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Abstract

In this brief article, we describe how global and domain-specific components of music self-concept fit into the Shavelson, 
Hubner, and Stanton model of self-concept, how those components intercorrelate with each other, how they relate to other 
desirable outcomes and beneficial aspects of psychological functioning, and how those perceptions vary across grade-level, 
gender, and musical activity groups. We further offer suggestions for how to enhance music self-concept and related skills.
      
Keywords: Music Self-Concept; Psychology of Music; Musical Ability; Gender Differences.

Abbreviations: ASPIs: Arts Self-Perception Inventories;
MUSPIs: Music Self-Perception Inventories.

Introduction

Self-concept is one of the most heavily researched 
constructs in the social sciences. From a global perspective, 
it encompasses all perceptions of self and is often described 
as the answer to the basic question of “Who am I?” [1,2]. Over 
the years, many theories have been posited to describe the 
nature, structure, and components of self-concept, with most 
current evidence supporting its multifaceted and sometimes 
hierarchical structure [3]. One of the most prominent 
and enduring conceptualizations of self-concept is the 
hierarchical model proposed by Shavelson, et al. [4]. Within 
this hierarchy, global self-concept is at the highest level 
and divided into broad and conceptually distinct domains 
(academic, social, emotional, physical) at the next level. Each 
general self-domain is then further subdivided into more 
specific subareas at the subsequent level (e.g., math, literacy, 
social studies, natural sciences, etc. under academic self-
concept), and these subareas in turn are further fine-tuned 
into specific behaviors at the next level.

Artistic and Music Self-Concepts

Artistic areas of accomplishment (dance, visual arts, 
dramatic arts, music) were omitted from the original 
Shavelson, et al. [4] model but later incorporated into that 
model by Vispoel [5-9]. In this extended model, general 
artistic self-concept is represented at the same level as 
academic, social, emotional, and physical self-domains. 
Extensions of the Shavelson, et al. [4] model into artistic 
areas were greatly facilitated by the creation of the Arts 
Self-Perception Inventories (ASPIs; Vispoel [10,11], also 
see [3]) that included subscales to measure perceptions of 
self within the domains of dance, visual arts, dramatic arts, 
and music. When using subscales from the ASPIs and other 
instruments that access self-perceptions of music-related 
skills at a global level (see, e.g., [10-13]), researchers have 
found positive linkages between such perceptions and (a) 
inclinations to practice music [14-16], (b) interest in music as 
a school subject [10,11,17-19], (c) facilitative attributions for 
success and failure in music and other motivational beliefs 
[12,20-24], (d) self-reported and actual school grades in 
music [10,11,17,19,25,26], (e) practical music competencies 
[12,26,27,29-33], (f) participation in music-related activities 
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within and outside of school [10-11,24-26,35-36], (g) career 
aspirations [35-36], and (h) overall self-esteem [8-9,37].

The Music Self-Perception Inventories (MUSPIs)

To provide greater insights into the nature of music self-
concept and further define its subcomponents within the 
general framework of the Shavelson, et al. [4] model, Vispoel 
[6-9] (also see, [3,25-26]) subsequently developed the Music 
Self-Perception Inventories (MUSPIs) that all included a 
subscale to measure music self-concept at a global level as 
well as separate subscales to measure self-perceptions within 
six music-related subdomains: instrument playing, reading 
music, listening, composing, singing, and moving/dancing 
to music. More recently, an additional subscale measuring 
perceptions of rhythmic skill was added to various forms of 
the MUSPI (see, e.g., [38]).  

In a practical sense, expanding music self-concept into 
subareas allows for diagnosis of strengths and weaknesses 
in components of music proficiency at both individual and 
group levels and monitoring of possible changes in such 
perceptions over time. In the context of the Shavelson, et al. 
[4] model, research using the ASPI and MUSPI instruments 
has supported the multifaceted nature of self-concept at 
various levels but also pinpointed places where hierarchies 
within the model vary in strength. Perceptions within the 
subdomains of dance, dramatic arts, visual arts, and music 
fall under the general umbrella of artistic self-concept but 
the hierarchical structure of those subdomains is weak in 
the sense that they are more distinct from each other than 
similar [5-11]. In contrast, the opposite is true with most 
subcomponents of music self-concept (e.g., instrument 
playing, reading music, sense of rhythm, listening, and 
composing), which are highly intercorrelated and form a 
much stronger hierarchy [6-9,38].

Three Recent Studies Using the Music Self-
Perception Inventories

For the remainder of this article, we will share results 
from three recent studies involving the MUSPI instruments 
[17,25,38]. Across these studies, scores from all MUSPI 
subscales and forms displayed strong psychometric 
properties, with omega reliability estimates no lower 
than 0.91 for any subscale, excellent fits to the data from 
confirmatory factor analyses, and verification of expected 
patterns of convergent and discriminant validity with 
other measures. However, when reviewing the results, we 
emphasize that they are based on self-reported perceptions 
of skill in the targeted areas using samples of respondents 
accessible to the researchers rather than ones randomly 
selected from the general populations of interest. The 
findings also are limited to adolescent or adult students from 

the United States or Germany [17,25,38]. 

In the first study, Morin, et al. [25] assembled a 
shortened version of the adolescent form (MUSPI-S) from 
the original MUSPI using four rather than twelve items for 
each subscale to facilitate greater use of the instrument in 
practical and research settings. They administered the full-
length MUSPI and related measures to 7th and 8th grade 
students from two junior high schools in the United States 
(ns =304 & 208). Despite omission of 75% of the original 
items, results revealed that the psychometric properties of 
the shortened form were remarkably in line with those from 
the full-length instrument in relation to reliability (Mean 
omega reliability estimate = 0.93 for MUSPI-S subscales vs 
0.97 for MUSPI subscales); factor model fits; magnitude 
and patterns of factor loadings and factor intercorrelations 
among subscales; and correlations between subscale scores 
and external criterion measures. Morin et al.’s hypothesized 
confirmatory seven correlated factor measurement model 
underlying responses to the MUSPI-S provided an excellent 
fit to the data and was invariant across calibration and cross-
validation samples, 7th and 8th grade groups, and male and 
female gender groups, with factor scores for global music 
self-concept, instrument playing, reading music, listening, 
and composing being more highly intercorrelated with 
each other than with singing or moving/singing to music. 
No statistically significant differences were found in latent 
factor subscale means between 7th and 8th grade students 
but were found favoring females over males for overall music 
self-concept, moving/dancing to music, singing, instrument 
playing, and reading music.

In the second study, Fiedler, et al. [17] translated 
the adolescent form of the MUSPI-S into German and 
administered it along with measures of interest in the 
school subject music and self-reported course grades 
to 444 secondary school students in Germany spanning 
grades 7 through 9. In keeping with Morin, et al. [25], they 
derived omega reliability estimates and evaluated the fit of a 
confirmatory seven correlated factor model and its invariance 
across grade level and gender groups, but further extended 
the invariance analyses to contrast groups of musically active 
versus musically non-active students. Omega coefficients for 
MUSPI-S subscale scores were somewhat higher than those 
reported by Morin et al., ranging from 0.93 to 0.98 (Mean 
= 0.95). Their baseline hypothesized confirmatory seven 
correlated factor measurement model yielded an excellent fit 
to the data, with factor scores for global music self-concept, 
instrument playing, reading music, listening, and composing 
again being more highly intercorrelated with each other 
than with singing or moving/dancing to music. Strict factor 
model measurement invariance was supported across grade-
level, gender, and musical activity groups, with statistically 
significant latent factor subscale mean differences found for 
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gender and musical activity but not for grade-level groups. 
Differences in latent means again favored females over males 
for global music concept, instrument playing, singing, and 
moving/dancing to music and favored musically active over 
musically non-active students in all areas except moving/
dancing to music. Interest in the school subject music was 
significantly correlated with factor scores for all MUSPI-S 
subscales, but less so for moving/dancing to music than for 
the other areas. Finally, and as expected, global music self-
concept scores were more strongly correlated with self-
reported course grades in music than with grades in any 
other school subject.

The third and final study discussed here was recently 
conducted by Vispoel, et al. [38] to examine the structure of 
MUSPI-S subscale scores from several varying factor analytic 
perspectives. The researchers administered the adult form of 
the MUSPI-S that included the new rhythm subscale to 289 
American college students. Five confirmatory factor models 
were tested using the seven domain-specific MUSPI-S 
subscales: instrument playing, reading music, rhythm, 
listening, composing, singing, and moving/dancing to music. 
As in the two previous studies, omega reliability estimates 
were uniformly high, ranging from 0.93 to 0.97 (Mean = 
0.95). Models representing MUSPI-S item scores as seven-
correlated, bifactor, and second-order hierarchical factor 
models fit the data well, whereas single factor and seven 
uncorrelated factor models did not. In keeping with our 
earlier discussion of the Shavelson, et al. [4] model, we depict 
the hierarchical model from Vispoel, et al. [38] in Figure 1. 
Overall music self-concept is represented as the second-
order or superordinate factor in the model and linked to 
the seven first-order or subordinate factors representing 
the seven domain-specific MUSPI-S subscales. The numbers 
embedded within the lines between the first- and second-
order factors are standardized factor loadings that are 
equivalent to correlation coefficients between constructs 
in this context. Consistent with intercorrelations among 
MUSPI-S subscale scores previously discussed, singing and 
particularly moving/dancing to music are less strongly 
correlated with overall music self-concept than are the other 
facets of music self-concept represented, with the strongest 
linkages observed for sense of rhythm, instrument playing, 
and reading music.

Summary, Conclusions and Future 
Directions

Our purpose in this brief article was to provide a snapshot 
into research findings related to perceptions of musical ability 
that are often overlooked within mainstream psychological 
research. Results from these studies demonstrate that overall 
music self-concept within the context of the Shavelson, et al. 
[4] model is a part of general artistic self-concept, which, 

in turn, can be further subdivided into distinguishable 
subcomponents (instrument playing, reading music, sense 
of rhythm, listening, composing, singing, and moving/
dancing to music). These subcomponents are correlated to 
different degrees with overall self-perceptions of musical 
ability and with each other. Results from studies summarized 
here indicate that self-perceptions of overall musical ability 
are most strongly linked to perceived skills in instrument 
playing, reading music, and rhythmic aspects of music; and 
least strongly linked to perceived skills in moving/dancing 
to music. General self-perceptions of skill in music are also 
correlated with a wide variety of desirable outcomes and 
beneficial aspects of psychological functioning. 

Research findings to date have not provided compelling 
evidence of grade, gender, or musical activity related 
differences in the structure of music self-concept but have 
revealed strong differences in mean scores favoring musically 
active individuals and females in most areas of music-related 
proficiency. Higher levels of music self-concept for individuals 
actively involved and progressively improving their music-
related skills is not surprising. However, consistent gender 
differences favoring females may seem less intuitively 
obvious given that a greater proportion of males than 
females have high profile careers in music [39]. Although 
more research is needed into the sources of such gender 
differences, reasons offered to explain such discrepancies 
have included history and tradition, societal attitudes, 
greater participation of females than males in school-based 
versus professional music ensembles, preferences for certain 
instruments and musical genres, physical demands for 
playing some instruments, stereotyped messages conveyed 
by music teachers and/or parents, socioeconomic factors, 
and differences in family and child caring responsibilities 
later in life (see, e.g., [40-45]).

Additional and more in-depth future investigations of 
music self-concept also are needed into possible cultural 
differences in such perceptions, the timeframes in which 
individuals first generate and differentiate beliefs about 
their musical abilities, how such perceptions vary across 
the lifespan, and identification of the most effective ways to 
nurture facilitative beliefs about and development of music-
based skills. Suggestions for possible ways to enhance music 
self-concept and related skills have included using evaluation 
procedures within instructional settings than focus on task 
performance and strategies for incremental improvement 
rather than comparisons among students coupled with 
appropriate constructive feedback, reinforcement, and 
praise; setting clearly defined and realistic goals for practice 
and performance; structuring practice around challenging 
but doable tasks; listening to music actively, analyzing it, 
and understanding its form and structure; participating in 
music-related communities with like-minded individuals for 
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support, inspiration, and learning opportunities; cultivating 
growth mindsets and positive self-talk; practicing mentally 
away from musical instruments; and making physical and 
mental well-being a priority via healthy diets, exercise, yoga, 
and meditation/mindfulness techniques (see, e.g., [16,20,46-

52]). Further information about research into music self-
concept can be found in the numerous studies cited here, and 
copies of the MUSPI and ASPI instruments can be obtained 
from the authors upon request. 

Figure 1: Second-Order Hierarchical Factor Model Representing Facets of Music Self-Concept from Vispoel, et al. [38].

Note: Indices embedded in the lines between constructs 
are equivalent to correlation coefficients. In conventional 
representations of such models, arrows would typically 
appear from second- to first-order factors because first-
order factors serve as indicators of the second-order 
factor. Such arrows are excluded here because the actual 
causal connection between the represented constructs 
could go either or both ways, and the model shown does 
not unambiguously distinguish the directionality of these 
relationships.
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