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Abstract

This paper presents a new conceptualisation of musicality via a framework called New Musical Virtuosities for Healthy Musical Identities. The development of healthy musical identities is proposed as a key aim for music education. Musicking for healthy musical identities is approached as holistic and inclusive, highlighting the integration of social and creative interactions in the concept of musical virtuosity. Implications and examples of the new virtuosity framework for research and practice are discussed, including perspectives on diversification, decolonisation, and widening participation. The paper emphasises “humble” to foreground a fluid interdisciplinary debate, while also stressing the importance of these proposals in the form of a manifesto.
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Healthy musical identities as an aim for music education

In the following paper, we integrate a novel framework, new musical virtuosities, with ideas pertaining to musical identities. Specifically, we propose a new term, healthy musical identity, and suggest that when musical virtuosity is studied through the lens of healthy musical identities, there is a contribution to knowledge since musical virtuosity and musical identity have not yet been discussed together. Furthermore, integrating these two concepts can help researchers and practitioners respond to the needs of contemporary society to fully maximise the potential of universal musicality, facilitating creative development in music in the broadest and fullest sense. This integration of new musical virtuosities and healthy musical identities also interrogates conventional notions of musicality that present barriers to musical engagement.

Music is a fundamental part of human existence, present across the life span from lullabies to funeral songs. It exists ubiquitously in cultures across the world, serving a variety of functions such as facilitating social integration, providing emotional reward, aiding identity construction and much more (MacDonald, 2021; Saarikallio, 2011; Schäfer et al., 2013). Previous work on musical identities (MacDonald et al., 2012) articulates that our identities in music cover numerous constructions, from “I’m a pianist” to those of “I’m a hip-hop lover” or even all the way to notions like “I’m completely tone-deaf”. Beyond our identities in music, music further contributes to building, defining, and expressing our broader identities – our conceptions of who we are, personally, sexually, socially, professionally, politically, and so on. All these musical identities are fundamentally embodied, situated, and dynamic. Thus, the entanglement of music within the entire fabric of our lives is vibrant and in constant flux with numerous types of experience and with our environment (MacDonald & Saarikallio, 2022).

Music is acknowledged as an essential part of humanity in texts that outline principles of music education curricula. For example, in the UK, the national plan for music education (Department of Education, 2011) starts with quotes from Aristotle regarding music as a source of character growth. Similarly, in Finland, the school music curriculum is based on principles that students’ experiences in music education promote not only musical skills but also holistic, social growth suggesting that the personal positive relationship with music creates a foundation for a life-long engagement with music (The Finnish National Agency for Education, 2014).

Proposals for approaching music education in a holistic manner have long been present with appreciation of the related motivational, emotional and participatory rewards (e.g., Wright, 1998). Critical pedagogy approaches to music education have introduced perspectives of social justice and equality, actively bringing the social relevance of music education into the forefront of scientific discussion (Abrahams, 2005; Heard et al., 2023). Ideas have been presented on the requirements that a music teacher faces in terms of how to address the increasingly varying needs of music education students with compassion—with trust, empathy, patience, inclusion, community, and authentic connection (Hendricks, 2018). Various music educational activities such as improvisation have been suggested as a forum for participation, agency and empowerment (Johansen et al., 2019). From the perspective of understanding the essence of what music and music making is, it has been proposed that musical interaction should be viewed as an act that fundamentally reflects our broader humanity and the performance of human relationships (Camlin, 2021, 2022). These considerations date back to the concept of musicking, proposed by Christopher Small (1998), who essentially considered musical behaviour as a forum for articulating and understanding ourselves.

Drawing from these notions, it is logical to argue that music education should focus on musical growth in a holistic manner, appreciating the multiplicity of ways in which music, musicianship, and musical identities manifest in our lives. While this may appear self-evident at the level of principle, we argue that current conceptions do not comprehensively integrate and place in mutual dialogue the knowledge of what it is to learn music, to be musical, and to have musical identities. The holistic ideals are appreciated and developed among the research scholars of music education (Bradley & Hess, 2021; Hendricks, 2023; Hess, 2019a), particularly in the frames of community music and informal practice (e.g., Bartleet, 2023) and to some extent also in relation to institutional practice (e.g., Camlin, 2022). However, addressing musicking as a core aspect of identity is still not at the forefront of how musicality, musical skill, or music learning is conceptualised in education, particularly in the context of formal practice. In this paper we argue that such conceptualisation of music and musicking should be the fundamental starting point of all music education, essentially also including formal institutional practice (see Folkestad, 2006, for more detail on the distinction between formal and informal music making). We therefore particularly focus on music education in this paper as pertaining to the formal teaching of music in institutions (schools, universities, and conservatoires), which also includes many types of conventional private lessons where the focus may be upon the achievement of specific grades and/or technical skills.

This paper presents a humble manifesto concerning what should be at the core of music education as a science and practice. A new framework is proposed for advancing the conceptual grounding of this argument. The humble manifesto of this paper states that the development of healthy musical identities should be acknowledged, appreciated, and researched as a key goal of music education. We argue that musical identities and musical virtuosity issues are inextricably linked, and that this linkage should be explicitly acknowledged. Also, while there has never been an agreed definition of musical virtuosity, general assumptions developed over the course of the 20th century have emphasised technical craft and aspects of musicality such as speed of playing and accuracy of execution. More recently, conceptions of virtuosity have been broadening towards including, for example, various genres, use of technology, and acknowledging the specific virtuosities of individuals with disabilities in order to challenge ableist notions of virtuosity (Devenish & Hope, 2023; Quigley & MacDonald, 2024). Interesting advances in this theorisation involve highlighting the social and communal aspects of virtuosity (Nicols, 2023; Schedel & Thorpe, 2023; MacDonald et al., in press), but the concept of healthy musical identity has not yet been brought in dialogue with this discussion. This paper introduces a proposal for a new conceptualisation of musical virtuosity that includes skills and competencies not previously residing within the repertoire of what might conventionally be seen to be a musical virtuoso in an institutional context. The music educational perspectives described above are enriched with the concept of healthy musical identities and descriptions of how healthy musical identities are embedded in our conceptualisation of musical virtuosity. We further highlight how this relates to openness for participatory perspectives and decolonisation agendas. While “humble” and “manifesto” are not often found together in the same phrase, these words are selected for particular reasons. “Humble” because we are not claiming a fundamentalist trenchant position, as is often the case with manifestos: but rather seek interdisciplinary dialogue to achieve increased conceptual depth and grounding for an issue that has been raised by various scholars, but still would benefit from conceptual sharpening and renewal through integrating new perspectives. We use the term “manifesto” because we believe these are crucial issues that should be of particular focus within music education agendas and practice rather than secondary vague aspirations, as is still often the case. While we emphasise the emerging and evolving nature of these proposals, there are specific implications relating to how music curricula could incorporate explicit reference to the development of healthy musical identities. This would broaden the range of skills targeted in music education to include those outlined below in our new conception of musical virtuosities for healthy musical identities, leading to the implications given at the end of this paper.



What is a healthy musical identity?

Musical identities can be broadly considered to consist of two complementary aspects, identities in music, which refers to our conceptions of our own musicality; and music in identities, the role that music plays in our broader conceptions of ourselves and how we relate to the world (Hargreaves et al., 2002; MacDonald & Saarikallio, 2022). A healthy musical identity can then be considered to reflect adaptive and salutary accounts considering both of these aspects. Considering identities in music, a healthy musical identity implies that an individual is able to pursue musical engagement (e.g., listening, performing, dancing, co-creating) without recourse to overarching feelings of inadequacy stemming from beliefs about being unmusical or not good enough. Such conception of healthy musical identities aligns particularly with the conception of music as a behaviour that affords competence and agency (Stolp et al., 2022a; Wassrin, 2019). In terms of music in identities, healthy musical identities are inherently linked with the broader adaptive functions and rewards that music can offer in relation to identity construction ranging from personal growth to social relatedness (Mas-Herrero et al., 2013; Schäfer et al., 2013). Turning our attention to musical identities as a focus for music education and as an integral part of conceptualising musical skill and virtuosity allows us to take an ecologically valid and holistic approach to the music education of young people and adults across the life span.

Importantly, musicking and musical identities not only pertain to performing and listening, but include talking, writing and thinking about music. It also includes broader psychological and cultural activities such as the formation and maintenance of friendship groups, places to socialise, internet engagement and family relations (MacDonald et al., 2017). Furthermore, while much has been written about the nature of musical identities over the past 20 years, no one has yet developed a theoretical argument about what constitutes a healthy musical identity and how these healthy musical identities intersect with musical skills and engagement.

The focus on healthy musical identities draws attention to how music intersects with wider social and cultural variables and how musical engagement can have a positive impact upon health and well-being (MacDonald et al., 2017). Importantly, it does not imply that someone will be performing music regularly but rather that they will be engaging with music in a way that they will find satisfying and enjoyable. In contrast, there are a range of issues that can be connected with unhealthy musical identities: performance anxiety and stress and psychological issues related to overwork and professional anxieties in particular (Kenny, 2011; Matei & Ginsborg, 2017). There have also been notions of music sometimes fuelling psychologically unhealthy experiences in general (Saarikallio et al., 2015). Our definition of a healthy musical identity thus intrinsically involves perceiving music as a support, resource, opportunity, and strength; not a burden or a source of stress—an approach that aligns with the resource-oriented views of music as a social affordance (DeNora, 2000).

Healthy musical identities are inextricably linked to wider notions of musicking as influentially defined by Small (1998). For example, musicking includes talking about music, performing music (both formally and informally), and attending concerts. In these contexts, a healthy musical identity would include engaging confidently and enjoyably with music at a level to which an individual feels comfortable. These activities include all types of musicking. Contrastingly, while many individuals are interested in music, they lack the confidence or feel they do not have the natural ability to practically engage in music whether that’s learning a musical instrument or having a detailed conversation about musical tastes, preferences and skills. Music education can endeavour to inculcate a healthy musical identity insofar as individuals feel they are able to engage with musical activities to whatever extent satisfies them. Musical identities are thus conceptualised as something we do rather than something we have. Musical identities are performative and are manifested in all the different types of musicking with which we engage. The nature of musical identities is fundamentally dynamic and situationally embedded (MacDonald & Saarikallio, 2022).

When discussing healthy musical identities in relation to learning, emphasis is placed on the psychological aspects of musical learning; for instance to the compelling evidence showing that motivational aspects are crucial for the development of musical skills (McPherson, 2021). Learning to play an instrument involves dedication and focused practise and engagement, while the motivation to engage in this type of purposeful activity is a complex interplay between many factors including perseverance, passion, support, and gratifying experiences of flourishing in music (Olander & Saarikallio, 2022). A relevant distinction here is the difference between internal and external motivation. Externally motivated activities are undertaken in order to achieve an external reward or avoid punishment (Fischer et al., 2019). For example, piano practise to gain approval from a teacher or parent can lead to an individual being externally motivated. If the rewards or punishments are removed, for instance if the lessons stop, or the teacher is no longer present to praise learner development, then the musical engagement may stop as the learner is externally motivated. Conversely, if the learner sees an intrinsic worth in engaging with music, possibly because they enjoy the activities or have a personal goal they wish to achieve then this type of intrinsic motivation may predict continued engagement with music. Intrinsic motivation aligns with the self-determination theory, which argues that intrinsic motivation is supported by the possibilities to fulfil psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2012). Importantly, addressing music education through the lens of healthy musical identities does not undermine the relevance of learning, practising, and skill development, but highlights the intrinsic relatedness of the learning experiences with motivation, gratification, and well-being.

Music educators can be considered to be the valuable and responsible co-creators of supportive structures that facilitate the development of healthy musical identities that holistically relate to the experiences of learning, agency, empowerment, participation, and well-being (Camlin, 2022; Johansen et al., 2019; Stolp et al., 2022b). Yet, there remains significant challenges for music education globally, since huge swathes of individuals around the world feel intensely ‘unmusical’, despite music playing a significant part of their lives (MacDonald, 2021). Importantly, many people report that they are unable to play music, that they are “tone deaf” or that they come from “an unmusical family”. These unmusical assertions are self-perceptions and thus fundamentally linked to notions of musical identity rather than a lack of musical genes, inherited aptitude or musical potential. For example, age is often mentioned as a barrier to participation and many people believe that they are too old to begin to play music. However, there is evidence to suggest this is not the case (Hays & Minichiello, 2005; Jutras, 2011; Li & Southcott, 2015; Varvarigou et al., 2012) and there are numerous examples of older adults engaging in musical activities for the first time. In these contexts, healthy musical identities pertain to how musical skills intersect with other psychological, social and cultural variables that are inextricably linked to musical engagement.

From a pedagogical perspective, healthy musical identities may involve encouraging engagement in a wide variety of creative activities while adopting an inclusive approach to music making. Healthy musical identity has relevance for practical musical engagement, whether that is singing in a community choir, developing a professional performing career, playing guitar with friends or even having the confidence to sing in the shower. Healthy musical identity will predict continued musical engagement, including listening and/or participation, not only in youth, but across the life span (Wan & Schlaug, 2010). The essential argument here is that music education can explicitly target a broader range of activities, including listening, group work, collaborative creative and cross disciplinary activities in order to develop healthy identities. The construction of a healthy musical identity can therefore be supported through a variety of activities such as composing, making music videos, or bringing music in dialogue with drama, visual arts, and dance. In essence, a key challenge for music education is to fully integrate the versatile human universal musicality into music education, practice and research.



Beyond technical mastery: towards improvisatory, creative, social and motivational aspects of virtuosity

Academic and public conceptions of musical virtuosity lie at the heart of what it means to be a musician (Ginsborg, 2018). In order to address musical identities as a central goal for music education we need to critically reflect the concept of musical virtuosity. For hundreds of years the idealist notion of an expert musician—a musical virtuoso—includes someone (very often a male) who has complete technical command of their instrument (Berstien, 2008). This dexterity evolves from decades of learning and solitary daily practise to culminate in someone who plays fast, fluently and accurately (O’Dea, 2008). These musicians become part of a cultural elite, unattainable for most people. While technical command of any instrument must remain part of music education goals, the weight of cultural expectation upon anyone who wishes to develop a serious musical identity related to performance can often inhibit engagement. Icons like Wynton Marsalis or Maria Callas, who embody these notions of virtuosity, are held up as exemplars of what it means to be a musician. These musicians may well exhibit other types of virtuosities that we will discuss in the following paragraphs; however, our contention is that underpinning world famous musical virtuosi are narrow definitions of musical virtuosity. More importantly, these exemplars inhibit many people from engaging with music. This observation in no way challenges the reality that to sing like Maria Callas (or any professional opera singer) or play the trumpet like Wynton Marsalis (or any professional jazz musician) will take years if not decades of practise. Earlier research has suggested that 10,000 hours of practise are required to reach a professional level of technical skill on an instrument (Sloboda, 2004). While subsequent research has challenged the precise amount of time required to reach a “professional” standard of technical excellence, there is no doubt that years of dedicated practise are required to develop the specific required skills. Broadening our definition of musical excellence will encourage future generations to stay engaged with music and develop healthy musical identities.

In this paper, we propose to reconceptualise what musical virtuosity is when approached through the lens of healthy musical identities. From a multidisciplinary perspective, conceptions of virtuosity is a contested issue (MacDonald, 2021). Art education moved beyond purely craft-based notions of virtuosity to include conceptual and multidisciplinary constructions of what it means to be an artist decades ago (Eisner & Day, 2004). Conceptions of musicianship and musical virtuosity are also becoming rapidly more nuanced, and these developments are linked to how healthy musical identities are constructed. Non-Western idioms and non-classical approaches are continually expanding the horizons of what it means to be a musician and this includes a re-imagining and a re-evaluation of what it means to be good at music. Visual arts education and broader aesthetic concepts within art criticism have moved towards including conceptual innovation and issues of wider cultural engagement (Bresler, 2007). Inclusion of a broader repertoire of skills and competencies has become important also for music education, music psychology, and research on musical creativity (Randles & Burnard, 2023). Trends are emerging that emphasise creation instead of reproduction and social skills instead of technical skills, manifested across a range of music research perspectives, from musical performance and participation (Camlin, 2022; MacDonald & Wilson, 2021) all the way to music cognition and music psychology (Clayton et al., 2020; Keller, 2014; Leongómez et al., 2022; van der Steen et al., 2013).

For example, a recognition of improvisation as a fundamental aspect of all music making (not just jazz music) has helped broaden horizons regarding what it means to be musical (MacDonald & Wilson, 2021). Recent developments in sonic arts practices and education highlights the importance of improvisation as sonic arts practice moves into the mainstream of cultural experiences. An early innovator in developing the importance of improvisational practices in music is pioneering improvising vocalist Maggie Nicols. Tonelli (2015) presents an interview with Maggie Nicols and improvising vocalist Phil Minton where they discuss ideas that underpin notions of what is termed “social virtuosity” being important in musical engagement. In this interview improvisational practices that include nonconventional musicking are highlighted as being crucial. Importantly, Nicols links social virtuosity to ethical musical practices that promote inclusivity and also lie at the heart of social virtuosity. Devenish and Hope (2021) develop this idea of social virtuosity to emphasise the distributed nature of creativity and the importance of integrating new developments such as graphic notation into more traditional conventional approaches to musical notation within sonic arts practice and research.

Music education is currently addressing music making not only as reproduction but also as creation, with creative activities and compositional group work and cross-disciplinary working now being much more common than in previous years (Johansen, 2019; Randles & Burnard, 2023). Furthermore, it is not only that creativity is emphasised, but the very definition of creativity is broadening and there are multiple forms of how creativity can be manifested in a music classroom (Clark & Doffman, 2017; Hargreaves et al., 2012) or how it is approached in music and health contexts (Huhtinen-Hildén & Isola, 2019). These accounts point out that musical creativity is not only about creation and integration of musical ideas, but it inherently involves social practices and extra-musical meanings that are being intertwined as elements of musical creation processes.

Participatory perspectives on music making have also been raising the notion of musicking as fundamentally interactive, social, and relational (Camlin, 2022). Music making and music education can be approached as co-creational and compassionate social practice (Hendricks, 2018). Music is by definition a social activity and a significant amount of time during music making is spent in collaboration with others. This collaboration can take many forms such as collaboration of compositional practices and collaboration in performance, rehearsal and preparations (Barrett et al., 2021). These trends in music education research perfectly align with an increasing interest of music cognition and music psychology research to approach musical behaviour and musical skill not as a capacity residing in one person’s head but essentially in the interaction between individuals; in interpersonal alignment, coordination, anticipation, and adaptation of musical expression in ensemble play (Clayton et al., 2020; Keller, 2014; Keller et al., 2014; van der Steen & Keller, 2013). These collaborative activities are a vital part of a musician’s repertoire of skills and a specific virtuosity that may develop via prolonged engagement with music. Thus, collaborative virtuosity may well be a discrete skill that can be developed for musicians across their education and professional career.

The inclusion of social and creative aspects in musical virtuosity also aligns with the evolutionary (Dissanayake, 2008; Leongómez, 2022) and developmental (Trevarthen, 1980; Trondalen, 2019, 2023) perspectives that address the essence of music and its evolutionary significance for humans. According to these accounts the existence of music is grounded in non-verbal communication, intersubjectivity, and social bonding. One could argue that the fundamental aspects of music are its social-interactive, creative, and self-expressive affordances, while the technical skills of music perception and production are secondary manifestations of these primary functions of music. Related argumentation has been proposed for instance by Sciaviao and colleagues (2017) who suggest that there is a shift during infancy from the developmentally earlier protomusicality (of emotionally relevant interaction) to teleomusicality (of exploring and playing with sounds). It has also been proposed that the skills relating to the emotional communication and use of music should be integrated with conceptual understanding of musical competence (Saarikallio, 2018, 2019). These considerations have direct relevance for the practices of music education. Indeed, Young (2016) notes that in early music education in particular there has been a trend towards emphasising a broader understanding of a child’s musical competence in terms of its adaptive functions, motivated by the anthropological and evolutionary perspectives that emphasise the adaptive role of rhythmic synchronisation for prosocial behaviour.

These conceptual trends relate to societal changes. Diversifying music education practice and research is an urgent imperative globally. In the UK for example, those with protected characteristics as defined by the 2010 Equality Act are underrepresented in the artistic field. These include age, disability, gender reassignment, pregnancy and maternity, race, religion, sex and sexual orientation. Research that investigates how those working in music can consider artistic strategies and effective ways to accommodate diverse identities can create wider access for those with protected characteristics and help diversify musical practices globally. Person-centred, participatory research approaches that include musicians with protected characteristics and investigate their experiences can help instigate change from an evidence-based perspective. Music educational institutions and cultural organisations are increasingly placing creativity as a key feature of outreach work (MacGlone et al., 2020). A number of artistic approaches to diversifying music education have emerged, where there is potential to tackle issues of politics, gender, race, economics, environment, and community using creative activities (Bartleet & Woolcock, 2023; MacDonald & Wilson, 2020).

However, academic discussions can be controversial and tense with historical hegemonies (politics, gender, genre, etc.) often influencing the debate (Johansen et al., 2019). For example, fixed conventions and views of creativity found in Western classical music can provide the lens through which music is taught, practised and then conceptualised, privileging existing hierarchies (Johansen et al., 2019; Lewis, 1996). In Scotland, over 50% of musicians from an ethnic minority background (we use this term to refer to all ethnic groups except White British individuals) felt that their ethnicity was a barrier to career progression (Creative Scotland, 2017). Lack of understanding about the cultural themes of artists’ work was the most common reason given (Creative Scotland, 2017). Therefore, investigating ways forward is an important priority post-COVID. For example, ethnic minority communities have been disproportionately affected by COVID-19 and evidence for the exclusion of those with protected characteristics from academic discourse and practice in music has also been outlined (Kirby, 2020; Mwamba & Johansen, 2021). Issues of intersectionality therefore remain a research priority (Hess, 2019b).

With these issues in mind, Lewis (2020) proposes “8 difficult steps” towards decolonising contemporary music. These suggestions can clearly contribute to discussion, action and evaluation for many types of musical engagement and include: moving beyond friendship groups to reach and include new communities; explicitly prioritising diversity in all educational contexts via research, commissioning and hiring strategies and policies; emphasising internationalisation by working on international collaborations which inform and support each other; encouraging media discussions of decolonisation and publicly articulating plans for how practices will be decolonised. These measures will positively affect changes in musical identities, develop our ideas of what musical virtuosities are, and help achieve a broadening of cultural perspectives and practices within institutions and beyond.



A framework of New Musical Virtuosities for Healthy Musical Identities

The aforementioned trends in music research suggest that a new understanding of musical virtuosity is emerging and needed. Drawn from these considerations, and approaching musical virtuosity particularly through the lens of healthy musical identities, we propose a conceptual framework of New Musical Virtuosities. This framework is grounded on the idea that musical virtuosity is fundamentally about a healthy musical identity, not reliant on a particular skill but rather on the holistic presence of what it means to engage in music, be musical, and have a musical identity. The framework is influenced by prior literature on musical identities and the participatory and creative accounts that have begun to broaden the understanding of what it means to be a virtuoso in music. Below we present the contents of the framework in detail, and in dialogue with concrete examples.
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Figure 1: Framework for New Musical Virtuosities for Healthy Musical Identities
The framework for New Musical Virtuosities for Healthy Musical Identities is illustrated in Figure 1. At the core of the framework is a proposition to conceptually reconsider the essence of what musical virtuosity is: It is not only technical but also social and creative by nature. From this it follows that on the behavioural level we can observe a wide range of visible manifestations of such virtuosity, including creative and collaborative acts of musicking. All of these behaviours and aspects of virtuosity are mutually influential and important for the creation of musical identities towards healthy musical identities.

The three aspects of musical virtuosity—social virtuosity, creative virtuosity, and technical virtuosity—can be conceptualised as three discrete terms. However, it is important to note that there may be overlap. Creative virtuosity can include skills that are involved in interacting and collaborating creatively, producing new work and generating new ideas. Of course, creativity in itself is an ambiguous term and there is a considerable amount of literature and research investigating the social and psychological foundations of creativity (e.g. Csikszentmihalyi, 2014; Kaufman, 2016). For the purposes of this paper, we take a broad definition of creativity and suggest that it pertains to all activities involved in the generation and performance of new artistic work. Historical accounts of creativity in Western music are dominated by singular individuals (usually male) and these accounts address creativity as an internal quality that some individuals have more of and others less. However, the reality of music making is that it predominantly occurs in groups. In this respect, creativity can also be viewed as a social quality and music making is an excellent example of distributed creativity. Thus, concerning the framework of new virtuosities for healthy musical identities, it is important to also emphasise the distributed nature of creativity (Clark & Doffman, 2018).

When we move to social virtuosity the focus shifts more on the social skills, interpersonal communication, group interactions, and specific strategies and knowledge that facilitate effective communication across different social contexts. Listening skills, sensitive nonverbal communication skills, or empathic interactions facilitating an enhanced understanding of others, may all be seen as components of social virtuosity. Yet, it should be clear that while creative virtuosity and social virtuosity perhaps emphasise different specific behaviours and outcomes, there may be overlap between what could be termed socially virtuosic and creatively virtuosic. Finally, technical virtuosity includes skills that can be considered to be conventionally required by an elite musician, including for example advanced motor coordination, precise musical perception, rhythmic awareness, melodic awareness and reading abilities. Yet, while a single behaviour of playing an instrument can be defined as what one might call technical virtuosity of a single individual, the act of using these technical skills in playing or improvising together in a group is also fundamentally an act of social and creative virtuosity (MacDonald & Wilson, 2020; Siljamäki, 2022; van der Steen & Keller, 2013). From this perspective there is an inherent overlap between all of the three concepts.

At the behavioural level we can observe a range of specific activities involved in the integration of social, creative, and technical virtuosities. For example, in order to sing virtuosically, not only must an individual have accurate listening skills, very sensitive control of their vocal cords, understanding of timbre tonality, and how emotional expression can be imbued by the control of various muscles and anatomical features of the body, but they must also understand aspects of the context in which they are singing, the audience, who are they performing with, how to interact with other musicians who are part of the group and/or how to navigate singing with a conductor. These types of behavioural level acts and skills, whether it is singing, playing the drums, or composing, involve an integration of the three broad categories of social, creative and technical virtuosity.

Another good example of a behaviour that illustrates the integration of social, creative, and technical aspects of virtuosity is the capacity to make decisions. A considerable amount of time is spent by musicians in making decisions. When to start, when to stop, how loud to play, what timbral qualities to infuse into particular notes and patterns. Indeed one theory of improvisation suggests decision making is a primary and defining aspect of improvisation and that improvisation is at the heart of music making (MacDonald & Wilson, 2021). A related model called, The Adaptation an Anticipation Model (Keller, 2014; van der Steen & Keller, 2013) zooms into the temporal sensorimotor coordination between ensemble musicians, emphasising adaptation and anticipation as critical skills of music making. These types of decisions also expand to compositional, rehearsal and preparatory activities and involve a range of social and creative processes. Thus, decision making is an example of a discrete skill that musicians can develop and should take its place among contemporary virtuosities.

Musical participation is also not only concerned with playing but also listening. Indeed, working in ensembles involves sensitive listening skills, whether that is in a classical orchestra, a jazz band or a rock band. Musicians need to be keenly aware of what others are playing and make musical decisions based upon these listening practices. Music listening is perhaps typically considered a skill and a type of expertise that particularly relates to informal musicking of non-musicians (e.g., Lamont & Greasley, 2011), but the skill of listening is actually needed and will develop during both formal and informal, both solitary and shared, musical engagement. Listening virtuosity can be considered as a discrete type of skill that can be developed to a high level in an experienced musician.

In summary, the proposed framework introduces the term “new virtuosities” and proposes that musical virtuosity includes three interrelated categories that underpin what it means to be virtuosic and also lie at the heart of discrete behavioural manifestations of virtuosities such as singing, composing, collaborating, dancing, performing, etc. All these activities involve social, creative, and technical aspects of virtuosity and having a broad definition of musical virtuosity can help inculcate what we have termed healthy musical identities. These features contribute to defining music as social, interactive, collaborative, and cultural and offer a framework for how the development of a healthy musical identity can be supported by and integrated into music educational practice. The framework of new musical virtuosities for healthy musical identities grows from recent trends of music research with creative, social, and participatory perspectives achieving increasing attention, yet it takes this discussion one step further by integrating these perspectives into the very definition of musical virtuosity. Fundamental to the proposed framework are not its exact components: further empirical work is needed for their refinement. Instead, at the heart of the framework is a shift of perspective in conceptualising what it means to be musically virtuosic; the new virtuoso holds a broad variety of social, creative, and technical skills that fundamentally support the construction of healthy musical identities for us all.



Implications of a new virtuosity and healthy musical identity framework for research and practice

While the importance of music to holistic growth and social behaviour has been acknowledged and appreciated across a wide range of research literature in music and music education, participatory and creative aspects have not previously been conceptually emphasised as directly being musical skills and competences (Hargreaves, 1996; Stefani, 1987). This lack of emphasis has kept these important perspectives on the sidelines of music education, treated as additional rewards, secondary outputs, or transfer effects of musical practice. Conceptualising social and creative aspects of musicking as the core aspects of musical virtuosity changes this picture. Aspects of protomusicality (Sciaviao et al., 2017), non-verbal communication (Leongómez, 2022), performance of relationships (Camlin, 2021) and emotional competences (Saarikallio, 2018) no longer serve as only positive impacts but as defining skills and competencies of virtuosic musicking. Healthy musical identities become highlighted as the fundamental aim of research and practice, and the ideal of a musical virtuoso expands towards and leans into an increasingly holistic, dialogical, and inclusive one.

The new framework resonates well with recent developments in music, health and well-being perspectives where there has been a huge growth of interest in how music engagement contributes to health (Fancourt & Finn, 2019; MacDonald et al., 2012). Researchers and practitioners working with the young have identified numerous ways in which music can support students’ social-emotional development and identity construction (McFerran et al., 2019). It is important to consider health promotion and musical learning as essentially dialogical, and mutually inclusive ones and not separate (or even contradictory) areas of experience. The framework of new musical virtuosities for healthy musical identities aligns with learner-centred approaches to education (Huhtinen-Hildén & Pitt, 2018) and offers possibilities for further dialogue across perspectives of education and health promotion.

Shifting the conceptualisation of musical virtuosity towards a greater emphasis on social and creative aspects has direct implications for the objectives and practices of music education (MacDonald et al., in press). The way musical skill and virtuosity is defined becomes visible in how music lessons are structured, activities appreciated, and assessments conducted. One practical example of a pedagogical innovation for creating spaces for collaborative learning in music is a project called the Music Tower, developed by Mikko Myllykoski (2019). Music Tower is a technology-based learning environment, particularly designed to support student-centred, collaborative, and creative musicking. Other examples of the practical implications of the preceding discussion regarding healthy musical identities and new virtuosities may include class activities that incorporate a broader range of creative skills and challenges. This resonates well with increasing interest of music educators in addressing a pluralistic view of music as an act of multimodal group creativity (Randles & Burnard, 2023). Examples of this could include setting creative projects and encouraging students to engage in multidisciplinary activities incorporating movement and music where the output is not specified. Projects could involve students creating a film with dancers, or musicians or students creating a new board game that involves musical instructions and performances (MacDonald & Wilson, 2021). The key point here is to give students the opportunity to engage with a broad range of critical, creative and social skills encompassing what we call new virtuosities and emphasising that there is no correct answer may help inculcate healthy musical identities. Such developments advocate the inclusion of creativity in the contemporary conceptualisations of musical skill and virtuosity (Hargreaves et al., 2012).

New ways of conceptualising virtuosity, skill, and competence also have direct implications on how to assess, grade and mark students’ work. Some challenges may emerge in assessing the new virtuosities, since there exists a multitude of perceptions among teachers, for instance, of how to define creativity: it can be manifested in a learning style of a student, in a type of a group process of musical creation, or in the originality of the end result (Odena & Welch, 2012). This raises the question to what extent precise marking schemes are beneficial for developing not only students’ skills, but also healthy musical identities. Perhaps grading schemes that are less intricate (e.g., pass, fail, merit) and encourage engagement and self-directed learning are more beneficial to developing healthy music identities than awarding students a precise mark out of 100 for numerous individual assessments. Regardless, assessment schemes should not include only one type of virtuosity but be inclusive of the holistic conceptualisation of musical virtuosity. Possible avenues in this area also consist of integration of students’ perceptions and peer-assessment procedures. Such accounts fluently align with the recent participatory models of research, which emphasize the need for the research participants to be included in all aspects of the research process from planning through to dissemination (MacGlone et al., 2022).

Indeed, participatory models of research can also be at the heart of the developments of further refining our understanding of the proposed new virtuosities. Ilari (2020) argues that there is a need for a closer dialogue between music educators and psychology researchers: psychological interventions demonstrate that music education contributes to many areas of child development that are relevant to healthy musical identities, yet these studies often lack qualitative insight on how the practice of music education can be developed for reaching these outcomes (Ilari and Habibi, 2023). Furthermore, Varner (2018) argues that music educators and parents are still largely unaware of the distinct contributions that music has been shown to have on improved emotional, intellectual, and social areas of cognition. One solution is that music education would embrace participatory models of research to include research participants in all stages of the research process. These new models of research seek to challenge the hegemonic power dynamics between researcher and participant, and this is particularly important within music education research as we seek to develop ecologically valid research that responds to contemporary priorities (MacGlone et al., 2022). For example, in many cases the voice of the participant, very often young people, can only be accessed via conventional focus groups and interview research yet the design of an experiment crucially influences the type of data analysis and conclusion drawn. Including participants in all stages of the research process may help generate ecologically valid results and also contribute to the developing healthy music identities of everyone involved in musical engagement. Music education research would benefit from including research participants, possibly as “lay researchers”, to provide insights and interpretations not possible for more experienced researchers, thus strengthening the relevance of findings.

There are numerous modes of participatory research offering varying types of collaboration between academic researchers and outside communities. This includes ad hoc collaboration where researchers informally collaborate with stakeholders through to full institutional commitment and collaboration where research participants may be on advisory committees and co-authors on research outputs (McLean et al., 1993). Community-based participatory research (CBPR) approach, which also challenges the conventional relationship between researcher and participants moving from research “on” to research “with” communities (Hacker, 2013). Laes and Westerlund (2018) investigated student teachers’ perceptions of teaching, proposing that music education needs to expand ideas of professionalism and how expertise is conceptualised. These new approaches to research can help us understand how new virtuosities function with the broader landscape of music participants and can help inculcate more healthy musical identities.

The new conceptualisation of musical virtuosity may also provide fruitful perspectives to the wider accessibility and decolonisation of music education. Arguments presented above emphasise the importance of decolonising music education (Lewis, 2022) so that all musical genres, types and practices are afforded equivalent status, with an emphasis on racial, gender and social equality. These developments have also necessitated a re-imagining of what music virtuosities may be. This links with broader discussions of ownership and access, suggesting that it is crucial to offer a broad access to music education, for old and young, to those with and without technical mastery, and advocate for inclusive approaches to musical engagement.

Broadening our definition of virtuosity allows a renegotiation of the hegemonic power hierarchies at play with music and indeed the wider cultural industries (Lewis, 2022). Collaboration can be viewed as a fundamental aspect of not only musical engagement but all creative activities (Barrett et al., 2021). If we can re-imagine what virtuosity may entail in terms of collaboration, we may be able to open the concept of virtuosity even beyond the context of musicking. Musicians, artists, dancers, writers, filmmakers are all expected to collaborate and to be truly virtuosic within a contemporary context that necessitates an advanced ability to collaborate in social creative contexts. Considering broader definitions of virtuosity facilitates a comparison between different disciplines in terms of what it means to be virtuosic. The proposed framework therefore is not a fixed model, but rather a change in perspective, an inclusive invitation to negotiate and grow together.



Recommendations

The preceding paragraphs suggest that developing healthy musical identities should lie at the heart of music education practice and that the new conceptualisation of virtuosity can help us achieve these goals. As a conclusion of the paper, we return to the humble manifesto and propose the following key points:


• Music education should encourage the development of healthy musical identities. Musical identities are embodied, situated, and dynamic and include both listening to music and practical musical engagement. The development of healthy musical identities as a goal for music education will facilitate engagement with music across the life span.

• Music education should embrace new musical virtuosities. New musical virtuosities include a range of skills and competences that move beyond the traditional craft-based approaches to teaching music. Skills such as collaborating, group work, creative engagement, listening and the wider socio/relational aspect of music making are central to new musical virtuosities.

• Music education should integrate participatory models of research and incorporate decolonisation agendas. Including research participants and other “stakeholders” in all stages of the research process will significantly enhance the ecological reliability and validity of research findings and enhance their impact.



The humble manifesto presented in the current paper is motivated by a desire to offer music education a vibrant and holistic viewpoint to what music and music education is and how the discipline can be renewed through conceptual renegotiation. The new virtuosities for healthy musical identities framework encourages interdisciplinary dialogue and participatory knowledge creation, but essentially highlights music education as a discipline that lies at the very heart of humanity.
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