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The Teacher I Want to Become 

I think the plight of a teacher is to inspire. Nobody wants to feel as though their work is 

meaningless, yet mere transfer of information often is not enough to inspire minds. When first 

drafting this essay,  I initially embarked to answer the question: “how do you become a teacher 

who inspires?” I made a list of qualities I thought the ideal teacher would have, such as 

thoughtfulness, kindness, inspiring critical thinking, self-awareness, etc.. Though these qualities are 

not excluded from the final draft, in fact they serve as the basis for a lot of the main themes I have 

outlined, you will see that they have since been broken down and rebuilt in my mind.  

I turned to some of the “greats” I knew and found a wonderful Robert Frost quote: “I am 

not a teacher, but an awakener .” While the quote holds excellent sentiment, upon further 1

inquisition I could not find the source of it. I thought, “Perhaps that is the key to inspiring people 

-- to enamor their minds so completely and for so long that they forget to look for the proof or 

source,” for not even a keyword “origin” search on Google could answer. Neither could any 

secondary source search; countless authors used and attributed this quote to Frost, but not one of 

them cited a source. Thus, after reading several articles, Frost lesson plans, and teaching blog posts, 

I realized that much like myself, while the authors had the best of intentions, an essay containing 

words without source material and a solid background is much like teaching without a greater 

purpose: empty and uninspiring.  

So instead, I began to rebuild my own definition of “inspire”, and what I have come to 

realize is that inspiring teaching looks a lot like servitude. Not in an archaic or authoritarian 

manner, but in the way that a musician serves the composer and the audience: teachers are to 

recognize the significance of being a vessel through which new ideas pass and schema form. When 

teaching is motivated by this paradigm of service -- that is to say, it is not only interested in the 

physical act of conveying new information, but concerned with the how and why, it holds a 

transformative power. This transformation creates critical thinkers, incessant questioners, and a 

communal bond that not only occurs in the lives of those students being served, but in the lives of 

those serving and enlightening, as well. The knowledge of how and why a teacher teaches allows the 

1 Source: goodreads.com 



tangible act of teaching to meet the intangible inspiring and takes good and even great teaching to a 

new tier.  

In the following pages I will explore four principles I have identified as cornerstones of successful 

teaching. While I have spent a good deal of time curating these elements, they are personal goals 

and built on the principle understanding that there is no one method to be a successful, 

inspirational teacher, just as there is no one teaching method that fits every student.  

 

The teacher I want to become is self-aware 

Throughout decades and centuries many authors have tried to create formulas for transforming 

lives into an inspirational ones (Carnegie , Peale , and more recently, Mark Manson , for some 2 3 4

examples), but I think the very nature of being a teacher -- let alone one who serves and inspires -- 

negates any one hard-and-fast rulebook. What these books successfully teach readers, 

unconsciously or consciously, is to be self-aware. This is the first foundational element and the 

gateway to successfully attaining other aspects of the teacher I want to become. The Collaborative 

for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) names self-awareness as one of the five 

core competencies that contribute to healthy and successful social and emotional learning 

(CASEL). Setting up a student to be a successful learner is a goal of every teacher; however, we as 

teachers must first set ourselves up to be successful. This means taking care of ourselves and 

putting proper thoughtfulness behind our motives, goals, and output.  

As for my own physical and mental health, previous experience and reflective exercises has 

shown me that one of my personal plights as a human being is burnout, As an artist and an arts 

educator burnout is an unfortunate state in which to be. One way I combat this is by holding 

personal office hours for myself; I have turned off email notifications on my phone and do not 

check/respond to  work-related emails when outside the bounds of my office hours. I also mediate 

daily and practice yogic breathing (which inadvertently has helped with my singing breath). A 

study published in Social Psychological and Personality Science suggests that mindfulness 

meditation can reduce implicit bias and the negative behaviors as a result (Torres). The researchers, 

Lueke and Gibson found results in their mindfulness groups that displayed the participants’ ability 

to curb implicit bias. Apart from that, meditation gives a sense of clarity and allows for good 
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reflective thinking afterwards, in which I can exercise another practice of becoming my best 

teaching self: I can ruminate on how my output - teaching and mood -  is affecting my students. By 

spending time thinking about my students and how our connection holds up, I get a clearer 

picture of how to create a learning environment that is good for them.   

For me, being a thoughtful teacher means thinking about my students holistically, and not 

only in what they are learning, but as a whole being. In my notes from private student lessons I 

record the general mood and character of my students (i.e., did they seem tired or distracted from 

the beginning? did they “shut down” halfway through a lesson or while using a certain method?) 

and try to engage them during the first few minutes of their lesson on topics not pertaining to 

music or learning. In this era of COVID-19 I have especially been thinking of whimsical questions 

to ask my students like, “if you were a dragon, what color fire would you breathe?” and the like. In 

classroom settings, I take a similar approach in my notes and usually record the extremes (i.e., if 

someone is very excited, unusually quiet, talkative, disconnected, etc.). 

Caring for myself and my students’ personal well being are the first steps in creating a 

learning environment that intentionally adapts to them. I work to observe students and critically 

assess what teaching methods work well or less well, so as to create a learning environment that 

works with them. As a burgeoning teacher, this is something at which I am working to get better, 

as you will see in the next section.  

This semester I achieved a preliminary step towards the teacher I want to become: through the 

Music-in-Education department at New England Conservatory I have been studying different 

teaching methodologies, and it has completely changed my teaching paradigm. From Plato to the 

Cognitive Science Method, it has taught me that understanding the universal value of education 

and the mind of a learner is one of the most important things a teacher can strive to do. Because of 

this study, I have seen the importance of being invested in the intellectual, cultural, and economic 

aspects of education, which of course, all feed into the social and political nature of education. 

Vygotsky’s theory of learning recognizes that learning takes place in social settings (Phillips 57). 

Meaning, what students learn and how they learn it cannot be understood solely in terms of the 

various cognitive processes that are occurring inside their heads. Instead, a self-aware teaching 

recognizes that learning occurs effectively and naturally in situations in which the student is 

actively engaged with the material and their environment. I believe the same can be said for 

teaching in the optimal state of mind. Self-awareness as a teacher, as Vygotsky’s Educational 



Theories in Cultural Context puts it, comes from “acknowledg[ing] that teaching is politically 

charged work involving both emotional and intellectual investments and challenges” (339). 

As demonstrated throughout this essay, I have a lot of goals and aspirations. Here is a list of 

points and steps I am currently taking and will continue taking in an effort to become the teacher I 

want to be: 

● Continuing private lessons in my two main instruments: voice and piano. This will help 

me be self-aware in my own artistry, relate to my own students in a more authentic way, 

and will keep me growing so that I do not become complacent in teaching alone. I want to 

stay sharp in my own skills so that I can accurately represent the kind of sounds and 

musicianship I expect of my own students.  

● Maintaining regular or semi-regular contact with my own artistic, leadership, and musical 

mentors. The act of seeking guidance from a mentor is one that I have been employing for 

more than a decade; my mentors - both professional and personal - have helped me edit 

applications, apply for jobs, and strengthen my teaching strategies, among other things. I 

look to them when I have hit a roadblock in thought or practice, and will continue to do 

so.   

● Set intentions and goals for myself as a teacher, not just for my students. At the beginning 

of each semester, I set three goals for myself: easily attainable, moderately attainable, and a 

“dream” goal. These help keep me grounded and focused, but also keep my hope and 

creativity alive.  

 

The teacher I want to become adapts 

Adaptation in the classroom is something I have learned how to do by engaging actively in my 

conducting master’s program here at NEC. An active ear is crucial - not only when in front of a 

choir learning music, but when private students ask a question or say they are confused by 

something.  

Unfortunately, the best way to learn how to be adaptable is not merely reading about it, but 

doing it.  

●  Self-regulation, being able to adjust myself/my thoughts/actions  

 

● most appropriate ways to demonstrate what you want know when certain things are what 

the student needs differentiated instruction  



● One who makes things fun! And is innovative 

● Creative approaches so that things do not get boring or stagnant; leading students to figure 

out the whole structure of a concept, rather than one side/view 

○ ex. 1 Amara & symmetry 

 

The teacher I want to become is current 

 

This is important to me because I strive to work within the Artist-Teacher-Scholar matrix 

(image below), which requires me to have and continue to develop skills in the artistry of 

teaching/scholarship. This ATS matrix is built on the idea that “a genuine, comprehensive musical 

education often results to some degree in the development and synthesis of three complementary 

9i.e., mutually reinforcing and increasingly cohesive) aspects of musicianship”  (Schipp V). One of 

the most important tenets of the ATS matrix is the notion that the musician’s career is always 

evolving.  

 



The Artisti-Teacher-Scholar Matrix as it applies to points of synthesis for the emerging or mature musical artist 

who chooses to integrate education and various forms of scholarly pursuits with career aspirations in performance, 

composition, or improvisation (Schipp V). 

 

 

● Part of staying current is teaching! I believe I learn from my students just as much as they 

may learn from me 

● I would like to be recognized as a good collaborator and mentor to others 

● A knowledgeable teacher in literature of learning, but also in repertoire  

○ Someone who is able to guide students in their own searching for “their thing” 

 Some of my guiding ideas to put more into practice are: 

● Teach students that their browns are wired for growth and give them “growth mindset” 

language (more on this later) 

● Give students practice recognizing when they are facing a tough concept 

○ Instead of asking, “do you have any questions?” ask, “what’s the most confusing 

aspect of this?”  

● Provide students opportunities for reflection - by discussion, writing, or leaving them with 

guiding questions 

The teacher I want to become equips  

Being self-aware, adaptable, and staying current are three foundational characteristics I have 

pinpointed as necessary for me to be successful as a teacher. The fourth and final cornerstone 

effectuates the conceptions of the previous three and springboards the teacher I want to become 

from theory to reality.  

Equipping my students with the necessary tools to further ignite their educational journey 

begins with establishing a love and curiosity for learning. I believe one of the key ways to do this is 

to foster a growth mindset. Teaching and fostering growth mindset versus a fixed mindset is a hot 

topic of conversation in the educational world. The “growth” mindset keeps in focus the idea that 

a person’s intelligence can grow overtime and experientially, and is not stuck or “fixed”. That is to 

say, people are neither blank slates waiting to be filled nor born with all the knowledge, as Plato or 

Locke would theorize. Instead, we are all some sort of combination, but all have the ability to grow. 

I hope to convey my instruction in a manner that feeds into the idea growth mindset, so that even 

when introducing a tough concept, my students will be able to use principles of the growth 



mindset to exercise  self-awareness in their learning. I believe a mixture of explicitly encouraging 

my students to adopt a growth mindset and implicitly guiding them to tap into their self-awareness 

to see what fixed-mindset barriers they may be facing (e.g., feelings of defeat, anxiety, or defense 

when faced with feedback) will help them see the significance of exploring an idea until it is a fully 

grasped concept and combat the false growth mindset (Dweck). Some examples of encouraging a 

growth mindset are illustrated in this image from Carol Dweck: 

 

Dweck, who wrote Mindset: The New Psychology of Success in 2006 revisited the topic of “growth 

mindset” in 2015, saying: “A growth mindset isn’t just about effort. [...] Certainly, effort is key for 

students’ achievement, but [...] Students need to try new strategies and seek input from others 

when they're stuck. They need this repertoire of approaches [...]” (Dweck). A growth mindset is 

like a multitool in a student’s toolkit: it not only allows students to approach concepts from 

multiple directions, but in  analogical ways. As written in Schema Induction and Analogical 

Transfer, “The essence of analogical thinking is the transfer of knowledge from one situation to 

another by a process of mapping [...]” (Gick and Holyoak 2).  

The teacher I want to become equips  students with tools for analogical thinking by 

providing them with opportunities to do so and explicitly guiding them. One of the criticisms of 

the Theory of Learning Transfer is that the learner is often left to their own devices. It’s the 

opposite problem to the false growth mindset! Instead of saying the jargon too much, it is not 



introduced enough. I remedy this by engaging my students in critical thinking and reflective 

learning, but guiding them through the transfer of those shared fundamental concepts. For 

example, in reviewing a recording from a voice lesson earlier this semester, I transcribed the 

following conversation with one of my students I will call “Tessa”. In this lesson, we were working 

on a song from the Broadway musical Hamilton; the song had multiple characters singing 

throughout the piece, and the two of us were creating a “map” for her to sing the song as a solo 

piece.  

(example 2) 

Tessa: So there’s the ensemble part, and then Hamilton’s part comes in, but there’s 

also a piano part? Because sometimes I get confused with so many lines...and I think 

there’s a pause in-between the different parts… 

KM: Right, that totally makes sense why you might be confused! There’s a lot of 

things to look at here. Now tell me...have you studied graphs in math yet? 

Tessa: Yes. 

KM: So on those graphs, we have two axes, right? Do you remember what those are 

called?  

Tessa: [vocal filler] X and Y? 

KM: Yes! So, when we’re looking at this sheet music, let’s think of the different parts 

as separate lines on a graph. They’re all moving along the X axis together horizontally, 

and at any point, we can isolate a spot along those lines and see exactly what all is 

happening at that particular time. 

Tessa: So where one ends the next immediately picks back up. Even if [vocal filler] 

one line has a rest after?  

KM: Correct. Because they’re all moving along the same axis of time, but they’re still 

separate lines.  

This interaction was one of my first intentional practices of teaching with learning transfer 

methodology in mind. It is not perfect, but it was a step in the right direction toward the teacher I 

am striving to be, and it did led me to brainstorm future ways I could intentionally use analogous 

thinking and shared fundamental concepts, some of which I have listed below: 

● Performance listening exercises: Students research 2-3 videos showcasing performances of a 

song they are currently working on with the challenge of finding evidence of the 

performers at work with the intention of sharpening their perceptive ear and observation 



skills (i.e., did the staging make sense/did it seem forced? Can you tell what vowel is the 

singer modifying to? Was there any moment when you felt like the singer disconnected 

from their breath? etc.) 

● Writing original melodies to known nursery rhymes: Students pick a favorite nursery 

rhyme and create an original melody with a natural syllabic flow. Checks understanding of 

different rhythmic values, understanding of rhyme schemes/poetic flow 

● Creating original melodies that “draw” certain shapes and/or are symmetrical  (see example 

1) 

In reviewing the lesson from example 2, I realized that I myself need to become better at posing 

questions to my students in such ways that are thought-provoking. This led me to another way I 

can check in on the process of learning via growth mindset: formative assessments. [insert Fisher 

quote + source: “Formative assessment is about sharing information. It involves 

teacher-to-student communication where teachers show students where teachers believe 

learning should be headed and what students need to do to get there. However, the real 

power of formative assessment comes from the addition of student-to-teacher 

communication where the students show the teacher where their knowledge is deep, 

shellow, or stalled]. Though these particular assessments will not always guarantee the results I 

am interested in students producing, they will open a channel for teacher/student communication 

that will reveal a more holistic picture of the student’s learning.  
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