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Abstract 

Purpose: The aim of this study is to conceptualise longitudinal qualitative research within the context of music education 

and to discuss the theoretical, pedagogical, and methodological possibilities that this approach offers for music education 

research. 

 

Method: Musical learning is a dynamic process in which cognitive, affective, psychomotor, relational, and contextual 

dimensions are shaped together over time. However, in music education research, learning, identity, motivation, teacher–

student relationships, and ensemble music-making processes are often examined through cross-sectional or short-term 

research designs. This may limit our understanding of how musical experiences develop, transform, and are reinterpreted 

over time. This study discusses how longitudinal qualitative research can contribute to music education research through 

the concepts of time, process, change, and continuity. In this context, the concept of longitudinality, its relationship with the 

qualitative research paradigm, the developmental nature of musical learning, the construction of musical identity over time, 

the processual structure of pedagogical relationships, and the role of contextual conditions are examined. 

 

Findings: Longitudinal phenomenological approaches, longitudinal narrative research, and longitudinal case studies are 

also discussed in relation to music education. The study argues that longitudinal qualitative research can contribute to a 

deeper understanding of how learning occurs in music education, the conditions under which it takes shape, and the 

transformations through which it unfolds over time. 
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Introduction 

Music education is a process unfolding over time, in which learning cannot be explained solely 

through the acquisition of technical skills or cognitive development, but is shaped through the 

interplay of bodily, affective, relational, and contextual dimensions. Instrumental practice 

habits, the use of voice and body, musical perception, interpretation, motivation, performance 

experience, and the personal meanings attached to music do not emerge at a single moment. 

These dimensions develop and are reshaped over time through repetition, feedback, 

pedagogical interaction, peer relationships, stage experience, and institutional expectations. 

Therefore, evaluating musical learning only through outcomes measured at a particular point in 

time may remain limited in explaining how the learning process is constructed and how it is 

understood by students. 

In music education research, alongside learning processes, issues such as the meanings 

attributed to music, musical identity, teacher–student relationships, ensemble music-making 

experiences, belonging, motivation, and professional orientation also occupy an important 

place. What these phenomena have in common is that they are not static structures, but 

processes that change and are reconstructed over time. A student’s perception of “being a 

musician”, their experience of instrumental examinations, their position within a choir, their 

relationship with their teacher, or their professional expectations regarding music teaching may 

not remain the same across different stages of education. Nevertheless, when research problems 

are addressed mainly through “before” and “after” comparisons or through accounts of 

experience at a single point in time, the process itself may remain insufficiently visible, as may 

the ruptures, continuities, and reinterpretations through which experiences are transformed. 

In recent years, longitudinal designs have increasingly been used in music education, 

particularly within quantitative approaches (Aydınlı Gürler, 2021; Dubaz Bükülmez, 2023; 

Ertekin Kaya, 2025). Although such studies make important contributions to monitoring 

learning and developmental processes, time is often treated as a technical element that enables 

the comparison of measurements taken at specific intervals. This may create limitations in 

explaining how students make sense of their musical experiences throughout the process, what 

turning points they encounter in their learning and identity development, and how pedagogical 

contexts shape these experiences. Therefore, longitudinal thinking in music education research 

needs to be considered not only in terms of research duration or measurement intervals, but also 

as a theoretical and interpretative perspective. 

Longitudinal qualitative research offers important possibilities at this point. This approach 

enables researchers to examine how individuals construct their experiences over time, how their 

perceptions change, and how meanings are reconstructed within educational contexts. This is 

particularly important for music education, because musical learning, musical identity, 

pedagogical relationships, and contextual conditions are not independent of one another; rather, 

they are mutually influencing processes. For example, a student’s technical progress in 

instrumental learning may also affect their sense of self-efficacy, performance anxiety, 

relationship with their teacher, and musician identity. Similarly, choir or ensemble experience 

gains meaning not only through musical skill, but also through belonging, social connectedness, 

group roles, and pedagogical leadership. For this reason, time in music education research 

should be considered together with the question of how experience is formed, changed, and 

reinterpreted over time. 
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The aim of this study is to conceptualise longitudinal qualitative research within the context of 

music education and to discuss the theoretical, pedagogical, and methodological possibilities 

that this approach offers for music education research. The study treats time not merely as an 

interval between points of data collection, but as an interpretative dimension that makes it 

possible to understand how musical learning, musical identity, pedagogical relationships, and 

contextual conditions are shaped throughout the process. Accordingly, longitudinal qualitative 

research is discussed as a research perspective directed towards examining how musical 

experiences are formed over time, under what conditions they change, and how they are 

reinterpreted by participants. 

Within this framework, the article first addresses the concept of longitudinality and the 

relationship between longitudinal qualitative research and the qualitative research paradigm. It 

then discusses the developmental nature of musical learning, the construction of musical 

identity over time, the processual structure of pedagogical relationships, and the role of 

contextual conditions in music education. Subsequently, the core dimensions of longitudinal 

qualitative research in music education are examined; longitudinal phenomenological 

approaches, longitudinal narrative research, and longitudinal case studies are evaluated in 

relation to music education. Finally, the theoretical, pedagogical, methodological, and research-

cultural contributions of longitudinal qualitative research are discussed. 

Conceptual Foundations of Longitudinal Qualitative Research 

The Concept of Longitudinality 

Longitudinality refers, in its most basic sense, to the capacity to analyse change and continuity 

as they emerge through the passage of time (Saldaña, 2003; Neale, 2019). This approach aims 

to understand how experiences are shaped over time, under what conditions they change 

direction, and through what shifts in meaning they are transformed. In this respect, 

longitudinality does not merely refer to long-term data collection; rather, it is considered a way 

of thinking in which time is located both at the centre of the research focus and within the 

interpretative framework. 

The methodological literature emphasises that longitudinality serves two main purposes. First, 

it makes it possible to capture the depth of participants’ life and learning experiences through 

research relationships that extend over time. Second, it renders visible changes in perceptions, 

meaning-making, and actions through comparative observations conducted at multiple time 

points (Saldaña, 2003). In this context, the longitudinal approach moves beyond a “from–to” 

understanding, which treats change as the difference between a starting point and an endpoint, 

and is instead based on a “from–through” perspective that examines the process of change, the 

pathways it follows, and its turning points (Saldaña, 2003; Neale, 2019). 

The qualitative methodological literature describes this process as a time-aware form of 

qualitative inquiry, in which time is not merely a background to be followed but a dimension 

located at the centre of analysis. Within this framework, longitudinal qualitative research is 

positioned not as the repetition of cross-sectional qualitative studies at different times, but as a 

distinctive approach that seeks to trace continuities, discontinuities, and reconstructions of 

experience over time (Treanor et al., 2021; Audulv et al., 2022; Calman et al., 2013). This 

approach differs from cross-sectional qualitative research in that it treats change not as a static 

outcome, but as a process that unfolds over time and is sensitive to context. 
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This distinction is important for music education. Musical learning is often concerned not only 

with whether a particular outcome has been achieved, but with the processes through which 

students’ patterns of skill, meaning, identity, and relationship are transformed. Longitudinal 

qualitative research, therefore, allows music education researchers not only to trace 

development, but also to understand how learning experiences are constructed throughout the 

process. 

Longitudinal Qualitative Research and the Qualitative Research Paradigm 

Longitudinal qualitative research is ontologically and epistemologically compatible with 

interpretative and constructivist paradigms (Neale, 2019). These paradigms understand reality 

as a process that is continuously constructed through individuals’ experiences, interactions, and 

meaning-making. Knowledge is produced through the interaction between researcher and 

participant, in ways that are sensitive to context and time. 

In longitudinal research, experiences, perceptions, and meanings are not treated as a single 

cross-section, but are examined as structures that change over time. This approach makes it 

possible to explore how participants’ meanings in relation to a particular phenomenon are 

sustained, changed, or reconstructed over time. In this way, longitudinal qualitative research 

renders visible one of the central assumptions of qualitative research: the contextual and 

dynamic nature of meaning, examined within a field of inquiry that unfolds over time (Treanor 

et al., 2021; Audulv et al., 2022). 

In this respect, the longitudinal qualitative approach represents a research orientation that 

deepens the process-, context-, and meaning-centred assumptions of qualitative research 

paradigms through the dimension of time. From the perspective of music education research, 

this approach offers an important conceptual basis for understanding how students’ 

relationships with music, their interactions with teachers, their positions within musical 

communities, and their perceptions of musical competence are shaped over time. 

The Nature of Music Education and the Longitudinal Perspective 

The Multidimensional and Developmental Nature of Musical Learning 

Musical learning has a complex structure in which cognitive, affective, and psychomotor 

processes operate simultaneously and develop gradually over time. In music education, 

components such as perceptual skills, motor coordination, musical understanding, 

interpretation, and motivation are progressively constructed through repetition, practice, and 

feedback, and this development does not always follow a linear path (Hallam, 2006). This 

multidimensional structure makes it difficult to examine musical learning at a single point in 

time and calls for time-sensitive research approaches through which learning processes can be 

examined in terms of continuity and change. 

The developmental and non-linear nature of musical learning makes it difficult to capture 

students’ learning processes at a particular moment. McPherson and Renwick’s (2001) three-

year longitudinal study showed that children’s musical self-regulation skills displayed different 

patterns from an early stage and that these patterns became increasingly distinct over time. 

Similarly, Rutkowski and Miller’s (2003) longitudinal study, which followed primary school 

pupils’ singing skills from the first to the fifth grade, demonstrated that assessing children’s 
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musical competence at a single point in time may be misleading, and that development can be 

understood more holistically through observations extended over time. 

The effects of musical learning over time are observed not only at behavioural or pedagogical 

levels, but also at the neurobiological level. Although no significant differences were found in 

children’s brain structures before the beginning of musical training, marked changes in auditory 

and motor regions emerged within months of formal music education. This indicates that 

musical development is a process unfolding over time and cannot be captured through 

momentary measurements alone (Hyde et al., 2009; Schlaug et al., 2005). Voice change during 

adolescence also offers an example of the processual nature of musical learning as it intersects 

with bodily development. Studies following boys’ voice change over one year have shown that 

this process progresses alongside bodily development and may involve temporary functional 

losses (Willis & Kenny, 2008). 

These studies are important in demonstrating the temporal nature of musical development. 

However, music education research also needs studies that seek to understand not only the 

direction in which development proceeds, but also how it is experienced by students, under 

what pedagogical conditions it gains meaning, and through which contextual factors it changes 

direction. At this point, longitudinal qualitative research offers the possibility of examining not 

only the developmental course of musical learning, but also the meanings, ruptures, and 

reconstructions that emerge within that course. 

The Construction of Musical Identity Over Time 

In the context of music education, musical identity is understood as a dimension of individuals’ 

relationship with music that develops, changes, and is reinterpreted over time. The experiences, 

social interactions, and cultural practices that students encounter during their musical learning 

processes show that musical identity is reconstructed across different learning contexts (Green, 

2011; Marsh, 2011; Pitts, 2011; Georgii-Hemming, 2011). Musical identity may therefore be 

considered not as a fixed attribute possessed by the individual, but as a process reconstructed 

over time through musical experiences, social recognition, perceptions of competence, and 

future expectations. 

Students’ perceptions of “being a musician” may change throughout their education; their sense 

of belonging, competence, recognition, and ways of positioning themselves as part of a musical 

community may be reshaped through different experiences. This highlights the importance of 

process-oriented approaches for understanding the formation and transformation of identity in 

music education research. Longitudinal qualitative studies have shown that musical identity is 

constructed as a process unfolding over time, even in early childhood. Barrett’s (2009, 2011, 

2016) long-term studies of children from 18 months to four years of age show how singing and 

music-making change over time together with children’s ways of expressing themselves and 

positioning themselves within the social world. 

Adolescents’ relationships with music should not be regarded merely as responses specific to a 

particular moment, but as factors shaping their musical identities and their lifelong engagement 

with music. Although the literature emphasises the effects of positive affective experiences on 

motivation and learning outcomes, how these effects are sustained or transformed in the long 

term has not yet been sufficiently examined (Hallam, 2011; Miranda, 2013). The balance music 

education establishes between technical skill acquisition and emotional and social experiences 
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of music-making may therefore be considered an important factor in carrying individuals’ 

relationship with music from adolescence into adulthood. 

In this context, longitudinal qualitative research makes it possible to examine musical identity 

not as a characteristic located within a particular educational stage or a single context, but as an 

experiential field reconstructed throughout the educational process. In this way, it becomes 

possible to understand in greater detail through which experiences students’ relationships with 

music are strengthened, weakened, interrupted, or given new meaning. 

The Construction of Pedagogical Relationships Over Time 

Music education does not consist solely of individual learning processes; it is a relational 

process shaped through teacher–student relationships, peer interactions, ensemble music-

making experiences, and pedagogical expectations. Understanding how musical learning 

develops therefore requires examining not only students’ individual acquisition of skills, but 

also the relationships through which those skills are supported, hindered, or reinterpreted. The 

pedagogical, relational, and contextual dimensions of music education are often treated as a 

“black box”, making it difficult to understand how and under what conditions learning 

processes are transformed (Ilari, 2020). Longitudinal qualitative research has the potential to 

open this black box by making visible the relational nature of musical learning as it unfolds 

over time. 

The teacher–student relationship is not merely an instructional interaction in music education; 

it is also a relational field that affects students’ perceptions of musical competence, motivation, 

performance experiences, and identity development. This relationship may take different forms 

over time, including trust, expectation, autonomy, attachment, or tension. Particularly in areas 

that require continuity, such as individual instrumental tuition, vocal training, choir, and 

ensemble work, the pedagogical relationship may directly influence the meaning students attach 

to music. It is therefore important to examine pedagogical relationships not only within the 

context of a single lesson, examination, or performance, but in terms of how they are established 

and transformed across different stages of the educational process. 

In early childhood music education research, children’s experiences of music-making, 

movement, and speech are often represented through researchers’ accounts, while long-term, 

unstructured qualitative studies that place children at the centre as spontaneous music-making 

subjects remain limited. This makes it difficult to understand how and under what conditions 

musical learning processes are transformed over time (Reynolds, 2014). This limitation may be 

explained less by the theoretical inadequacy of longitudinal qualitative research than by 

practical constraints related to time, institutional structures, and funding. Nevertheless, it also 

points to the need for long-term qualitative studies that can make visible the relational, bodily, 

and temporal dimensions of musical learning. 

Ensemble music-making experiences also provide an important area for examining how 

pedagogical relationships are established over time. Warfield’s (2010) case study of a women’s 

string orchestra in a correctional centre revealed the social and musical value of community 

music programmes, while also indicating the need for longitudinal and comparative qualitative 

research to understand the effects of such programmes on participants’ lives. In community-

based music settings such as choirs, orchestras, and ensembles, students’ group roles, sense of 

belonging, and relationships with one another and with the teacher or conductor may change 
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over time. For this reason, ensemble music-making processes constitute a productive research 

area for longitudinal qualitative studies, not only for tracing the development of musical skills, 

but also for examining the transformation of pedagogical and social relationships. 

Contextual Conditions and the Processual Structure of Musical Experience 

Musical learning, identity, and pedagogical relationships are always shaped within particular 

contexts. Institutional structure, curriculum, assessment systems, repertoire selection, 

classroom environment, cultural expectations, technological resources, and inclusive education 

practices may affect students’ musical experiences directly or indirectly. Therefore, in music 

education research, context should be considered as a dynamic element that shapes how musical 

experience develops over time. 

It has been emphasised that understanding students’ musical development in general music 

classes over the years requires longitudinal qualitative research that goes beyond momentary 

and short-term qualitative investigations and involves time, collaboration, and in-depth data 

collection (Stanley, 2020). Similarly, qualitative research on in-service education in music 

education has made teachers’ experiences visible, yet has largely remained limited to case 

studies focusing on particular programmes. The limited number of longitudinal qualitative 

studies examining how teachers’ professional development evolves over time is regarded as one 

of the central methodological gaps in this area (Conway & Edgar, 2020). 

The effects of in-service education for music teachers also gain meaning not only through the 

content or duration of the programme, but through the extent to which these effects are sustained 

over time. It has been shown that even a short-term in-service education programme can lead 

to lasting changes when followed by longitudinal monitoring (Bauer et al., 2003). These 

findings suggest that pedagogical influence and professional transformation, as well as musical 

learning, need to be examined in time-sensitive ways. 

Although qualitative research in inclusive music education makes visible structural dimensions 

such as teacher–student relationships and pedagogical adaptations, it remains limited in 

showing how students’ musical experiences diversify and change throughout the P–12 process. 

The momentary investigations common in the literature are far from representing the whole of 

disabled students’ musical lives. This points to the need for longitudinal qualitative research in 

order to understand the multidimensional and time-extended nature of inclusive music 

education (Hourigan, 2020). 

Core Dimensions of Longitudinal Qualitative Research in Music Education 

In music education research, the longitudinal qualitative approach offers a research orientation 

that makes it possible to examine how musical learning is formed throughout the process, under 

what conditions it changes direction, and how it is reinterpreted by participants. Therefore, in 

the context of music education, time should not be treated merely as an external element 

indicating how long the research lasts or at what intervals data are collected; rather, it should 

be considered a central dimension that helps to understand changes among learning, identity, 

pedagogical relationships, and context. 

In this respect, longitudinal qualitative research in music education may be considered through 

four core dimensions: musical learning, musical identity, pedagogical relationships, and 

contextual conditions. These dimensions are not independent of one another. Musical learning 
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is not limited to students’ technical or cognitive development; it is shaped together with 

motivation, self-efficacy, performance experience, and the personal meanings attached to 

music. Musical identity, in turn, relates to how students position themselves as musical subjects, 

performers, choristers, prospective teachers, or members of a musical community. This 

positioning may change over time through the influence of pedagogical relationships, peer 

interactions, repertoire experiences, and institutional expectations. 

Pedagogical relationships constitute another important dimension of the music education 

process. Music education often takes place within interactions that require continuity. 

Individual instrumental lessons, vocal training, choir, orchestra, and ensemble work are based 

on the development of teacher–student or conductor–ensemble relationships over time. These 

relationships may affect not only students’ learning processes, but also their perceptions of 

musical competence, their sense of belonging, and how they see themselves within the field of 

music. For this reason, longitudinal qualitative research seeks to understand pedagogical 

relationships not merely through their appearance at the moment of a single lesson, 

examination, or performance, but through how they produce trust, expectation, support, tension, 

or autonomy throughout the process. 

Contextual conditions refer to the educational, institutional, social, and cultural environments 

within which musical learning, musical identity, and pedagogical relationships are shaped. 

Institutional structure, curriculum, assessment systems, repertoire selection, physical resources, 

cultural environment, family expectations, technology use, and inclusive education practices 

may affect students’ music education processes in different ways over time. Context should 

therefore be considered in longitudinal qualitative research not merely as a background 

describing the setting in which the research takes place, but as an active element participating 

in the formation of learning and meaning-making processes. 

Considering these four dimensions together enables music education research to move beyond 

viewing change only as the difference between starting and ending points. A student’s 

development in the process of instrumental learning may gain meaning together with changes 

in musical identity, the quality of the relationship established with the teacher, and the 

educational context in which the student is situated. Similarly, a choir experience may be 

evaluated not only through the development of students’ musical performance, but also through 

the transformation of group roles, sense of belonging, social connectedness, and pedagogical 

leadership over time. Longitudinal qualitative research therefore places at the centre not only 

the question of “what changed?” in music education, but also “how did this change occur?”, 

“within which relationships did it gain meaning?”, and “how did participants interpret this 

process over time?” 

The core dimensions of longitudinal qualitative research in music education are summarised in 

Figure 1. In the figure, musical learning, musical identity, pedagogical relationships, and 

contextual conditions are presented as mutually related dimensions within a process unfolding 

over time. Continuity, change, turning points, and reinterpretation are considered as key patterns 

through which this process can be traced. 
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Figure 1.  

Core Dimensions of Longitudinal Qualitative Research in Music Education 

This framework emphasises that the longitudinal qualitative approach should not be viewed in 

music education research merely as a form of data collection conducted at particular intervals. 

What matters is the possibility of examining through which relationships, contexts, and forms 

of meaning-making musical learning processes change over time. This perspective makes it 

possible to consider musical learning, musical identity, pedagogical relationships, and 

contextual conditions not as separate research topics, but as mutually influencing dimensions 

of the same educational process. 

Types of Longitudinal Qualitative Research in Music Education 

In longitudinal qualitative research, the aim of the study, the nature of the phenomenon being 

followed, the position of the participants, and the structure of the change to be traced over time 

all influence the choice of qualitative approach. In the context of music education, longitudinal 

phenomenological approaches, longitudinal narrative research, and longitudinal case studies 

may be considered among the particularly prominent types of research. These approaches make 

it possible to examine, from different perspectives, how musical learning, identity development, 

pedagogical relationships, and contextual conditions are shaped over time. 

Longitudinal Phenomenological Approaches 

Longitudinal phenomenological approaches are qualitative research approaches that aim to 

examine individuals’ lived experiences not only within a particular period of time, but as 

processes that change over time. In this context, Longitudinal Interpretative Phenomenological 

Analysis (LIPA) can be regarded as an extension of classical Interpretative Phenomenological 

Analysis, which retains its focus on understanding experience in depth while also seeking to 

make visible the flow, change, and continuity of that experience over time (Farr & Nizza, 2019; 
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McCoy, 2017). In LIPA, data are collected at multiple time points in order to examine how an 

individual’s meaning-making processes in relation to a particular phenomenon evolve. Thus, 

experience is addressed not only through the question of “what was experienced?”, but also 

through the questions of “how did this experience change over time?” and “how did the 

participant reinterpret this experience at different stages?” 

From a phenomenological perspective, experience is not a structure that remains fixed within a 

linear timeline. Past experiences, present experiences, and future expectations continually affect 

how an individual makes sense of a particular phenomenon. LIPA therefore requires time to be 

considered not merely as a measurable interval, but as a constitutive dimension of subjective 

experience (Finlay, 2012; Ashworth, 2016; Farr & Nizza, 2019). In this approach, the researcher 

occupies a position in which they interpret the participant’s process of making sense of 

experience, resulting in a double hermeneutic process (Smith et al., 2009). In a longitudinal 

context, each point of data collection forms a holistic structure of meaning in itself, while also 

being considered as part of a broader temporal process. 

In the context of music education, longitudinal phenomenological approaches may be used 

particularly to examine how students live through and make sense of a specific musical 

experience over time. For example, a study examining how instrumental examination 

experiences gain meaning for students may reveal students’ anxiety, competence perceptions, 

or sense of achievement in relation to that particular moment if it remains limited to a single 

examination period. However, following the same group of students throughout their 

undergraduate education would make it possible to show in greater detail how the experience 

of instrumental examinations changes over time. In the early years, the examination experience 

may be interpreted through technical inadequacy, uncertainty, or performance anxiety before a 

jury; in later years, it may be reconstructed together with dimensions such as repertoire 

selection, teacher expectations, self-efficacy, stage experience, and professional identity. In 

such a study, repeated interviews, reflective diaries written after examinations, students’ 

comments on performance recordings, and researcher observations may be used together. In 

this way, the instrumental examination can be examined not merely as a temporary performance 

situation experienced by students, but as a field of experience that is transformed over time 

alongside musical learning and identity development. 

In this respect, longitudinal phenomenological approaches offer a strong methodological 

framework for revealing how students make sense of their experiences at different time points 

in areas such as instrumental learning processes, stage experience, voice change, choir 

participation, performance anxiety, and perceptions of musical competence. 

Longitudinal Narrative Research 

Longitudinal narrative research is an approach that examines individuals’ lives through the 

changing meanings they attach to events over time. In such research, interviews conducted with 

the same participant at different time points are not treated merely as data collection processes 

that add new information to the previous narrative, but as separate moments of meaning-making 

in which the narrative is reconstructed each time. Narratives are central to how individuals make 

sense of their identities and social worlds. Therefore, change within a narrative reflects not only 

change in lived experience, but also the individual’s reinterpretation of the self, the past, and 

expectations for the future (Somers, 1994; Josselson, 2009). In this respect, longitudinal 
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narrative research seeks to understand stability and change not only through differences 

between “before” and “after”, but through how individuals connect the past, present, and future. 

In longitudinal narrative research, time should be understood as both a linear and an 

interpretative structure. Linear time makes it possible for interviews to be conducted at specific 

time points and for narratives to be compared over time. Interpretative time, however, refers to 

the individual’s retelling of the same event from different contextual and subjective positions. 

Repeated interviews should therefore be considered not merely as data collection moments that 

complete or expand the first interview, but as new narrative events in which the narrative is 

reconstructed (Kinneavy & Eskin, 2000; Henderson et al., 2012; Ryan et al., 2016). The time 

between interviews is also not simply a technical interval, but part of the experiential, relational, 

and contextual processes that shape the transformation of the narrative. The strength of 

longitudinal narrative research lies precisely in its ability to make visible these patterns of 

continuity, discontinuity, and reinterpretation (Polkinghorne, 1995; Bernardi, 2021; McKibben 

& Breheny, 2023). 

In the context of music education, longitudinal narrative research provides a suitable framework 

for examining how students reconstruct their musical identities, sense of belonging, 

performance experiences, and narratives of “becoming a musician” or “becoming a music 

teacher” over time. For example, following a prospective music teacher from the beginning of 

undergraduate education to the teaching practicum period may offer an important opportunity 

to understand how professional identity is shaped. In the early years of education, the participant 

may narrate themselves primarily as a performer, an instrumental student, or someone with a 

personal connection to music. In later years, themes such as teaching responsibility, classroom 

management, pedagogical competence, establishing relationships with students, and 

professional futures may move to the centre of the narrative. After the teaching practicum, the 

participant may reinterpret past musical learning experiences by relating them to the process of 

becoming a teacher. 

In this type of research, repeated narrative interviews, reflective diaries, teaching practicum 

files, portfolios, and, where necessary, lesson observations may be considered together. The 

research can thus examine not only whether the participant’s professional identity changes over 

time, but also through which experiences, relationships, and contextual conditions this change 

is transformed into narrative. This approach is productive for understanding how individuals 

narrate the same experience at different times within different networks of meaning in areas 

such as instrumental education, choir and orchestra processes, stage experience, orientation 

towards music teaching, and the transformation of perceptions of musical competence. 

Longitudinal Case Studies 

Longitudinal case studies aim to analyse continuity and change together by re-examining the 

same case or context at different time points. Although many case studies extend across a 

particular period of time, the defining feature of a longitudinal case study is that it examines the 

transformation of the same case or context over time in a comparative manner (Robinson & 

Seale, 2018). Longitudinal qualitative research seeks to understand how lives and social 

processes unfold by following the same individuals or small communities in real time. In this 

respect, tracing the evolution of a single context over time strongly corresponds with the logic 

of the longitudinal case study (Neale, 2019). Similarly, the central focus of longitudinal 

qualitative research is not merely to describe change observed over time, but to understand 
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under what conditions, through which processes, and within what kinds of patterns such change 

occurs (Saldaña, 2003). 

In the context of music education, longitudinal case studies can be used to examine the 

development over time of a class, choir, orchestra, curriculum, instrumental studio, or particular 

learning community. Questions concerning the evolution of rehearsal processes, the reshaping 

of group roles, the transformation of teacher–student or conductor–ensemble interactions, how 

a particular pedagogical practice gains meaning at different stages, or how patterns of 

motivation, belonging, and participation develop within a musical community may be 

addressed through this approach in a process-oriented way. 

For example, following a school or university choir over an academic year may constitute a 

suitable longitudinal case study for understanding how the experience of ensemble music-

making is constructed over time. In such a study, participants’ expectations of the choir, sense 

of belonging, and positions within the group may be examined at the beginning of the term; 

rehearsal processes, relationships with the repertoire, peer interactions, and the conductor’s 

pedagogical leadership may be observed in the middle of the term; and, at the end of the term, 

the concert experience, changes in group roles, social connectedness, and musical confidence 

may be evaluated in terms of how the process has been interpreted. Data sources may include 

rehearsal observations, individual and group interviews, student diaries, conductor or teacher 

interviews, and documents relating to the performance process. This type of design may reveal 

not only the effect of choir participation on musical performance, but also how it develops 

through dimensions of belonging, social connectedness, and pedagogical relationship. 

Similarly, examining a class or school over a particular period in the context of inclusive music 

education may contribute to understanding how the participation experiences of students with 

special educational needs in music lessons diversify over time. In such a case, the research may 

examine not only whether the student participates in the lesson, but also how the pedagogical 

adaptations made by the teacher, peer interactions, the materials used, and the classroom 

environment affect the student’s relationship with music throughout the process. In this way, 

the case study enables inclusive music education to be understood not as a momentary image 

of practice, but as a set of pedagogical, social, and musical relationships formed over time. 

In this respect, longitudinal case studies have the potential to make visible the pedagogical and 

relational dynamics in music education not as snapshots belonging to a particular moment, but 

as structures that develop and are reconstructed over time. 

Contributions of Longitudinal Qualitative Research in Music Education 

Longitudinal qualitative research in music education may be regarded as a research perspective 

that is well suited to the processual nature of musical learning. By enabling the examination of 

how learning, identity, pedagogical relationships, and contextual conditions are shaped over 

time, this approach offers important theoretical, pedagogical, and methodological contributions. 

Theoretical Contributions 

Longitudinal qualitative approaches make it possible to conceptualise musical learning not 

through momentary achievements or linear progressions, but through continuity, discontinuity, 

reconstruction, and transformations of meaning. This perspective makes visible how the 

cognitive, affective, psychomotor, and relational dimensions of musical learning become 
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intertwined over time. It therefore contributes to understanding concepts such as learning, 

motivation, self-regulation, performance experience, and musical identity not as static 

structures, but as phenomena that change and are reinterpreted throughout the process. 

In this respect, longitudinal qualitative research offers a more holistic theoretical perspective 

that moves beyond momentary measurement and outcome-oriented approaches, which are 

common in music education, and places the temporal nature of learning at the centre. It deepens 

theoretical discussion particularly by showing that musical development is shaped not only 

through skill acquisition, but also through students’ positioning of themselves as musical 

subjects, the relationships they establish with teachers and peers, and the educational contexts 

in which they are situated. 

Pedagogical Contributions 

From a pedagogical perspective, longitudinal qualitative research contributes to understanding 

how teaching and learning processes are constructed over time within the context of classroom 

interactions, teacher–student relationships, and community-based music-making experiences. 

This approach enables teachers to evaluate students’ musical development not only through 

performance outcomes, but also through dimensions such as motivation, belonging, perceived 

competence, anxiety, participation, and identity development. 

In music education, the effects of pedagogical practices may not always emerge in the short 

term or in directly observable ways. The influence of a teaching approach, repertoire selection, 

feedback practice, or ensemble music-making experience on students may become apparent 

over time. By enabling researchers to trace these delayed or gradual effects, longitudinal 

qualitative research can support more process-oriented evaluations in areas such as teacher 

education, instrumental education, choir and ensemble work, in-service education, and 

inclusive music education. 

Methodological Contributions and Contributions to Research Culture 

Longitudinal qualitative research contributes to the time-sensitive design of data collection and 

analysis processes in music education. One-off interviews or short-term observations are 

valuable for understanding participants’ experiences at a particular moment, but they may 

remain limited in showing how these experiences change over time. By contrast, when repeated 

interviews, reflective diaries, lesson and rehearsal observations, performance recordings, 

student portfolios, teacher notes, and documents produced throughout the process are used 

together, musical learning can be examined in a more layered way. 

This approach enables the researcher to examine not only whether change has occurred, but 

also through which stages such change has been formed. For example, a student’s instrumental 

examination experience, a prospective music teacher’s professional identity narrative, or a 

choir’s process of developing belonging can be analysed comparatively and processually 

through data collected at different time points. In this respect, longitudinal qualitative research 

contributes to making visible temporal patterns such as turning points, continuities, returns, 

discontinuities, and reinterpretations in music education studies. 

At the same time, this approach encourages a more patient, context-sensitive, and process-

oriented research culture in music education. Rather than privileging rapid results, short-term 

data collection, and generalisations based on single contexts, it foregrounds research practices 
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that unfold over time and follow participants’ experiences in depth. This is particularly 

important in a field such as music education, which is based on long-term effort, repetition, 

relationships, and processes of meaning-making. 

Longitudinal qualitative research may also contribute to understanding quantitative and 

qualitative methods not as opposing approaches, but as complementary ways of answering 

different research questions. When not only the measurable dimensions of musical 

development, but also how this development is experienced and made meaningful by 

participants, are included in the research process, deeper and more responsible knowledge 

production becomes possible in music education. In this respect, longitudinal qualitative 

research not only increases methodological diversity, but also strengthens a research sensitivity 

based on following learning, teaching, and musical development processes more carefully over 

time. 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

In music education research, processes of learning, development, identity, and pedagogical 

interaction are often explained through cross-sectional data confined to particular points in time. 

However, musical learning is a dynamic process in which cognitive, affective, psychomotor, 

relational, and contextual dimensions are shaped together over time. Therefore, in music 

education research, time should not be treated merely as a technical element that determines the 

duration of the research or the intervals between measurements, but as a central dimension that 

enables the formation and transformation of musical experiences to be understood. 

In this study, longitudinal qualitative research has been considered as a research perspective 

that makes it possible to examine how learning, musical identity, pedagogical relationships, and 

contextual conditions are shaped over time in the context of music education. This approach 

contributes to understanding not only what changes in music education, but also how change 

occurs, within which relationships it gains meaning, and how it is reinterpreted by participants. 

In this way, musical learning can be evaluated not only through skill acquisition or performance 

outcomes, but also together with students’ positioning of themselves as musical subjects, the 

relationships they establish with teachers and peers, and the educational contexts in which they 

are situated. 

The importance of longitudinal qualitative research in music education lies particularly in its 

capacity to make visible the continuities, discontinuities, turning points, returns, and 

reinterpretations that emerge throughout the process. Areas such as instrumental education, 

vocal education, choir and ensemble work, music teacher identity, performance experiences, 

motivation, belonging, and inclusive music education offer important possibilities for this type 

of research. Studies conducted in these areas can examine students’ and teachers’ musical 

experiences not only through their appearance at a particular moment, but also through the 

changing meanings and relationships that develop over time. 

Future research is encouraged to address music education processes not only through outcomes, 

but also through changes and meaning-making processes that unfold over time. In this respect, 

repeated interviews, reflective diaries, lesson and rehearsal observations, performance 

recordings, portfolios, and documents produced throughout the process may be used together. 

In particular, following the same student or learning community at specific intervals may 

https://doi.org/10.59455/qietp.66


 
 

 

Qualitative Inquiry in Education: Theory & Practice / QIETP 

June 2026, Volume 4, Issue 1, 55-72 

https://doi.org/10.59455/qietp.66 

 

 

 
 

69 

contribute to a more detailed understanding of the individual, pedagogical, and contextual 

dimensions of musical development. 

In conclusion, longitudinal qualitative research offers an important possibility for 

understanding not only the extent to which learning takes place in music education, but also 

how, under what conditions, and through what kinds of transformation it occurs over time. By 

supporting more patient, process-oriented, and context-sensitive knowledge production in 

music education research, this approach can contribute to a more holistic examination of 

musical learning and teaching processes. 
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