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13. The Lived Experience of Radical 
Acceleration in the Biographical Narratives of 

Exceptionally Gifted Adult Musicians

 Olja ﻿Jovanović, Ana Altaras Dimitrijević, 
Dejana ﻿Mutavdžin, and Blanka ﻿Bogunović

Introduction

If ﻿giftedness manifests itself in the exceptional speed at which one 
acquires the ﻿skills and knowledge of a given domain (e.g., ﻿Winner, 
1996), then this can be particularly salient in the realm of ﻿music. Not only 
is this a domain where ﻿giftedness may emerge very early on (﻿Winner, 
1996), it is also one in which those identified as gifted can progress at 
a pace far greater than that expected by the regular ﻿music curriculum 
(﻿Gagné & ﻿McPherson, 2016). In this chapter we address the ﻿experience 
of radical ﻿acceleration as reflected in the narratives of four musicians 
who were identified as exceptionally musically gifted during childhood. 
To provide a ﻿context for analysing their narratives, we will first review 
the major points about the development of musical talent, as well as 
about the educational practice of ﻿acceleration. 

The development of musically gifted individuals into elite musicians

The complexity of the process that may ultimately produce an elite musical 
﻿performer is captured in current models of ﻿talent development (e.g., ﻿Gagné 
& ﻿McPherson, 2016; ﻿Subotnik & Jarvin, 2005), both in terms of the multiple 
stages and transitions that are deemed to constitute this process, and in the 
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multitude of factors thought to contribute to it. Contrary to the popular 
image of a ‘born artist’, these models assume a lengthy process of honing 
abilities into competencies and into ﻿expertise, to eventually reach the level 
of eminence and artistry (﻿Subotnik et al., 2016). Moreover, they regard the 
process of ﻿talent development as extending beyond formal ﻿education and 
encompassing the various phases of building a career as a professional 
musician (﻿Gembris & Langner, 2006). As depicted in ﻿McPherson and 
Lehmann’s (2012) model, the first three stages of musical development 
(sampling, specialisation, and investment) fulfil the purpose of ‘getting 
there’, yet there is also a final maintenance stage which is about ‘staying 
there’, that is, preserving the status of the successful musical ﻿performer.

At any point in this process, the level of performance is determined by 
numerous factors, as is the likelihood and speed of transitioning from one 
level to the next (﻿Subotnik et al., 2016). According to ﻿Gagné and ﻿McPherson 
(2016), the ﻿achievement of ﻿expertise in ﻿music depends not only on the level 
and nature of the aptitudes that feed directly into the   talent development 
process, but also on various intrapersonal and environmental catalysts, as 
well as factors related to the developmental process itself (see Chapter 12 in 
this volume). Moreover, as pointed out by ﻿Subotnik et al. (2016), it appears 
that different constellations of factors are relevant at different stages of 
﻿talent development, and that the relative weight of these factors tends to 
shift over time. Thus, while ﻿success in a field almost always requires both 
cognitive and non-cognitive ﻿skills, and employs various types of abilities, 
there is a tendency for social ﻿skills, ﻿creativity, and practical intelligence to 
gain in importance and outweigh more analytical and technical ﻿skills as 
the ﻿talent development process moves towards its higher stages. 

Acknowledging that each progression from one stage to the next is 
fraught with specific challenges, a review of the literature also suggests that 
two transitions stand out as being particularly difficult. The first is that of 
entering what ﻿McPherson and Lehmann (2012) call the ‘investment stage’, 
which means prioritising ﻿music over other endeavours and making the 
decision to pursue ﻿music as a ﻿profession. For highly gifted and precociously 
developing individuals, this ‘career decision’ is often made at a very young 
age (﻿Gagné & ﻿McPherson, 2016; Jung & ﻿Evans, 2016), in fact before the 
﻿child has had a chance to seriously consider alternative life paths, so that 
‘it’s only later in ﻿adolescence that ﻿prodigies can begin to doubt themselves 
and their commitment to ﻿music performance’ (﻿Subotnik et al., 2016, p. 287). 
The second great challenge is the individual’s professional integration 
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once they have completed their musical ﻿education (Gaunt et al., 2012), 
that is, the transition from studying ﻿music to entering the job market and 
the ﻿music industry (﻿Gembris & Langner, 2006; Jung & ﻿Evans, 2016); again, 
in the case of musically precocious ﻿students, this may happen as early as 
﻿adolescence. The above-mentioned shift in the weight of factors that lead 
to ﻿success is especially obvious at this point in ﻿talent development, because 
it is with this transition that an array of ‘non-musical’ competencies come 
into play (Gaunt et al., 2012; ﻿Gembris & Langner, 2006; Jarvin & ﻿Subotnik, 
2010), and personality factors tend to outweigh other variables. 

In sum, while the speed of progress through the various stages of  
musical ﻿talent development may largely depend on the person’s level 
of musical abilities (﻿Gagné & ﻿McPherson, 2016), the desired outcome 
of becoming a professional musician is also contingent upon other 
characteristics and competencies, such as personal charisma, determination, 
and social and practical ﻿skills. Even for those with an exceptional gift in 
﻿music, the ﻿talent development process may assume various individual 
trajectories and lead to outcomes other than world-class eminence. 

Playing fast forward: Accelerated talent development 

One way to ensure a positive outcome of the ﻿talent development process 
is, of course, the provision of adequate educational ﻿interventions, and 
a major intervention in accommodating gifted learners is ﻿acceleration. 
Basically, ﻿acceleration consists in adjusting the pace of formal learning 
to meet the precocious development and abilities of gifted learners. 
Although considered essential in gifted ﻿education (Mayer, 2005; Rogers, 
2007; ﻿Winner, 1996), it is also surrounded by some controversy, especially 
when it comes to its grade-based forms (e.g., early entrance to school/
college, grade skipping), wherein the student is placed within an older age 
cohort. Nevertheless, in the field of academic ﻿giftedness, ﻿acceleration—
including radical grade-based ﻿acceleration of 2+ years—is a well-
researched intervention (Dare et al., 2019; Neihart, 2007), with findings of 
quantitative studies usually testifying to its beneficial effects, both short-
term and long-term, on ﻿students’ academic ﻿achievement, motivation, 
and productivity (e.g., Rinn & Bishop, 2015; Sayler & Brookshire, 1993). 
Available findings also suggest that ﻿acceleration does not entail any 
significant socio-emotional risks, yet we must agree with Gronostaj et 
al. (2016) that little is known about these effects, and that a large-scale 
quantitative approach cannot depict the complexity of the experience of 
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grade skipping from an individual perspective. Several ﻿qualitative studies 
have sought to address this issue, revealing that while the experience of 
grade skipping is generally a positive one, accelerands may also experience 
some difficulties in social adjustment (Jett & Rinn, 2019) and dealing with 
the high ﻿expectations put on them (Mun & Hertzog, 2019). 

Addressing ﻿acceleration in musical ﻿education presents us with a 
paradox: radical ﻿acceleration is more common, but far less explored in 
this field than others, and the literature seems to provide more questions 
than answers about how ﻿acceleration shapes the development of musical 
talent (﻿Gagné & ﻿McPherson, 2016). To further complicate things, 
radical ﻿acceleration in musical schooling may require corresponding  
adjustments to regular ﻿education: thus, for a musically precocious 
teenager to enter the conservatory, their general schooling must also often 
be accelerated, although the student may not be academically brilliant. 
Also, while for academically gifted ﻿students the choice is whether to 
skip grades or not (without having to leave regular school), musical 
accelerands have to deal with the decision of committing themselves 
to ﻿music rather than anything else. Thus, ﻿acceleration can add further 
challenges and complexities to the process of ﻿talent development in ﻿music. 

Aims

Given that radical ﻿acceleration is often part and parcel of musical ﻿talent 
development, yet little is known about how it shapes and affects this 
process, our study focused on the ﻿lived experience of ﻿acceleration from 
the perspective of ﻿adult musicians—those who have reached the final 
stages of the ﻿talent development process. We were specifically interested 
in how they experienced the two critical developmental transitions 
mentioned above—deciding to study ﻿music at university level and 
starting a career as a professional musician (i.e., entering the investment 
and the maintenance stage; ﻿McPherson & Lehmann, 2012)—since they 
made these transitions at a rather young age.

We were further interested in whether the ﻿experience of radical 
﻿acceleration and the process of ﻿talent development would bear any 
specific features related to the socio-cultural background of the 
accelerands—more precisely, to their origins in the ﻿Western Balkans, 
specifically Serbia. We raised this issue on the assumption that the 
experience of ﻿acceleration may greatly depend on the ﻿structure and 
organisation of ﻿music ﻿education (cf. ﻿Gagné & ﻿McPherson, 2016), which 
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is different in Serbia from other investigated countries (see Nogaj & 
﻿Bogunović, 2015). We also had in ﻿mind that musicians from Serbia who 
are now in their young adulthood were born and/or raised in politically 
and socially turbulent times which were characterised by a devaluation 
of culture—a fact that might have left a specific mark on their experience 
of developing a talent in ﻿classical ﻿music. Finally, given that Serbia is a 
relatively small country, and ﻿success in ﻿classical ﻿music usually means 
moving abroad, we reasoned that the ﻿talent development process might 
include yet further challenges for musical accelerands from this country.

Method

To uncover the ﻿meanings that gifted musicians ascribe to their 
experiences of radical ﻿acceleration, we chose a ﻿narrative approach—a 
method which entails an exploration of the narrator’s motivation, ﻿values, 
and ﻿meaning-making systems along a temporal dimension (Spector-
Mersel, 2011), and ultimately allows for an in-depth understanding, 
while also ensuring methodological and scientific rigour (Leung, 2010). 
The Ethics Commission of the Faculty of ﻿Music, ﻿University of Arts in 
Belgrade approved the research.

Participants

The study included a purposive sample1 of four participants, aged 32–45 
years, who were identified early in their lives as exceptionally musically 
gifted, and who, in terms of ﻿talent development, are now amidst the 
artistic, concert-career developmental phase (Manturzewska, 1990). 
Each participant had the ﻿experience of radical ﻿acceleration in their ﻿music 
﻿education. Further information about the ﻿participants’ characteristics is 
provided in Table 13.1. 

1 Participants were nominated for the study by one of the authors, who holds a 
﻿teaching position at the Faculty of ﻿Music in Belgrade.
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Data collection

Data were derived from semi-structured narrative interviews focusing 
on the experience of ﻿acceleration in the ﻿context of the participant’s 
overall life story. The interviews started with the instruction: ‘Please 
tell me the story of your life. You may start with the year 19** (year of 
birth) and then describe, as detailed as possible, those aspects of your 
life that you consider important.’ The interviews were facilitated by a 
biographical timeline previously prepared by the researchers (see the 
Appendix to this chapter). The questions following the storytelling 
aimed at prompting ﻿participants to reappraise their experiences, 
reconnect their past with the present, reveal the interaction between 
experience and ﻿context, and put ‘﻿meaning’ into the foreground for 
conscious examination (Leung, 2010). At the end of the interview, 
﻿participants were asked to think about the life stories they had told, to 
identify important ‘chapters’ in them, and to give titles to those chapters 
(cf. Thomsen & Berntsen, 2008). 

Data collection took place in 2021, during the ﻿COVID-19 pandemic, 
via the web-based video-conferencing tool Zoom. The content was audio 
recorded with the ﻿participants’ consent. Reflexive memos kept by the 
researcher facilitated the process of analysis and reduced the potential 
for bias (Birks et al., 2008). The interviews lasted 70–100 minutes and 
resulted in 87 pages of interview transcripts. 

Data analysis

We approached the data inductively, following the four-stage process 
of ﻿Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (for details, see Smith 
& Osborn, 2004). Analysis began with a close interpretative reading 
of the first case where initial codes were annotated in the comments. 
These initial codes were translated into emergent themes at a higher 
level of abstraction. This process was repeated for each case. Patterns 
were documented cross-case and transformed into a narrative account, 
supported by verbatim extracts from each participant. The analysis of 
the timelines provided a contextual understanding of the individual 
﻿participants’ experience of ﻿acceleration. At this point, a researcher 
who had not participated in the data analysis independently judged 
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the coherence between the findings and the transcripts, ensuring the 
trustworthiness of the study. 

Although ﻿participants’ narratives covered the period from early 
childhood to the present, and yielded six recognisable ‘﻿life chapters’, in 
line with the above-stated focus of our study we will here only present 
the results concerning two of these: entering ﻿music ﻿education at 
university level and starting professional life as a musician (Table 13.2).

 Table 13.2 Overview of the two ﻿life chapters and themes

Life chapters Themes

Maturing as a musician - Entering HME at a young age
- Juggling studies and career
- Identity foreclosure
- Seeking refuge in music

Starting to live the life - Entering the profession at a young age
- Experiencing the gap between education and profession
- Experiencing new professional horizons
- Experiencing diversification of private roles

Results

The findings portray how our exceptionally gifted ﻿participants perceive 
and reflect on the part of their lives from the time they entered 
﻿music higher ﻿education institutions (﻿MHEI), up to their first steps as 
independent professionals in the ﻿music industry, and they encompass 
information on selected events, people, and the overall socio-historical-
cultural ﻿context. These portrayals are organised around the key themes 
identified in the ﻿participants’ narratives.

Maturing as a musician

Entering university at a young age

The transition to university is a challenging period that involves 
navigating a number of important new tasks: making friends, establishing 
independence, and developing a different approach to learning (e.g., 
Brooks & DuBois, 1995). While all four ﻿participants entered university 
early, at 14–15 years of age, their experiences of this transition differ. Like 
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Jet and Rinn’s (2019) ﻿participants, both Marko and Filip reflected on 
some of the negative impacts on their social development and romantic 
relationships, and on missing out on certain experiences that are common 
for ﻿adolescents. Ana, however, talks about being cared for by her fellow 
﻿students, since she was amongst the youngest in the group. From the 
perspective of academic tasks, all ﻿participants emphasise that they had 
difficulties mastering certain (non-musical) subjects at university level:

I have to admit that, in my opinion, ﻿acceleration has very negative 
consequences, especially in some social aspects, since my fellow ﻿students 
were much older than me… My voice, for example, has been changing 
[…] when I took solfège during the entrance exam, […] my voice cracked 
non-stop, the others laughed. It was very difficult for me to bear it then. 
Not to mention I started smoking at the age of 14, since I was surrounded 
by people who smoked, I thought it was something extremely cool. […] 
In essence, there are some things that a person should experience before 
entering university, developing that certain level of awareness. (Marko)

I remember we had Psychology and ﻿Pedagogy in the second year, 
Sociology in the third year. That was hell for me because, I mean, at 14–15 
I didn’t understand anything. No… That terminology. It was terrible for 
me. (Ana)

During this period, learning from a ‘master ﻿teacher’ is seen as a privilege 
and presumes a close relationship, loyalty, and trust. Our interviews 
were rich with data about recognising excellent ﻿music ﻿teachers and 
moving to their institutions, even if they were in a different country or 
continent. 

I was ranked first in the entrance exam and graduated in three years. 
Since Professor M. was about to retire, and I wanted to graduate in his 
class, I had to merge my third and fourth year at the university—which 
I did. […] so at the age of 17 I enrolled in master studies and at 19 I 
obtained my master’s degree. (Marko)

Juggling studies and career

Since our ﻿participants were already accomplished ﻿young musicians 
by this stage, they had a variety of professional engagements which 
required that ﻿teachers adjust the schedule for them, but they still had 
to juggle their studies with their professional ﻿activities. Looking back 
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on this intensive period, all ﻿participants observed that it was only later 
in life that they ‘had discovered the beauty of procrastination’, as Filip 
described it. During that period, our ﻿participants sought to expand 
their presence in the field of ﻿music and establish themselves in the 
professional community:

So, I travelled a lot. And there was always some, some pressure. I mean, 
it was physically demanding, since you had to get up [early], and do 
your duties, and studies, and travel to those countless masterclasses and 
seminars, and find money for that… (Filip)

Identity foreclosure

Although the transition between childhood and adulthood usually 
provides an opportunity to explore one’s past, current, and potential 
selves and take ownership of one’s life (Erikson, 1956), our ﻿participants 
do not remember questioning their choice of a ﻿music career during 
﻿adolescence. In Marko’s words, they ‘didn’t have the luxury of 
questioning’ it, because by that age they had already invested long hours 
into ﻿music practice. Also, due to their outstanding ﻿accomplishments in 
﻿music, their identities as (future) musicians were positive and stable, 
albeit foreclosed:

I mean, it was kind of natural. You don’t think about it at all. (Ana)

I didn’t question myself. Well, how could I have questioned myself—I 
had been in ﻿music ﻿education for 15 years at that time, I was playing the 
cello and I really wasn’t interested in anything else. (Filip)

In my ﻿mind, I have never wondered if I should be something else. But it’s 
not like passion guided me. No! It was just like that. I did it. I was good 
at it, obviously. And you get into a machine where there are no such 
questions anymore. That’s it. That’s my life. But after a while, you start 
asking yourself: ‘Could I do something else now?’ (Marija)

The ﻿participants’ narratives revealed a strong tendency to be perfect 
as musicians, illustrating Dews and Williams’s (1989, p. 46) statement: 
‘﻿Music, perhaps more than any other artistic pursuit, demands a high 
level of perfection from those hopeful of being successful in it.’ This 
﻿perfectionism is rooted in familial and cultural ﻿expectations (cf. Flett et 
al., 2002). For example, Ana described how coming from a well-known 
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musical family set high standards for her, while Filip mentioned that 
being aware of his parents’ ﻿material and non-﻿material investments 
into his career raised the bar for him. Sometimes, high standards are 
perceived or explicated as a feature of the ﻿music ﻿profession or certain 
positions, as in Marko’s case.

Because ﻿classical musicians must always be top-notch. Everything has 
to be perfect, always; you always strive for an ideal and perfection. So, 
you always demand the maximum from yourself—the best. That is why 
we are so insecure. In the end, never satisfied. […] A mistake is not an 
option. It cannot happen. And that burdened me a lot. […] It can happen 
to anyone, but it cannot happen to me, since I was a concertmaster, since 
I’m his daughter…2 (Ana)

This is an act that I still can’t understand— They [his parents] sold the 
apartment we lived in to obtain the money for buying me an ﻿instrument. 
[…] It was a burden for me: that someone is selling an apartment, 
automatically means asking a lot from me. However, in 2003 it happened 
that I went to a competition in the Czech Republic and did not pass to 
the second round [laughs]. They had just bought a new ﻿instrument for 
me, so it should have been great. Right? However, I did not live up to 
those ﻿expectations and that’s it. […] I may have been too young to really 
understand the burden of it all. (Filip) 

Of course, [giggles] the reason for such a contract is that I am expected 
not to make any mistakes. Never. Which is a lot of pressure, of course. 
And, since it is still a radio orchestra, from the moment I take my seat in 
the orchestra, everything is recorded. […] …nerves of steel [laughter]… 
(Marko)

Seeking refuge in music

Some ﻿participants’ university studies partly took place during the 
specific circumstances of the bombing of Serbia in March–June 1999. 
These ﻿participants reported that ﻿music and intensive practice had a 
protective role, shielding them from the disturbing political and social 
reality: 

I think it’s good because we were really dedicated to art, to ﻿music. In the 
circumstances in which we grew up that saved us mentally. (Ana)

2 Ana’s father was an accomplished and well-known musician in the national context.
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For Marija, ﻿music was literally a way out: she had earned a scholarship 
abroad where she continued her studies. However, she recognises that 
she was not prepared for this sudden transition, having to leave her 
friends and family and adapt to a new life and ﻿environment. Moreover, 
being in constant transition created an everlasting sense of longing, with 
﻿music as the only constant:

So, all these, all these accelerations, in fact, have created in me some… a 
kind of lack… I call it [lacking of] a home. I mean, of one’s country, and 
city, and Mom and Dad, and… Which has become a very, very important 
place for me, psychologically. My problem or my… a fact that I have to… 
that I deal with, more or less well, depending on the moment… Like 
when you go home, and you sense some familiar smell, and it feels right. 
Well, that’s what I’m looking for. I mean, that’s my whole life. And the 
only place that offers me that, in fact, is the piano. (Marija)

Starting to live the life

Entering the profession at a young age

Radical ﻿acceleration also meant gaining an early entrance into the 
﻿profession and highly prestigious professional roles from a young age. 
This transition was experienced differently depending on the type of 
position. Those who held stable positions that required working with 
other people (e.g., as a concertmaster) had to master non-musical and 
particularly social ﻿skills relevant for their new role; those who became 
independent musicians had to learn how to be more visible and how to 
attract an audience. Generally, ﻿participants reported feeling they lacked 
non-musical ﻿skills (e.g., foreign languages, communication, leadership): 

At the age of 19, I started working—permanent employment—and in 
fact, I haven’t spent a single day without being permanently employed 
since then […] In fact, I can freely say that I have been working since I 
was 14. (Marko)

I was already known in professional circles at the time of my studies, so 
the director of the Belgrade Philharmonic had heard me [play], knew 
that I was from a musical family. And they called, suggesting that I 
audition for the position of the concertmaster, I was 19 at the time. And 
it was, like: ‘Well, why not.’ […] But, since being a concertmaster is not 
just about playing well… You practically have to manage 100 people. […] 
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Then I learned communication [﻿skills] along the way: how to manage 
people; they look upon me as an authority. 100 people! You have to be, I 
mean… [laughter] It’s very strange. Challenging, at the same time, at 20 
years of age. No, it wasn’t easy. (Ana)

Experiencing the gap between education and profession

In line with the notion that ‘Only those who can reinvent themselves 
will make the leap between childhood ﻿giftedness and adult ﻿creativity’ 
(﻿Winner & Martino, 2000, p. 107), ﻿participants reflected on how, at this 
stage, they were expected to make a shift from technical proficiency 
to innovation and ﻿creativity, to give their playing a new ﻿meaning. For 
some of the ﻿participants it was a transition from the role of ﻿performer to 
that of a ﻿meaning maker, and their musical ﻿education had not prepared 
them for this. As Bennett (2013) explains, ﻿music ﻿education traditionally 
focuses on virtuosic performance, and is unlikely to encourage broader 
views of what it means to be a successful musician: 

And that’s the problem that you’re… totally unprepared for… You come, 
in fact… as if you were heading into space. You have to speed up, like 
[makes ‘vroom’ sound] when a rocket is launched. Because you had a drill 
for 20 years. Literally. And then, they drop you into some airless space 
and you are so, aaaaah… (Marija)

Experiencing new professional horizons

After university, life begins. The completion of studies and the ﻿expertise 
gained were experienced as an expansion of their professional horizons 
that gave them opportunities to explore different musical ﻿genres 
and ﻿activities (cf. Palmer & Baker, 2021). At the same time, this also 
meant taking ﻿responsibility for oneself, freedom in decision-making, 
and financial independence (cf. ﻿Subotnik et al., 2016), which are the 
hallmarks of adulthood (Arnett, 2000):

And then, there was a period when I started making a living, making 
a living from what I was educated for [laughs]. Um, then it became my 
life (How should I put it?), professionally. I was no longer dependent on 
anyone, not only financially, but I also found my own path… (Marija)
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Reminiscent of Bennett’s (2007) findings, our ﻿participants describe 
themselves as being engaged in different professional ﻿activities and in 
different fields of ﻿music, whether they were independent musicians 
or employed full-time as ﻿performers. They ascribe their professional 
progression to a combination of social capital, high quality performance, 
and positive chance: 

I needed to get a new ﻿instrument. This one wasn’t satisfactory anymore… 
That was a student’s ﻿instrument and I needed a better one for my career. 
Well, I was lucky … In 2012, I met a lady in Italy who was a financial 
adviser there, at that school. She heard me play among other ﻿students, 
that is, cellists. And she showed great affection for me and approached 
me saying that my ﻿instrument is awful, but that I play wonderfully 
and that she will organise something for me. And she really did, a few 
months later, an event in Milan where she invited me. […] She invited 
the elite from that city who were ready to support a young musician… 
one from Serbia — a third-world country [laughter], or fifth-world 
[through laughter]. And then, they raised funds… And then I got a new 
﻿instrument. (Filip)

At this stage, Marija and Marko are living and working abroad. Both 
of them described how while they have easily become recognised for 
their ﻿music ﻿skills, they feel at the same time that they will always be 
foreigners:

You are simply not one of them. Never. I have a passport here [France], 
but still, I am not a product of their school. And you have that strange 
name, hard to pronounce. I have never experienced any political…, like: 
‘You are Serbs’. However, ‘You are the Foreigner’ is present. No matter 
who you are, it is always there, …you will always be the Foreigner. 
(Marija)

Experiencing diversification of private roles

The gendered ﻿dynamics that came into play while ﻿participants were 
talking about their past and current selves and their plans for the future, 
resonate with the findings of previous studies (Cook, 2018; Teague & 
Smith, 2015), including those focused on adults who are gifted in other 
domains (Ferriman et al., 2009). For the female ﻿participants, the central 
focus of their career-related plans was to accommodate for childbearing 
and parenting: they tended to look for professional positions that 
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provide more stability (e.g., a position at a university) and/or more 
time for family roles (e.g., ﻿teaching). On the other hand, this interaction 
between career-related plans and other aspects of life was not salient in 
the accounts of the male ﻿participants.

It has speeded up a lot, in fact. And, also, when the ﻿children are born, 
and responsibilities to them, and the husband, and the household, and… 
So, it’s just a lot of roles that you perform… A lot of roles. And in each of 
them, at least that’s how we were brought up, I think militarily: ‘Work 
(uh), wash the ashtrays, but do the best you can.’ Like that. So, even now, 
with that kind of ﻿responsibility in me, with 15 roles that I perform during 
the day; I have to be perfect in each one. That is, in fact, a bit too much for 
an ordinary person. (Ana)

Discussion

The ‘gauntlet was thrown down’ by ﻿McPherson (2016), who called 
for more research about ﻿prodigies in socio-cultural milieus other than 
English-speaking ones. This study deals with exceptional musical 
talents coming from the ﻿Western Balkans whose ﻿education was radically 
accelerated, and who told us their life stories while looking back at their 
musical development. This chapter focused on two important transitions 
of musical ﻿prodigies: firstly, when they make conclusive career decisions 
(Jung & ﻿Evans, 2016) about their ﻿music ﻿education, and, secondly, later 
on, when they take on the role of professionals. 

Radical acceleration from an individual perspective

Like other ﻿qualitative research on ﻿acceleration (Jett & Rinn, 2019; Mun & 
Hertzog, 2019), this study revealed the experience of radical accelerands 
to be quite complex. On the one hand, early identification and promotion 
of talent may instil a feeling of security in young accelerands, with the 
domain of ﻿music acting as a ‘secure base’ or ‘place of comfort’, which 
one can always resort to. On the other hand, it may bring potential 
health risks, such as early substance abuse due to the pressure to ‘act 
older’, as well as the risk of ﻿identity foreclosure, that is, of automatically 
extending the ﻿identity of a ‘﻿child prodigy’ into that of an ‘exceptional 
﻿performer’ (﻿Evans & ﻿McPherson, 2017) without acknowledging the 
fragile nature of the prodigy or the fact that there is more to life than 
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‘﻿talent development’. Moreover, while opening up great possibilities 
for musical development (Martin, 2016), radical ﻿acceleration can also 
reduce the opportunities the prodigy has to acquire knowledge and 
﻿skills in other areas, and thus can limit their chances of a career change—
which is a considerable drawback given the uncertainties and demands 
of a musical career, even for those who are exceptionally talented. 
Finally, while radical acclerands consistently ‘win’ in social comparisons 
of ﻿ability (being younger, but progressing faster in the field of ﻿music 
than most other ﻿students), and thus may construct positive identities as 
musicians (Davidson, 2017), they also experience a ‘loss’ when it comes 
to their sense of belonging to a peer group (rather than just having 
‘fellow ﻿students’). 

Radical acceleration from a contextual perspective

Given that ﻿context is viewed as critically important for both  
understanding and developing talent (Plucker & Barab, 2005), the 
question is how (and how much) it affects the ﻿experience of radical 
﻿acceleration? Firstly, our ﻿participants’ narratives reveal how the 
nature of ﻿music ﻿education in Serbia has affected their musical and 
personal development. The strong emphasis on developing musical 
﻿skills and performing publicly, in a highly structured educational 
﻿environment, is recognised by our ﻿participants as both an advantage 
and a disadvantage. On the one hand, this educational approach 
has helped them to become easily recognised as outstanding ﻿music 
﻿performers in different ﻿contexts, transcending national, ethnic, and 
cultural backgrounds in ﻿music practices (Folkestad, 2017); on the other 
hand, it has failed to build the psychosocial ﻿skills (e.g., communication, 
leadership, ﻿self-regulation) that are necessary for long-term ﻿success in a 
﻿music career (Jung & ﻿Evans, 2016). Secondly, living in a country where 
state funding for the development of musical talents is scarce has made 
it necessary for the individual to be proactive to ensure the resources 
for practising and performing; to look for enrichment ﻿activities abroad; 
and, consequently, to also master foreign languages, as a tool for 
becoming a member in relevant professional and social communities. 
Thirdly, the strong dedication to ﻿music, to the development of musical 
﻿skills, and to meeting the ﻿expectations in this particular field also 
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provided some protection against the adverse political and social events 
of the immediate ﻿environment. ﻿Music was an ‘escape hatch’ from the 
grey reality of serious political upheavals. Yet, at the same time, the 
exclusive commitment to ﻿music entailed a specific kind of vulnerability: 
the continual need to confirm one’s worth and ﻿identity as the ‘perfect 
musician’. Finally, a special challenge for our ﻿prodigies was moving to 
another country and adjusting to the language, culture, and customs of 
a new place, while at the same time ‘mastering the field’ (﻿Subotnik & 
Jarvin, 2005): making networks, arranging concerts, and finding funds. 
Although, in the ﻿participants’ narratives, migration seemed to open up 
different experiences of the world and ﻿music for them, it also meant 
changing their relationship to their homeland and settling into a new 
﻿environment, which sometimes persisted in reminding them that they 
were ‘foreigners’. Still, ﻿music was there to provide some comfort and to 
evoke the feeling of being at home, of having a solid ﻿identity and place 
in the world.

Limitations and future directions

This study is based on ﻿participants’ retrospective accounts, which 
provided an opportunity to situate the experience of ﻿acceleration within 
the broader framework of their life stories; to explore what they perceive 
as critical events and how they interpret causal connections between 
events; and how they create links between the events and aspects of 
themselves (McLean, 2005). Nevertheless, focusing on past experiences 
in a specific ﻿context calls for caution when drawing implications for 
the here and now. Additionally, we aimed to describe the ﻿experience 
of radical ﻿acceleration for musically gifted individuals of a particular 
cultural ﻿context. In order to gain a fuller understanding of both the 
musical and general development of accelerands, ﻿cross-cultural research 
is needed (Ziegler et al., 2018). We thus hope that future research on 
the radical ﻿acceleration of musically gifted individuals will allow us to 
collect their stories as they are emerging, across lifespans and diverse 
socio-cultural milieus.
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Conclusion

Four adult musical ﻿prodigies reflected on their experiences of radical 
﻿acceleration against the backdrop of their lives, navigating the complex 
socio-political ﻿context of Serbia, in addition to the complexity of early 
professional engagements, and an accelerated educational journey. 
Rather than just being an ‘educational intervention’, ﻿acceleration shapes 
numerous aspects of life, not limited to professional careers and artistry, 
but affecting social, emotional and ﻿identity development. We have found 
multiple examples of evidence for the notion that ‘﻿context matters’, 
which further highlights the need for more research on the development 
of musical talents in different parts of the world and to explore different 
ways in which ﻿acceleration can happen (﻿McPherson, 2016). Although 
certain similarities were found among the four individuals in the 
centrality of ﻿music for ﻿identity, refuge, and motivation, our findings also 
highlight the idiosyncrasy and complexity of the ﻿talent development 
process, indicating the need to provide individualised support to the 
maturing musical prodigy.
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