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From undergraduate to professional musician: supporting critical transitions

Transition has been described as a process rather than a specific event (Hallam et al., in press), possibly influenced by cumulative transition experiences and potentially impacting on future personal development (Minnis et al., 1998).  The emergence from Higher Education into professional life involves an ‘emotional reorganization’ that can entail loss, risk and anxiety as well as excitement and anticipation of future possibilities (Lucey et al., 2000).  For musicians this critical transition presents many challenges; factors influencing successful transition into professional performing careers include support and encouragement from parents, peers, teachers and institutions, strong self-concept as a musician and coping strategies that underpin perseverance and self-discipline within a highly competitive domain (Burland et al., 2004).
The aim of this paper is to explore the process of transition from music undergraduate to professional, addressing the question of whether experiences in Higher Education music courses prepare young musicians for this transition.  The research reported here formed part of an ongoing larger comparative study of advanced musical performance amongst classical, popular, jazz and Scottish traditional musicians.
Thematic analyses of qualitative data gathered from interviews with twenty-three undergraduate and portfolio career musicians representing all four genres were compared.  All of the musicians reported the enduring importance of mentoring and supportive peer groups.  These interpersonal relationships, together with personal qualities including perseverance, extraversion, versatility, self-discipline and strong musical self-concept helped the musicians to devise strategies for coping, post-graduation, with self-doubt, financial hardship and pressures on resources in the face of the need to continue to devote considerable time to personal practice and professional networking.
The process of transition into professional life for musicians across the four genres was found to be facilitated when Higher Education experiences included mentoring that continued after graduation, the development of strong peer networks, the provision of many and varied performance opportunities and support for developing self-discipline and autonomy in relation to the acquisition of musical expertise. Musicians who had entered the profession with a highly developed musical self-concept were found to be most successful in negotiating this critical transition. This research elucidates earlier studies that have focussed on classical musicians and offers insight into how successful transition experiences impact upon subsequent professional success across the genres.  Furthermore, the evidence that successful transition is a process that can be fostered throughout undergraduate courses has important implications for curriculum development in music courses in Higher Education, particularly those that focus on musical genres that are relatively new within the HE context.
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