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Merit-based Exclusion in Finnish Music Schools123

Abstract:
In this article I analyse merit-based exclusion in Finnish music schools for children and young people. I base my study

on my earlier research on meritocracy and written data collected online from current and former music school students

in the autumn and winter of 2015–2016. I am able to show there are implicit and explicit merit-based hierarchies in the

music school. The hierarchies and exclusion are shown to be connected to the institution’s meritocratic features. As the

hierarchies are merit-based, it is hard to question them. The hierarchies justify excluding students from certain practices

such as performances. These practices are in fact learning opportunities, as has been established by earlier research. In

addition to this, the hierarchies also influence students’ view of their potential and this combined with limited learning

opportunities hinders their development. The hierarchies thus produce self-fulfilling prophecies of the students’

advancement. This is how the meritocratic system can in fact produce the failure it pretends only to reflect.

1 Introduction

The article analyses merit-based exclusion in Finnish music schools for children and young people.

I base my study on my earlier research on meritocracy (Elmgren, 2015; 2018) and written data

collected online from current and former music school students in the autumn and winter of 2015–

2016. I analyse the data from the point of view of theory-driven qualitative content analysis

(Alasuutari, 2012), using my previously built framework on meritocracy as the theoretical

foundation. I ask whether there are implicit or explicit hierarchies in the music school, and what

they are based on, and study the students’ experiences of hierarchies and the exclusion they cause. I

aim to show that the hierarchies and exclusion are connected to the institution’s meritocratic

features. ‘Meritocracy’ usually refers to a form of government. In this article, I use the term in its

adjectival form as a descriptive concept that refers to practices and mindsets aimed at distributing

recognition, other social goods and/or resources based on individuals’ merits.

1 I want to thank Anita Kangas, Marja-Leena Juntunen, Alain Caillé, Emmanuel Renault, Jenny Säilävaara, Tiina Sihto
and Armi Mustosmäki for their insightful comments and encouragement during the writing of this article.
2 This article is part of my compilation dissertation that concerns principles of meritocracy and meritocratic practices
from a philosophical point of view. This fourth and concluding article is an empirical application of theoretical work I
have prepared in my other articles.
3 This publication has been undertaken as part of the ArtsEqual research initiative, financed by the Academy of
Finland’s Strategic Research Council of the Academy of Finland from its Equality in Society program (project number
293199).
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1.1 The Finnish Music School System

By music school, I refer to partly state-funded Finnish institutions of musical education for children

and the young (approximately 6–18-year-olds) that offer music studies as an extracurricular activity

and form part of the Basic Education in the Arts. There are 96 music schools in Finland (Suomen

musiikkioppilaitosten liitto 2017). In total, 4.6% of 7–19-year-olds take part in music education (in

some parts of Finland, the participation rate is as high as 7.9%) (Aluehallintovirasto, 2012).4 The

Association of Finnish Music Schools is part of the European Music School Union (Riediger,

Eicker, & Koops, 2010).

The music schools follow the national core curriculum for the Basic Education in the Arts5 , which

is a curriculum framework formulated by the Finnish National Agency for Education (Alt,

Enakimio, Meriluoto, and Rodionoff, 2017). Music schools have a strong standing in the Finnish art

education and several laws regulate their status. The first law concerning music schools is from

1968 (see Kangas & Halonen, 2015, pp. 199–200). The Basic Education in the Arts includes

different fields of the arts and is, by law, target-oriented, advancing from one level to another and

organized primarily for children and the young. In addition, it gives the student the ready ability to

express oneself and apply for professional training in one’s respective field (Law concerning basic

education in the arts, 1998/633.)

In music schools, students advance through course examinations to complete diplomas for their

studies. Education is carried out as instrument lessons (most often one-on-one tuition) and other

related studies. The schools create the curricula themselves within the national framework. Most of

the music schools concentrate on Western classical music, with some of them also teaching a so-

called pop/jazz curriculum as well as the classical one. In many music schools, students are chosen

based on an entrance examination. The acceptance rate is approximately 50% (Kangas & Halonen,

2015, p. 203).

4 The basic education of arts in music is also provided outside music schools (e.g. in community colleges), but music
schools are the focus of this study.

5 On should pay attention that the basic education (the ‘regular’ school system) and basic education in the arts (of
which music schools are a part) are two distinct systems. Music is taught in Finnish schools for all the pupils as part of
the curriculum, alongside mathematics, Finnish, foreign languages etc. The music school system that is the topic of
this article is distinct from these regular schools. To put it simply: everyone goes to regular school, and in addition,
some go to music school in the afternoons to get further music education.
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Finnish music schools are now going through a curriculum change, and many of the problematic

issues pointed out here have been addressed in the new curriculum framework (Opetushallitus,

2017a; 2017b). This study provides further knowledge for policymakers and music school teachers

on the exclusive practices that students have faced, but also ways to create more inclusion, a joy of

music and feelings of belonging.

1.2 Research on Music Schools in Finland and Elsewhere

Music students are most often researched in music education studies. The foci of these studies have

been, for example, students’ learning practices. For instance, Esslin-Peard & Shorrocks, (2017)

consider the differences in learning practices between British and Chinese university level music

students. Dalagna (2016) has studied the effects of mentoring on desired artistic outcomes in music

performance. Burnard’s research (2012 & 2013) concentrates on developing creativity in music

education whereas Chaffin, Imreh, Lemieux, & Chen (2003) study piano practice as expert problem

solving. Another prevalent way of studying music students are questions relating to playing

ergonomics (see e.g. Martín López & Farías Martínez, 2013; Bruno, Lorusso, & L’Abbate, 2008).

The music institutions and their atmospheres and practices have hardly been studied at all. Closer to

my approach are Rosie Perkins (2013a; 2013b) who has studied the effects of hierarchies in music

education, and Alison Davies (2004) with an emphasis on the presumed meritocracy of music

education. Henry Kingsbury (1988) has analysed in particular the role of talent in music education

in a conservatory in the United States. The works of Perkins, Davies and Kingsbury are all

ethnographic case studies at single institutions (see also Nettl, 1995 and Froehlich, 2002), and as

such, rather narrow in scope.

It has been difficult to find comparable studies related to pre-college music education, because the

differences between national education systems are notable. Music education institutions are not

routinely studied internationally either (Perkins, 2013a). In the Finnish context the only somewhat

comparable study is by Tuovila (2003), where she examines 7–13-year-old music school students

(n=66) and their views of studying in four music schools in Helsinki, as well as the musical

practices in those institutions.

1.3 On Meritocracy
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Literally, meritocracy means the ‘rule of the merited’ and refers to a form of government. It is a

neologism coined by Michael Young (1958) in his book The Rise of Meritocracy. The principle,

however, is much older; the idea of a society organized based on merit first appeared in Confucius’

thought (Yearley, 2002, 247) and it can be argued that Plato (1999) and Aristotle (2005) also

supported meritocracy. Nowadays, meritocracy manifests itself in meritocratic procedures, such as

meritocratic selection in hiring or the general principle that people in higher positions ought to be

there due to merit rather than because of money, influence or family connections.

With good reason, merit-based procedures of exclusion can be considered fair. The principle of

merit is seen as a refusal of injustices (e.g., nepotism), and it reflects the ideal that all human beings

are born equal (Girardot, 2011, p. 38). It justifies excluding those who do not fit certain criteria in a

certain situation (i.e. who are not meritorious enough). For instance, it is clearly justifiable to

exclude non-qualified surgeons from the operating room. From this commonplace understanding,

however, things get more complex. Once meritocracy is introduced in a given situation, it makes

exclusion available and justified. Exclusion is still a choice that concerns values, not a necessity. It

may harm the excluded ones, and the risk of exclusion also affects those who are included.

An example of a meritocratic exclusion in music schools is the entrance examination: only people

with certain merits (qualifications, propensities, abilities, characteristics, etc.) are accepted. Those

who are excluded do not get the chance to learn the things the institution offers to those who pass

the exam. The exclusion follows from an assessment of their potential. The excluded person is

thought to not have what it takes to complete the education. However, this is not a fact but an

assessment and a prediction. As an evaluator, Henry Kingsbury (1988) elegantly described this: ‘I

was … asked not just for musical evaluation but for divination’ (p. 64).

Meritocratic procedures and ethos relate to hierarchy (Rhodes & Bloom, 2012). In principle,

meritocratic procedures treat everyone as equals and individuals rather than as representatives of

their families, for example. However, in meritocratic selections, the underlying thought is that

everyone is not equal because the attempt is to select some over others. The goal of the procedure is

to find out the differences between people that will (supposedly) determine who to justifiably hire

for a given position or accept in a given institution. The hierarchy this creates is accepted as a given.

Because the hierarchy is based on a meritocratic procedure, it is considered fair and unproblematic.

Even if it is not—that is, if the people chosen by such a procedure prove to be unworthy of their
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position—it does not mean that the ideal of meritocracy and the hierarchy it is thought to be capable

of justifying are questioned.

Rhodes and Bloom (2012) have argued that there is a cultural fantasy of hierarchies: ‘Crucially, it is

… this constant disappointment [with inept people in power positions], which ironically organizes

and reproduces us as subjects of desire to this cultural fantasy of hierarchy.’ (p. 163). The same can

be said of meritocracy, which Rhodes and Bloom list as one of the most important modern liberal

and capitalist ideals. The apparent lack of merit in candidates chosen by a supposedly meritocratic

procedure does not raise the question of whether power should be allocated by merit; it only proves

that the process is biased. The ideals of justified hierarchy and meritocracy both only gain strength

from failure. It is precisely because of injustice that it seems more important to try harder to realize

true meritocracy. Meritocracy is considered inherently fair. However, the exclusion it justifies can

still be problematic.

1.4 Meritocracy in the Context of Music School

In music schools, the meritocratic element is most visibly present in the form of the entrance

examination. Also, those who succeed best in the course examinations get the best grades (Kangas

& Halonen, 2015). In addition to this, there is a tendency to divide the students into those with

exceptional talent, the mediocre ones, and even those whose studies the institution wishes to cut

short due to their poor results (Kangas & Halonen, 2015, 204).

A meritocratic order is interpreted to be working if there is no clear conflict between the merits of

the accepted and excluded: if the ones left outside are not, for instance, great musicians. If the

results of the students shunned by the institution are bad and the ones who it appreciates are good, it

is often interpreted as a logical consequence of the students’ individual abilities, which the

institution simply brings out. I wish to challenge this interpretation. It can be argued that the system

of division and branding partly creates the differences in skills and reinforces original differences;

in other words, it risks creating self-fulfilling prophecies.

Alison Davies (2004) has analysed the (supposed) meritocracy of one conservatory. She points out

that middle-class students question the meritocracy less often than more mature students and

students with a working-class background. They think that social factors also play a part in who is

viewed as ‘talented’ in the conservatory. In accordance with this, my mostly middle-class
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respondents hardly question the justification of merit-based procedures, even when they see they do

not benefit from them.

In this article, I argue that there are hierarchizing, merit-based practices in music schools. The

hierarchies manifest, for example, in practices that exclude some students and include others.

Although the hierarchies may be tacit, the students are aware of them and of their own standing in

them. They interpret their standing in the hierarchy as a reliable assessment of their merits: their

skills, level of talent, and/or potential. Due to being merit-based, hierarchies are considered

justified, and hence the system of merit-based hierarchies is capable of producing self-fulfilling

prophecies of the students’ development.

2 Research Questions, Data and Methods

In a meritocratic framework such as an institution, inclusion and exclusion usually work through

implicit or explicit hierarchies. Therefore, the research questions are:

1. What kinds of hierarchies, if any, are there in music schools?

2. What are the hierarchies based on?

3. How do the possible hierarchies affect the students’ experiences of music school

and possibilities of learning?

2.1 The Data

The survey data for the research project were collected during the late autumn of 2015 and winter of

2016. It was gathered online through a call for writings on a Jyväskylä University webpage, which

was distributed mostly via Facebook and some mailing lists. The survey consisted of an

introductory text, a short survey concerning background information and a space in which the

respondents could recount their experiences. The scope of the inquiry was limited to the last 20

years, namely, to people who had studied in music schools during the years 1995–2015. There were

117 usable answers.6

6 One respondent had not studied during 1995–2015, one did not indicate the time of study and considering their age
had most likely not studied during that time. They were thus disqualified. One did not leave any background
information, so their (short) answer was not considered.
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Sixty-nine per cent of the respondents were aged between 21 and 30. Only 12.8% of the

respondents were men, so making conclusive comparisons between genders is not possible. Most of

the participants (78.6%) evaluated the income level of their family as middle, 18.8% evaluated it as

low and 2.6% as high. Based on the families’ income level and the respondents’ and their parents’

education level (Figure 1), it seems that respondents mostly came from middle-class or upper-class

families.

 Figure 1: Parents’ education

2.2 Method
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included by their instrument teacher could feel like an outcast during music theory lessons or in

orchestra practice, or vice versa. Positive and negative feelings also seem to alternate during the

years of studying in music school, due to, for example, the teacher changing or varying practices,

such as voluntary activities becoming compulsory.

Studying experiences is not a self-evident task. The concept experience is not ‘innocent’; it is

already an interpretation by the person verbalizing their experience and by the researcher analysing

it (Säilävaara, 2017; Saresma, 2010). I searched for depictions of different situations and practices

that were related to inclusion and exclusion and classified them according to patterns that I was able

to extract from them. Following Saresma (2010), my analysis aims at elucidating how the

experiences of exclusion form, and what sorts of situations and practices are described in relation to

exclusion. The longest and most reflective answers mostly came from people who had already

ended their music studies some years ago. The temporal distance may have enabled them to gain

more perspective on their years in music school, but it also means that questions of memory come

into play. Also, some experiences may appear more meaningful after the studies have been

completed.

2.3 Limitations of the Study

As the information and invitation to participate was distributed online, anyone fitting the description

of ‘studied in a Finnish music school between the years 1995–2015’ was invited to take part. The

survey was mostly distributed through Facebook, which means that most of the respondents were

active Facebook users. The lack of male participation (less than 13%) in the survey follows partly

from the fact that fewer boys (approximately 1/3) than girls go to music school (Aluehallintovirasto,

2012). The majority of respondents represented middle or upper classes. To study the role of gender

or social class in music school, another set of data collection is needed.

3 Excluding Practices and Mindsets

In Section 3.1, I track and classify the depictions of hierarchizing practices that the respondents

have shared. In Section 3.2, I analyse how being considered talented can be invoked to work as a

self-evident way to create a ‘natural’ hierarchy among the students. I trace how of being positioned

and/or positioning oneself in the hierarchy affects the students’ views of themselves as musicians,

their motivation, and sometimes even career choices.
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3.1 Hierarchies

It would be easy to think of meritocratic exclusion simply in terms of who is accepted into the

music school and who is not, on the clear basis of the exclusion of the entrance examination.

Meritocratic exclusion, however, can continue after that through explicit and implicit hierarchy-

building. The ones included are higher in the hierarchy than the ones who feel excluded. Exclusion

from higher places in the hierarchy is an ongoing, tacit process. Even without explicit exclusion, the

process may lead a student to exclude themselves – with the result that they end their studies in the

music school or conclude that becoming a professional musician is impossible for them.

Due to the connection between meritocracy and hierarchy (see Section 1.3), I wanted to study how

the concept of hierarchy resonated with the respondents. I mentioned it in the call for writings, and

14.2% respondents wrote about it. In this section I have concentrated on studying whether the

respondents had experienced hierarchies in music school and how the hierarchies were justified.

According to Perkins (2013), the hierarchies of the institution and each student’s position in them

play an important part in ‘what and how’ the students learn. The chances of learning are thus very

different for students who are higher and lower in the hierarchies. My findings provide further

confirmation of Perkins’ results and demonstrate how differences in opportunities develop already

at early stages of music education.

According to the respondents, the hierarchies were based on differences in the perceived skills of

the students. Due to this, I argue that hierarchies are meritocratic. The analysis shows that there are

implicit and explicit hierarchies in music schools. The respondents were often aware of their own

standing in them. The division into those who are included and those who are excluded was not

necessarily (or even often) officially or explicitly made. Yet the perception of who was included

and who was not was often, if not always, shared. The students higher in the hierarchies seem to

gain confidence from their position, but for the ones who are lower, the opposite is true: both their

confidence and motivation drop.

The hierarchies organize what Alison Davies (2004) calls the learning processes of the music

school. In concordance with Davies’ findings, also in Finnish music schools the ones who are left

out of concerts or advanced orchestras are excluded from learning processes, meaning that they do

not have access to all the educational opportunities the institution offers to the included ones.
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Hierarchies can be divided into four subclasses: 1) hierarchies among students of the same teacher

(favouritism); 2) hierarchies among students who play the same instrument; 3) hierarchies on the

level of the whole music school; and 4) hierarchies among teachers.

27-year-old Hanna explains the system of hierarchy between the students of their teacher: ‘There

was a clear hierarchy among the … pupils: … one … [who] was to become a professional

musician, the teacher’s favourite; … we, the good players … [who] competed for our place in the

ranking; … the unmotivated ones, who quit the hobby quickly; and the new beginners.’ The

respondent feels that the hierarchy stemmed from the ‘teacher’s attitude’ towards the students.

Katja (aged 30) writes that her teacher had a favourite, a girl who was ‘evidently talented’, whom

the teacher would put ‘on a pedestal’. Three other respondents describe themselves as ‘mediocre’.

This may tell of a comparison between the students, but it also reflects their views of their level of

talent or skills on a broader level.

The depictions of hierarchy are often static, like the ones above. Once established, the respondents

seem to expect certain kinds of results of themselves based on their place in the hierarchy.

Hierarchy thus seems to hinder the respondents’ conception of their potential and prevents them

from setting more ambitious goals.

Competition among the same teacher’s students may widen to cover all the students of the same

instrument. Lotta describes: ‘I played in the best string orchestra of the music school’, which

indicates that not all string players were accepted as members of that group. Leeni mentions that

‘the most demanding orchestras’ had not included her when she was younger. The hierarchies of

this level can also be created by the practice of allocating a certain level of students to certain

teachers. Consequently, students make interpretations of their own place in the music school based

on these divisions.

Hierarchies can be created not only in student/teacher relations but also by subtle, institution-level

messages, such as the performance order of the players in student concerts. Several respondents

from different music schools mention this, so the practice seems quite ingrained. The respondents

interpret it as building a hierarchy between the students based on their current level of competence.
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Maiju describes: ‘The magical performance order appeared on the wall and from that one can

conclude the level of one’s competence.’

In Tuovila’s dissertation (2003), a nine-year-old girl told that she was the best in her group, because

‘the one who plays last in a concert is the best of all’. She herself performed last, after a ‘high-

school student’ (p. 172). The meaning of the performance order was already clear to this young

student. Tuovila gives this as an example of the importance of peers and sees it as a possibility for

creating healthy self-esteem.

Based on my analysis, the interpretations of these hierarchizing practices and their effects on

students’ self-esteem are more complex. In the data, finding oneself lower in the hierarchy is often

experienced as discouraging. Milja describes her pride as, concert by concert, her place moved

further towards the end in the order of performance: ‘the most skilled one got the honour of being

the last’. However, as her training motivation flagged, she had to witness younger students ‘climb’

past her in the order of performance. Her perception of her progress thus followed the order of

performance. Milja reports starting to feel very nervous before performances and wonders whether

it was due to her becoming a teen-ager or the fact that much younger students started playing same

pieces as her. It seems arguable that her withering motivation and the competitive atmosphere of the

institution created a situation where she did not have space to enjoy the performances like she had

before. There is an expectation of maintaining a certain level and steady advancement by the

institution and these overrule other meanings of the hobby.

Leeni, who saw herself as recognized in the music school, offered an explanation for always

assembling the concert program so that the less difficult pieces are performed first and the more

advanced later: ‘Of course it might have reflected the level of advancement but it was also a

practical thing.’ The players at the beginning of the concert were younger and more nervous about

their upcoming performance. This ‘practical thing’ also fits well with an attempt to build a dramatic

arc for the concert, as Leeni puts it: ‘The concert also always ended with a grand last number that

was usually performed by the most advanced pupil.’ These seemingly self-evident practices may

have unforeseeable outcomes for individual students.

The most advanced students from the whole music school may also be asked to take part in joint

activities, even outside the institution. For instance, Maria, a 19-year-old student, writes how the

top-students ‘with exceptional abilities, whose families … had long roots in music … quickly formed
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an “inside group/elite” in the music school’. The members of this group were always asked to

perform at big concerts.

Leeni (aged 24) describes her positive experiences of having been able to ‘hustle around [for

instance, being asked to play on many occasions] as the best [player of that instrument] in the music

school’. Leeni wonders whether the ones lower in the hierarchy were actually aware of the ‘certain

kind of ranking order’ that prevailed in her music school. To her, it seemed that the ones ‘lower in

the ranking’ were less interested in music and did not spend as much time at the music school as the

ones higher in the ranking. ‘Now that I think about it, it might have been because of the ranking … I

remember thinking that those less integrated in the music school world probably didn’t know who

was … “good” and who was “bad”.’ The recollection of Maria (aged 19) points to the opposite:

‘No one would say these things out loud, but I know it [the division of students in groups that were

treated very differently] caused problems, not just for me but for many others.’

In four cases from four different music schools, a respondent refers to a ranking order of teachers

that manifested itself in the way that the students were divided among different teachers. Within the

scope of this study, it is not possible to know whether such rankings really existed and whether the

teachers were aware of them or not. Nevertheless, some students interpreted the system of giving

the ‘best’ students to certain teachers as signifying a ranking order among the faculty.

In some cases, the students interpreted having a certain teacher as a sign of their own place in the

hierarchy. Inka writes: ‘There were a few “elite teachers” in the music school – my teacher was not

one of them but in practice this person was just right for me.’ Interestingly, two other respondents

from the same music school had similar experiences and interpretations: Maiju had ‘concluded that

the teachers had been ranked by their skills and then we the students were divided to different

teachers, according to our skills’. This interpretation affected her view of herself as a musician: ‘As

I was never accepted as the student of that teacher whose students did so well in concerts … I

concluded I am not good at playing the piano.’ Suvi, from the same music school, describes:

‘Certain teachers in the music school were profiled as more recognized as others and being their

student was a merit.’ In another music school, Mikael tells that ‘everyone silently knew’ that the

‘best students’ were allocated to a certain teacher.

3.2 Talent as a Condition for Inclusion
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Talent refers to special aptitude (as in artistic or athletic talent) that is often thought to be innate or

‘natural’, as in the Cambridge English Dictionary’s definition: ‘a natural ability to be good at

something, especially without being taught’ (‘Talent’ 2018). The music school students who

advance most quickly are often considered talented and, the other way around, the ones advancing

less quickly are thought to lack talent. I wanted to study how respondents relate to the concept of

talent. Therefore, it was asked in the call for writings whether the respondents had felt that their

‘motivation, application and talent were recognized’ in the music school.

The concept of talent as an innate merit that cannot be learned or changed (as seen in the definition

above) may pose a threat of limiting a subject to factuality, as Dominique Girardot calls it (Girardot,

2011, 130–132; see also Elmgren, 2015). Subject here refers to any person; being limited to

factuality means that the subject is considered only based on what they are able to do and produce

now. The subject becomes limited to the ‘factual’ evidence of their abilities, such as test results,

performance in an audition, and the way they sing or perform at this moment.

The limiting of a subject to their factuality resonated with some of the of the respondents’ texts.

One respondent reports thinking that not being able to ‘get cadenzas’ meant she was not fit to

become a professional musician. She takes factual inability or difficulty in one part of the musical

practice as a sign of permanent failure and the impossibility of reaching a meaningful goal; this

single factual obstacle affects her view of her whole potential, in the sense of potential abilities and

potential futures. Not doing well in music theory led two respondents to get negative feedback from

their theory teacher regarding their abilities in music in general. The teachers have taken the

particular difficulties that their students are facing as signs of general inability. In this mind frame,

current problems are understood as more general indicators of the student’s musical abilities and

potential instead of concrete issues that can be solved by practice.

Most of the respondents who talk about talent write about it in relation to advancing and learning

quickly, or playing well. Similarly, the ones who feel they lack talent simply write about ‘not being

good enough’ and therefore not having a chance of becoming a professional. Or, like one

respondent, they state as a fact that ‘there were a lot more talented students among the ones a

couple of years older than me’.

In the data, the conclusions drawn by those who talk about talent are similar. The thought of oneself

as talented may be an important psychological resource for some students (5.8%): Katja protests
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what she sees as unfair judgment, appealing to actually being talented, ‘Goddammit!’ For Suvi, for

instance, being considered as a part of the most talented ‘caste’ of students was a ‘major

motivational factor’.

On the other hand, 8.3% mention thinking of themselves as not talented enough, as average or

mediocre players, or having a low consideration of their level of musicality. This does not have to

be a problem. Reetta tells that ‘being average was enough for me’, as her main ambitions were

elsewhere, in sports: ‘In music I was average and … the point was to get joy out of doing it.’

However, for most who write about their perceived lack of talent, being considered average or ‘not

amazingly good’ caused problems and made it more difficult to see reaching certain goals as

possible. It is notable, however, that even for those for whom the lack of talent is not a problem or

who note that a lack of practice also has something to do with their level of success, it still seems

that having more talent would be a reason to practice or invest more in music.

The feeling of inadequacy can persist through years of training and advancing to the professional

level. Katja (aged 32) has a professional degree in her instrument, but as a child she was rejected by

the entrance examination board and finally started music school when she was sixteen. Despite her

diploma and years of training, she ends her text with a sceptical reflection of her abilities: ‘On the

other hand, despite my plans I did not end up as a professional musician, so maybe the selection

board of music school was, in the end, right then, 25 years ago.’ The ending can be read as a sign of

a sort of talent-related determinism: if someone is meant to ‘make it’, it is clear from the beginning;

no amount of training will change it. Not becoming a professional musician is explained in rather a

meritocratic way: Katja seems to suppose that the ones now working as musicians have been

somehow better than her from the start. Only seeing personal effort and talent as explicating factors

for any situation is typical of meritocratic logic: other explanations can be excluded, such as the

realities of working life, the significance of connections, economic situations and so on (Girardot,

2011). Completely against this deterministic and meritocratic logic, right before her pessimistic

conclusion, Katja tells that during her music school years, she noticed ‘with some schadenfreude’

that she was suddenly treated as a ‘gold student’ in the same institution that had originally rejected

her. Katja seems to have made an impression on the music school staff: ‘I think someone in a higher

position commented [on rejecting her earlier] in an embarrassed tone.’ This indicates it had become

clear that the rejection had been a mistake. It is curious that in spite of all the recognition and

personal success, Katja ends her text by wondering whether that rejection might have been justified.
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It seems that the beliefs and myths relating to what musical talent is are stronger than any evidence

presented to the contrary.

Another respondent, now working as a professional musician, 28-year-old Mikael, also reports still

suffering due to harmful attitudes related to musical talent. Only now, with new experiences in

improvised music, has he started to see himself as musically talented: ‘During my music studies I

developed a conception of myself as very unmusical.’ He sees the teachers’ attitudes as crucial in

the development of this self-conception. His first music theory teacher hinted for several years that

‘not everyone’s abilities will be enough in the long run’. The teacher seems to have thought that

these abilities are not something that are learned but are innate. Kangas and Halonen (2015, p. 204)

point out that sometimes teachers may try to end the studies of slowly advancing students by

encouraging them to stop. Mikael experienced something like this due to his lack of practising

during the first years at music school: ‘also my own instrument teacher … suggested several times I

should change [instrument] or maybe start Boy Scouts instead…’ When his practice motivation got

better, the teacher also changed his or her attitude and became encouraging. However, the earlier

negative experiences were not effaced by this new attitude and encouragement. Mikael writes:

‘Insinuations like this still have an effect on me as I work as a professional musician, wrecking my

self-esteem from time to time.’ Mikael’s and Katja’s examples show that success in studies does not

equate feeling included or guarantee freedom from harmful thought models.

The relationship between talent and motivation seems an interesting one. Many respondents

reported of not being or not having been motivated to practice. On the other hand, positive

comments about music school teachers often described the teacher actively motivating the student.

It thus seems, that some teachers may take the lack of motivation as a given, whereas others try to

affect the student’s motivation. In the case where the teacher does not try the motivate the student,

the lack of motivation to practise and consequently not developing musically may lead into a

situation where the teacher, parents and/or the student interpret not advancing as a further proof of

lack of talent, such as in the case of Mikael.

Being considered talented often means having privileges and special attention from the teachers.

However, in a few cases, the respondents frame talent as an external force that someone else, rather

than the student, sees as compelling. Talent becomes something that needs to be actualized: it

becomes the reason to pressure the student to study too much (by the parents and/or instrument

teacher). Niina (aged 24) describes it thus: ‘Being talented, advancing became more of an
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obligation.’ Three respondents write about being considered good and talented musicians, but not

enjoying music anymore. At worst, the student considered talented may be expected to dedicate

their life to music simply because they are talented. Talent becomes a reason to instrumentalize the

students.

4 Discussion: Meritocracy as Production of Failure

Meritocratic exclusion works by granting opportunities to those who are perceived as worthy of

them, that is, who merit them. In the context of an educating institution, it means exclusion from

certain learning practices, as Alison Davies has formulated, which is also visible in my data. In the

music schools, this is framed as rewarding the best students for their advancement.

My analysis shows that there are implicit and explicit hierarchies in music schools in Finland. This

shows that hierarchies can start to develop at the earliest stages of music education. Furthermore,

the dynamics related to hierarchies and meritocracy observed in the higher levels of music

education (Perkins, 2013a; Davies, 2004) manifest already in education for children and the young.

The hierarchies are created by subtle institutional messages, such as performance order in concerts,

by including only certain students in performances, by creating orchestras based on the level of

players’ skills and by the teachers’ words and attitudes. In some cases, teachers tried to avoid

fuelling competition among students, but the structural practices and persistent and pervasive

mindsets still enabled the students to create comparisons amongst themselves.

The hierarchies are based on perceived merits, that is, the skills and abilities of the students.

However, based on my analysis, it can be argued that the hierarchizing practices and thought

models accompanying them accentuate the original differences. They encourage and motivate the

ones deemed more ‘talented’ than their peers and discourage the rest.

Based on the way the respondents write about talent, I would argue that talent becomes a tool for

meritocratic logic, which helps justify exclusion. Talent is a fact-like quality, not something one can

develop, as it is considered innate and natural. Concentrating on talent may become an instrument

of limiting a subject to one’s factuality. If one is considered factually to possess talent (e.g. being

told they have ‘potential’ or ‘talent’, which means this ‘factuality’ may be very vague and non-

tangible), it works as a psychic bulwark7 that may protect its possessor from some of the harm

inflicted in a meritocratic environment. Inversely, if one is considered factually not talented, it

7 On ’ideology of merit’ as a psychic bulwark against life’s precariousness, see Girardot 2011.
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becomes a permanent feature of the person. Based on my data, the students may believe that their

place in the hierarchy is a fact about themselves. The talent framework seems to provide no tools to

tackle one’s difficulties but instead demands one to accept them as an unavoidable fate (see also

Esslin-Peard & Shorrocks, 2017).

Exclusion from concerts, longer lessons and special attention is justified by meritocratic logic,

according to which the best ought to be rewarded and given the most possibilities and rewards for

their advancement. In practice, it means excluding some students from learning opportunities. This

is how meritocracy can in fact produce the failure it pretends only to reflect.

The practices at a music school may well be meritocratic and reflect true differences in skills of the

students. It may be that the ones highest in the hierarchies are the best players as well. This can,

however, be achieved by not allowing all students to acquire the all needed abilities. As mentioned,

the respondents often complimented their teachers for motivating them. This means these teachers

did not take motivation as a given and it may have allowed more students to be able to find their

personal motivations to practice and develop their skills. This is yet another example of how

differences in skills may be the result of the music school practices rather than reflect innate

differences of the students, such as talent.

In the light of these remarks, meritocratic processes start to seem dubious. The question is,

therefore, not how to improve the working of the meritocratic processes, but how to enable

everyone to have access to all the learning processes at a given educational institution.

Appendix: Call for Writings (translation from Finnish)

Beta blockers before student concerts or the key to finding your own field?

Have you studied in a Finnish music school during the years 1995–2015? I’m collecting research data on

Finnish youth and young adults’ experiences of music school for my dissertation in which I study

meritocracy.

In meritocratic practices, such as aptitude tests, competitions and hierarchies that are based on these, the

crucial thing is the possibility to exclude some (not showing merits) and include some (with merits). One

gets into music school through an entrance examination. This means that for the ones who get in, the first

possible exclusion has been passed. Some students end up as professional musicians and some quit their

studies during their teenage years and refuse to touch their instrument for years, if ever. What happens during
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the time in music school? Puberty alone cannot be the explanatory factor, as it does not deter all beginning

musicians.

I examine inclusion and exclusion that take place in the music school. I’m looking for accounts of both nice

and unpleasant experiences in music school. Which factors played a part with what happened to you and

your music hobby? Which practices in music school and ways of studying music motivated you to continue

the hobby? Did some practices or ways of studying affect the practising motivation negatively? What kind of

conception did you develop of yourself as a musician during your studies?

In music schools, students may be encouraged to advance in their music studies in many different ways. The

most advanced students may be rewarded with, for instance, encouragement grants, possibilities to perform,

longer lessons and master classes given by special teachers… Were these kinds or other types of

encouragement used in your music school? How did you experience these practices, and did you get to be

involved in them or were you left outside?

Was there competition or (explicit or implicit) comparison among the students in your music school? What

was the teachers’ part in creating the atmosphere in the music school? Were they aware of possible

competition? Did you feel that your motivation, application and talent were recognized and that you could

advance in your music studies in the way you wished?

Write freely about your experiences. The writing may be a short description of a single situation or an

incident linked to music studies, or it can be a wider text, charting your life, music as a hobby and music

studies. I am asking all the writers to also fill out the preliminary information form, which seeks background

information that is important for the study. If you wish, you may also leave your contact information in the

preliminary information form. Among those writers who leave their contact information, there will be a

lottery of 15 movie tickets as a prize for writing.
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