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Music students’ workload, stress, 
and coping in higher education: 
Evidence-based policymaking
Tuula Jääskeläinen *

Sibelius Academy, University of the Arts Helsinki, Helsinki, Finland

Evidence-based policies are needed to support students as they cope with 

their experiences of workload and stress in higher music education. This 

subject was explored in the Music Student Workload Project as a collaboration 

between Finland and the United  Kingdom in seven studies: (1) a theoretical 

study scrutinizing diverse higher music education systems in connection with 

equality and cultural reproduction; (2) a systematic review mapping international 

research on music students’ workload; (3) a methodological study discussing 

the transcendental phenomenological approach as a method for obtaining a 

meaningful understanding of music students’ experiences in higher education; 

(4) a qualitative study exploring music students’ workload experiences in 

connection with their meaningful engagement in music; (5) a mixed-method 

study shedding light on music students’ proactive coping styles in connection 

with workload and stress; (6) a mixed-method study examining music 

students’ experienced workload, stress, and livelihoods; and (7) a qualitative 

study exploring teachers’ ways of supporting music students’ workload and 

stress. The meta-narrative synthesis was conducted by triangulating the key 

elements of these studies to generate four actionable policy and intervention 

recommendations to inform educational policies and practices for supporting 

students in coping with workload and stress in higher music education: (1) 

support music students’ proactive coping skills; (2) find solutions to the unequal 

workload and stress experiences between low-income and well-off students, 

different genders, and different study programs; (3) ensure teachers’ continuing 

professional development, particularly in the learner-centered pedagogical 

approaches; and (4) invest resources for providing more longitudinal, cross-

cultural, and interventional research investigating music students’ discipline-

specific experiences of workload and stress.
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Introduction

Students’ workload in higher education affects their experiences in studying and 
wellbeing (Salmela-Aro and Read, 2017). Research in the context of higher education in 
Finland has shown alarming trends in the growth in students’ psychological distress, which 
may be connected to various and increased environmental and institutional demands on 
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students (Oksanen et al., 2017). These pressures have become part 
of the current academic culture, in which neoliberalism has 
influenced many higher education policies (Gyamera and Burke, 
2018), and which, in turn, has led to the situation where economic 
ideals guide students’ choices in studying, graduating, and 
working life (Johnston, 2011). Although egalitarianism as an 
element of social progression has become a common and self-
evident concept in educational policies (Kalalahti and Varjo, 
2012), current educational systems with business-minded 
administrations and expectations for productivity and efficiency 
may nevertheless include elements that enhance or even introduce 
new inequalities (Reay, 2017). In the United  Kingdom, the 
implementation of a neoliberalization policy agenda brought with 
it increased tuition fees for public higher education (Maisuria, 
2014). Higher education in Finland did not have a tuition fee 
system before 2010 when the new university law separated higher 
education institutions from the state and gave them “an 
independent legal personality, either as public corporations or as 
foundations under private law” (Pekkola, 2009, p.  2). This 
neoliberal university reform seems to have strengthened the 
reproduction of social inequalities between genders and between 
classes and the polarization between privileged and less privileged 
individuals within the institution, as it involves the culturally and 
situationally specific forms of ideal academic boasting (Lund, 
2020). For example, within this neoliberal reform, “students and 
workers are encouraged to internalise the values and 
presuppositions of the culture of innovation, to consider their 
work projects as their personal projects, to identify their 
advancement at the professional markets with their personal 
growth, to think, feel, perceive and sense in terms dictated by the 
economy” (Pekkola, 2009, p. 4). When looking particularly at 
higher music education policies and practices in Western 
countries, Bull (2020) argues that the historical roots in cultural 
reproduction have strengthened the middle class, maintained 
gendered patterns, and legitimized hierarchical, competitive, and 
exclusive practices in music education. Therefore, to pursue 
broader progress in educational equality, it is important to make 
public the evidence for inequalities in educational policies and 
practices. One way to produce this kind of evidence is to 
investigate music students’ experiences of their workload and 
stress as they try to cope with the demands of higher 
education studies.

Student workload is a topic that has already been researched 
widely in higher education contexts (e.g., Chambers, 1992; 
Lockwood, 1999; Marsh, 2001; Kember, 2004; Bowyer, 2012). 
Previous research also shows how it is possible to support students 
in their coping with study workloads, for example with teachers’ 
professional development work in their universities (Giles, 2009); 
assessment that supports learning processes (Hernesniemi et al., 
2017); and constructive cooperative teaching (Kember and Leung, 
2006). Reducing students’ perceived overload is important because 
an overly heavy workload can have a negative effect on students’ 
wellbeing and success in studying (Hernesniemi et al., 2017). On 
the other hand, teachers can increase both the demands and 

quality of learning without increasing students’ perceived 
workload if teachers are able to maintain a cooperative atmosphere 
in the class (Kember and Leung, 2006). Scholars investigating 
students’ workload emphasize that more research is needed, in 
particular about students’ time and stress management and how 
increasing coping skills can affect students’ ability to deal with 
workload, learning, distress, and burnout in higher education 
(Jacobs and Dodd, 2003; Kember, 2004; Amirkhan and 
Kofman, 2018).

Although exploring students’ perceptions is a common 
approach to investigating their workload (Kember, 2004; Kember 
and Leung, 2006), the research on students’ experiences of their 
workload (experienced workload), in particular in the field of 
music, can provide deeper knowledge for developing policies 
when higher music education institutions are seeking ways to 
support music students as well as possible. Indeed, in the higher 
education context, music students experience specific field-related 
challenges when compared to that of students in other disciplines. 
Performance anxiety, perfectionism, and career concerns are 
common sources of stress in studying music (e.g., Bernhard, 
2007). Music students also suffer from painful musculoskeletal 
conditions and other health issues in studying music (e.g., 
Ginsborg et al., 2009), and there have been reported differences in 
experienced stress, particularly between genders, and in mood, 
bodily tensions, and somatic symptoms between music students 
studying in different programs (Zetterberg et al., 1998). Sudden 
and unexpected changes in learning circumstances, such as that 
which the COVID-19 pandemic has caused, may also affect music 
students’ wellbeing (Habe et  al., 2021), practice habits, and 
behaviors, as well as their everyday lives (Rosset et al., 2021).

In the context of studying music, workload is often connected 
to the negative consequences that difficult or unmanageable 
study situations may result in for music students, such as burnout 
(Bernhard, 2007) and mental illness (Koops and Kuebel, 2021). 
When aiming to support music students’ ability to cope with 
workload, it is interesting to take note of their experiences of 
meaningful engagement in music, such as their passion and love 
for music, because they can be positive sources of workload for 
them (Park et al., 2007). It is also important to explore which 
environmental and intra-individual factors may be connected to 
music students’ experienced workload in higher education. Thus, 
expanding our knowledge of music students’ experiences in 
studying music is essential to understanding both the stressors 
and the resources associated with their workload, and to 
supporting the students’ health, wellbeing, and learning (Koops 
and Kuebel, 2021). Moreover, Bresler (2005) argues that research 
focusing on lived experiences of musicianship and studying 
music have the potential to contribute to research methodologies 
in general, not only in music education but also in the social 
sciences and educational research. Research-based evidence on 
music students’ experiences, when connected to the development 
of pedagogical practices in higher music education, can support 
the efforts of teachers and administrations to gain a deeper 
understanding of the diversity in student populations and the 
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individual circumstances of their students (see, e.g., Harrison, 
2014). This kind of approach may help educational institutions 
to improve their support systems for students, to develop 
teaching and learning environments, and to advance 
educational policies.

Because research-based findings regarding students’ 
experienced workload in higher music education are still 
lacking to a great extent, the Music Student Workload (MSW) 
Project was established in 2017 as a research collaboration 
between University of the Arts Helsinki in Finland and Royal 
Northern College of Music in the United Kingdom. The primary 
aim was to investigate music students’ experiences of workload, 
stress, and coping in higher education. The researchers in this 
project were interested in all aspects of music students’ 
workload during their years of study in higher education, such 
as the nature, meaning, and components of their workload. The 
interest was also in more concrete aspects of student workload 
while studying (such as attendance at lectures, rehearsals, and 
practice sessions), and also at other times (such as paid and 
unpaid work). Both negative aspects, such as burnout, and 
positive aspects, such as flow, were considered to be workload 
components. In particular, the interest was in the quality of 
music students’ workload and its overall consequences. 
Therefore, the aim was to investigate how the students 
themselves experience their workload rather than measuring 
evidence for its quantity (such as time spent studying, completed 
credits, and grades). The data were collected in seven higher 
music education institutions in Finland and the 
United Kingdom. Over 4 years, a total of seven studies were 
conducted in the MSW Project (see study characteristics in 
Table  1): (1) a theoretical study scrutinizing diverse higher 
music education systems in connection with equality and 
cultural reproduction (Jääskeläinen, 2021); (2) a systematic 
review mapping international research on music students’ 
workload (Jääskeläinen et  al., 2022b); (3) a methodological 
study discussing the transcendental phenomenological 
approach as a method for obtaining a meaningful understanding 
of music students’ experiences in higher education 
(Jääskeläinen, 2022b); (4) a qualitative study exploring music 
students’ workload experiences in connection with their 
meaningful engagement in music (Jääskeläinen, 2022a); (5) a 
mixed-method study shedding light on music students’ 
proactive coping styles in connection with workload and stress 
(Jääskeläinen et  al., 2022a); (6) a mixed-method study 
examining music students’ experienced workload, stress, and 
livelihoods (Jääskeläinen et al., 2020); and (7) a qualitative study 
exploring teachers’ ways of supporting music students’ workload 
and stress (Jääskeläinen and López-Íñiguez, 2022).

In order to illustrate how experienced workload was 
approached in the MSW Project when listening to music students’ 
lived experiences, Figure 1 shows some quotations from research 
participants. The first experience is about a music student’s coping 
with their workload, the second experience is about workload 
relating to the teaching and learning environments in the field of 

music, and the third experience is about a music student’s 
workload in their interactions with teachers.

The objective of the present study is to bring together new and 
previous research on music students’ workload in higher 
education by synthesizing the findings and results of the MSW 
Project through a meta-narrative approach for generating 
evidence-based policy and intervention recommendations. More 
specifically, the aims of the study are to:

 1. map previous and new research on music students’ 
experienced workload,

 2. review the key elements of the findings and results from the 
seven studies in the MSW Project to provide policy and 
intervention recommendations, and

 3. triangulate these key elements to build a synthesis of policy 
and intervention recommendations for supporting music 
students in coping with workload and stress in higher 
music education.

Materials and methods

Meta-narrative approach

The MSW Project incorporated diverse approaches to 
generating evidence about music students’ experienced workload. 
In order to synthesize the heterogeneous evidence that had been 
studied in various ways in the seven studies, the MSW Project team 
chose to use an adaptation of the meta-narrative approach (originally 
developed by Greenhalgh et  al., 2004, 2005). A meta-narrative 
synthesis develops an overarching narrative through story lines that 
show how research for a particular topic evolves over time and 
throughout different disciplines, leading to key insights (Greenhalgh 
et al., 2005). The six guiding principles of the meta-narrative method 
were followed (Greenhalgh et  al., 2005; Wong et  al., 2013): (1) 
pragmatism: the included information was reviewed according to its 
usefulness to the policy and intervention recommendations; (2) 
pluralism: the topic was considered from multiple perspectives in 
the seven studies; (3) historicity: the included information was 
presented according to its development over time, as there were no 
date restrictions on the systematic literature review; (4) contestation: 
conflicting information was used to generate higher-order insights; 
for example, data were collected in two countries with different 
higher education systems, and both frequentist and Bayesian 
statistics were used in the statistical analyses; (5) reflexivity: there 
was continual reflection on the studies in the MSW Project team, 
and the findings and results were also presented and discussed in 
several international conferences; and (6) peer-review: each of the 
seven studies went through an international, blinded peer-review 
process before publication in research journals.

We adapted the phases of the meta-narrative review according 
to Greenhalgh et al. (2004, 2005), including (1) a planning phase, 
where a MSW Project team—comprising the author of the present 
study as a principal investigator and three co-researchers/
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TABLE 1 Study characteristics.

Study Study design Main research 
question(s)

Data 
collection

Sample Analysis Main findings 
and/or results

1. Tuition fees, entrance 

examinations and 

misconceptions about 

equity in higher music 

education (Jääskeläinen, 

2021)

Theoretical study How are equality and 

cultural reproduction 

connected to tuition 

fees and entrance 

examinations in 

higher music 

education 

institutions?

Not applicable Not applicable Not applicable Tuition fee systems in 

higher music education 

institutions may aim at 

improving equality, 

equity, and justice for 

students but they can 

also enhance 

inequalities. Traditions 

in the field of music have 

created a strong culture 

of entrance examinations 

that is not easy to change 

because the roots of 

cultural reproduction are 

deeply embedded in 

educational systems.

2. Music students’ 

experienced workload 

in higher education: A 

systematic review and 

recommendations for 

good practice 

(Jääskeläinen et al., 

2022b)

Systematic literature 

review

1. What factors have 

an impact on 

students’ experienced 

workload?

Systematic 

literature search

12 studies on students’ 

experiences of workload 

in higher education and 

17 studies on music 

students’ experiences of 

workload in studying 

music

Extended meta-

ethnography

A total of 24 

recommendations for 

good practice to

(a) increase music 

students’ ability to cope 

with their workload,

2. What are music 

students’ experiences 

of workload in 

relation to their 

studies?

(b) provide tools for 

teachers to support 

music students to 

manage and cope with 

workload, and

(c) develop learner-

centered environments 

in higher music 

education

3. Using a 

transcendental 

phenomenological 

approach as a model to 

obtain a meaningful 

understanding of music 

students’ experienced 

workload in higher 

education (Jääskeläinen, 

2022b)

Methodological study In what ways can a 

transcendental 

phenomenological 

research approach 

offer insights into 

music students’ lived 

experiences in higher 

education?

Not applicable Not applicable Not applicable Transcendental 

phenomenological 

research approach 

provides a practical 

model for addressing 

music students’ unique 

and meaningful 

experiences in relation 

to future administrative 

and teaching 

developments in higher 

music education 

institutions, such as 

processing and 

incorporating students’ 

feedback into 

improvements in 

teaching and learning 

environments.

(Continued)
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TABLE 1 Continued

Study Study design Main research 
question(s)

Data 
collection

Sample Analysis Main findings 
and/or results

4. “Music is my life”: 

Examining the 

connections between 

music students’ 

workload experiences 

in higher education and 

meaningful engagement 

in music (Jääskeläinen, 

2022a)

Qualitative study What does 

engagement in music 

mean to 29 music 

students in higher 

education in Finland 

and the 

United Kingdom, 

when they reflect on 

the experiences of 

their studies and 

workload?

Interviews 29 music students in 

higher education in 

Finland and the 

United Kingdom

Transcendental 

phenomenology 

approach

Various holistic 

workload experiences:

(1) the music students’ 

intense and complex 

experiences

(2) their development as 

musicians

(3) their creative self-

expression

(4) their interactions 

with others

(5) their personal growth 

and coping approaches

(6) their transcendental 

musical experiences

5. Experienced 

workload, stress, and 

coping among 

professional students in 

higher music education: 

An explanatory mixed-

method study in 

Finland and the 

United Kingdom 

(Jääskeläinen et al., 

2022a)

Multi-strategy study How do professional 

students in higher 

music education in 

Finland and the 

United Kingdom 

experience workload 

and stress and use 

proactive coping 

styles?

Questionnaire 

and interviews

155 music students in 

higher education in 

Finland and the 

United Kingdom

Frequentist statistics 

and transcendental 

phenomenology 

approach

Statistically significant 

differences among music 

students in genre groups 

and study programs in 

relation to experienced 

study workload; in 

genders, genre groups, 

and study programs in 

relation to experienced 

stress; and in genders in 

relation to use of coping 

styles. Study workload is 

a significant predictor of 

stress. Music students 

have their issues and 

ways to cope with 

workload and stress.

6. Music students’ 

experienced workload, 

livelihoods and stress in 

higher education in 

Finland and the 

United Kingdom 

(Jääskeläinen et al., 

2020)

Multi-strategy study What are the 

predictors and 

determinants 

associated with 

music students’ 

experiences of 

workload in relation 

to their livelihoods 

and stress in higher 

education?

Questionnaire 

and interviews

155 music students in 

higher education in 

Finland and the 

United Kingdom

Bayesian statistics 

and transcendental 

phenomenology 

approach

There is a need to pay 

attention to workload 

especially with 

undergraduate-level 

students, to stress 

especially regarding 

junior and doctoral-level 

study, and to particular 

areas of study, especially 

music education. 

Working while studying 

has an impact on music 

students’ workload and 

stress, thus affecting 

students’ relationship 

with studying and being 

a musician.

(Continued)
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supervisors in Finland and one co-researcher/supervisor in the 
United  Kingdom—was compiled; (2) a search phase, where 
previous research was searched with a systematic literature review 
and complemented with new research by conducting one 
theoretical, one methodological, and four empirical studies; (3) a 
mapping phase, where the findings and results from these seven 
studies were used to establish the key elements of music students’ 
experienced workload, stress, and coping in higher education; (4) 
an appraisal phase, where the key elements were critically 
appraised for their validity and relevance to policy and 
intervention recommendations; (5) a synthesis phase, where a 
narrative account of included key elements for policy and 
intervention recommendations was prepared through a 
triangulation; and (6) a recommendations phase, where the 
findings from the triangulated key elements were summarized and 
policy and intervention recommendations were made for 
supporting music students in coping with workload and stress in 
higher music education.

Results

A planning phase

The planning phase started in 2017 when the research 
collaboration between University of the Arts Helsinki in Finland 
and Royal Northern College of Music in the United Kingdom was 
established and the MSW Project team was compiled. The research 
plan was written by the first author and critically commented by 
the three co-researchers/supervisors in Finland and one 
co-researcher/supervisor in the United  Kingdom. The ethical 
evaluations were carried out for the research by the University of 

the Arts Helsinki Ethics Committee in 2018 and the 
Conservatoires United Kingdom Research Ethics Committee in 
2019, and the statements were favorable. The research permissions 
were obtained from seven randomly chosen participating 
institutions in Finland and the United Kingdom.

A search phase

When starting the search phase, it was important to take a 
closer look at the similarities and differences of higher music 
education systems in different countries—particularly because the 
MSW Project was a cross-cultural research project—and to 
understand how these systems might be connected to educational 
equality, equity, and justice, and cultural reproduction. These 
topics were discussed in the theoretical study (i.e., Jääskeläinen, 
2021), which was conducted in 2018. In the same year, we prepared 
the protocol for the systematic review (registered in PROSPERO 
CRD42020140497) and performed the systematic search of 
literature in 23 electronic databases and 19 music research 
journals. After screening the references which were found in the 
searches, 29 qualitative, quantitative, and multi-strategy studies 
fulfilled the inclusion criteria. These studies were conducted in the 
United States (n = 8), the United Kingdom (n = 5), Australia (n = 3), 
Finland (n = 3), Hong Kong (n = 2), New Zealand (n = 2), Belgium 
(n = 1), China (n = 1), Italy (n = 1), Pakistan (n = 1), Puerto Rico 
(n = 1), Spain (n = 1), and Sweden (n = 1). A total of 13,596 students 
took part in the 29 studies, of whom 2,261 were music students. 
Figure  2 shows the process of selecting studies following the 
guidelines of Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews 
(PRISMA). After selecting the studies, we conducted an extended 
meta-ethnography (EME)—a method of systematic review 

TABLE 1 Continued

Study Study design Main research 
question(s)

Data 
collection

Sample Analysis Main findings 
and/or results

7. Tools for teachers to 

support music students 

in managing and coping 

with their workload in 

higher education 

(Jääskeläinen and 

López-Íñiguez, 2022)

Qualitative study What constructive 

tools for teachers can 

support music 

students in managing 

and coping with their 

experienced 

workload in higher 

education?

Questionnaire 

and interviews

155 music students in 

higher education in 

Finland and the 

United Kingdom

Transcendental 

phenomenology 

approach

A total of 43 

constructive tools for 

teachers based on the 

music students’ 

experiences.in the 

interactions with 

teachers concerning

(1) the structure of 

workload

(2) a music student’s 

individual workload

(3) workload relating to 

teaching and learning 

environments

(4) psychological and 

physiological issues.
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developed by Booker (2010)—to create a synthesis. The process 
and results were reported in the systematic review (i.e., 
Jääskeläinen et al., 2022b).

The theoretical study and systematic review were 
complemented with new methodological and empirical research. 
For the empirical studies, the assessment instrument—the 
Workload, Stress, and Coping questionnaire—was created by 
combining and adapting sections from two validated 
questionnaires from the learning sciences. The first instrument 
was the standardized study workload and stress section of the 
Learn questionnaire used in the Finnish higher education context 
(i.e., Parpala and Lindblom-Ylänne, 2012). The second instrument 
was the Proactive Coping Inventory for Adolescents (PCI-A), 
developed in Canadian higher education (i.e., Greenglass et al., 
2008). The Workload, Stress, and Coping questionnaire also 
included demographic items and open-ended questions about 
workload, stress, coping, and the students’ interactive experiences 
with teachers. The experienced study workload scale included five 
items. The scale assessed students’ workload experiences when 
considering their studies as a whole, in their main subject (or 
principal) studies (e.g., “I must work very hard with my main 
subject studies”). A single item assessed students’ current feelings 

of experienced stress. The proactive coping section included seven 
different scales assessing proactive coping styles, with a total of 55 
items (e.g., “I plan my strategies to change the situation before 
I  act”): proactive coping, reflective coping, strategic planning, 
preventive coping, instrumental support seeking, emotional 
support seeking, and avoidance coping (PCI-A, see Greenglass 
et al., 2008).

The data were gathered online through an institutional 
Surveypal-questionnaire during the spring term of 2019. 
We randomly selected seven university-level music institutions in 
Finland and the United  Kingdom. We  sent the invitation to 
participate in the research via student email lists, thus potentially 
reaching over 7,000 music students. A total of 155 music students 
from five different institutions (including a total of 5,900 music 
students) completed the questionnaire in Finland (n = 108) and the 
United Kingdom (n = 47). The total response rate was relatively low 
(9% in Finland and 1% in the United Kingdom), which is quite 
common for online surveys among students, because of the survey 
fatigue they are typically exposed to (Porter et al., 2004). Of the 
questionnaire respondents, 29 music students volunteered to 
participate in the interviews. Semi-structured in-depth interviews 
were conducted, either in contact meetings or remotely, ranging 
from 30 to 90 min. The topics consisted of questions that 
encouraged students to reflect on their workload, stress, and 
coping as professional students in higher music education. 
Demographic characteristics of all participants are given in Table 2.

The quantitative data in the questionnaire were analyzed with 
SPSS using frequentist statistics and with RStudio by using 
Bayesian statistics. Atlas.ti was used to code and analyze the 
qualitative data concerning the answers to the open-ended 
questions in the questionnaire and transcribed interviews, by 
adapting the analytical process of transcendental phenomenology 
(Moustakas, 1994). The analysis was performed by the author in 
collaboration with one co-researcher/supervisor who specializes in 
the psychology of music education, who coded 5% of the qualitative 
data in order to enhance the reliability and trustworthiness of the 
research process. The inter-rater agreement of the two independent 
coding choices was calculated by using Holsti’s (1969) method and 
Krippendorff ’s (1980) alpha, and was favorably calculated as 0.924 
and 0.918, respectively, with both values indicating very high levels 
of reliability. A thematic coding framework (see Figure 3) was built 
based on the 13 codes, four categories, and three overarching 
themes that were derived from the deductive systematic review 
(Jääskeläinen et al., 2022b). Next, an additional 14 themes that were 
extracted from the interview data using inductive analysis were 
added to the framework, to contextualize the music students’ 
responses relative to the existing literature on workload experiences 
in higher music education. The analysis continued through the 
process of horizonalization, in which all the students’ responses 
that are relevant to their workload were listed, grouped, and coded 
for each individual participant’s data. The procedure of using 
transcendental phenomenological approach was presented and 
discussed more in detail in the methodological study (i.e., 
Jääskeläinen, 2022b). At this point, the excerpts which were coded 

FIGURE 1

Research participants in the MSW Project telling about music 
students’ experienced workload.
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as meaning of musicianship, were explored more deeply, because 
engaging in music seemed to be a topic for which the interview 
participants expressed lots of positive emotions while speaking 
about their workload experiences. These findings were reported in 
the empirical study (i.e., Jääskeläinen, 2022a).

Next, all the coded expressions were grouped into four 
categories and three overarching themes based on the context of 
the music student’s experienced workload, and for the empirical 
studies, we continued the analysis with the extracts linked to each 
of the overarching themes: (1) student in Jääskeläinen et  al. 
(2022a), (2) environment in Jääskeläinen et al. (2020), and (3) 
teacher in Jääskeläinen and López-Íñiguez (2022). The Finnish 
participants’ quotes were translated from Finnish into English by 
the author, who speaks both languages, and refined in English by 
a native language editor.

A mapping phase

In the mapping phase, the findings and results from these 
seven studies were used to establish the key elements of music 
students’ experienced workload, stress, and coping in higher 
education. Next, the key elements are presented in each MSW 
Project’s study. The findings of the theoretical study (i.e., 
Jääskeläinen, 2021) focused on the comparison of higher music 
education systems in three different countries. A critical debate 
about the role and impact of tuition fees and entrance examination 
systems is needed in higher music education, and this discussion 
should be  situated within an evaluation of contemporary 
educational policy trends. According to Bull (2020), crucial topics 
include: (1) social inequalities; (2) genres, class, genders, and race, 
(3) sexual, emotional, and physical abuse in the field of music; 
and (4) creative collaboration with other social groups. Moreover, 
it is vital to listen to music students talk about their joys and 
concerns, such as coping with workload and stress, and to 
integrate their voices into the music institutions’ developmental 
work. Addressing and sharing individual experiences of 
inequality and oppression in educational systems can make more 
inclusive education possible (Reay, 2017). Reimer (2007) argues 
that although inequities and injustices are not going to disappear 
in music education, it is crucial to pursue broader equality, equity, 
and justice. All efforts, even those with modest positive results or 
resulting in only slight progress, are valuable.

The systematic review (i.e., Jääskeläinen et al., 2022b) revealed 
three overarching themes, offering a total of 24 recommendations 
for good practice for students, teachers, administrators, and 
student health and wellbeing services, as to how to deal with 
music students’ workload. As a result, a framework of music 
students’ experienced workload was constructed based on three 
contexts where developmental actions could be recommended in 
higher music education: (1) music students’ studying and coping 
strategies, (2) teachers’ interaction with music students; and (3) 
aspects in teaching and learning environments, such as university 
institution and livelihoods.

The transcendental phenomenological approach was an 
essential method for the MSW Project. That is why a closer look 
was taken at it in the methodological study (i.e., Jääskeläinen, 
2022b). This study provided a detailed description of how music 
students’ lived experiences can be  approached and analyzed 
through transcendental phenomenology, in order to obtain a 
meaningful understanding of music students’ 
experienced workload.

In the first empirical study (i.e., Jääskeläinen, 2022a), music 
students’ experiences of workload, which were coded as meaning 
of musicianship, were explored more deeply. When researching 
students’ workload, the examined themes often emphasize 
negative aspects of workload, such as overload, stress, burnout, 
and mental illness. However, workload also includes positive 
aspects that are as important as the negative aspects, such as music 
students’ meaningful engagement in music, that can help students 
find a way to continue their studies. In Figure 4, the findings of 
this study show how music students’ workload experiences in 
higher education are connected to their constructed meanings of 
engaging in music. These connections as a whole can 
be understood as various holistic experiences that comprise the 
following constructed meanings of musical engagement: (1) the 
students’ intense and complex experiences, (2) their development 
as musicians, (3) their creative self-expression, (4) their 
interactions with others, (5) their personal growth and coping 
approaches, and (6) their transcendental musical experiences. In 
addition, the several students who expressed their ambivalent 
views (illustrated by the lightning in Figure 4) have been included 
next to their constructions of Personal growth and coping 
approaches, in order to highlight how listening to the students’ 
different views can provide important knowledge on how to better 
nurture these students’ engagement in music throughout their 
studies in higher music education. The students’ emotional 
reactions as they spoke about the meaning of engaging in music 
have shown that music is a source of vitality to them, and, 
furthermore, that one’s experiences of engaging in music is a 
complex phenomenon that many of the participants found 
difficult to describe. This participant’s quotation illustrates an 
example of a music student’s experience in the Personal growth 
and coping approaches:

“Yeah, music to me is everything. Yeah, I guess it [music] is my 
life. I would not be who I am today without music.”

In the second empirical study (i.e., Jääskeläinen et al., 2022a), 
Figure 5 shows the integration of the qualitative findings with the 
quantitative results. The results indicate that there are statistically 
significant differences among music students in different genre 
groups and study programs in relation to experienced study 
workload; in genders, genre groups, and study programs in 
relation to experienced stress; and in genders in relation to the 
use of proactive coping style. Music students’ study workload is 
a significant predictor of stress. However, proactive coping and 
strategic planning can be used to reduce this stress, because they 
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predict stress negatively. Professional music students have their 
own issues and ways to cope with workload and stress 
concerning, for example, working alongside studying, competing 
with peer-students, handling information on social media, and 
finding support for music-specific physical and psychological 
problems. This participant’s quotation illustrates a music 
student’s experience in using an emotional support-seeking 
coping style:

“I got peer support from the other students. You hear that very 
many of your peer students have also had enormous stress. It 
has been very encouraging to notice that people also talk openly 
to each other about these issues. And also, for example, 

recommend to each other that there is this kind of study 
counsellor where you can go.”

In the third empirical study (i.e., Jääskeläinen et al., 2020), 
Figure 6 shows the full model of music students’ experienced 
main subject workload, which indicates that, when connected 
to these characteristics of livelihoods, stress was the strongest 
predictor of workload. There was also an effect for funding, 
such that music students with partial funding or no funding 
at all were less likely to report experiencing workload than 
students with full funding. Work related to music had a greater 
effect than work not related to music, but the total amount of 
work undertaken alongside a student’s studies had a negligible 

FIGURE 2

Process of selecting studies grouped by two research questions (RQ) in PRISMA flowchart 2009 (Moher et al., 2009).
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effect on workload. Female music students were likely to 
report experiencing more workload than male or non-binary 
gender students. The level of the university studies, in general, 
had a relatively small impact on the results; however, 
undergraduate music students were likely to report 
experiencing more workload than postgraduate students or 
junior and doctoral students. The music genre studied had 
little influence on the level of experienced workload, although 
studying music education had a greater effect compared to 
other genres, whereas the classical music genre had a negligible 
effect. Figure  7 shows the full model of music students’ 
experienced stress, which indicates that, when connected to 
the characteristics of livelihoods, music students in the 
United Kingdom are more likely to report experiencing stress 
than music students in Finland. Workload was the strongest 
predictor of stress in the full model. There was also a 
noticeable effect for gender, such that female music students 
were more likely to report experiencing stress than male 
students. With the non-binary gender, there was a positive 
effect on stress, which was contradictory to the negligible 
effect on workload in the previous full model. Both work not 
related to music and the total amount of work undertaken 
alongside studying had a small effect, but work related to 

music did not have an influence on stress. Junior or doctoral 
music students were much more likely to report stress than 
postgraduate students or undergraduate students, which 
contradicts the full workload model, in which being an 
undergraduate student had more influence on workload. The 
use of loans had no effect on stress (nor on workload in the 
previous model). This participant’s quotation illustrates a 
music student’s workload experience relating to teaching and 
learning environments:

“But contact teaching is sometimes very hard, if the allowed 
amount of absences is strict. Unfortunately, many students have 
to work, both for their prestige and CV, for their artistic career, 
or to earn extra income, although working is not recommended 
whilst studying.”

In the fourth empirical study (i.e., Jääskeläinen and López-
Íñiguez, 2022), based on music students’ experiences, four themes 
emerged in the synthesis process as recommendations for tools for 
teachers to support music students in managing and coping with 
their workload in higher education. The findings included a total 
of 43 recommendations. Figure 8 shows one example of these 
recommendations for each theme. This participant’s quotation 
illustrates an experience of music student’s workload in interaction 
with teachers:

“Even if you were not prepared well for that lesson, or even if 
you  were extremely well-prepared, that does not matter, 
because when the teacher is motivated and interested in 
teaching you and listening to you, then you as a student are 
ready to work hard for learning.”

An appraisal phase

In the appraisal phase, we  critically appraised the key 
elements for their validity and relevance to policy and 
intervention recommendations. Next, the key elements for 
policy and intervention recommendations in each study 
are presented.

 1. Theoretical study: Misconceptions about equity in higher 
music education should be  revealed—for example by 
investigating music students’ experiences of their workload 
and stress as they try to cope with the demands of higher 
education studies—to raise and maintain a critical debate 
about the role of tuition fee systems, as they are connected 
with the economics of higher education, and about 
entrance examinations as reproducing social class 
inequalities (Jääskeläinen, 2021).

 2. Systematic review: Good practices are needed (a) to 
increase music students’ ability to cope with their workload; 
(b) to provide tools for teachers to support music students 

TABLE 2 Demographic characteristics of all participants in the sample 
(N = 155).

Background % Main subject 
studies

%

Country Genre group

Finland 69.7 Classical music 

(UG or PG)

43.2

United Kingdom 30.3 Music education 

(UG or PG)

24.5

Gender Other genres 32.3

Female 68.0 Study program

Male 30.1 Classical string 13.5

Non-binary gender 2.0 Classical wind 9.7

University level Classical piano 6.5

Undergraduate (UG) 52.9 Classical early 

music

3.2

Postgraduate (PG) 42.6 Classical other 

instruments

3.2

Other (junior or 

doctoral)

4.5 Classical voice 

and opera

7.1

Music education 24.5

Interview 

participants (n = 29)

18.7 Composition 7.7

Finland (n = 20) Church music 12.3

United Kingdom 

(n = 9)

Folk and global 

music

4.5

Female (n = 21) Other programs 3.9

Male (n = 8) Doctoral 

programs

3.9
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to manage and cope with workload; and (c) to develop 
learner-centered environments in higher music education 
(Jääskeläinen et al., 2022b).

 3. Methodological study: A practical research-based model 
is needed in order to process and incorporate music 
students’ feedback into future administrative and 
teaching developments in higher music education 
institutions, such as addressing students’ experiences in 
relation to curricula-related improvements 
(Jääskeläinen, 2022b).

 4. First empirical study: An understanding of music 
students’ lived experiences of studying music should 
be  utilized to improve the learning and teaching 
environments of institutions, and also to better support 
music students’ wellbeing, learning, and future careers 
(Jääskeläinen, 2022a).

 5. Second empirical study: Studying music has its unique 
characteristics compared to other fields in higher education, 
and exploring professional music students’ particular ways 
of using proactive coping styles could result in valuable 
models for students to better cope with their studies in 
higher music education (Jääskeläinen et al., 2022a).

 6. Third empirical study: Attention should be paid to certain 
aspects in higher music education in relation to workload, 
such as the differences between study programs and the 
gap between well-off students compared to low-income 
students who need to work, and stress, particularly with 
female and non-binary gender students (Jääskeläinen 
et al., 2020).

 7. Fourth empirical study: The emphasis on music students’ 
workload experiences could offer a way to strengthen 
students’ voices so that they will be  integrated into the 

FIGURE 3

Music Student Workload Project’s thematic coding framework.
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development of teaching that trends toward more 
democratic practices between master and apprentice in 
higher music education (Jääskeläinen and López-
Íñiguez, 2022).

A synthesis phase

In the synthesis phase, we prepared a narrative account of 
included key elements for policy and intervention 
recommendations through a multiple triangulation approach 
(Denzin, 1970): (1) investigator triangulation in the 
collaboration between researchers from Finland and the 
United  Kingdom; (2) theory triangulation by combining 
theories from educational psychology and music education; (3) 
data triangulation with two different datasets (literature and 
human experiences); and (4) methodological triangulation by 
using both quantitative method (with frequentist and Bayesian 

statistics) and qualitative method. In addition, triangulation 
helped to explain the results and findings of the studies (Noble 
and Heale, 2019). For example, systematic review and empirical 
studies complemented each other, and using multiple methods 
in the empirical studies led to the same concerns of differences 
between genders and genre groups in the music students’ 
experienced workload and stress.

Figure  9 illustrates how, in the synthesis phase, the 
recommendations for good practice, which were derived from 
the systematic review, further distilled the findings and results 
from the empirical studies in the MSW Project. It was important 
to triangulate the seven studies in this way to be  able to 
construct the meta-narrative review by complementing the 
previous research with the new empirical results and findings 
regarding music students’ lived experiences. This also provided 
the possibility of strengthening the music students’ voices 
before continuing to build policy and intervention 
recommendations through the theoretical study and 

FIGURE 4

Music students’ workload experiences in higher education connected to their constructed meanings of engaging in music.
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methodological study, in order to better support music students 
with their experiences of workload, stress, and coping in higher 
education. In addition, the triangulation helped to compare the 

multiple sources (Noble and Heale, 2019). Thus, we were able to 
conclude that the seven studies in the MSW Project had no 
conflicting results and findings.

FIGURE 5

Integration of the results of the quantitative analysis and the findings of the qualitative analysis concerning professional music students’ 
experiences of workload, stress, and proactive coping styles.
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A recommendation phase

In the recommendation phase, we summarized the findings 
from the triangulated key elements, and we  made policy and 
intervention recommendations for supporting music students in 
coping with workload and stress in higher music education. The 
recommendations represent triangulation in that each of them 
consists of studies including data from two sources (literature 
from the systematic review and human experiences from the 
empirical studies). These four recommendations are presented 
here and discussed more in detail in Discussion section:

 •  Recommendation 1: Support music students’ proactive 
coping skills (Jääskeläinen et al., 2022a,b).

 •  Recommendation 2: Find solutions to the unequal 
workload and stress experiences between low-income 
and well-off students, different genders, and different 
study programs (Jääskeläinen et al., 2020, 2022a,b).

 •  Recommendation 3: Ensure teachers’ continuing 
professional development, particularly in the learner-
centered pedagogical approaches (Jääskeläinen et al., 
2022b; Jääskeläinen and López-Íñiguez, 2022).

 •  Recommendation 4: Invest resources for providing 
more longitudinal, cross-cultural, and interventional 
research investigating music students’ discipline-
specific experiences of workload and stress 
(Jääskeläinen et al., 2020, 2022a,b; Jääskeläinen, 2021, 
2022a,b; Jääskeläinen and López-Íñiguez, 2022).

Discussion

In the MSW Project, the aim was to view music students’ 
experienced workload as a very human phenomenon and an 
everyday issue. When the viewpoint was connected to educational 
arrangements and inequalities, it offered a way to lighten the load 
placed solely on music students’ shoulders and also to address 
concerns about students’ workload as a consequence of higher 
education practices and policies. In the present study, we adapted 
the six phases of the meta-narrative review according to Greenhalgh 
et al. (2004, 2005). As a result, the synthesis of the seven studies 
provided four actionable policy and intervention recommendations 
that will allow higher music education institutions to better support 
music students’ abilities to cope with their workload and stress.

FIGURE 6

Population-level predictors of experienced main subject workload, derived from a Bayesian mixed-effect probit regression. The boxes 
indicate 50% posterior intervals, and the lines indicate 95% posterior intervals. With binary items, the left-hand side boxes indicate a smaller 
effect on workload than in the reference group in brackets, and the right-hand side boxes indicate a greater effect on workload than in the 
reference group in brackets. With the working and stress items (the four bottom items on the figure), the left-hand side boxes indicate a 
negligible effect on workload and the right-hand side boxes indicate a greater effect on workload the nearer the box is to the right-hand 
side.
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Recommendation 1: Support music 
students’ proactive coping skills

Students’ study skills and wellbeing could be developed through 
institutional practices that support students in using positive coping 
strategies that minimize their distress and maladaptive coping 
during their studies (Deasy et al., 2014). Studying music has its own 
unique characteristics compared to other fields in higher education 
(Jääskeläinen et al., 2022b). For example, the ability to cope with 
stress connected to stage fright is particularly important for music 
students (Nogaj, 2017). In our study (Jääskeläinen et al., 2022a), 
we showed examples of how music students use proactive coping 
styles: proactive coping, reflective coping, strategic planning, 
preventive coping, instrumental support seeking, emotional support 
seeking, and avoidance coping (Greenglass, 2002). Our results 
indicated that music students’ study workload is a significant 
predictor of stress; however, proactive coping and strategic planning 
can be  used to reduce this stress. In addition, the more music 
students use either a proactive coping style or a reflective coping 
style, the less they experience study workload. It is worth noticing 
that in our study, female students reported experiencing statistically 
significantly more stress than male students; however, male students 
reported using the proactive coping style statistically significantly 
more than female students did. In addition, non-binary gender 

students reported using the emotional support-seeking coping style 
statistically significantly less than female and male students, which 
raises the concern that non-binary gender students may not find 
suitable support for themselves in the current educational 
structures. This confirms the fact that music students’ proactive 
coping skills should be  better supported in order to help them 
manage stress and workload in their studying.

Recommendation 2: Find solutions to the 
unequal workload and stress experiences 
between low-income and well-off 
students, different genders, and different 
study programs

To tackle the negative impact of university culture on students’ 
wellbeing, and to be  able to acknowledge students’ diverse 
backgrounds and circumstances while studying (Jääskeläinen et al., 
2022b), higher education institutions should utilize research on music 
students’ health (Williamon and Thompson, 2006; Ginsborg et al., 
2009) and consider certain actions, such as shifting the typically 
competitive atmosphere toward a more cooperative university culture 
(Fernández-Herrería and Martínez-Rodríguez, 2016; Fitzpatrick, 
2019) and developing the study programs by utilizing more diverse 

FIGURE 7

Population-level predictors of experienced stress, derived from a Bayesian mixed-effect probit regression. The boxes denote 50% posterior 
intervals and the lines denote 95% posterior intervals. With binary items, the left-hand side boxes indicate a smaller effect on stress than in the 
reference group in brackets, and the right-hand side boxes indicate a greater effect on stress than in the reference group in brackets. With the 
working and workload items (the four bottom items on the figure), the left-hand side boxes indicate a negligible effect on stress and the right-
hand side boxes indicate the greater effect on stress the nearer the box is to the right-hand side.
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sources of knowledge (Cannella and Koro-Ljungberg, 2017). Our 
study (Jääskeläinen et al., 2020) of music students’ workload and 
stress, for which the country of study and music students’ livelihoods 
were combined as results predictors, suggested that a neoliberal 
university culture with high tuition fees that impacts students’ 
livelihoods alongside their studying is likely to increase music 
students’ experienced stress, but not directly impact on the workload 
associated with their main subject studies. However, participants’ 
lived experiences confirmed the fact that stress has a great effect on 
students’ experiences of their workload (Jääskeläinen et al., 2020, 
2022a). These results and findings show differences in workload and 
stress between genders and study programs, and emphasize a 
particular concern over the unequal workload and stress experiences 
between low-income and well-off students. These differences should 
be further investigated with regard to the connection between higher 
music education systems and their curricula, in order to identify the 
reasons why these unequal differences exist and determine solutions 
for how study programs could be developed to have an appropriate 
and equal workload for all music students.

Recommendation 3: Ensure teachers’ 
continuing professional development, 
particularly in the learner-centered 
pedagogical approaches

The emphasis on researching music students’ workload 
experiences offers a way to strengthen students’ voices so that they 
can be integrated into developmental work in teaching (Jääskeläinen 
et al., 2022b). This research-based evidence could be utilized to shift 
teacher-centered and product-oriented methods of teaching music 

toward learner-centeredness in teacher training that promotes “a 
deep understanding based on the integration of students’ prior 
knowledge and curricular outcomes, as well as helping students to 
take metacognitive control of their own learning” (López-Íñiguez 
et al., 2014, p. 158). In our study (Jääskeläinen and López-Íñiguez, 
2022), we presented tools for teachers that would enable them to 
support music students in coping with their workload and stress by 
taking a constructive approach that would provide more spaces for 
learner-centeredness and agency (see, e.g., Pozo et al., 2022). Such 
practical tools may particularly help those teachers and students 
who experience difficulty in consciously accessing their cognitive 
and metacognitive processes when the stability and internalization 
of their conceptions make them strongly resistant to change 
(Atkinson and Claxton, 2000; Pozo et al., 2006). The research-based 
knowledge on students’ workload, stress, and coping as part of the 
teachers’ continuing professional development, when connected to 
the principles of conceptual change (in line with Vosniadou, 2013), 
can support the development of instruction toward more 
democratic practices between master and apprentice in higher 
music education (see, e.g., Gaunt and Westerlund, 2013).

Recommendation 4: Invest resources for 
providing more longitudinal, 
cross-cultural, and interventional 
research investigating music students’ 
discipline-specific experiences of 
workload and stress

It is particularly important to invest resources for producing 
research-based evidence on the different aspects of music students’ 

FIGURE 8

Examples of recommendations in four categories as tools for teachers to support music students in managing and coping with their workload in 
higher education.
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FIGURE 9

Triangulation of the seven studies in the MSW Project to create evidence-based policy and intervention recommendations.
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experienced workload and stress because these experiences are 
different from the workloads in other fields (Jääskeläinen et al., 
2022b); for instance, music students’ responsibilities include 
demonstrating their musical progress and managing their own 
coursework (Bernhard, 2007). According to Hallam and Papageorgi 
(2017), it is also important to nurture music students’ love and 
enjoyment of music alongside their studies. In line with this 
sentiment, in our study (Jääskeläinen, 2022a), we provided valuable 
insights into what engaging in music means to music students in 
relation to their experienced workload during their studies in higher 
education. Our results align with the growing need to conduct more 
research on students’ emotional wellbeing in higher music education 
(Ginsborg et al., 2009; Araújo et al., 2017), particularly attending to 
minority and marginal groups (Beban and Trueman, 2018) as 
became evident in our empirical results of non-binary gender music 
students who reported using less emotional support seeking coping 
style than female and male students (Jääskeläinen et al., 2022a) and 
experiencing stress but not workload in their main subject studies 
(Jääskeläinen et al., 2020). This may bring to light new knowledge 
that may better inform future administrative, teaching, and 
curriculum developments in higher music education (Jääskeläinen, 
2021; Jääskeläinen and López-Íñiguez, 2022). In our study 
(Jääskeläinen, 2022b), we also presented the detailed analytical steps 
in transcendental phenomenology as a practical model for music 
institutions to gather and analyze this kind of very specific 
qualitative data of music students’ workload experiences during 
their studies. We also showed in our study (Jääskeläinen et al., 2020) 
how in the context of higher music education institutions, where the 
study programs are quite small, a Bayesian approach is a good 
option for analyzing quantitative data because it can produce valid 
results for small samples and combine both quantitative and 
qualitative feedback from students (Low-Choy et al., 2017). Thus, 
the multi-strategy approach utilized in the MSW Project may offer 
a valuable model of how to utilize students’ feedback in the most 
beneficial way to feed into developmental work in universities and 
educational policies. Furthermore, institutions should employ a 
researcher who is able to conduct longitudinal, cross-cultural, and 
interventional research on music students’ workload, stress, and 
coping, and to incorporate students’ feedback as accurate results and 
findings to contribute to the developmental work in the institutions.

Theoretical implications

Because research-based findings regarding music students’ 
experienced workload in higher education were lacking to a great 
extent, the findings and results of the theoretical, methodological, and 
empirical studies in the MSW Project showed specific developmental 
areas—in line with the results of the systematic review—which were 
further reflected in the four recommendations above. The meta-
narrative synthesis shows that the higher education context for music 
students has specific challenges and resources associated with music 
students’ coping with workload and stress when compared to those of 
students in other disciplines. These discipline-specific characteristics 

should be acknowledged in general educational theories concerning 
students’ workload to better inform the educational practices and 
policies which have an impact not only on music students’ coping, 
learning, wellbeing, and future careers as musicians but also on the 
preparedness of higher music education teachers and the development 
of more equitable and just education systems.

Practical implications

When aiming to support music students’ coping with their 
workload and stress experiences, higher music institutions should 
concentrate on scrutinizing the workload in the current educational 
systems, for example in the curriculum and the academic culture. 
Student workload has been an ongoing topic in higher education 
for decades; however, discussing is not enough when there is growth 
in students’ psychological distress. Urgent actions are needed, for 
example by following the present study’s practical implications:

 1. Listen to music students as experts of their experiences so 
that the support systems that help students cope with 
workload and stress can function properly, both in future 
times of crises and in everyday circumstances.

 2. Recruit an institutional researcher to conduct longitudinal, 
cross-cultural, and interventional research on music 
students’ experiences of workload, stress, and coping.

 3. Invest resources to disseminate research-based evidence on 
music students’ coping with workload and stress to inform 
the curricular, administrative, and teachers’ and students’ 
professional development.

Limitations

The MSW Project is not without limitations. The included 
studies in the systematic literature review were mostly from 
Western countries, and the participants in the empirical studies 
were from only two countries, which limits the generalizability of 
the findings for other countries. In addition, extending the 
statistical representativeness of sample sizes in the empirical 
studies would increase the results’ generalizability. Another 
limitation concerns the use of self-reported experiences by music 
students. Biophysical data of students’ workload and stress could 
complement self-reported data (see, e.g., Asikainen and 
Katajavuori, 2021), and thus increase the validity of workload 
research for building educational policy recommendations.

Future research

Because, before the MSW Project, there was practically no 
previous research on music students’ workload experiences in 
higher music education, more research is needed on this specific 
topic in order to guide and inform curricular decisions 
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(Koops and Kuebel, 2021). This may help to foster an academic 
culture that encourages more positive learning environments as a 
way to meet the specific needs of music students (Papageorgi et al., 
2010). Similarly, Blackwell et al. (2020) argue that research-based 
evidence on teaching conditions that increase students’ 
experiences of wellbeing may be  an efficient way to improve 
teaching and learning environments in higher music education.

Conclusion

In the MSW Project, we listened to music students’ experiences 
and showed how their valuable voices can contribute to a wide 
spectrum of knowledge and become a form of research-based 
evidence that can potentially be  utilized in better supporting 
students and furthering both the development of academic 
practices and educational policies. A meta-narrative review of the 
seven studies in the MSW Project was conducted to map previous 
and new research on music students’ experienced workload. 
We reviewed the key elements of the findings and results from 
these seven studies. After triangulating the key elements, we built 
a synthesis to provide four actionable policy and intervention 
recommendations for supporting music students in coping with 
workload and stress in higher music education: (1) support music 
students’ proactive coping skills; (2) find solutions to the unequal 
workload and stress experiences between low-income and well-off 
students, different genders, and different study programs; (3) 
ensure teachers’ continuing professional development, particularly 
in the learner-centered pedagogical approaches; and (4) invest 
resources for providing more longitudinal, cross-cultural, and 
interventional research investigating music students’ discipline-
specific experiences of workload and stress. The present study has 
several implications. Higher music education institutions should 
acknowledge that higher education context has specific challenges 
and resources associated with music students’ coping with 
workload and stress; thus, music students should be listened as 
experts of their experiences. In order to incorporate students’ 
feedback as accurate results and findings to the developmental 
work in the institutions, a researcher should be  recruited and 
resources should be invested to produce and disseminate research-
based evidence on music students’ coping with workload and stress.

Author contributions

The author confirms being the sole contributor of this work 
and has approved it for publication.

Funding

This work was funded by the Sibelius Academy Music 
Education Doctoral Programme and supported by the Center for 
Educational Research and Academic Development in the Arts 
(CERADA), University of the Arts Helsinki, Finland.

Acknowledgments

I wish to thank all of the university music students who 
participated in this study as respondents and interviewees by 
generously sharing their experiences and time. I would like to give 
special thanks to Guadalupe López-Íñiguez, Michelle Phillips, Kai 
Lehikoinen, and Heidi Westerlund for their expertise as the Music 
Student Workload Project’s co-researchers and supervisors. I also 
thank language editor Christopher TenWolde for his constructive 
comments at various stages of the project.

Conflict of interest

The author declares that the research was conducted in the 
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could 
be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the 
authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated 
organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the 
reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or 
claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or 
endorsed by the publisher.

References
Amirkhan, J. H., and Kofman, Y. B. (2018). Stress overload as a red flag for 

freshman failure and attrition. Contemp. Educ. Psychol. 54, 297–308. doi: 10.1016/j.
cedpsych.2018.07.004

Araújo, L., Wasley, D., Perkins, R., Atkins, L., Redding, E., Ginsborg, J., et al. 
(2017). Fit to perform: an investigation of higher education music students’ 
perceptions, attitudes, and behaviors toward health. Front. Psychol. 8:1558. doi: 
10.3389/fpsyg.2017.01558

Asikainen, H., and Katajavuori, N. (2021). Development of a web-based 
intervention course to promote students’ well-being and studying in universities: 
protocol for an experimental study design. JMIR Res. Protoc. 10:e23613. doi: 
10.2196/23613

Atkinson, T., and Claxton, G. (2000). The Intuitive Practitioner. Barcelona: 
Octaedro.

Beban, A., and Trueman, N. (2018). Student workers: the unequal load of paid 
and unpaid work in the neoliberal university. N. Z. Sociol. 33, 99–131. doi: 10.3316/
informit.952547514231502

Bernhard, H. C. (2007). A comparison of burnout between undergraduate music 
and non-music majors. Visions Res. Music Educ 9, 1–13. Available at: http://www-
usr.rider.edu/~vrme/v9n1/vision/Bernard%20Final.pdf

Blackwell, J., Miksza, P., Evans, P., and McPherson, G. E. (2020). Student vitality, 
teacher engagement, and rapport in studio music instruction. Front. Psychol. 
11:1007. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01007

Booker, R. A. R. (2010). Examining the inclusion of quantitative research in a 
meta-ethnographic review. J. Ethnographic Protoc. Qual. Res. 4, 57–74.  
Available at: https://www.jeqr.org/abstracts-from-previous-volumes/volume-4- 
issue-2

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.846666
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cedpsych.2018.07.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cedpsych.2018.07.004
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.01558
https://doi.org/10.2196/23613
https://doi.org/10.3316/informit.952547514231502
https://doi.org/10.3316/informit.952547514231502
http://www-usr.rider.edu/~vrme/v9n1/vision/Bernard%20Final.pdf
http://www-usr.rider.edu/~vrme/v9n1/vision/Bernard%20Final.pdf
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01007
https://www.jeqr.org/abstracts-from-previous-volumes/volume-4-issue-2
https://www.jeqr.org/abstracts-from-previous-volumes/volume-4-issue-2


Jääskeläinen 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.846666

Frontiers in Psychology 20 frontiersin.org

Bowyer, K. (2012). A model of student workload. J. High. Educ. Policy Manag. 34, 
239–258. doi: 10.1080/1360080X.2012.678729

Bresler, L. (2005). What musicianship can teach educational research. Music. 
Educ. Res. 7, 169–183. doi: 10.1080/14613800500169399

Bull, A. (2020). Class, Control, and Classical Music. New York: Oxford University Press.

Cannella, G. S., and Koro-Ljungberg, M. (2017). Neoliberalism in higher 
education: can we understand? Can we resist and survive? Can we become without 
neoliberalism? Cult. Stud. Criti. Methodol. 17, 155–162. doi: 10.1177/ 
1532708617706117

Chambers, E. (1992). Work-load and the quality of student learning. Stud. High. 
Educ. 17, 141–153. doi: 10.1080/03075079212331382627

Deasy, C., Coughlan, B., Pironom, J., Jourdan, D., and Mannix-McNamara, P. 
(2014). Psychological distress and coping amongst higher education students: 
a  mixed method enquiry. PLoS One 9:e115193. doi: 10.1371/journal. 
pone.0115193

Denzin, N. K. (1970). The Research Act: A Theoretical Introduction to Sociological 
Methods. Chicago, IL: Aldine.

Fernández-Herrería, A., and Martínez-Rodríguez, F. M. (2016). Deconstructing 
the neoliberal ‘entrepreneurial self ’: a critical perspective derived from a global 
‘biophilic consciousness’. Policy Fut. Educ. 14, 314–326. doi: 10.1177/ 
1478210316631709

Fitzpatrick, K. (2019). Generous Thinking: A Radical Approach to Saving the 
University. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press.

Gaunt, H., and Westerlund, H. (2013). in “Prelude. The Case for Collaborative 
Learning in Higher music Education,” in Collaborative Learning in Higher Music 
Education. eds. H. Gaunt and H. Westerlund (Farnham, Ashgate), 1–9.

Giles, L. (2009). An investigation of the relationship between students’ perceptions 
of workload and their approaches to learning at a regional Polytechnic. Doctoral 
Dissertation. New Zealand: Massey University.

Ginsborg, J., Kreutz, G., Thomas, M., and Williamon, A. (2009). Healthy 
behaviours in music and non-music performance students. Health Educ. 109, 
242–258. doi: 10.1108/09654280910955575

Greenglass, E. R. (2002). in “Proactive Coping” in Beyond Coping: Meeting Goals, 
Visions, and Challenges. ed. E. Frydenberg (London: Oxford University Press), 
37–62.

Greenglass, E. R., Schwarzer, R., and Laghi, F. (2008). The Proactive Coping 
Inventory for Adolescents (PCI-A). Available at: http://estherg.info.yorku.ca/
greenglass-pci/ (Accessed December 31, 2021).

Greenhalgh, T., Robert, G., Macfarlane, F., Bate, P., and Kyriakidou, O. (2004). 
Diffusion of innovations in service organisations: systematic literature review and 
recommendations for future research. Milbank Q. 82, 581–629. doi: 
10.1111/j.0887-378X.2004.00325.x

Greenhalgh, T., Robert, G., Macfarlane, F., Bate, P., Kyriakidou, O., and Peacock, R. 
(2005). Storylines of research in diffusion of innovation: a meta-narrative approach 
to systematic review. Soc. Sci. Med. 61, 417–430. doi: 10.1016/j.socscimed.2004.12.001

Gyamera, G. O., and Burke, P. J. (2018). Neoliberalism and curriculum in higher 
education: a post-colonial analyses. Teach. High. Educ. 23, 450–467. doi: 
10.1080/13562517.2017.1414782

Habe, K., Biasutti, M., and Kajtna, T. (2021). Wellbeing and flow in sports and 
music students during the COVID-19 pandemic. Think. Skills Creat. 39:100798. doi: 
10.1016/j.tsc.2021.100798

Hallam, S., and Papageorgi, I. (2017). Conceptions of musical understanding. Res. 
Stud. Music Educ. 38, 133–154. doi: 10.1177/1321103X16671037

Harrison, S. (2014). “Weaving together disparate threads: future perspectives for 
research and research education,” in Research and Research Education in Music 
Performance and Pedagogy. ed. S. Harrison (Dordrecht: Springer), 197–202.

Hernesniemi, E., Räty, H., Kasanen, K., Cheng, X., Hong, J., and Kuittinen, M. 
(2017). Perception of workload and its relation to perceived teaching and learning 
environments among Finnish and Chinese university students. Int. J. Higher Educ. 
6, 42–55. doi: 10.5430/ijhe.v6n5p42

Holsti, O. R. (1969). Content Analysis for the Social Sciences and Humanities. 
Addison-Wesley.

Jääskeläinen, T. (2021). Tuition fees, entrance examinations and misconceptions 
about equity in higher music education. Nordic Res. Music Educ. 2, 4–19. doi: 
10.23865/nrme.v2.2803

Jääskeläinen, T. (2022a). “Music is my life”: examining the connections between 
music students’ workload experiences in higher education and meaningful 
engagement in music. Res. Stud. Music Educ. doi: 10.1177/1321103X221104296 
[Epub ahead of print].

Jääskeläinen, T. (2022b). Using a transcendental phenomenological approach as 
a model to obtain a meaningful understanding of music students’ experienced 
workload in higher education. Int. J. Educ. Arts 23, 1–22. doi: 10.26209/ijea23n6

Jääskeläinen, T., and López-Íñiguez, G. (2022). Tools for teachers to support music 
students in managing and coping with their workload in higher education. Front. 
Educ. 7:895090. doi: 10.3389/feduc.2022.895090

Jääskeläinen, T., López-Íñiguez, G., and Lehikoinen, K. (2022a). Experienced 
workload, stress, and coping among professional students in higher music education: 
an explanatory mixed methods study in Finland and the United Kingdom. Psychol. 
Music doi: 10.1177/03057356211070325 [Epub ahead of print].

Jääskeläinen, T., López-Íñiguez, G., and Phillips, M. (2020). Music students’ 
experienced workload, livelihoods and stress in higher education in Finland and the 
United Kingdom. Music. Educ. Res. 22, 505–526. doi: 10.1080/14613808.2020.1841134

Jääskeläinen, T., López-Íñiguez, G., and Phillips, M. (2022b). Music students’ 
experienced workload in higher education: a systematic review and 
recommendations for good practice. Music. Sci. doi: 10.1177/10298649221093976 
[Epub ahead of print].

Jacobs, S. R., and Dodd, D. (2003). Student burnout as a function of personality, 
social support, and workload. J. Coll. Stud. Dev. 44, 291–303. doi: 10.1353/
csd.2003.0028

Johnston, J. (2011). Interrogating the goals of work-integrated learning: neoliberal 
agendas and critical pedagogy. Asia-Pac. J. Cooperative Educ. 12, 175–182. Available 
at: https://wilresearch.uwaterloo.ca/Resource/View/1455

Kalalahti, M., and Varjo, J. (2012). Tasa-arvo ja oikeudenmukaisuus perusopetukseen 
sijoittumisessa ja valikoitumisessa. Kasvatus & Aika 6, 39–55. Available at: http://www.
kasvatus-ja-aika.fi/dokumentit/kalalahti_ja_varjo_0103122343.pdf

Kember, D. (2004). Interpreting student workload and the factors which shape 
students’ perceptions of their workload. Stud. High. Educ. 29, 165–184. doi: 
10.1080/0307507042000190778

Kember, D., and Leung, D. Y. (2006). Characterising a teaching and learning 
environment conducive to making demands on students while not making their 
workload excessive. Stud. High. Educ. 31, 185–198. doi: 10.1080/03075070600572074

Koops, L. H., and Kuebel, C. R. (2021). Self-reported mental health and mental 
illness among university music students in the United States. Res. Stud. Music Educ. 
43, 129–143. doi: 10.1177/1321103X19863265

Krippendorff, K. (1980). Content Analysis: An Introduction to its Methodology. Sage.

Lockwood, F. (1999). Estimating student workload: implications for quality 
learning. Staff Educ. Dev. Int. 3, 281–289.

López-Íñiguez, G., Pozo, J. I., and de Dios, M. J. (2014). The older, the wiser? 
Profiles of string instrument teachers with different experience according to their 
conceptions of teaching, learning, and evaluation. Psychol. Music 42, 157–176. doi: 
10.1177/0305735612463772

Low-Choy, S., Riley, T., and Alston-Knox, C. (2017). Using Bayesian statistical 
modelling as a bridge between quantitative and qualitative analyses: illustrated via 
analysis of an online teaching tool. Educ. Media Int. 54, 317–359. doi: 
10.1080/09523987.2017.1397404

Lund, R. (2020). The social organisation of boasting in the neoliberal university. 
Gend. Educ. 32, 466–485. doi: 10.1080/09540253.2018.1482412

Maisuria, A. (2014). The neo-liberalisation policy agenda and its consequences 
for education in England: a focus on resistance now and possibilities for the future. 
Policy Fut. Educ. 12, 286–296. doi: 10.2304/pfie.2014.12.2.286

Marsh, H. W. (2001). Distinguishing between good (useful) and bad workload on 
students’ evaluations of teaching. Am. Educ. Res. J. 38, 183–212. doi: 
10.3102/00028312038001183

Moher, D., Liberati, A., Tetzlaff, J., and Altman, D. G. The PRISMA Group (2009). 
Preferred reporting items for systematic reviews and meta-analyses. The PRISMA 
statement. PLoS Med. 6:e1000097. doi: 10.1371/journal.pmed.1000097

Moustakas, C. (1994). Phenomenological Research Methods. Thousands Oaks, CA: 
Sage.

Noble, H., and Heale, R. (2019). Triangulation in research, with examples. Evid. 
Based Nurs. 22, 67–68. doi: 10.1136/ebnurs-2019-103145

Nogaj, A. A. (2017). Locus of control and styles of coping with stress in students 
educated at polish music and visual art schools – a cross-sectional study. Pol. 
Psychol. Bull. 48, 279–287. doi: 10.1515/ppb-2017-0031

Oksanen, A., Laimi, K., Björklund, K., Löyttyniemi, E., and Kunttu, K. (2017). A 
12-year trend of psychological distress: national study of Finnish university students. 
Cent. Eur. J. Public Health 25, 113–119. doi: 10.21101/cejph.a4438

Papageorgi, I., Haddon, E., Creech, A., Morton, F., De Bezenac, C., Himonides, E., 
et al. (2010). Institutional culture and learning I: perceptions of the learning 
environment and musicians' attitudes to learning. Music. Educ. Res. 12, 151–178. 
doi: 10.1080/14613801003746550

Park, A., Guptill, C., and Sumsion, T. (2007). Why music majors pursue music 
despite the risk of playing-related injuries. Med. Probl. Perform. Art. 22, 89–96. doi: 
10.7939/R37W67H97

Parpala, A., and Lindblom-Ylänne, S. (2012). Using a research instrument for 
developing quality at the university. Qual. High. Educ. 18, 313–328. doi: 
10.1080/13538322.2012.733493

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.846666
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.1080/1360080X.2012.678729
https://doi.org/10.1080/14613800500169399
https://doi.org/10.1177/1532708617706117
https://doi.org/10.1177/1532708617706117
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079212331382627
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0115193
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0115193
https://doi.org/10.1177/1478210316631709
https://doi.org/10.1177/1478210316631709
https://doi.org/10.1108/09654280910955575
http://estherg.info.yorku.ca/greenglass-pci/
http://estherg.info.yorku.ca/greenglass-pci/
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0887-378X.2004.00325.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2004.12.001
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2017.1414782
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tsc.2021.100798
https://doi.org/10.1177/1321103X16671037
https://doi.org/10.5430/ijhe.v6n5p42
https://doi.org/10.23865/nrme.v2.2803
https://doi.org/10.1177/1321103X221104296
https://doi.org/10.26209/ijea23n6
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2022.895090
https://doi.org/10.1177/03057356211070325
https://doi.org/10.1080/14613808.2020.1841134
https://doi.org/10.1177/10298649221093976
https://doi.org/10.1353/csd.2003.0028
https://doi.org/10.1353/csd.2003.0028
https://wilresearch.uwaterloo.ca/Resource/View/1455
http://www.kasvatus-ja-aika.fi/dokumentit/kalalahti_ja_varjo_0103122343.pdf
http://www.kasvatus-ja-aika.fi/dokumentit/kalalahti_ja_varjo_0103122343.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/0307507042000190778
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075070600572074
https://doi.org/10.1177/1321103X19863265
https://doi.org/10.1177/0305735612463772
https://doi.org/10.1080/09523987.2017.1397404
https://doi.org/10.1080/09540253.2018.1482412
https://doi.org/10.2304/pfie.2014.12.2.286
https://doi.org/10.3102/00028312038001183
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed.1000097
https://doi.org/10.1136/ebnurs-2019-103145
https://doi.org/10.1515/ppb-2017-0031
https://doi.org/10.21101/cejph.a4438
https://doi.org/10.1080/14613801003746550
https://doi.org/10.7939/R37W67H97
https://doi.org/10.1080/13538322.2012.733493


Jääskeläinen 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.846666

Frontiers in Psychology 21 frontiersin.org

Pekkola, M. (2009). Neoliberal politics of innovation and its opposition at the 
university: The case of Finland. Int. J. Inclusive Democracy 5, 1–8. Available at: 
https://www.inclusivedemocracy.org/journal/vol5/vol5_no2_pekkola_case_finland.
htm

Porter, S. R., Whitcomb, M. E., and Weitzer, W. H. (2004). Multiple surveys of 
students and survey fatigue. New Dir. Inst. Res. 2004, 63–73. doi: 10.1002/ir.101

Pozo, J. I., Scheuer, N., Pérez-Echeverría, M. P., Mateos, M., Martín, E., and 
Cruz, M. (2006). Nuevas formas de Pensar la enseñanza y el Aprendizaje: Las 
Concepciones de Profesores y Alumnos [New Ways of Thinking about Teaching and 
Learning: Conceptions Held by Teachers and Students]. Barcelona: Grao.

Pozo, J. I., Pérez-Echeverría, M. P., López-Íñiguez, G., and Torrado, J. A. (eds) 
(2022). Learning and Teaching in the Music Studio. A Student-Centred Approach. 
Singapore: Springer.

Reay, D. (2017). Miseducation. Inequality, Education and the Working Classes. 
Bristol: Policy Press.

Reimer, B. (2007). Roots of inequality and injustice: the challenges for music 
education. Music. Educ. Res. 9, 191–204. doi: 10.1080/14613800701384052

Rosset, M., Baumann, E., and Altenmüller, E. (2021). Studying music during the 
coronavirus pandemic: conditions of studying and health-related challenges. Front. 
Psychol. 12:651393. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2021.651393

Salmela-Aro, K., and Read, S. (2017). Study engagement and burnout profiles 
among Finnish higher education students. Burn. Res. 7, 21–28. doi: 10.1016/j.
burn.2017.11.001

Vosniadou, S. (2013). International Handbook of Research on Conceptual Change. 
2nd Edn. New York: Routledge.

Williamon, A., and Thompson, S. (2006). Awareness and incidence of health 
problems among conservatoire students. Psychol. Music 34, 411–430. doi: 
10.1177/0305735606067150

Wong, G., Greenhalgh, T., Westhorp, G., Buckingham, J., and Pawson, R. (2013). 
RAMESES publication standards: meta-narrative reviews. BMC Med. 11:20. doi: 
10.1186/1741-7015-11-20

Zetterberg, C., Backlund, H., Karlsson, J., Werner, H., and Olsson, L. (1998). 
Musculoskeletal problems among male and female music students. Med. Probl. 
Perform. Art. 13, 160–166.

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.846666
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.inclusivedemocracy.org/journal/vol5/vol5_no2_pekkola_case_finland.htm
https://www.inclusivedemocracy.org/journal/vol5/vol5_no2_pekkola_case_finland.htm
https://doi.org/10.1002/ir.101
https://doi.org/10.1080/14613800701384052
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.651393
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.burn.2017.11.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.burn.2017.11.001
https://doi.org/10.1177/0305735606067150
https://doi.org/10.1186/1741-7015-11-20

	Music students’ workload, stress, and coping in higher education: Evidence-based policymaking
	Introduction
	Materials and methods
	Meta-narrative approach

	Results
	A planning phase
	A search phase
	A mapping phase
	An appraisal phase
	A synthesis phase
	A recommendation phase

	Discussion
	Recommendation 1: Support music students’ proactive coping skills
	Recommendation 2: Find solutions to the unequal workload and stress experiences between low-income and well-off students, different genders, and different study programs
	Recommendation 3: Ensure teachers’ continuing professional development, particularly in the learner-centered pedagogical approaches
	Recommendation 4: Invest resources for providing more longitudinal, cross-cultural, and interventional research investigating music students’ discipline-specific experiences of workload and stress
	Theoretical implications
	Practical implications
	Limitations
	Future research
	Conclusion

	Author contributions
	Funding
	Conflict of interest
	Publisher’s note

	 References

