanied internal attributions, comparison to others, a lowered sense of self-worth, and 

helpless responses. Participants who experienced effort-shame often indicated that they would 

quit choir, never sing a solo again, or reduce their effort going forward. For example, when 

asked how she would feel following an audition, one participant wrote that she would “be a 

worried walnut until the results came out, and if I didn't make it I wouldn't try as hard 

anymore.” This common theme was shared by a participant in the non-varsity men’s chorus 

who simply wrote, “I would feel bad because of that effort.”   

Theme 3: Changing Views of the Self 

The theme changing views of the self and its subtheme, the influence of others, 

encapsulate the participants’ fluctuating self-concept and identity due to interaction with 
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failure. The data revealed that many participants revised their self-views based on the failure 

scenarios through a variety of lenses. For many respondents, experiencing failure alone was 

enough to re-evaluate their ability, identity, or potential. For others, it was the failure in 

conjunction with the apparent success of other students that caused them to amend their self-

views. These participants compared themselves to their classmates, expressed embarrassment 

at their negative interaction with their teachers, blamed their judge for giving them a low score, 

or dreaded the social consequences of no longer being in the same choir as their friends.   

Rather than reflecting on a multitude of experiences to assess their self-worth as a 

singer, they allowed these singular failure scenarios to call into question their views of their 

abilities or even their identities as singers. One participant wrote, “I would start questioning my 

perception of my own ability and start viewing myself as lesser of a singer.” Another indicated, 

“It would make me think that I was a bad singer and that I don't need to sing anymore.” One 

participant stated that the situation would make him feel that he was “not good enough to be 

in any choir or there is no point in having me I'll just drag everyone down.” These changing self-

views were frequently accompanied by helpless responses. Participants who indicated a 

lowered self-concept following the failure also responded that they would believe they were 

“not cut out for singing,” or that they should drop out of choir. One participant wrote that she 

“would never want to do a solo by myself again and I would lose my confidence.”  

Subtheme: Influence of Others  

For many participants, changing self-views were often the result of comparison to other 

students or beliefs regarding the perception of perceived experts. The theme influence of 

others emerged as participants described processing their failures through others-blame, 
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others-comparison, and social concerns. The majority of participants who placed the locus of 

control for the failure externally did so through blaming others. Others-blame was more 

common in the solo scenario, likely because the judge was a temporary figure. One participant 

noted this difference and stated that following the solo they would feel “disappointed but not 

as much as with an audition with my choir directors because I'm most likely going to see this 

judge once. I work with and see my choir directors almost every day.” Participants blamed the 

judge for being harsh, not liking them, or not liking their song choice.  

Although blaming others was more common in the solo situation, the influence of 

others was equally salient, albeit in different forms, in the ensemble audition scenario. In this 

imagined scenario, where participants may have pictured teachers and classmates with whom 

they have a relationship, they were less likely to blame others but more likely to compare 

themselves to others or express fear or embarrassment at the disapproval of teachers and 

classmates. One participant expressed dismay at what his teacher might think and wrote, “I 

would feel mortified in that my director seemed unpleased with my performance.” Another 

indicated concern with the opinions of both her teachers and her classmates: “I'd feel 

embarrassed about what the teachers might think of me and incredibly nervous to find out the 

results. I would feel stressed about what might happen next if I didn't make it into the mixed 

choir and how that might make me look.”  

Some students expressed social concerns about their friends being placed in a different 

choir. One wrote “I would think that my voice isn't good and that my friends might leave me 

alone in a lower choir. I would think that I did terrible and nothing I can do will help me achieve 

being in a top choir.” Another responded to the prompt by stating that she would feel 



78 

“disconnected from my friends and choir community almost like a fear of missing out.” This 

social fear was frequently accompanied by embarrassment, often amplified by the expenditure 

of effort, and jealousy. One middle school participant wrote, “It is embarrassing to think that 

even though I tried so hard everyone did better than me. I wouldn't [want] my friends to make 

it and I didn't.” 

Other students prioritized their comparison to others as their means of evaluating 

themselves or of setting goals. One participant, when asked what she would do next, wrote 

that she would “practice on my own a lot throughout my days so that I can get better than my 

friends.” A middle school participant coped with his failure by vowing to "practice a lot more, 

and if I was not in the top choir I would be the best in the slower one." One participant 

encapsulated these influences of others when she wrote, “It would make me think that it was 

something flawed in my own singing, that my friends are better than me, and my teacher would 

be disappointed in me for not doing well. It would make me think ‘well there goes mixed 

choir.’" 

Theme 4: Shame in Ensemble Placement 

Participants regularly emphasized the shaming nature of the consequences of 

experiencing failure in an ensemble audition. For some, this shame was rooted in not making it 

into the most advanced ensemble. They believed that not being in the ensemble at the top of 

the hierarchy would be a negative reflection on them and on their abilities. One participant 

wrote that a poor audition “would make me think that I wasn't good enough to be in A 

Cappella” (i.e., the top choir at the high school). Another indicated that the situation would 

make her feel that she was “awful and useless and all my classmates secretly hate me because 
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I'm a terrible singer and I never even deserved a place in the mixed choir anyway.” Participants 

frequently used their failure to make it into the top ensemble as a sign of their own worth as a 

singer. A middle school respondent wrote, “I am not worthy enough for the top choir.”  

Others expressed shame at being placed in an ensemble that was at the bottom of the 

hierarchy. They cited embarrassment at singing with a group that they perceived to be subpar. 

One participant indicated that she would feel “dread for the slow year to come” singing with 

any group other than the top mixed choir. Several participants spoke with disdain about the 

ensemble they might be placed in if they failed the audition. One participant currently enrolled 

in the top ensemble wrote that he would be ashamed and frustrated to be “at the bottom of 

the choral barrel” if he were not to make it into the top choir. A middle school participant 

lamented that he was “going to get in the worst choir.” 

Research Question 2 

In order to examine differences in implicit theory and self-concept means between 

ensembles, I conducted a one-way between-subjects ANOVA. The data for both implicit theory 

and self-concept represented normal distributions; however, the unequal group sizes of the 

ensembles resulted in a violation of the assumption of homogeneity of variance. Although the 

data could be considered intervallic, I conducted a more conservative Kruskal-Wallis 

nonparametric one-way ANOVA due to this violation and thus treated the data as ordinal. 

Additionally, because research questions two and three required statistical tests on self-

concept and implicit theory scores, I utilized a Bonferroni correction to set my significance 

threshold at p = .025. There was a significant difference in both implicit theories [χ2(6) = 58.77, 

p < .001] and self-concept [χ2(6) = 118.75, p < .001] scores among groups. Pairwise comparisons 
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revealed statistically significant differences between the middle school ensembles and high 

school ensembles in both implicit theory and self-concept. In the domain of self-concept, the 

high school non-varsity men’s choir was also statistically significantly different from the high 

school varsity mixed choir. See Tables 7 and 8 for all pairwise comparisons and means of each 

group. 

Table 7 

Pairwise Comparisons, Implicit Theory 

Comparison Groups Group 1 
Mean 

Group 2 
Mean χ2 p 

MS NV Men – HS NV Men 21.46 25.00 66.13 < .001 

MS NV Men – HS NV Women 21.46 25.78 70.95 < .001 

MS NV Men – HS V Mixed 21.46 26.42 73.28 < .001 

MS NV Men – HS V Women 21.46 26.53 87.37 < .001 

MS NV Women – HS NV Men 22.38 25.00 50.03 .002 

MS NV Women – HS NV Women 22.38 25.78 54.85 .003 

MS NV Women – HS V Mixed 22.38 26.42 57.18 < .001 

MS NV Women – HS V Women 22.38 26.53 71.27 < .001 

MS V Women – HS NV Men 23.19 25.00 39.27 .022 

MS V Women – HS NV Women 23.19 25.78 44.09 .020 

MS V Women – HS V Mixed 23.19 26.42 46.42 .003 

MS V Women – HS V Women 23.19 26.53 60.51 < .001 

* Middle School = MS; High School = HS; Varsity = V; Non-Varsity = NV 
 

Table 8 

Pairwise Comparisons, Self-Concept 

Comparison Groups Group 1 
Mean 

Group 2 
Mean χ2 p 

MS NV Men – HS NV Men 28.05 34.27 74.79 < .001 

MS NV Men – HS NV Women 28.05 36.56 89.98 < .001 

(table continues) 
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Comparison Groups Group 1 
Mean 

Group 2 
Mean χ2 p 

MS NV Men – HS V Women 28.05 38.18 104.13 < .001 

MS NV Men – HS V Mixed 28.05 39.84 117.48 < .001 

MS V Women – HS NV Men 29.41 34.27 57.42 .001 

MS V Women – HS NV Women 29.41 36.56 72.61 < .001 

MS V Women – HS V Women 29.41 38.18 86.76 < .001 

MS V Women – HS V Mixed 29.41 39.84 100.12 < .001 

MS NV Women – HS NV Men 29.56 34.27 55.91 .001 

MS NV Women – HS NV Women 29.56 36.56 71.10 < .001 

MS NV Women – HS V Women 29.56 38.18 85.25 < .001 

MS NV Women – HS V Mixed 29.56 39.84 98.61 < .001 

HS NV Men – HS V Mixed 34.27 39.84 42.69 .006 

* Middle School = MS; High School = HS; Varsity = V; Non-Varsity = NV 
 

Research Question 3 

In order to examine whether implicit theory and self-concept were related within the 

domain of singing ability, I calculated the Pearson correlation between implicit theory and self-

concept scores for all groups. There was a moderate, positive association between implicit 

theory and self-concept. The association explained 9.2% of the variance, and the correlation 

was statistically significant (r = .30, p < .001). Although the correlation was significant, given the 

low percentage of variance explained there are clearly additional factors to consider.  

Research Question 4 

In order to examine whether implicit theory, self-concept, goal orientation, or 

placement in the hierarchy were predictive of future enrollment in choir, I conducted a logistic 

regression. After removing outliers using the Mahalonobis distance, I entered the four variables 

into the regression using the forward step method, the method recommended for exploratory 
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studies (Mertler & Reinhart, 2017). Three variables were included in the final model: current 

enrollment, goal orientation, and self-concept. [Implicit theory not] The model fit of the three 

variables was questionable (-2 Log likelihood = 395.90), but the model was significantly reliable 

in predicting enrollment [χ2(8) = 107.03, p < .0001] and accurately predicted 73.80% of cases. 

The regression coefficients are presented in Table 9 and the step summary is in Table 10. 

Because the Wald statistic is considered to be conservative (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007), I used 

the more liberal significance level of p < .1 suggested by previous authors (Mertler & Reinhart, 

2017). Wald statistics indicated that current enrollment, self-concept, and goal orientation all 

significantly predicted enrollment intentions. However, odds ratios for these variables are low 

and indicate little change in the likelihood of future enrollment. 

Table 9 

Regression Coefficients 

 β Wald df p Odds Ratio 

Current Enrollment  20.24 7 < .001  

      *Current Enrollment (1) - 1.04 2.41 1 .12 .35 

       Current Enrollment (2) - .53 .98 1 .32 .59 

       Current Enrollment (3) -1.04 2.07 1 .15 .35 

       Current Enrollment (4) - .85 2.35 1 .13 .43 

       Current Enrollment (5) - 2.40 13.51 1 < .001 .09 

       Current Enrollment (6) - .89 4.07 1 .04 .41 

       Current Enrollment (7) - .74 3.33 1 < .001 .48 

Self-Concept - .08 5.09 1 .02 .93 

Goal Orientation 1.65 38.91 1 < .001 5.20 

Constant 1.40 2.07 1 .15 4.07 

* Numbers indicate dummy variables for enrollment by ensemble. 
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Table 10 

Logistic Regression Step Summary 

Step 
Model Correct 

Classification Variable 
χ2 df p 

1 64.68 1 < .001 68.7% Goal Orientation 

2 101.81 8 < .001 73.8% Current Enrollment 

3 107.03 9 < .001 73.8% Self-Concept 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study was to explore how adolescents enrolled in school choral 

ensembles conceive of their singing ability through the meaning systems of singing self-concept 

and implicit theories of singing ability. A secondary purpose of this study was to examine how 

these meaning systems interact with the use of a hierarchical choral structure. In this chapter, I 

will discuss answers to each of the research questions, their implications for choral music 

educators, and suggestions for future research.  

Research Question 1 

How do students currently enrolled in secondary choral music conceive of their singing abilities, 
both through mindset and through self-concept meaning systems? 

Within the construct of implicit theories of singing ability, mean scores for ensembles 

generally indicated a growth mindset with higher implicit theory scores (i.e., stronger growth 

mindset) at the top end of the hierarchy than at the bottom. In general, participants in varsity 

groups had higher implicit theory scores than non-varsity groups. Within this hierarchical 

division, participants enrolled in female ensembles reported higher scores on the implicit 

theory scale than those in either male or mixed ensembles. The higher prevalence of a growth 

mindset among female students runs counter to previous findings in the domains of math and 

science (Dweck, 1999). Perhaps this unusual trend is due to the general western societal view 

of singing as a primarily female pursuit. Additionally, unlike STEM fields, where females are 

more likely to have a fixed mindset, girls and young women see greater representation within 

the field of music and have their efforts encouraged by parents, teachers, and peers.  
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Both ensemble placement and gender similarly appeared to hold sway over singing self-

concept. At the high school level, varsity groups had higher self-concept scores than non-varsity 

groups. Participants in varsity ensembles also mentioned social comparison in their open-ended 

responses at a higher rate than those in the non-varsity ensembles. The prevalence of social 

comments paired with the higher self-concept scores in these groups suggests that students at 

the top of the hierarchy engage in downward social comparison when evaluating their own 

abilities. Although researchers have not previously examined self-concept within the ensemble 

hierarchical structure, an extensive body of literature describes the competitive nature of 

hierarchies and the negative attitudes often expressed by ensemble members toward 

ensembles at the bottom of the structure (Carp, 2004; Dakon & Major, 2017; Gauthier, 2005; 

Major, 2017; Major & Dakon, 2016; Wilson, 2012). Researchers in psychology have also 

confirmed that adolescent self-concept is largely a construct of how individuals believe other 

perceive of them (Covington, 1984; Covington & Beery, 1976; Gecas, 1982; Manning, 2007; 

Shavelson et al., 1976). It is logical to conclude, therefore, that individual self-concept in 

adolescence would align with the singers’ views held about their ensemble’s identity.  

Unlike the high school, self-concept scores at the middle school level appeared to be 

more impacted by gender than ensemble placement. Singers in middle school female 

ensembles expressed higher self-concepts than male or mixed ensembles regardless of 

hierarchical status. Previous researchers have similarly found that females tend to have higher 

musical self-concepts than males (Simpkins, Vest, Dawes, & Neuman, 2010), but for participants 

in the current study the trend was only present at the middle school level.  

Perhaps the use of a hierarchy more strongly influences female students’ self-concepts. 
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Although they generally have higher self-concepts than their male counterparts in the 

beginning of their choral singing experience, the experiences of auditioning and having teachers 

sort them into high or low groups may influence their developing identity as singers. Once they 

were at the high school level, their self-concept scores mirrored the ensemble hierarchy 

exactly, with the varsity mixed choir at the top followed by the varsity women’s chorus and the 

non-varsity women’s chorus. In their responses to the failure scenarios, women at the high 

school level reported anticipating a loss in their self-worth as singers at about double the rate 

of their male counterparts.  

This explanation aligns with implications of previous researchers who have posited that 

adolescents largely form their self-concept based on their perceptions of the judgments of 

others, especially those they view as experts (Covington, 1984; Covington & Beery, 1976; Gecas, 

1982; Manning, 2007; Shavelson et al., 1976). Additionally, researchers in general education 

have emphasized the negative impact of competitive practices on self-concept (Ames, 1978, 

1981; Ames & Ames, 1981; Ames, Ames, & Felker, 1977) and researchers in music education 

have suggested that negative social interactions and auditions may have deleterious effects on 

self-concept (Abril, 2007; Sloboda et al., 2005). Although female students began with a 

generally high self-concept, they eventually aligned their self-views with the way they perceive 

that others view them.  

At the middle school level, members of female ensembles were more likely to select 

learning goals over performance goals than either male or mixed groups. Just as with self-

concept scores, hierarchical placement appeared to have a greater influence on goal 

orientation than gender at the high school level. In fact, the varsity women’s ensemble had the 
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lowest percentage of students selecting learning goals of any high school group. In the open-

ended responses, the varsity women’s choir also had the highest frequency of helpless 

responses and social comparison. Hendricks (2014), in her study of hierarchical ensemble 

placement at an orchestra festival, discussed the adverse effects of a highly competitive 

environment on female students’ self-efficacy. A lowered self-efficacy could explain the 

tendency of female participants to select performance goals rather than learning goals. A 

student placed in the varsity women’s ensemble, the group perceived as second highest, may 

also find her self-concept in a perilous position, making it difficult for her to focus on adopting 

learning goals or being vulnerable to risks and mistakes. In this position, her primary goal is to 

gain access to the top ensemble, a much more competitive process for females who generally 

outnumber males in the choral program and are vying for roughly the same number of available 

spots. Many participants mentioned in the open-ended responses that their goal after a failed 

audition would be to spend the year proving to the teacher that they deserved a spot the 

following year; in other words, they stated that they would spend the year adopting 

performance goals to prove their ability. Perhaps performance goals serve a self-preservation 

function as women who have almost reached the top strive to gain status as worthy of being in 

the top ensemble the following year.  

Other researchers have found that competitive practices foster performance goals 

(Ames, 1978; Ames & Ames, 1984; Ames et al., 1977; Nicholls, 1979). In these general 

education studies, students involved in competitive goal structures were more likely to adopt 

performance goals than their peers in cooperative structure settings. Additionally, participants 

in competitive goals were more likely to attribute failure to fixed ability, engage in social 
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comparison, and weigh their own progress in light of others’ successes rather than their 

personal growth. Interestingly, each of these elements were present in students open-ended 

responses to failure, and participants mentioned social comparison with increasing frequency 

as they moved up the hierarchy. 

The prevalence of learning goals and performance goals by ensemble did not align with 

mean mindset scores by ensemble. Many researchers have found goal orientation and implicit 

theories to be significantly related; people who have a fixed mindset generally select 

performance goals, and people who have a growth mindset are more likely to select learning 

goals (Bandura & Dweck, 1981; Blackwell et al., 2007; Dweck, 1999; Dweck & Leggett, 1988; 

Mueller & Dweck, 1998; Smith, 2005).There is robust support in the literature for a strong 

relationship between implicit theories and goal orientation, yet the participants in the present 

study whose implicit theory scores indicated a growth mindset selected learning and 

performance goals at about the same rate. Dweck (1999) posited that the forced dichotomous 

choice of learning goals versus performance goals may be the best indication of mindset. 

Although Likert-type scales yield a higher level of data and can therefore undergo more robust 

statistical tests, reverting to dichotomous choice goal orientation items may yield a more 

accurate representation of implicit theory beliefs.  

One of the primary themes that emerged when comparing the open-ended responses to 

participants’ implicit theory scores was that of a false growth mindset. Many students whose 

implicit theory scores were indicative of a growth mindset provided helpless responses to 

failure, which are largely associated with a fixed mindset (Diener & Dweck, 1978, 1980; Dweck, 

1975; Dweck & Reppucci, 1973). Dweck (2015) discussed the false growth mindset when she 
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expressed concerns regarding the proliferation of a superficial understanding of the construct 

within the field of education. As the idea of mindset becomes increasingly ubiquitous, but at 

only a surface level, students will become more likely to provide “right” answers, or answers 

they believe to be more socially acceptable. This tendency will make it increasingly difficult for 

researchers to gather accurate data about the construct using traditional survey items.  

For this particular population, it seems that open-ended responses and dichotomous 

goal choice items yielded a different, perhaps more accurate, representation of the construct 

than did the traditionally used survey items. Fives and Buehl (2008) noted a similar potential 

issue with traditional survey items as well as an acknowledgement that implicit theories occur 

on a spectrum rather than as a dichotomy. They addressed the issue by utilizing a series of 

open-ended response items to gather a fuller picture of teachers’ implicit theories. In order to 

continue studying this important construct, it may be advantageous for researchers to consider 

other measurement tools besides traditionally used survey items in order to obtain a more 

complete and more accurate picture of beliefs.  

Another interesting finding among the open-ended responses was the predominance of 

effort-based shame among ensemble members, especially at the bottom of the hierarchy. In 

every ensemble, students mentioned shame from effort at a higher rate than pride in effort. 

The only group that mentioned the two at equal rates were the male students enrolled in the 

varsity mixed ensemble. Harari and Covington (1981) found that students began to associate 

shame with effort in adolescence. Their participants viewed people as less intelligent when 

their effort increased. Dweck (1999) linked effort-shame with a fixed mindset. 

Other findings common in previous literature were the ubiquitous comments regarding 
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social concerns, changing views of the self, others-comparison, and shame in ensemble 

placement. Researchers in education and psychology largely agree that adolescents form their 

self-concept primarily through the views of others (Covington, 1984; Covington & Beery, 1976; 

Gecas, 1982; Manning, 2007; Shavelson et al., 1976). In her study on community within choral 

ensembles, Parker (2016) noted that the use of a choral hierarchy and the competition it 

created was a barrier to developing community for her teacher participants as students 

compared themselves to one another and were often ashamed or frustrated if they were not 

accepted into their preferred ensemble. Other researchers have similarly found shame 

associated with placement in lower ensembles, especially single-gendered ensembles (Carp, 

2004; Dakon & Major, 2017; Gauthier, 2005; Major, 2017; Major & Dakon, 2016; Wilson, 2012).   

Research Question 2 

Are there differences in middle and high school students’ mindset or self-concept toward singing 
based on their placement within the ensemble hierarchy? 

 
In addition to the descriptive differences between ensembles outlined above, I sought 

to explore whether any significant differences existed in either implicit theory or self-concept 

scores between ensembles. There were significant differences in implicit theory and in self-

concept between the schools: all the participants in the high school ensembles had higher 

scores in both constructs when compared to each of the middle school ensembles. Within the 

high school, only one significant difference emerged between the varsity mixed choir and the 

non-varsity men’s choir in the construct of self-concept. It is, of course, possible that these 

disparities are due to individual differences of students. However, it may also be the case that 

students who hold a growth mindset and a high self-concept are more likely to persist in choral 
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singing over time. As growth-minded students with high self-concepts self-select to continue 

singing, the ratings of the ensemble as a whole will improve over time.  

Research Question 3 

Is there a relationship between choral students’ mindset and self-concept within the domain of 
vocal music? 

 
The third research question related to whether there was any relationship between self-

concept and implicit theory within the domain of singing. For this group of students, there was 

a moderate, positive correlation (r = .30) between the two constructs. This result does not align 

with previous findings on the correlation of these two meaning systems (Dweck, 1999). There 

are a few things to consider when interpreting this finding. First, the correlation was significant, 

but it only explained 9.2% of the variance. Second, as mentioned previously, the implicit theory 

scores did not generally align with goal orientation or response to failure items and therefore 

may not be an entirely accurate representation of mindset. Rather, participants may have been 

more likely to indicate a growth mindset in an attempt to provide socially acceptable answers. 

Finally, this is a restricted population and may represent a natural selection process. Students 

who are growth-minded and have high self-concepts may be more likely to persist in choral 

singing, so it is more likely that both a growth mindset and a high self-concept exist in enrolled 

students, especially those at the top of the ensemble hierarchy.  

Although Dweck (1999) asserted that mindset and self-concept are not correlated, other 

researchers have found that mindset can play a role in predicting changes to self-concept 

(Dweck & Molden, 2005; Robins & Pals, 2002). Success in the hierarchy (i.e., placement in the 

top ensemble) may promote both a growth mindset and a high self-concept. The perceived 
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failure of placement in a lower ensemble may in turn promote a fixed mindset which leads to 

lowered self-concept and helpless behaviors such as dropping out of choir. Perhaps these 

experiences are what led to this unique correlation within the domain of choral singing that 

make it difficult for one to maintain a growth mindset when a low self-concept is present or to 

stay involved in choral singing when a fixed mindset is present. In order to more accurately 

examine this correlation, future research could examine the two constructs within an entire 

school population rather than just those who have self-selected to continue in-school choral 

singing. 

Research Question 4 

Are these meanings systems related to students’ reported future enrollment decisions? 

In answer to the final research question, goal orientation, current enrollment, and self-

concept all predicted future enrollment. Several researchers have found that goal orientation 

may lead to persistence in a task (Diener & Dweck, 1978, 1980; Dweck, 1975; Dweck & 

Reppucci, 1973). For these participants, goal orientation was the greatest predictor of future 

enrollment choices. Previous researchers have similarly found that the secondary predictor, 

self-concept, is influential in enrollment decisions (Demorest, Kelley, & Pfordresher, 2017; 

Morin et al., 2015; Sichivista, 2007; Vispoel, 1993). Current enrollment was another predictor of 

future enrollment. It seems likely that students who have selected to sing in choir for multiple 

years are invested in the activity, find great value in it, and are likely to continue participation. 

Perhaps students who have been successful in previous auditions are more likely to stay in 

choir than those who have experienced what they perceive to be repeated failure.  

Anecdotally, it was exceedingly rare to find an upperclassman enrolled in either non-
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varsity group at the high school who expressed any intention to continue singing in choir. 

Similarly, Parker’s (2016) participants noted that students who did not make it into their 

preferred ensemble would sometimes drop out of choir. Many participants echoed this 

sentiment in the open-ended response items by indicating helpless responses, such as dropping 

out, when confronted with a hypothetical failed audition. Such helpless responses were most 

common among students enrolled in the non-varsity women’s chorus (i.e., female students 

who had already experienced at least one failed audition).  

Implications 

Although the findings of this study are not generalizable, they may point to the 

importance of mindset in students’ decisions to join, or remain active in, choral ensembles. 

Goal orientation was a significant predictor of future enrollment, and participants reported 

higher levels of growth mindset as they moved up the ensemble hierarchy. It may be the case 

that holding a growth mindset about singing ability, in conjunction with other factors such as 

self-concept and value of musical activity, could increase the likelihood that students choose to 

sing in school choral ensembles. In contrast to findings in other domains, female students 

exhibited a higher level of growth mindset than their male counterparts. Perhaps growth 

mindset plays a role in the oft-noted lower enrollment of males than females in choral 

ensembles.  

Also of note in the findings of this study was the apparent negative influence of the 

competitive ensemble structure on female self-concept. Although females had higher self-

concept than males in middle school, their self-concept aligned with their ensemble placement 

in high school. Given the especial impact of competition on female self-efficacy (Hendricks, 
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2014) and self-concept (Ames, 1978, 1981; Ames & Ames, 1981; Ames, Ames, & Felker, 1977), 

and the fact that females often make up the majority of students enrolled in a choral program, 

it may be advantageous to rethink this choral structure.  

For researchers interested in self-theories, the prevalence of a false growth mindset 

among respondents may be of particular concern. In recent years, some researchers have 

sought new methods to get a fuller picture of this construct (Fives & Buehl, 2008). As the 

construct becomes more ubiquitous, it becomes increasingly susceptible to social desirability 

effects. Additionally, some argue that this construct is not dichotomous (i.e., fixed or growth), 

but that people can hold self-theories along a spectrum within each domain. Perhaps examining 

such a multifaceted view of the origin of one’s abilities through Likert-type scale items is not 

the best approach. Future researchers could endeavor to explore new ways to examine this 

construct as research continues in this important field.  

Limitations 

There are several limitations to this study. First, the data in this study consist almost 

entirely of self-reported survey items. Self-report is subject to social acceptability bias, which, 

as mentioned previously, may have impacted the implicit theory items in particular. Although 

studies that take behavior into account may be more reliable than self-reports, the aim of this 

study was to explore self-views of a heretofore underexplored population and I chose self-

reports as the best option for this particular purpose. In order to assist with this limitation, I 

chose to include open-ended response data. However, I drew these data from a few short 

responses per participant. Although I have chosen to report emergent themes, the qualitative 

data are not rich in nature.  
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Additionally, these data represent participants from only two schools within a single 

district. Caution is warranted when interpreting results. These data are not generalizable in 

nature. Future research is needed in order to understand whether similar trends occur among 

students in other schools and whether such trends exist regardless of the presence of an 

ensemble hierarchy.  

Future Research 

Many schools use a hierarchy in their choral structure. However, little is known about 

how this arrangement impacts students at all levels of the structure. Future research could 

consider students’ self-views within or in the absence of the hierarchy. The hierarchy’s 

influence on additional factors, such as self-efficacy, goal setting, long-term motivation, and 

likelihood to continue participating in choral music after high school may also be of interest. 

Additionally, researchers could examine commonly used claims for the use of the hierarchy, 

such as the need for students to be in ability-based groups in order to access more difficult 

music or to achieve higher levels of performance. Could it be possible that high performance at 

the top of the hierarchy is simply due to a self-fulfilling prophecy rather than actual differences 

in students’ abilities? Are students at all levels of the hierarchy exposed to the same curricular 

rigor and able to access the same levels of musical learning? Do students benefit more in their 

musical growth from being with other students of similar ability, or would a variety of abilities 

in the classroom lead to greater musical growth for all students? At the time of this writing, I 

could not find any extant studies examining these claims in an empirical way or any 

philosophical discussions of the use of a hierarchy as an educational practice.  

In the present study, the hierarchy appeared to have a greater impact on female 
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students. However, gender was not a variable specified in this study, and we need additional 

research to understand how the use of an ensemble hierarchy impacts female students in 

particular. Some discrepancies between genders arose due to the number of single-gendered 

ensembles in this study, but the responses of female students within the mixed choirs were 

diluted by their combination with their male peers.  

For example, in my initial examination of the open-ended response theme frequency, I 

classified themes by ensemble only. Then, I chose to break down the top ensemble into male 

and female members. Dividing the top ensemble by gender completely changed several of the 

ensemble-based trends. For example, in the self-worth theme, 31% of singers in the top varsity 

mixed choir made comments related to a lowered feeling of self-worth following a failure 

scenario. This was the second lowest frequency among ensembles. However, when I broke 

those comments down by gender, I found that a mere 15.8% of male singers in that choir made 

comments related to their self-worth while 43.5% of female participants did. This change put 

the male members at the lowest frequency of any respondent group for this code and the 

female members at the highest frequency. Clearly the two genders within this ensemble 

interact in very different ways with failure situations, and this important finding was not 

reflected in the overall percentage. Examining these constructs by ensemble and gender would 

further elucidate differences between male and female students as they interact with the 

competitive structure.  

Little is known about the varying impacts of the ensemble hierarchy on students at 

different levels of their schooling. I examined the hierarchy in the present study at the middle 

school and high school level, but it is also, and perhaps even more, common at the post-
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secondary level. As singers encounter the hierarchy at various stages of their cognitive 

development, it is likely that they will not experience it in the same way and that its influence 

over their self-views will not be the same. Future studies could examine the influence of the 

hierarchy at various levels.  

Additionally, it may be wise for educators to engage in philosophical discussions about 

the use of an ensemble hierarchy. What educational purposes does the hierarchy serve? Do 

students benefit from the hierarchy? Is the hierarchy detrimental in any way to students’ 

growth or continued involvement in music? As the world of education at large dives deeper into 

this discussion on the benefits and costs of competitive practices, choral music educators could 

join the discussion and seek the best option to serve the most students. 

In the world of physical education, practitioners and researchers have grappled with the 

use of competitive practices in their curriculum. When the field recognized that children who 

are involved in competitive sports, in or out of school, are more likely to cease selective 

physical activity, many practitioners began to reconsider the traditions of the field (Ferguson, 

Yesalis, Pomrehn, & Kirkpatrick, 1989). Ferguson and colleagues outlined the philosophical 

discussion within the field as practitioners weighed their common practices against their long-

term goals, namely producing students who want to remain physically active, and many 

practitioners have altered their curriculum in order to serve that goal. Perhaps music educators 

should embark on a similar journey–considering what our goals as a profession are and how our 

current practices serve or detract from those goals.  

Conclusion 

Adolescents’ self-views heavily influence their behaviors and decisions and are formed 
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as a result of interactions with peers and teachers. The choral ensemble hierarchy is a 

commonly used and rarely questioned practice, but its educational benefits and detriments are 

largely unknown. If it is the goal of choral music educators to instill a life-long love of choral 

music making and to create independent, life-long musicians, then it is important for the 

profession to examine the use of this system both from an empirical and philosophical 

perspective. The findings of this study paint a compelling picture of the possible dangers to self-

views, retention, and long-term musicianship imposed by the use of the ensemble hierarchy.  

Doubtless, many choral music educators would agree that the art of choral singing has 

great value and that all students could benefit from participation in ensemble music making. 

Perhaps working at every level in music education to instill and promote a growth mindset 

would allow us to serve more students. Students’ self-views hold sway over their motivation 

and their decisions regarding continued enrollment. Guiding students to understand their 

musical abilities as skills that can improve, helping them set learning goals, and removing 

practices that lower their musical self-concepts may encourage more students to step into our 

classrooms and stay there year after year. 
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APPENDIX 

FINAL SURVEY INSTRUMENT
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Directions: Circle the one response that shows how much you agree or disagree with the statement. There are no right or wrong answers. 

 Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree 

I am confident singing alone in front of my classmates. SD D N A SA 

Some people are good singers, and some people are not. SD D N A SA 

I am confident singing alone in front of my friends.  SD D N A SA 

Singing is not something you can learn. You are either good 
at it or not.  SD D N A SA 

I don’t like for my music teacher to hear my voice. SD D N A SA 

I am a good singer. SD D N A SA 

I can sing in tune.  SD D N A SA 

People tell me I have a good voice.  SD D N A SA 

Singing is a talent that you are born with. SD D N A SA 

My music teacher thinks I have a good singing voice. SD D N A SA 

I have trouble singing in tune.  SD D N A SA 

My friends don’t like my voice. SD D N A SA 

You can learn new skills, but your level of singing talent 
can’t change. SD D N A SA 

If I sang in front of other people, they would like it. SD D N A SA 

You have a certain amount of singing talent and you really 
can’t do much to change it. SD D N A SA 

Your singing ability is something about you that you can’t 
change very much. SD D N A SA 

No matter who you are, you can change your singing ability 
a lot. SD D N A SA 

If I had to choose between getting a good grade and being 
challenged in choir, I would choose… (Circle one) Good Grade  Being Challenged 
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Directions: Below are two imaginary scenarios. Pretend that you are experiencing each one, 
then answer the questions that follow. There are no right or wrong answers.  
 
1. You signed up to audition for choir next year. You really want to join the mixed choir, so 

you’ve spent months working on your sight reading and feel ready for your audition. Your 
classmates complete their auditions, and each tell you that it went well and that the 
teachers seemed very pleased with their performance. You go in for your audition, but it 
doesn’t go as well as you’d hoped, and it doesn’t seem like the teachers are very impressed.  

 
a. What would this make you think? 

 
 
 
 

b. How would you feel? 
 
 
 
 

c. What would you do next? 
 
 
 
 
2. During the spring semester, you sign up to perform a solo at the solo and ensemble festival. 

Several of your classmates also perform solos for the event and receive top ratings from the 
judges. Now it’s your turn! You’ve spent months preparing your solo and feel prepared and 
ready to go. But after you sing, it turned out the judge didn’t seem to like it very much.  

 
a. What would this make you think? 

 
 
 
 

b. How would you feel?  
 
 
 
 

c. What would you do next?  
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