
Music Teacher September 20171

KS5KS4/5

Jonathan James 
is a freelance 
music educator 
and teacher trainer, 
and has been a 
professional mentor 
for a variety of 
arts organisations, 
including Bristol’s 
South West Music 
School.

Effective mentoring for young musicians
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INTRODUCTION

You’ve probably already been a mentor – either formally, or without naming it as such. In many ways, mentoring 

is an extension of good pastoral practice, and the skills involved are those we use in any ‘big-picture’ 

conversation.

This resource is about examining those skills and how we might adapt them when giving advice to young 

musicians. Although mentoring has been introduced as early as primary school age, the following guidance is 

best suited to older students – typically when they are considering longer-term goals such as A level choices, 

university courses or career direction.

Mentoring has been proven to have a positive impact beyond just the personal level, affecting organisational 

mentality as well. Research in the workplace has shown a mentoring system can lead to increased productivity, 

better change management and a more collaborative, supportive workforce. Despite these benefits, the 

busyness of classroom teaching often means that mentoring gets put into the ‘desirable’ rather than the 

‘essential’ column. This resource is about reaffirming why mentoring is a must.

WHAT IS MENTORING?

There is an undeniable faddishness to how mentoring has been championed in the workplace over the last 

20 years, but the concept of the mentor is not new. It dates back to 1190BC and the Trojan Wars. In Greek 

mythology, Odysseus leaves his son, Telemachus, in the hands of a trusted older friend called Mentor while he 

goes away to fight. Mentor both guards and guides Telemachus, helping him define his character and destiny.

‘Guard and guide’ is a helpful way of summing up the mentoring role. Often, we focus on the guiding and less 

on the guarding. In one sense, we are guarding the mentee from themselves – from making decisions that 

seem right in the short term but could be detrimental in the long term. In another, we are guarding them in their 

transition to the outside world, from influences that they might not yet be aware of. The mythological model 

suggests mentoring is close to being a substitute parent. It is the ultimate pastoral vocation.

WHO HAS MENTORED YOU?

How did they help and why were they effective?

The invitation is to analyse what really constitutes effectiveness in a mentoring relationship, and to 
put it into words that can eventually shape your own mentoring choices. Consider these questions:

 � What helped you to trust and respect your mentor?

 � How did you know the mentor understood you?

 � What specific advice did they give and was it helpful? If so, why?

 � What techniques did they use to give you that advice?

 � Would you still go back to them now? Why?
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The mentor’s role

A mentor is first of all someone with experience and expertise in a relevant area, and the generosity to share 

those qualities. It’s not a ‘buddy’ relationship, which can be led by a slightly more experienced peer, but one 

where the guide is considerably ahead in their life experience and, ideally, commands a respect for what 

they have achieved in their field. It’s about being an educator in the literal sense of ‘leading people out’ of 

themselves (from ed-ducere, to lead out) and helping them examine who they are as a person.

The overarching goal is to facilitate the mentee to be able to self-analyse and self-direct, sometimes through 

modelling the processes that the mentee will adopt for themselves.

WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN A MENTOR AND A COACH?

These two terms are often used interchangeably. But, although there’s an overlap, there are also important 

distinctions to be made.

A coach is typically more concerned with short-term goals and of actively leading the student towards those 

goals though a series of tasks, normally demonstrating the skills required themselves.

A mentor does not have to possess the practical skills of a given task required in order to guide, but is instead 

concerned with the longer-term objectives and with personal development.

Coaching is generally an intense, regular engagement with the individual, whereas mentors maintain more of 

a distance.

In the context of a music department, a coach would typically be the instrumental teacher. The mentor 

could agree with the coach on overall objectives, but leave the day-to-day mechanics of getting there to the 

instrumental tutorials. In an ideal world, the mentor is not part of the structure of authority around the mentee so 

that their advice may be unpartisan and as objective as possible – but this can be hard to achieve in practice.

One of the temptations for a mentor who is a musician themselves is to step in and give practical advice on 

technique, potentially crossing over into the role of a coach. There may be instances where this helps, but the 

principle is that the roles should be kept distinct, and that the coach’s input is sought when technical questions 

are being addressed.

IS A MENTOR A COUNSELLOR?

No. There needs to be a clear line between mentoring and counselling. As a mentor within a school context, 

you will need to follow the usual safeguarding and disclosure guidelines. If a discussion reveals areas of mental 

illness or deeper personal issues, then these need to be referred to a professional and dealt with accordingly.

This is sometimes a tricky balance to achieve within the field of music education, because the affective domain 

needs particular attention, as it does in any performing art. Getting through performance-related blocks can 

often involve having to address the emotional barriers involved, as we will discuss later. The mentor in this 

scenario has to sense when their advice might be slipping from a general, holistic approach into an area where 

professional training is required.

‘An unexamined 
life is not worth 
living.’ Socrates, as 
recalled by Plato

TWO-WAY COMMUNICATION

Just as it’s really annoying for an instrument teacher to have conflicting messages given to their 
students about technique, or to have their practical approach questioned by someone outside the 
process, so they must also communicate with the mentor, particularly if there is a change in goals or 
approach. A mentor’s advice needs to be based on up-to-date and relevant information. Mentoring 
is most effective when there is a good partnership and communication with the coach.
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THE MENTORING PROCESS

Mentoring can take all sorts of forms, and there’s no one model. In some instances, it might require a once-

monthly meeting lasting two hours, in others a shorter check-in every couple of weeks. It’s down to the person 

and the situation. There are, however, useful principles that underlie any approach.

Setting up the relationship

Given the sensitivity of some of the issues being discussed when you’re dealing with personal development, 

clear boundaries for the mentoring relationship need to be set explicitly at the outset. The relationship is based 

on trust and openness. To that end, you need to explain that:

 � your conservations will be strictly confidential, apart from those issues that you are bound to disclose as 

part of safeguarding procedures.

 � the mentor is there to analyse, not to judge.

 � the mentee needs to be honest and open for the conversations to be effective.

 � there needs to be a consensus on goals that are set and the steps used to achieve them.

 � both parties need to honour commitments and put in the time required.

 � neither mentor nor mentee should offer false promises.

CONSENSUS

This will be an important recurring theme, as little can be achieved without consensus. There may well have 

to be compromise on both sides in order for goals and tasks to be accepted, but this is a necessary process. 

Common mistakes are for a mentor to impose unrealistic goals in the guise of being ‘inspirational’, or for a 

mentee to accept them because they are keen to please.

In practice, every bit of guidance needs to be built on consensus. The mentor needs to adopt the habit of 

asking ‘Do you agree?’, or ‘Does that feel right to you?’, to invite that consensus for every important action, and 

the mentee needs stops to check before agreeing.

EXPECTATIONS

Effective mentoring requires a considerable investment on both sides. The expectations around the level of 

this investment need to be kept clear. How much time can both of you realistically give, how often, and what 

is the nature of the contact between sessions? Mentors need to be accessible and have an ‘open door’ policy, 

but at the same time have boundaries over the amount of informal contact they can manage in their schedule.

Sometimes the mentor’s role may extend to introducing the student to networks and contacts, or to supporting 

them in a particular benchmark performance. But the ultimate goal, as stated before, is always for the mentor 

to be able to step back, and for the mentee to find their next steps for themselves.

First steps

As in the opening phase of teaching a new group, the first task for any mentor is to do a thorough assessment 

of prior learning. Where does the mentee think they are at, and where are they actually?

For musicians, it’s important that you take the opportunity – or make one – to hear the mentee play their 

instrument, or compose, or demonstrate whatever skill it is that they are likely to want to work on. And that your 

observations are cross-checked with the views of the class teachers and tutors involved. If you don’t already 

know the mentee, then your task is to get an objective understanding of their current capabilities.

The goal here is two-fold:

 � to help the mentee be objective in their self-assessment.

 � to encourage the mentee towards potential they might not have realised existed.



4Music Teacher September 2017

Most musicians are more comfortable with negative self-criticism than they are at articulating what they’re 

good at or what their potential is. Often, the role of the mentor is to challenge those negative spirals and share 

what they think are the hidden opportunities.

Another important part of initial assessment is establishing what kind of learner the mentee is, and getting a 

sense of general attitudes and aptitudes. There are countless psychometric tests freely available online. The 

Myers Briggs approach has proved robust in its many iterations and essentially addresses four different areas:

 � Do you gain energy more from interacting with people or with ideas?

 � Are you more comfortable dealing with facts or with possibilities?

 � Are you drawn more to logic and truth or to values and relationships?

 � Do you value structure or spontaneity?

The results of this kind of test can be extremely helpful when it comes to looking at barriers and what ‘scripts’ 

the mentee might be playing to themselves as they try to overcome them.

SETTING ‘UBERGOALS’

As teachers, we are all conversant and well-drilled in setting SMART objectives for our lessons: making the 

outcomes Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic and Time-bound. This is a necessary practice – and 

also comes into some aspects of mentoring. The challenge is to go beyond these measurables and to ask why 

we’re trying to achieve them in the first place.

Here, the task is finding and sticking to meta-objectives, or ‘ubergoals’. These can be elusive, as it is sometimes 

easier to stay within a concrete world of activities and tickboxes.

One of the steps of a mentor is to help the student identify their ubergoals, and then set strategies for keeping 

them in sight throughout the process. For musicians, the leading questions are:

 � How important is music in your life? How is that expressed?

 � Does being a musician make you happy?

 � How creative are you as a musician?

 � How original are you?

 � Do you see yourself on stage? Why?

It’s easy to give pat answers to these kind of questions, almost as an evasion. So, as mentor, the follow-up 

question to each of the above is:

 � Are you sure?

Young musicians often self-identify as performers rather than in other roles, not least because of the emphasis 

given to stage fame on TV talent shows. It’s surprising how few realise their creative potential, or consider 

what makes them stand out from the crowd. Really interesting discussions can come from digging into what it 

means to be creative and original.

Another important to question to ask is whether the aspirations you are discussing genuinely excite the mentee. 

If they are not naturally enthused, it’s unlikely they will have the instrinsic motivation to succeed at the goals 

being set. It could be that it’s a question of finding more imaginative wording – for example:

 � Instead of ‘I want to be a successful film composer and work on big films at a Hollywood studio’, you could 

say: ‘I want to create scores that electrify the listener and reveal hidden depths in the film, so that everybody 

rushes out to buy the album.’

 � Instead of ‘I want to have great technique’, you could say: ‘I want to be able to fly around hard passages so 

well that people don’t even notice the technique.’

These might seem over the top to you. That is, in a way, the point. Ubergoals need to be provocations to action. 

They need to be imaginative and stimulating, often based on visualising the effect that the music making has 

on those around, rather than simply the activity itself. Then they can be usefully condensed into three or four 

words: ‘really moving scores’ or ‘making it look easy’, to return to the examples above.

Such goals are generally long-term ones. They are a way of ‘beginning with the end in mind’, to quote one of 

Stephen Covey’s seven ‘highly effective’ habits, and of keeping the ‘why’ clear when the ‘what’ gets in the way.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_7_Habits_of_Highly_Effective_People
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ASSESSING THE ‘ZONE OF PROXIMAL DEVELOPMENT’

Having established the ubergoals, the next step is to assess what’s achievable for the mentee.

There’s a useful concept to introduce here from Lev Vygotsky and his socio-constructivist learning theories, 

which may take many teachers back to their PGCEs.

We often speak about getting learners ‘outside their comfort zones’. Vygotsky put some useful definition on 

what that could mean by clarifying what constitutes the gap in someone’s learning when knowledge is viewed 

as a social construct. In his words, this ‘Zone of Proximal Development’, or ZPD, is:

‘the distance between the actual development level as determined through independent problem-solving 

and the level of potential development as determined through problem-solving under adult guidance 

or in collaboration with more capable peers.’ (Lev Vygotsky: Mind in society: The development of higher 

psychological processes)

So the question is not what the learner can learn for themselves, but where they can get to if the right agencies 

and structures are in place. In other words, as a mentor you are thinking about which support and additional 

resources you can bring to bear on the learning process so that the true potential is achieved. This could 

include asking these questions:

 � Which live events and experiences could benefit the mentee?

 � Could they do with an expert second opinion on areas of their technique (in discussion with their current 

instrumental tutor, of course)?

 � Would it be useful for them to ‘buddy up’ with a peer in certain areas, to improve accountability?

 � Do they need academic or other support in order to achieve their musical goals?

 � Can you introduce them to contacts who could usefully share their experiences in a chosen area?

RAISE THE GAZE

You know how sometimes when you’re walking in a park, lost in thought, you realise that you’ve spent most of 

the time staring at the ground in front of you? Then you raise your gaze and see the trees and the sky. And just 

that small upward inclination changes the whole pattern of your thinking. You become aware of birdsong, of 

open space and of nature, whereas previously you were stuck with tarmac and gazing inwards.

Setting the ZPD is about raising the gaze. A student might well be defining themselves and their aspirations 

according to their school environment, to the abilities and attitudes of those around them. Your job is to give 

them a fuller perspective of the world beyond the school walls, and to broaden their view of the music industry, 

helping them to sense where choices could lead them and what their options might realistically be.

Next steps

You’ve established the ubergoals and set them into a context of a ZPD, ie what might be achieved collaboratively, 

with the right support. Ideally, these have been captured visually and you’ve encouraged the mentee to put 

them up somewhere where they will see them regularly, like a desktop display or a bathroom mirror. Now it’s 

time to get SMART again.

PROJECTION VS SELF-LIMITATION

The mentee needs to set their own goals, and your role is to help them do it in such a way that it becomes a 

habit and part of their meta-thinking. Sometimes, though, you can add a surprising goal of your own, based 

on your view of their potential – for example, set them a creative task or a short essay that makes them stop 

and think.

Aside from the constraints of making these goals SMART, there are two other influences that often come into 

play and that need to be guarded against: projection (yours) and self-limitation (theirs).

We have to be careful not to project our own enthusiasms and goals for self-development onto the mentee. 

Are we counselling a course of action because it reflects and affirms our own path? Conversely, are we 

recommending against something because of our own fears and negative experiences? These subliminal 

ways of reinforcing our own personal choices need to be held in check, as far as possible. Sometimes that 



6Music Teacher September 2017

can mean giving individuals the chance to make their own mistakes, if that’s constructive. Or, more often, it 

means we have to inform ourselves more about current opportunities and developments that are beyond our 

immediate field of knowledge.

The mentee, in turn, might fall into the trap of limiting themselves through lack of self-knowledge or the realities 

of the work environment. They might, for example, want to be an orchestral oboist because they have never 

been encouraged to consider, say, music therapy or arts management.

What activities and exercises could you set that help them see the wider picture?

After exploring the goals and making sure they’re the right fit, they can broken down further into constituent 

tasks and put into a table for easy review:

Task When by? Evidence Ubergoals Achieved?

Learn five new 
harmonic minor scales

30 Sept Play scales at 120bpm, 
fluently to teacher

Grade 8 distinction, 
fluent technique

MOTIVATION AND THE ART OF MAKING SCALES FUN

The practices of avoiding projection and self-limitation both have to do with ‘holding up the mirror’ and checking 

internal motivation. We need to be clear on why the mentees are actually motivated to change or to achieve a 

target. Is it because:

 � they want to keep their parents happy, or off their back?

 � they are dutifully meeting a target their teacher has set?

 � they just love making music?

 � they are a high achiever generally and want to succeed at exams?

 � they want to boost their CV?

Some of these may not bode well! As stated earlier, the more intrinsic the motivation, the better. Mentees have 

to own their own goals. Often as mentors, we have to find something enjoyable or ultimately satisfying about a 

task, and highlight that as the main motivation.

For example, a student understandably might balk at learning new scales. You might establish in your 

conversation that this is because they hate that bit of a grade exam and find learning them dull (a common 

finding!). Your response might be to show them a YouTube clip of an artist effortlessly rippling through some 

Chopin or Paganini, where the scales are just part of a beautiful gesture or the sweep of a phrase. Then to 

suggest ways of manipulating scales so that they sound musical, starting at different points, articulating them 

in different ways, etc. It’s a good test of your imagination, as well as your ability to read the personality of your 

mentee and understand what will genuinely connect with them.

SUSTAINING THE PROCESS

Initial enthusiasm can quickly fade, particularly when confronted with the loneliness of a practice room. We 

need to help the mentee sustain their motivation towards a goal between sessions, and there are two actions 

that will be essential:

 � regular feedback.

 � breaking through barriers.

‘The delicate 
balance of 
mentoring someone 
is not creating them 
in your own image, 
but giving them the 
opportunity to create 
themselves.’ Steven 
Spielberg

MIND-MAPPING

When setting these concrete goals, an initial exercise may be to mind-map the options. You should 
start with the ubergoals in the first periphery before spiraling out into the different ways of working 
towards them.
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Giving feedback

As part of the mentoring session, it’s good practice to set up a few review points in between sessions where 

the mentee can share progress so far. Aside from improving accountability, this gives the chance for you to 

encourage them and give feedback. Sharing the progress should be made easy, such as sending a brief MP3 

on the phone, or a quick written report. For the feedback to be meaningful, it needs to be specific and suggest 

next steps. Try and keep the ubergoals in mind as well.

As before, check in with the mentee that they agree with the feedback and with the next steps, or if they have 

other actions in mind. This is all about keeping the process consensual and building the relationship, as well 

as modelling the meta-thinking that you want them to embed as a habit.

Addressing barriers

With every goal comes a barrier, or even a set of them. The mentor’s role is to listen actively to what is being 

cited as a barrier, then to address the behaviour or cognitive programming that may be behind it. Typical 

teenage barriers include:

 � social distraction

 � concern for appearance

 � inability or reluctance to articulate emotional issues

 � poor time-management skills

The latter – poor time management – is very common. So many apparent problems can be addressed by 

spending time with the mentee looking at a weekly schedule, re-prioritising their activities, and breaking 

down targets into achievable units day by day. This then helps narrow down the resistance into manageable 

challenges. Are they being realistic about what they can achieve in half an hour? Or not aspirational enough?

In order to get to these behaviours, we need to use the usual tricks of active listening:

 � Allowing silences and space for mentees really to engage with the question.

 � Reflecting back what you have heard non-judgementally: ‘So what I’m hearing is…’

 � Using open questions.

 � Inviting the mentee to find their own solutions.

 � Gently challenging answers that are vague or inaccurate.

 � Refocusing responses where required onto the ‘real’ issues.

REFRAMING

In helping the mentee find their own solution, you may need to encourage them to step out of their own 

monologue and to see their perceived barriers in a more objective light. Depending on the subject, here are 

some useful questions to help reframe their thinking:

 � Is that the right question to be asking?

 � For example, is the issue of not practising to do with laziness, or is it actually to do with poor motivation 

or the timing of the task?

 � How would you advise someone in your position?

 � What does your head say? Now what does your heart say?

 � Can you see times in your past where you’ve had similar problems? How did you overcome them then?

 � Can you imagine your future self and how you would like them to be? What would they advise you?

 � Are you acting out of fear, perhaps?

 � Who might you be trying to please?

BELIEVING IN CHANGE

Often the mentee’s motivation to challenge themselves in this way will stem from whether they feel transformation 

is possible in the first place. If they’re cynical about their prospects for change, as a mentor you have a choice:

 � Agree with them and set a different target, or

 � Push through the resistance by modelling the belief that transformation is possible.
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Sometimes self-belief has to be built on other people’s belief in you. As mentor you have to be the cheerleader 

as well as the critical friend. This can involve spotting the strengths and good points that are being overlooked 

and building a virtuous cycle of positive thinking from that foundation.

THE GIFT THAT KEEPS ON GIVING

There are many benefits for a mentee in being guided through this kind of self-discovery. Unlocking a barrier 

in one area can often translate to unlocking other areas as well, particularly when the underlying problem is to 

do with self-confidence. But what is more confidence-boosting than being able to see a problem for what it is, 

to set tactics for overcoming it, and then experiencing those tactics working?

Mentors can also benefit immeasurably from the process. Surprising someone with what they can achieve is 

one of the most rewarding things for anybody invested in personal change. It can reinvigorate an educational 

programme or an institution, and should be an integral part of curricular design. Are you currently being 

mentored, or could you imagine finding the time to mentor someone else? Could it become practice in your 

music department if it isn’t already?

Being an effective mentor often results in relationships that outlast the initial conversations, as mentees check 

back in with you at different stages of their career. Once a mentor, always a mentor.

SUGGESTED FURTHER READING:

 � A Practical Guide to Mentoring, David Kay and Roger Hinds (How To Books, Oxford)

 � Educating the Reflective Practitioner, Donald A Schön (Jossey-Bass, San Francisco)

 � Real Coaching and Feedback, JK Smart (Prentice Hall, London)

 � The Tao of Coaching, Max Landsberg (Profile Books, London)

‘We make a living 
by what we get. We 
make a life by what 
we give.’ Winston 
Churchill


