STUDENTS" ATTITUDES TOWARD
THE ANNUAL INSTRUMENTAL EXAM
IN CROATIAN ELEMENTARY MUSIC
SCHOOLS

ABSTRACT

At the end of the school year, the music schools organize the annual instrumental exam to evaluate
the student’s achievements. The study investigates complex patterns of performance anxiety in
music school students during annual exams, focusing on how gender, age, instrument type, and
family musical tradition interact, revealing inconsistencies with prior research and illustrating
the importance of tailored pedagogical interventions. The study was conducted on a sample of 143
third- to sixth-grade students, using a 14-item Likert-scale questionnaire. Results show high levels
of pre-exam stress, especially among girls and piano students, while younger students reported
more positive emotions before the exam and older students were calmer afterward. Family
music tradition had limited influence. These findings underscore the need to rethink evaluation
approaches in music education with an emphasis on students’ emotional well-being. Teachers and
parents must create a supportive and positive environment before and during the exam, particularly
for girls. The study also has practical implications: it emphasizes that there must be psychological
preparation for exams, emotional intelligence development, and consideration of alternative
assessment methods that reduce stress.
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Girls experience headaches, tremors, nausea or stomach discomfort, faster heartbeat, and stress before the annual

instrumental exam compared to boys.
Instrumental teachers and parents should ensure a supportive and positive atmosphere before and during the annual
instrumental exam.
This research contributes to a more profound understanding of the psychological dimensions of music education and
offers a foundation for developing sensitivity and efficiency in educational policies.

INTRODUCTION

In addition to elementary general education, music schools
in Croatia offer music studies (MSES, 2006). These teaching
methods include individual and group lessons, where individual
lessons focus on teaching a specific instrument, while group
lessons focus on teaching group musicianship and music
theory subjects. In individual instrument lessons, it is crucial
for students to feel comfortable. Sabljar (2019) argues that
the unique teacher-student dynamic in these lessons demands
significant emotional investment, fostering an exceptionally
close relationship between participants. Roden et al. (2021)
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point out that the lack of positive emotions or the appearance
of negative emotions plays an important role in learning to
play an instrument, i.e., negative emotions can lead to giving
up playing the instrument and practicing music. Osborne et al.
(2016) investigated the emotional qualities and social factors
important for a student’s decision to continue or stop playing
an instrument. They discovered that several factors influence
this decision: a) the musical repertoire the student practices;
b) the presence of an instrument-playing family member
or friend; c) the presence of positive support from family,
teachers, and peers for practicing and playing the instrument;
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d) the student’s enjoyment of playing the instrument; and e)
various self-regulation strategies that aid in the student’s
improvement.

Evaluation in Instrumental Teaching

The primary objective of music education in music schools in
Croatia extends beyond mere grading to emphasize the learning
process. Consequently, effective evaluation requires teachers
to assess each student’s progress in terms of their capabilities
rather than through comparison with peers (MSE, 2017).
The examination committee in music schools conducts
evaluations at public and internal performances and annual
exams, while the professional committees of music schools
determine the methods and elements of evaluation (MSE,
2019). Such an arrangement means that teachers independently
develop criteria for student evaluation. Matos$ (2018), Brdanovié¢
(2017; 2012), and Rojko (2006) propose guidelines for refining
the current curriculum according to which instrument teaching
is carried out in Croatian music schools. Therefore, Mato$
(2018) believes that it is necessary to create subject curricula
based on learning outcomes and adopt criteria for evaluating
students according to the defined outcomes. Brdanovi¢ (2017)
also points out that evaluation criteria can be a source of errors
when evaluating someone’s playing and interpretation due to
the dilemma of what the criterion is, i.e., due to the subjective
experience seen and heard by each examination committee
member. Therefore, the criteria for such an evaluation should,
at least in the part where it is possible, be elaborated and agreed
upon (Brdanovi¢, 2012).

Brdanovi¢ (2017) also believes that evaluation criteria and
rules should be specified in the curricula to reduce the stress
of the evaluation process and that a more comprehensive
evaluation method is needed to increase the metric and
prognostic value of the evaluation. Namely, Brdanovic¢
(2017) points out that the numerical grading does not provide
complete information regarding one’s playing competences
and that it needs to be supplemented with a descriptive
grading, which, on a standardized sheet, would give a more
detailed and objective insight into the musical peculiarities of
the student. He also believes that the numerical evaluation does
not lose its importance but that, as an element of grading, it
remains an integral part of the evaluation. Matos (2018) points
out that the evaluation of students’ achievements in music
schools should be based on different evaluation methods, and
the final grade should not be based only on the summative
assessment by the committee after the exam. In music schools,
a committee exam determines the final grade for all subjects,
including playing an instrument, at the end of the school year.
The committee consists of the subject teacher who worked
with the student during the school year and other teachers of
the same instrument. The final annual grade is the average
of the subject teacher’s grade for the student’s performance
during the year and the performance grade obtained from each
member of the committee.

Rojko (20006) criticizes the overemphasis on a limited number
of exam compositions, leading students to practice the exam
program for several months while neglecting the other
compositions. Nevertheless, annual instrumental exams in
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music schools are a reality for which teachers and students
prepare throughout the year, and the exam concludes the one-
year monitoring of students’ work and progress (Brdanovic,
2012). Brdanovi¢ (2017) highlights that evaluating not all
students of the same instrument by the same committee can lead
to insufficient reliability and objectivity. In addition, the exam
grade gives very little information regarding the student’s
playing competence: it does not enable a valid forecast of
his further development; it does not say anything regarding
the way and speed of learning, precision, independence in
work, or understanding of music. Therefore, the research
results by Brdanovi¢ (2017) are not surprising, which indicated
that almost two-thirds of the instrumental teachers surveyed,
i.e., 59.41%, believe that the current way of evaluating playing
is not sufficiently objective.

Grading depends on many factors, including the teacher,
the student, and the testing and grading methods. Lavrnja (1998)
points out that a teacher’s style (whether easygoing or strict)
and various biases, like the halo effect and different types of
errors, can affect how they grade students. The student’s verbal
abilities, ability to observe the teacher’s reactions, skillful use
of perceived data, and emotional (in)stability impact the grade.
The observation above indicates that emotions emerge during
evaluation, serving as a supporting element in the learning
process and its associated activities. Certain emotions, like
fear, can hinder learning. On the other hand, pleasant emotions
such as curiosity, enthusiasm, and joy contribute to the learning
process and make it more successful (Tan et al., 2021; Bognar
and Dubovicki, 2012). Given that the topic of this paper
pertains to the annual instrumental exam, we will emphasize
the crucial role emotions play in ensuring successful lessons.

Performance Anxiety — Causes, Patterns, and
Pedagogical Implications

Emotions are certainly present during student evaluation
and assessment, but they are also visible during public
performances, i.e., concerts, which are an important part of
music education. Public performances also represent a form of
evaluation and assessment by the audience. Public performance
can lead to positive or negative emotions in performers (Aydin
and Isgoriir, 2017). Music students experience a complex array
of emotions — including hope, joy, anxiety, and excitement
— before and during evaluations, with ambivalent states
(intertwined positive and negative feelings) particularly
prevalent immediately before performances (Kalenska-Rodzaj,
2018). Given this emotional complexity, Wen (2022) points out
the importance of instrumental teachers in fostering students’
intrinsic motivation and positive affect. When students develop
a genuine interest in their learning, their purpose shifts toward
intellectual curiosity, fueling sustained motivation, enthusiasm,
and perseverance. Performance self-confidence is vital, as
musicians must project assurance and present their best selves
to audiences. This aligns with Zdravi¢-Mihailovi¢’s (2021)
emphasis on teacher-provided emotional support to mitigate
performance anxiety. Students who perceive strong teacher
support demonstrate greater onstage confidence, illustrating
how positive teacher-student relationships function as a stress
buffer during high-pressure evaluations.
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The exam, like any public performance, is, to a certain extent,
a stressful experience in which nervousness occurs due to
the fear of failure (Brdanovi¢, 2012). When students perform
in front of a committee during final exams, they may display
mental, physical, emotional, and reactive symptoms fueled by
anxiety. This anxiety stems from the fear of making mistakes
or the committee’s disapproval of their performance. Fear
can also occur during stage performances, although no real
evaluation exists (Umuzdas et al., 2019). Research specifically
reveals that a third of participants experience anxiety during
a public performance (Papageorgi, 2021). As a result, we can
conclude that fear occurs not only during public performances,
i.e., concerts but also during the annual instrumental exam.
Research reveals complex, age-related patterns in music
performance anxiety (MPA). Umuzdas et al. (2019) found that
first-year instrumental students had higher anxiety levels (45%),
while Kili¢ (2018) found that final-year students experienced
the most anxiety (over 60%), indicating that different stages
of education and development can lead to different levels of
stress. A study (Patston & Osborne, 2016) shows that musical
performance ability becomes stable after age 16 with regular
practice while starting music lessons early (before age 7) helps
lower stress by 25% (Zarza-Alzugaray et al., 2016). These
contrasting findings highlight how institutional, developmental,
and experiential factors interact to shape anxiety profiles.
Britsch’s (2005) research revealed that up to 75% of
adolescent students experience anxiety (trembling hands,
dry mouth, and rapid heart rate) during public playing.
Shoup (1995) found that anxiety due to public performance
is present to a somewhat lesser extent, i.e., in 55% of high
school instrument students. According to Fehm and Schmidt
(2006), anxiety while playing at public performances is less
prevalent, i.e., in a third of adolescents. Dempsey and Comeau
(2019) compared the anxiety of children (aged 7 to 12) and
adolescents (aged 13 to 17) during a musical performance.
They determined that the level of anxiety increases with age,
i.e., adolescents experience a significantly higher level of
anxiety. Sokoli et al. (2022) found that anxiety increases until
middle age and then decreases in late adulthood. Ryan (1998)
found that, although public performance anxiety was present
in all 12-year-old piano students, perceived nervousness and
increased heart rate did not affect playing quality. Zarza-
Alzugaray et al. (2016) found that starting music education at
seven or earlier can protect music school students from public
performance anxiety. Research conducted by Czajkowski
et al. (2020) showed that an 8-week mindfulness program
reduced anxiety by 35%.

Umuzdas et al. (2019) conducted research among
undergraduate instrument students and found that individuals
with higher levels of anxiety in everyday life also experience
greater anxiety during exams. Regarding gender, research
(Umuzdas et al., 2019; Baydag and Alpagut, 2016; Topoglu,
2014) found that female students have higher anxiety than
male students. This gender disparity in performance anxiety
aligns with large-scale evidence from Sokoli et al. (2022),
whose study of 1.200 professional musicians revealed that
62% of female musicians experience frequent anxiety
compared to 38% of male counterparts — a nearly 2:1 ratio
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that mirrors our findings in student populations. Research has
shown that girls and adult women experience higher levels
of anxiety during public music performances compared to
boys and adult men (Sokoli et al., 2022; Patston and Osborne,
2016; Thomas and Nettelbeck, 2014; Papageorgi et al., 2013;
Kenny and Osborne, 2006; Rae and McCambridge, 2004).
However, research conducted by Kiiciik (2010), Kilig (2018),
and Yokus et al. (2013) determined that there is no difference
in anxiety regarding gender.

Umuzdas et al. (2019) found that students who play string
instruments experience higher levels of anxiety, regardless of
the instrument they play. [usca and Dafinoiu’s (2012) research
demonstrated that students who play string instruments
experience higher levels of anxiety compared to those who
play piano or wind instruments. However, Sokoli et al. (2022)
found that instrumentalists who play wind instruments during
public performances have significantly more problems, such
as difficulty breathing, dry mouth, and dry throat, while
piano players and those who play string instruments have
problems with fine motor skills of the fingers. The same study
found that violinists (58%) and flutists (55%) had the most
symptoms, while pianists (48%) showed more problems with
finger motor skills (60%).

Kalenska-Rodzaj’s (2018) study of adolescent violinists
(aged 13-21) revealed the paradoxical coexistence of positive
and negative pre-performance emotions. While 93% reported
dominant sadness (with 80% experiencing associated
depression and despondency), 78% simultaneously felt
positive affect — including cheerfulness, optimism, and
energetic arousal. Notably, over 50% endorsed stress-
related emotions, illustrating the complex ambivalence of
performance states. These findings prompted Kalenska-
Rodzaj (2020) to conceptualize music performance anxiety
as a multidimensional phenomenon requiring (1) emotional
intelligence training to navigate mixed states, (2) evidence-
based regulation techniques (e.g., mindfulness, visualization),
and (3) personalized interventions tailored to musicians’
psychological profiles.

The aforementioned research motivated this study. The study
investigates complex patterns of performance anxiety in music
school students during annual exams, focusing on how gender,
age, instrument type, and family musical tradition interact.
It reveals inconsistencies with prior research and points out
the importance of tailored pedagogical interventions.

Research Goal and Hypothesis

Based on the existing issues in evaluating students in final
exams and their negative impact, this paper aims to examine
the attitudes of elementary music school students toward
the annual instrumental exam, as well as potential differences
regarding gender, grade, family musical tradition, and
the instrument they play, to highlight the need to address
these concerns more thoroughly. For this reason, and based on
previous research (Sokoli et al., 2022; Umuzdas et al., 2019;
Dempsey and Comeau, 2019; Kilig, 2018; Baydag and Alpagut,
2016; Patston and Osborne, 2016; Topoglu, 2014; Thomas and
Nettelbeck, 2014; Tusca and Dafinoiu, 2012; Shoup, 1995), we
formulated the following hypotheses:
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*  HIl: There is a statistically significant difference between
students’ attitudes regarding the annual instrumental
exam and gender.

*  H2: There is a statistically significant difference between
students’ attitudes regarding the annual instrumental
exam and grades.

*  H3: There is a statistically significant difference between
students’ attitudes regarding the annual instrumental
exam and the instrument they play.

*  H4: There is a statistically significant difference between
students’ attitudes regarding the annual instrumental
exam and musical tradition in the family.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study Participants

The research occurred during the 2023-2024 school year and
included 143 students (ages 11 to 14) from the third to sixth

grades of public elementary music schools in Croatia. Of
the participants, 54 were boys and 89 were girls. Regarding
grade distribution, 46.9% of students were from lower grades
(3rd and 4th), while 53.1% were from higher grades (5th and
6th). By age, the lower grades comprised 11- to 12-year-
olds, and the higher grades comprised 13- to 14-year-olds.
The largest group consisted of piano players (N = 63), which
aligns with the fact that admission quotas for music schools are
typically highest for this instrument. This cohort was followed
by guitarists (N = 32) and tamburitza players (N = 20).
The remaining 28 students played various other instruments,
including flute, accordion, clarinet, saxophone, trumpet,
percussion, viola, and cello, all represented significantly smaller
numbers. Nearly two-thirds of respondents reported having
musically engaged family members (Table 1). Written parental
consent was requested and obtained to ensure compliance with
ethical guidelines (Ajdukovi¢ and Kerestes, 2020).

variable categories LU
(N = 143)
male 54 (37.8%)
female 89 (62.2%)
gender
total 143 (100.0%)
lower (3rd and 4th) 67 (46.9%)
grade higher (5th and 6th) 76 (53.1%)
total 143 (100.0%)
guitar 32 (22.4%)
Piano 63 (44.1%)
instrument tamburitza 20 (14.0%)
other 28 (19.5%)
total 143 (100.0%)
yes 89 (62.2%)
immediate family and music no 54 (37.8%)
total 143 (100.0%)

Table 1: Sample structure by gender, grade level, instrument type, and family musical tradition (N = 143)

Research Instrument and Statistical Procedure

Music school teachers administered the anonymous printed
questionnaire according to the authors’ instructions, and
completion took 7-10 minutes. The study was funded by
the authors of this study. An anonymous questionnaire
adapted from Sabolek (2023) was used to evaluate students’
emotions before and after their annual instrumental exam.
The questionnaire comprised 18 items, including questions
and statements designed to assess their emotional responses.
Students’ attitudes were examined using a 14-item Likert
scale instrument (e.g., on a scale from 1 to 5, indicate to what
extent you agree with the statement: After the annual exam,
I do not feel satisfied; 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 =
neutral, 4 =agree, and 5 = strongly agree.). A Cronbach’s alpha
value of 0.710 confirmed the reliability of the instrument.
We needed to use non-parametric tests because the Shapiro-
Wilk test showed that all the variables we looked at were
not normally distributed (p < .001). The Mann-Whitney U
test was applied to test hypotheses and identify statistically
significant differences in student attitudes. Quantitative data
were processed using SPSS (Version 25).

Electronic ISSN
1803-1617

Printed ISSN

94 I
2336-2375

RESULTS

The students agreed with 14 statements, which were used to
determine their attitudes toward the annual instrumental exam
(Table 2). Students reported neutral attitudes toward somatic
symptoms of sweating (M = 2.90) and trembling (M = 2.90),
suggesting these are common but not extreme stress responses.
Similarly, ambivalence regarding abolishing exams (M = 2.99)
reflects divergent attitudes, possibly tied to perceived exam value
versus stress. Headaches (M = 2.40) and lack of air (M = 2.08)
were less endorsed, indicating these are not predominant anxiety
markers. Notably, pre-exam happiness was low (M =2.48), aligning
with anticipatory stress literature (Papageorgi et al., 2013). Stronger
agreement with heart palpitations (M = 3.43) and general exam stress
(M = 3.70) highlights clinically significant anxiety, consistent with
performance studies (Kenny, 2011). Students reported pronounced
relief (M = 4.58), happiness (M = 4.34), and calmness (M = 4.30),
underscoring acute stress dissipation post-performance. However,
residual dissatisfaction (M = 2.15) in a subset suggests grading or
self-evaluation may influence outcomes. Neutral views on exam
grade importance (M = 3.36) imply ambivalence regarding its
weighting, warranting dialogue on assessment reform.
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variable \] SD

Before the annual instrumental exam, | am happy. 2.48 1.27
Before the annual instrumental exam, | have a headache. 2.40 1.45
Before the annual instrumental exam, | feel a lack of air. 2.08 1.39
Before the annual instrumental exam, | sweat. 2.90 1.59
Before the annual instrumental exam, | tremble. 2.90 1.50
Before the annual instrumental exam, | feel nauseous or uncomfortable in my stomach. 2.71 1.59
Before the annual instrumental exam, | feel my heart beating. 3.43 1.42
After the annual instrumental exam, | am relieved. 4.58 0.92
After the annual instrumental exam, | am happy. 4.34 1.09
After the annual instrumental exam, | am calm. 4.30 1.16
After the annual instrumental exam, | don’t feel satisfied. 2.15 1.37
I think that the annual instrumental exam should be abolished. 2.99 1.49
The annual instrumental exam gives me stress. 3.70 1.34

The grade from the annual instrumental exam is more important to the final grade than the grades | get

during the school year. 3.36 1.21

Table 2: Students’ attitudes toward the annual instrumental exam (N = 143)

To test the set hypotheses, we compared the obtained data. difference between students’ attitudes regarding
The result obtained by the Mann-Whitney U test related the annual instrumental exam with regard to gender, as
to hypothesis H1: There is a statistically significant Table 3 shows.

. male (N = 54) .
variable female (N = 89) mean rank | Mann-Whitney U

i male 63.13

Before the annual instrumental exam, | have 1924 2.087 037*
a headache. female 77.38
. male 58.47

Before the annual instrumental exam, | tremble. 1672 -3.113 .002**

female 80.21
i male 61.39

Before the annual.lnstrumental exam, | feel nauseous 1830 2.467 014*
or uncomfortable in my stomach. female 78.44
i male 61.61

Before the annual instrumental exam, | feel my heart 1842 2,403 016*
beating. female 78.30
. . male 60.64

The annual instrumental exam gives me stress. 1789 -2.662 .008*
female 78.89

Note: p <.05%* p <.005**
Table 3: Differences in students’ attitudes regarding gender obtained by the Mann-Whitney U test

lower grades (N = 67)

variable higher grades (N = 76) mean rank | Mann-Whitney U

i lo d 80.94
Before the annual instrumental exam, | am .wer grades 1947 2.495 013*
happy. higher grades 64.12

i lower grades 65.14

After the annual instrumental exam, | am : g 2086 2,190 028*
calm. higher grades 78.05
The grade from the annual instrumental lower grades 79.69
exam is more important to the final grade . 1789 -2.805 .005*
than the grades | get during the school year. higher grades 60.39
Note: p <.05*

Table 4: Differences in students’ attitudes regarding grades obtained by Mann-Whitney U test

The Mann-Whitney U tests did not reject H1. There is Additionally, female students experienced noticeably more
a statistically significant difference between students’ attitudes trembling (p = .002), nausea or stomach discomfort (p =.014),
regarding the annual instrumental exam regarding gender, and faster heartbeats (p =.016) before the exam. Furthermore,
revealing statistically significant gender differences in 5 of female students agreed more strongly with the statement
the 14 assessed variables (p < .05). The results demonstrate that the annual exam causes stress (p = .008) than their male
significant gender differences in experiencing exam stress. colleagues. These findings indicate that female music school
Female students reported significantly more frequent headaches  students experience more pronounced physiological symptoms

before the exam compared to male students (p = .037). of anxiety and greater stress related to the annual exam
ERIES Journal Electronic ISSN  Printed ISSN I 95
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compared to male students. The difference was particularly
noticeable in trembling, which showed the most marked
gender difference.

To test the hypothesis H2 that There is a statistically significant
difference between students’ attitudes regarding the annual
instrumental exam with regard to grade, the obtained results
were compared (Table 4).

The Mann-Whitney U tests revealed statistically significant
differences between lower (3rd—4th grade, N= 67) and higher (5th—
6th grade, N = 76) grade students for three key variables (p <.05).
Younger students reported significantly greater happiness
before the exam (p = .013). Older students exhibited higher
calmness after the exam (p = .028). Younger students agreed
that the annual exam grade outweighs school-year grades

(p = .005). Considering the obtained results, hypothesis H2,
a statistically significant difference exists between students
attitudes regarding the annual instrumental exam and grades
not being rejected.

With the purpose of testing hypothesis H3, There is a statistically
significant difference between students in their attitudes
regarding the annual instrumental exam and the instrument
they play; the Mann-Whitney U test was used (Table 5). To
compare the obtained data, the students were grouped into two
groups. One group consisted of students who played the piano
(N = 63), and the other group consisted of students who played
other instruments (N = 80). As already stated, the reason for
the large number of piano players is that the admission quotas
for music schools are the highest for piano students.

>

. piano (N = 54) .
VELEL] [ other (N = 89) mean rank | Mann-Whitney U

. piano 79.41

Before the annual instrumental exam, | tremble. 2053 -1.944 .048*
other 66.16
i iano 79.79

Before the annual mstrumerﬁal exam, | feel p 2029 2,065 039*
nauseous or uncomfortable in my stomach. other 65.86
. piano 80.58

After the annual instrumental exam, | am calm. 1979 -2.590 .010*
other 65.24
. . piano 81.01

The annual instrumental exam gives me stress. 1952 -2.405 .016*
other 64.91

Note: p <.05*

Table 5: Differences in students’ attitudes regarding the instrument they play obtained by the Mann-Whitney U test

As we can see from Table 5, the results indicate significant
differences between piano students and other instrumentalists,
as piano students reported experiencing significantly more
trembling before exams (p = .048). They also experienced
significantly more nausea or stomach discomfort before exams
(p=.039)and feltsignificantly calmer than other instrumentalists
(p = .010). Piano students agreed more strongly that the annual
exam causes stress (p = .016). In other words, pianists exhibit
stronger physical symptoms of anxiety before the exam while

simultaneously experiencing greater calmness afterward and
perceiving the stress more intensely. Therefore, hypothesis H3
shows a statistically significant difference between students in
their attitudes regarding the annual instrumental exam and
the instrument they play, which is also not rejected.

Finally, the obtained results were compared to verify
the hypothesis H4. There is a statistically significant difference
between students’ attitudes regarding the annual instrumental
exam and musical tradition in the family (Table 6).

family music tradition

variable yes (N = 89) mean rank | Mann-Whitney U
no (N = 54)
i 77.29
Before the annual |nstrum§ntal exam, | feel yes 1932 2017 0aa*
my heart beating. no 63.28

Note: p <.05*

Table 6: Differences in students’ attitudes regarding family tradition obtained by the Mann-Whitney U-test

The analysis revealed only one significant difference out
of 14 examined variables related to family music tradition.
Students with a family music tradition (N = 89) reported
significantly stronger feelings of their heart beating before
the annual exam (mean rank = 77.29) compared to students
without such tradition (N = 54, mean rank = 63.28), with this
difference being statistically significant (p = .044). The limited
number of significant differences (1/14) indicates that family
music tradition has a minimal overall impact on students’
exam-related attitudes and experiences, except for this
specific physiological stress response. Hypothesis H4 There is
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a statistically significant difference between students’ attitudes
regarding the annual instrumental exam and the musical
tradition in the family rejected.

DISCUSSION

The results of this study confirm previous research on the presence
of strong emotional responses among students before and
after the annual instrumental exam. Particularly notable are
physiological symptoms such as increased heart rate, sweating,
trembling, and stomach discomfort, which align with literature
on music performance anxiety in children and adolescents (e.g.,
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Britsch, 2005; Papageorgi, 2021). It is normal to feel anxious
before exams. However, it is also important to support students
so they can reduce their anxiety and feel more confident. Female
students reported significantly stronger pre-exam somatic
symptoms (headaches, trembling, nausea) and perceived stress,
aligning with global studies on music performance anxiety
(MPA) in girls (Sokoli et al., 2022; Umuzdas et al., 2019; Baydag
and Alpagut, 2016; Patston and Osborne, 2016; Topoglu, 2014;
Thomas and Nettelbeck, 2014; Papageorgi et al., 2013; Kenny
and Osborne, 2006; Rae and McCambridge, 2004). However,
our work newly identifies that these differences do not extend
to post-exam emotions (e.g., relief, happiness), suggesting girls
may employ effective coping mechanisms post-performance —
a finding not previously documented.

The findings further suggest some differences in attitudes
based on grade level. Younger students’ pre-exam happiness
and focus on exam grades contrast with older students’ post-
exam calmness. This challenges prior work (Sokoli et al., 2022;
Umuzdas et al., 2019; Dempsey and Comeau, 2019; Kilig, 2018;
Shoup, 1995), implying that curricular expectations in Croatian
schools may amplify grade fixation in early adolescence. The
Croatian curricular context may play a role here: early-grade
students may be more externally motivated and focused on
outcomes, whereas older students possibly develop greater self-
regulation and internal coping mechanisms through experience.
These findings suggest that curricular and evaluative frameworks
should be adapted across developmental stages to better support
emotional well-being and learning engagement.

Interestingly, piano students reported higher stress levels
than other instrumentalists despite the expectation that larger
admission quotas and broader repertoires might reduce
pressure. The elevated pre-exam anxiety and nausea reported
by pianists support studies linking solo performance to higher
stress (Sokoli et al., 2022; Umuzdas et al., 2019; Tusca and
Dafinoiu, 2012). Such findings may point to the specific
nature of piano instruction and performance expectations.
These results raise questions regarding how pedagogical
and evaluative practices in solo instrument training might be
better structured to buffer anxiety without compromising skill
development or performance standards.

The effect of family musical tradition was limited. Only one
significant difference was found - students from musical families
reported greater heartbeat awareness before the exam, a subtle
indicator of heightened physiological arousal. We assume
that students from families with a musical tradition feel more
pressure due to their parent’s expectations of success in music,
as determined by Ryan et al. (2023). Although these results may
imply socially transmitted pressure to meet familial expectations,
the lack of broader attitudinal differences suggests that family
musical background does not significantly mitigate or amplify
exam-related stress. Nevertheless, this insight can be practically
relevant: educators might wish to engage in more open dialogue
with musically involved families to align expectations and
reduce unintended emotional burdens on students, as parental
support is crucial in overcoming performance anxiety (Zarza-
Alzugaray et al., 2020).

While consistent with prior research, the added value of this study
lies in its focus on elementary music school students - a specific

ERIES Journal
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and under-researched group - and in its use of a questionnaire
covering a wide range of emotional, cognitive, and attitudinal
variables. Novel to our research is their paradoxical greater post-
exam calmness, potentially reflecting habituation from frequent
solo repertoire performances. The practical implications of these
findings are multifold. First, they call for integrating structured
psychological preparation programs into music curricula.
Techniques such as breathing exercises, visualization, and
emotional regulation training could help students navigate pre-
exam anxiety more effectively. Second, the findings support
the need for enhanced emotional intelligence development
in music education - helping students to name, understand,
and manage their emotional responses. Third, and perhaps
most critically, the results question the adequacy of current
evaluation systems in music schools. While performance-based
assessments are integral to musical training, there is room to
innovate more holistic, student-centered evaluation models that
reduce psychological strain - such as incorporating formative
assessments, peer feedback, and descriptive evaluations.

The study’s main limitations include its reliance on student
self-reporting at the time of questionnaire completion, which
may introduce subjectivity and emotional bias. The lack of
triangulation with teacher or parent perspectives restricts a more
nuanced appreciation for student experiences. Additionally,
while statistically robust, the quantitative design cannot fully
capture the depth and context of students’ emotional narratives.
Future research should consider longitudinal methods and
include teacher and parent perspectives.

CONCLUSION

This study confirmed that the annual instrumental exam
provokes a wide range of emotional reactions among elementary
music school students, particularly stress and somatic
symptoms before the performance. Gender, grade level, and
instrument type significantly influenced these attitudes, while
family musical tradition had a limited impact. The findings
point to the need for pedagogical measures to reduce exam-
related stress, including improved psychological preparation
for students, changes in the evaluation system, and additional
teacher training to address students’ emotional needs. Despite
its limitations, this research contributes to a more profound
understanding of the psychological dimensions of music
education and offers a foundation for developing sensitivity
and efficiency in educational policies.

We can conclude that most students experience a certain stress
level during their annual instrumental exam, but afterward,
they experience a sense of relief. Unfortunately, music schools
employ few professional associates, including pedagogues
and psychologists. Elementary and secondary music school
principals emphasize the need to hire them, especially
psychologists, who would provide psychological support to
students before public performances during the school year and
before annual exams (Sokol, 2019). We think that pedagogues
and psychologists could help teachers adequately encourage
and strengthen their students in stressful situations. Therefore,
in our opinion, instrument teachers, in cooperation with
parents, should ensure a supportive and positive atmosphere
before and during the exam.

Printed ISSN
2336-2375

Electronic ISSN

I 97
1803-1617



REFERENCES

Ajdukovi¢, M. and Kerestes, G. (eds.) (2020) Ethical codex of
pediatrical research, Zagreb: Minister of Labour, Pension
System, Family and Social Policy.

Aydm, B. and Isgbriir, U. (2017) ‘Analysing the Musical Performance
Anxiety of Middle School and High School Conservatory
Students in Terms of Various Variables’, Afyon Kocatepe
Universitesi Akademik Miizik Arastirmalar: Dergisi, Vol. 4, No.
7, pp. 1-20. https://doi.org/10.5578/amrj.66241

Baydag, C. and Alpagut, U. (2016) ‘Comparison of Department
of Music Education and Conservatory Students in Terms of
Stage/Performance Anxiety (pilot study)’, Uluslararast Sosyal
Arastirmalar Dergisi, Vol. 9, No. 44, pp. 857-864.

Bognar, L. and Dubovicki, S. (2012) ‘Emotions in the Teaching
Process’, Croatian Journal of Education, Vol. 14, pp. 135-163.
Retrieved from: https://hrcak.srce.hr/file/118285

Brdanovi¢, D. (2017) ‘Evaluation in musical education and educational
reform: Attitudes of music school teachers towards the annual exam
in instrument playing’, Napredak: Journal of Interdisciplinary
Research in Education, Vol. 158, No. 3, pp. 339-362.

Brdanovi¢, D. (2012) ‘Attitudes of Subject Teachers Who Teach
Instrument Playing in Music School Towards the Annual Exam
in Instrument Playing’, Life and School, Vol. 58, No. 27, pp.
177-193.

Britsch, L. (2005) ‘Investigating Performance-Related Problems of
Young Musicians’, Medical Problems of Performing Artists, Vol.
20, No. 1, pp. 40—47. https://doi.org/10.21091/mppa.2005.1007

Czajkowski, A.-M. L., Greasley, A. E. and Allis, M. (2020)
‘Mindfulness for musicians: A mixed methods study investigating
the effects of 8-week mindfulness courses on music students at
a leading conservatoire’, Musicae Scientiae, Vol. 26, No. 2, pp.
259-279. https://doi.org/10.1177/1029864920941570

Dempsey, E. and Comeau, G. (2019) ‘Music Performance Anxiety
and Self-Efficacy in Young Musicians: Effects of Gender and
Age’, Music Performance Research, Vol. 9, pp. 60-79. Retrieved
from: https://piano.uottawa.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/38.
Dempsey Comeau Anxiety-2019.pdf

Fehm, L. and Schmidt, K. (2006) ‘Performance Anxiety in Gifted
Adolescent Musicians’, Journal of Anxiety Disorders, Vol. 20,
No. 1, pp. 98-109. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.janxdis.2004.11.011

Tusca, D. and Dafinoiu, I. (2012) ‘Performance Anxiety and Musical
Level of Undergraduate Students in Exam Situations: The
Role of Gender and Musical Instrument’, Procedia — Social
and Behavioral Sciences, Vol. 33, pp. 448-452. https://doi.
org/10.1016/1.sbspro.2012.01.161

Kalenska-Rodzaj, J. (2020) ‘Music performance anxiety and pre-
performance emotions in the light of psychology of emotion and
emotion regulation’, Psychology of Music, Vol. 49, No. 6, pp.
1758-1774. https://doi.org/10.1177/0305735620961154

Kalenska-Rodzaj, J. (2018) ‘Waiting for the Concert. Pre-Performance
Emotions and the Performance Success of Teenage Music School
Students’, Polish Psychological Bulletin, Vol. 49, No. 3, pp. 322—
433. https://doi.org/10.24425/119499

Kenny, D. T. (2011) The Psychology of Music Performance Anxiety,
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Kenny, D. T. and Osborne, M. S. (2006) ‘Music Performance Anxiety:
New Insights from Young Musicians’, Advances in Cognitive
Psychology, Vol. 2, No. 2, pp. 103—112. https://doi.org/10.2478/
v10053-008-0049-5

Electronic ISSN
1803-1617

Printed ISSN

98 I
2336-2375

Kilig, D. B. C. (2018) ‘An Investigation of Music Teacher Candidates’
Performance Anxiety Levels in Piano Examinations’, Journal of
Education and Learning, Vol. 7, No. 1, pp. 299-308. https://doi.
org/10.5539/jel.v7n1p299

Kiiciik, D. P. (2010) ‘Assessment of Relation Between Test Anxiety,
Self-Esteem and Success in Instrument for Candidates of Music
Teacher’, Ahi Evran University Journal of Kiwrsehir Education
Faculty (KEFAD), Vol. 11, No. 3, pp. 37-50.

Lavrnja, 1. (1998) Chapters from didactics, Rijeka: University of Rijeka.

Matos, N. (2018) Curricular Approach to Professional Elementary
Music Education Design [Doctoral Thesis]. Zagreb: Faculty of
Humanities and Social Sciences, University of Zagreb.

MSE (2019) Rulebook on methods, procedures and elements of
student evaluation in primary and secondary school, Zagreb:
Ministers of Science and Education.

MSE (2017) National Curriculum for Art Education, Zagreb:
Ministers of Science and Education.

MSES (2006) Curricula for preschool and elementary education for
music schools and dance schools, Zagreb: Ministers of Science,
Education and Sports.

Osborne, M. S., McPherson, G. E., Faulkner, R., Davidson, J. W. and
Barrett, M. S. (2016) ‘Exploring the Academic and Psychosocial
Impact of El Sistema-Inspired Music Programs within Two Low
Socio-Economic Schools’, Music Education Research, Vol. 18,
No. 2, pp. 156-175. https://doi.org/10.1080/14613808.2015.105
6130

Papageorgi, 1. (2021) ‘Typologies of Adolescent Musicians and
Experiences of Performance Anxiety Among Instrumental
Learners’, Frontiers in Psychology, Vol. 12, ¢645993. https://doi.
org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.645993

Papageorgi, I, Creech, A. and Welch, G. (2011) ‘Perceived
Performance Anxiety in Advanced Musicians Specializing in
Different Musical Genres’, Psychology of Music, Vol. 41, No. 1,
pp. 18—41. https://doi.org/10.1177/0305735611408995

Patston, T. and Osborne, M. S. (2016) ‘The Developmental Features
of Music performance anxiety and perfectionism in school age
music students’, Performance Enhancement & Health, Vol. 4,
No. 1-2, pp. 42-49. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.peh.2015.09.003

Rae, G. and McCambridge, K. (2004) ‘Correlates of Performance
Anxiety in Practical Music Exams’, Psychology of Music, Vol. 32,
No. 4, pp. 432-439. https://doi.org/10.1177/0305735604046100

Roden, 1., Friedrich, E. K., Etzler, S., Frankenberg, E., Kreutz, G. and
Bongard, S. (2021) ‘Development and Preliminary Validation
of the Emotions while Learning an Instrument Scale (ELIS)’,
PLoS ONE, Vol. 16, No. 8, p. €0255019. https://doi.org/10.1371/
journal.pone.0255019

Rojko, P. (2006) ‘How to Create Curriculum for (Elementary) Music
School?’, Tonovi, Vol. 47, No. 1, pp. 49-60.

Ryan, C., Boucher, H. and Ryan, G. (2023) ‘Practice, Performance,
and Anxiety: A Pilot Study on Student Perception of Parental
Involvement and Formal Music Lessons’, Music & Science, Vol.
6, No. 1, pp. 1-14. https://doi.org/10.1177/20592043221145000

Ryan, C. (1998) ‘Exploring Musical Performance Anxiety in Children’,
Medical Problems of Performing Artists, Vol. 13, pp. 83—88.
Sabljar, M. (2019) Piano teachers’ assessment of the competencies
required to teach piano at music schools [Doctoral Thesis].

Zagreb: Faculty of Teacher Education, University of Zagreb.

ERIES Journal
volume 18 issue 2


https://doi.org/10.5578/amrj.66241
https://hrcak.srce.hr/file/118285
https://doi.org/10.21091/mppa.2005.1007
https://doi.org/10.1177/1029864920941570
https://piano.uottawa.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/38
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.janxdis.2004.11.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2012.01.161
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2012.01.161
https://doi.org/10.1177/0305735620961154
https://doi.org/10.24425/119499
https://doi.org/10.2478/v10053-008-0049-5
https://doi.org/10.2478/v10053-008-0049-5
https://doi.org/10.5539/jel.v7n1p299
https://doi.org/10.5539/jel.v7n1p299
https://doi.org/10.1080/14613808.2015.1056130
https://doi.org/10.1080/14613808.2015.1056130
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.645993
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.645993
https://doi.org/10.1177/0305735611408995
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.peh.2015.09.003
https://doi.org/10.1177/0305735604046100
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0255019
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0255019
https://doi.org/10.1177/20592043221145000

Sabolek, 1. (2023) Students Attitudes Towards Annual Instrumental
Performance Examination in Elementary Music School [Master’s
Thesis]. Osijek: Academy of Arts and Culture in Osijek.

Shoup, D. (1995) ‘Survey of Performance-Related Problems
Among High School and Junior High School Musicians’,
Medical Problems of Performing Artists, Vol. 10, No. 3, pp.
100-105.

Sokol, M. (2019) ‘School Counselors in Music Schools in the
Republic of Croatia’, Life and School, Vol. 65, no. 1-2, pp. 181—
186. https://doi.org/10.32903/zs.65.1-2.14

Sokoli, E., Hildebrandt, H. and Gomez, P. (2022) ‘Classical Music
Students’ Pre-performance Anxiety, Catastrophizing, and Bodily
Complaints Vary by Age, Gender, and Instrument and Predict
Self-Rated Performance Quality’, Frontiers in Psychology, Vol.
13, p. €905680. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.905680

Tan, J., Mao, J., Jiang, Y. and Gao, M. (2021) ‘The Influence of
Academic Emotions on Learning Effects: A Systematic Review’,
International Journal of Environmental Research and Public
Health, Vol. 18, No. 18, p. 9678. https://doi.org/10.3390/
ijerph18189678

Thomas, J. P. and Nettelbeck, T. (2014) ‘Performance anxiety in
adolescent musicians’, Psychology of Music, Vol. 42, No. 4, pp.
624-634. https://doi.org/10.1177/0305735613485151

Topoglu, O. (2014) ‘Musical Performance Anxiety: Relations Between
Personal Features and State Anxiety Levels of Pre-service
Music Teachers’, International Online Journal of Educational
Sciences, Vol. 6, No. 2, pp. 337-348. https://doi.org/10.15345/
i0jes.2014.02.008

ERIES Journal
volume 18 issue 2

Umuzdas, M. S., Tok, H. and Umuzdas, S. (2019) ‘An Examination
of the Performance Anxiety Levels of Undergraduate Music
Teaching Students in the Instrument Exams According to Various
Variables (Case of Tokat Province)’, International Journal
of Higher Education, Vol. 8, No. 4, pp. 221-230. https://doi.
org/10.5430/ijhe.v8n4p221

Wen, X. (2022) ‘Emotional Expression and Playing Psychology
in Accordion Playing under Complex Audio Background
Environment’, Journal of Environmental and Public Health, Vol.
1, pp. 1-11. https://doi.org/10.1155/2022/2482899

Yokus, T, Yokus, H. and Kalaycioglu, S. G. (2013) ‘Analyzing
the Relationship Between State-Trait Anxiety Levels and the
Achievement in Music Special Aptitude Test Among Music
Teacher Potential Candidates’, E-Journal of New World Sciences
Academy, Vol. 8, No. 1, pp. 153-163.

Zarza-Alzugaray, F. J., Casanova, O., McPherson, G. E. and Orejudo,
S. (2020) ‘Music Self-Efficacy for Performance: An Explanatory
Model Based on Social Support’, Frontiers in psychology, Vol.
11, p. 1249. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01249

Zarza-Alzugaray, F. J., Orejudo, S., Casanova, O. and Mazas,
B. (2016) ‘Kenny music performance anxiety inventory:
confirmatory factor analysis of the spanish version’,
Psychology of Music, Vol. 44, No. 3, pp. 340-352. https://doi.
0rg/10.1177/0305735614567932

Zdravi¢-Mihailovi¢, D. (2021) ‘The role of a teacher in music
education of young professional musicians’, Facta Universitatis,

Series: Teaching, Learning and Teacher Education, Vol. 4, No 1,
pp. 57-66. https://doi.org/10.22190/FUTLTE2001057Z

Printed ISSN
2336-2375

Electronic ISSN

I 29
1803-1617


https://doi.org/10.32903/zs.65.1-2.14
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.905680
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18189678
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18189678
https://doi.org/10.1177/0305735613485151
https://doi.org/10.15345/iojes.2014.02.008
https://doi.org/10.15345/iojes.2014.02.008
https://doi.org/10.5430/ijhe.v8n4p221
https://doi.org/10.5430/ijhe.v8n4p221
https://doi.org/10.1155/2022/2482899
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01249
https://doi.org/10.1177/0305735614567932
https://doi.org/10.1177/0305735614567932
https://doi.org/10.22190/FUTLTE2001057Z

	_Hlk198884151
	_Hlk198889884
	_Hlk198884176
	_Hlk198885420
	_Hlk198885451
	_Hlk171322201
	_Hlk171322222
	_Hlk198885533
	_Hlk198888233
	_Hlk198887565
	_Hlk198888432
	_Hlk198889832
	_Hlk198888393
	_Hlk197876460

