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Abstract 

This paper reports an evaluation of a pilot program of workplace music mentoring for generalist 
classroom teachers in eleven early childhood education settings in Australia. Mentoring in the arts 
in general and in music specifically is still under-researched despite a considerable body of 
literature on approaches to mentoring, and descriptions of mentoring practices and outcomes. 
The pilot program documented here was created to increase access to music education for 
Australian children through establishing mentoring relationships between experienced specialist 
music teachers and generalist classroom teachers. The program aimed to address a lack of music 
training during undergraduate teacher preparation and a perceived lack of confidence in music 
teaching and singing amongst generalist classroom teachers. The evaluation of the mentoring 
program included semi-structured interviews with ten principals, seven mentors and nineteen 
mentees regarding their experiences. Three researchers conducted the thematic analysis of 
transcripts independently and refined the emerging themes through iterative discussions. The 
findings demonstrate that the workplace music mentoring delivered positive outcomes, enriching 
schools’ music curricula, structuring locally relevant programs, building resources, teacher music 
skills and confidence, and impacting positively on student learning and behaviour. The in-situ 
longitudinal mentoring model implemented expands on traditional approaches to professional 
development for in-service teachers of music through a collaborative self-development approach. 
 
 

Introduction 

Music provision in primary education: The Australian context 
Music education has a long history as an independent subject in the curricula and syllabi of 
Australia’s six states and two territories.  In the last decades, however, music education’s place in 
the Australian curriculum landscape has retracted (DEST 2005). This may be attributed to a range 
of factors, including: the location of music as one of five components (dance, drama, media, 
music, visual arts) in The Arts Key Learning Area (see the Hobart declaration (MCEECDYA 1989), 
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the Adelaide declaration (MCEECDYA 1999), and the Melbourne declaration (MCETYA 2008), 
rather than a stand-alone subject; competing curriculum priorities, with STEM subjects dominating 
educational policy-making and practice (see the Australian National Innovation and Science 
Agenda 2015, http://www.innovation.gov.au); a decline in the provision of specialist music 
education at state and territory levels (DEST 2005); and, a significant decline in the allocation for 
music education in the preparation of generalist early childhood and primary teachers (Collins, 
2016; Hocking, 2009).  
 
Australians’ concern about the role and place of Music and the Arts in schooling is evidenced in 
the successive implementation of a Senate Inquiry into Arts Education in 1995, an Australian 
Council for the Arts national survey of Australian’s attitudes towards the arts in 1999 (Costantoura 
2000), a National Review of School Music Education (DEST 2005) undertaken in 2005. This review 
suggested that provision for music education was unevenly distributed across the country and a 
cause for national concern. This document coupled with a National Review of the Visual Arts in 
Australian Schools (MCETYA 2007) became a catalyst for the placement of The Arts as a learning 
area in phase two of the recent national curriculum project (2009 - 2014), Australia’s second 
attempt to arrive at a unified national curriculum.  
 
The National Review of School Music Education report (DEST 2005) provided a troubled picture of 
music education provision and quality across the country. The analysis of a stratified sample of 
525 schools and an additional sample of 147 “effective music” schools demonstrated that students 
in approximately 900 Australian schools had no access to music education – “The National Survey 
of Schools showed that there are students in approximately 900 Australian schools (about 9-10% 
of schools) that have no music programme” (DEST 2005: 144). Where music education was 
provided, this ranged from a sequential developmental program across the years of schooling to a 
series of un-related activities that had only loose connection to music education. A consistent 
theme throughout the report was the reduced time allocated to Music and the Arts in schooling, 
and teachers’ diminished experiences of these curriculum areas in teacher education. Arguably, 
the gradual reduction in time allocated to Music and the Arts in teacher education over the last 
decades has led to a comparable reduction in graduating generalist teachers’ confidence and 
competence in implementing music education in their classrooms – a common theme in research 
findings with generalist teachers in other countries (Hennessy 2000, 2012; Ruddock and Leong 
2005; Stunell 2006; Seddon & Biasutti, 2008).  
 
In response to this increasingly bleak situation, eminent Australian music educator [Dr Richard Gill 
AM] devised a program of music mentoring, [name withheld for review]. The program aims to 
develop practising generalist early childhood (K–Year 2, ages 5-8y) teachers’ knowledge and skills 
in music education and their capacity to lead music education experiences in their classroom.  In 
its first iteration (2015), the program paired specialist music teachers with generalist classroom 
teachers in negotiated mentoring relationships. The program has secured considerable support 
from the Australian Federal Government, with initial funding for a three-year implementation 
nationally (2015–17)i. The program was trialled in two states in 2015ii. This article reports on the 



	 3	

impact of the mentoring program on these school communities through the perspectives of the 
principals, teachers being mentored and mentors who participated in the pilot.  
 
Workplace mentoring approaches 
Workplace mentoring has been described as the relationship between an experienced individual 
(the mentor) and a less experienced individual (the mentee) in the workplace that aims to assist 
the personal and professional growth of the mentee (Kram 1985). Workplace mentoring typically 
takes place over extended periods of time and is multi-faceted in structure (Eraut 2011). Within 
education workplace mentoring is of particular relevance as contemporary teaching practice 
involves highly complex curricula and a diverse student body (Martinez 2004). Recognising this 
Devos (2010) advocates for mentoring within the school workplace together with reduced 
teaching workloads to help new teachers become established. Referring to music specifically, 
Jacobs (2008) proposed a pyramid model for effective music mentoring in the workplace which 
recognises multiple partners and factors in the process including state government design and 
funding at its base, through to professional organization support, mentor selection, training and 
compensation, mentor and mentee release time, multi-year concept, and at the top of the 
pyramid the certification requirement.  
 
Kemmis et al. (2014) identified three main approaches to mentoring – supervision, support and 
collaborative self-development. Supervision approaches are employed in teacher education where 
student teachers work with experienced professionals during practica and internship experiences. 
In mentoring as support, newly qualified teachers are helped by more experienced teachers to 
develop their professional practice (Langdon et al. 2016). Positive factors in mentoring as a 
supportive professional development approach include the mentor not being in a power 
relationship with the mentee, and the approach facilitating acquisition of relevant skills in-situ, 
leading to situated learning (Kemmis et al. 2014; Lave and Wegner 1991). In collaborative self-
development approaches to mentoring, mentor and mentee conduct professional discussions as 
equals, leading to mutual growth. 
 
General approaches to effective mentoring of teachers 
The quality of mentoring has been highlighted as being more important to the success of early 
career teachers than the frequency of mentoring (Richter et al. 2013) with quality mentoring 
reported to “foster the growth of teacher efficacy, teaching enthusiasm, and job satisfaction” 
(Richter et al. 2013, 166). Martinez (2004) echoes these sentiments by emphasising the role of 
mentoring in teacher retention and invigoration of teaching. Richter cautions against transmission-
oriented mentoring approaches, arguing that these tend to proliferate new teachers’ beliefs in the 
value of knowledge transmission and do not build teachers’ confidence (Richter et al. 2013). 
Taking these issues into consideration, he suggests that mentoring approaches need to include 
“opportunities for reflection, experimentation with different teaching methods, and autonomous 
decision making” (Richter et al. 2013, 174). Hargreaves and Fullan (2012) echo this view by 
explaining that a good mentor gives feedback and triggers reflection on what the teacher is doing, 
why they are doing it in a particular way, and how this can be improved. This approach builds “a 
reciprocal relationship, produces developmental benefits, and involves regular/consistent 
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interaction” (Haggard et al. 2011, 292–293). Such approaches create collaborative cultures, where 
“failure and uncertainty are not protected and defended, but instead are shared and discussed 
with a view to gaining help and support” (Hargreaves and Fullen 2012, 113).  
 
Sundli (2007) suggests that a positive mentoring approach is a conversation based on written 
documents and practical tasks, linking theory and practice and promoting reflection. This 
mentoring approach aims to help new teachers with “strategic planning, training of practical skills, 
and the development of professional competencies” (Orland-Barak 2014, 180). Mentoring has 
been identified as playing a significant role in teacher retention and satisfaction with the key 
aspects being “…having a mentor from the same field, having common planning time with other 
teachers in the same subject or collaboration with other teachers on instruction, and being part of 
an external network of teachers” (Smith and Ingersoll 2004, 706).  It has been suggested that 
some of the difficulties of face-to-face mentoring could be lessened through virtual mentoring of 
pre-service teachers via Skype (Reese 2015). The benefits of using technology for mentoring 
include time saving on travel for observations and meetings, thus allowing more time for 
reflection and discussions; greater professional development due to mutual observations by 
mentor and students; and more opportunities to reflect on growth. However, virtual mentoring 
limitations involve lack of real-time interaction and lower flow of energy due to two-dimensional 
technology filtering (Reese 2015). 
 
Effective mentoring of music teaching 
Studies internationally have suggested that music mentoring requires its own unique approaches 
that combine discipline-specific knowledge with music-teaching strategies. For example, in the 
USA, it has been reported that generic mandated mentoring programs are routinely applied in a 
music setting and are viewed by new music educators as ineffective and inconsistent in standards 
(Benson 2008; Conway 2015). Conway (2015) advocates the need for music teachers to be 
mentored by music mentors. Mentoring of novice music teachers might include induction into 
music teaching strategies and classroom routines, lesson planning and assessment, classroom 
management, pacing, thus leading to development of new views of self (Conway 2008; Conway 
and Hodgman 2006; Schmidt 2006, 2008). Combinations of practical teaching together with a 
variety of mentoring approaches (vertical – from music educators and ensemble director; 
horizontal – from peers, students and community members; and self-mentoring – reflection-on-
action and reflection-in-action) served as a thorough practicum preparation for pre-service music 
teachers involved in a USA string project (Davis 2016). Another novel approach to teaching 
practicum of undergraduate music education students trialled in Ireland involved coteaching with 
experienced classroom teachers who had no music training. This study documents positive 
outcomes for both pre-service music teachers and generalist classroom teachers, with both groups 
gaining content, pedagogical, curricular, and pedagogical content knowledge (Kerin and Murphy 
2015). Peer-mentoring is also an effective means of helping new music educators to settle into 
teaching music, even if they are already experienced teachers in other subject areas (Blair, 2008; 
Draves & Koops, 2011) 
 



	 5	

The UK Government’s National Singing Programme Sing Up provided another model of music 
workplace mentoring with a specific focus on the development of singing in both students and 
their teachers. One major strand of this programme included a cascade model of mentored 
workforce development (national to regional to local) that was focused on both primary school 
teachers and community musicians who worked with children. An extensive evaluation of this 
strand with over 1000 respondents (Himonides et al. 2011) revealed that the workforce 
development experience was perceived as positive and increased with the number of sessions 
attended. Furthermore, respondents reported increased confidence and knowledge, as well as a 
related positive impact on their children’s singing behaviours and development. Similarly, a recent 
evaluation of workplace collaborative mentoring in pre-school settings in London (UK), with a 
focus on music and speech, language and communication, reported positive impacts on mentors, 
mentees and children (Welch & Bowmer, 2017).  
 
Effective mentor qualities 
Effective mentoring with “generally good faith efforts by all parties” fosters new personal and 
professional relationships (Langdon et al. 2016, 159) with positive mentoring outcomes for both 
mentors and mentees (Ehrich et al. 2004). For mentors, positive outcomes included collegiality 
(collaboration, networking, sharing ideas and knowledge), reflection, professional development 
and personal satisfaction (reward, growth) (Powell, 2018). For mentees, the beneficial impacts 
included support (empathy, encouragement, counselling, friendship), help (with teaching 
strategies, subject knowledge and resources), discussion (sharing ideas, information, problems, 
advice from peers), and feedback (positive reinforcement, constructive criticism) (Ehrich et al. 
2004). Effective mentor qualities in music include: strong knowledge of subject matter; compatible 
philosophy of music education; excellent music and teaching skills; being a good listener, 
organised, personable, and professional (Conway and Hodgman, 2006). The capacity to nurture 
and affirm (Smith, 2005) is also identified as a key element of effective mentoring in music. 
 
Much of the mentoring research discussed above is focused on novice teachers embarking on 
their professional careers (see Benson, 2008; Blair, 2008; Conway, 2005; Devos, 2010, Draves & 
Koops, 2011 Hamel, Jasloo & Fisher, 2011; Hennessy, 2000; Kemmis et al., 2015; Kenny, Finneran 
& Mitchell, 2015; Kerin & Murphy, 2015; Martinez,  2005; Reese, 2015; Richter et al., 2013). Less is 
known of effective models and outcomes of mentoring for established teachers (such as generalist 
early childhood education teachers) when embarking on a new disciplinary area (music). The 
literature highlights the long-term lack of discipline-specific training in music during 
undergraduate study (in Australia), resulting in teachers being inadequately prepared to teach 
music. One way of overcoming this barrier is to introduce workplace mentoring of classroom 
teachers by music specialists. This paper reports on the impact of one such program in Australia. 
 
The following questions underpinned the research: 

1. What are the reported outcomes for mentors, teachers and students? 
2. What are the qualities of effective music mentoring?  
3. What are the qualities of an effective music mentor?  
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Methodology 

Study context 
In 2015 Dr Richard Gill AM initiated the National Music Teacher Mentoring Program (NMTMP) in 
which experienced specialist music educators mentored early childhood (K-2) classroom teachers 
in their workplace. The program began with a call for volunteer mentors and mentees. Mentors 
participated in a 2-day workshop that addressed mentoring skills and the music program content. 
During the Master Class mentors were tutored on the fundamentals of mentoring, and shared 
simple strategies, practices and resources for engaging students in effective music education. A 
similar approach to training of mentors has been implemented in the USA (Berg and Conway 
2016). Mentors subsequently worked with generalist classroom teachers in a one-to-one 
mentoring relationship over an extended period of time, being two school terms in New South 
Wales (20 weeks) and one school term in Victoria (10 weeks). The mentors visited the allocated 
schools and assessed local resources; invited mentees to observe mentors’ music teaching; 
collaborated in developing music lesson plans and activities that addressed individual teacher 
goals, needs and context; co-taught music with mentees during classroom lessons; and observed 
and provided feedback on the mentees’ music teaching. Music curricular content was essentially 
voice-based, with a literacy focus, and included simple instrumental work that was informed by 
Kodaly and Orff principles.  
 
The mentoring was implemented across two Australian states in 2015. After obtaining ethical 
clearancesiii, researchers 1 and 2 visited participating schools at the end of the mentoring process 
and interviewed principals, mentees and their mentors, and children, regarding the impact of the 
program. This paper reports on the perceptions of principals, mentees and mentors. The impacts 
of the program on student singing outcomes and perceptions are reported elsewhere (see Barrett 
et al. 2018). 
 
 
Participants 
The data were generated in eleven schools across the two States, in both urban and regional 
locations, and across a full spread of socio-economic areasiv, including: schools from 
disadvantaged areas with a socio-economic index of 1–3, moderately advantaged areas (socio-
economic index 4–6) and highly advantaged areas (socio-economic index of 8–10). The data 
analysed in this paper consist of ten interviews with principals (or their representatives), seven 
mentor interviews, and nineteen mentee interviews (see Table 1), totalling approximately 40 
hours of data.  
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Table 1: Summary of collected data  
 

School 
ID 

Socio-economic 
decile 

Students 
enrolled 

Mentor 
interviews 

Teacher 
interviews 

Principal 
interviews 

School 1 6 60 1 1 1 
School 2 8 700 2 1 
School 3 10 700+ 1 

 
0 0 

School 4 4 600 3 1 
School 5 1 180 1 2 1 
School 6 2 135 1 1 
School 7 9 400 1 2 1 
School 8 3 400 1 1 1 
School 9 4 90 1 1 

School 10 4 400 1 3 1 
School 11 8 330 1 3 1 

Total (N=36)   7 19 10 

 
 
Interviews 
Interviews with principals focused on music provision in their schools, the role of classroom 
teachers and music specialists, changes observed due to the mentoring program in the mentee 
participants and their students, impact on learning, parental feedback and recommendations for 
future implementations of the program.  
 
Mentor interviews explored their motivation to participate in the program, previous mentoring 
experience, prior mentoring activities and strategies, feedback on the mentoring Master class, 
background as a music teacher, challenges of the mentoring process encountered during the 
program, key events that occurred, changes in the mentees’ teaching practice, impact on students, 
music teaching resources and ideas for future development.  
 
Mentee interviews investigated the reasons for participating in the program, prior experience of 
music and music teaching, previous mentoring experience, changes in use of music in the 
classroom due to mentoring and its impact on students, challenges experienced during the 
program, key events, music teaching resources developed and feedback on the program. 
 
Analysis 
The semi-structured interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed by a professional company and 
the transcripts analysed for emerging themes (Creswell 2015). The analyses followed the 
procedures for coding and analysis developed by Saldana (2014). The 36 interviews were initially 
coded by Researchers One and Two individually and the emerging categories refined through 
iterative discussions “to cluster similar codes into groups for pattern construction and further 
analysis” (Saldana 2014, 587). Researcher Three reviewed these categories “to propose 
connections within, between and among the constituent elements of analyzed data” (Saldana 
2014, 588). Further discussions among the three researchers led to “summative findings and 
evaluative conclusions” (Saldana 2014, 588). These procedures were followed in order to address 
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trustworthiness of findings highlighted by Lincoln (2004) as an essential element of qualitative 
research. The use of participant quotes helps to illustrate how the categories and themes were 
articulated and enhances the trustworthiness of reported results (Given and Saumure 2008). 
 
The analyses helped to identify themes addressing each of the research questions and to theorise 
regarding the relevance of real-life experiences reported by the participants to the workplace 
music mentoring of classroom teachers as recommended by Braun and Clarke (2006). 
 

Findings 

The themes that emerged from the analyses of interviews are documented below under the 
relevant research questions and illustrated by comments from a range of participants.  
 
Research question one: What are the reported outcomes for mentors, teachers and students? 
 
Theme 1: Music mentoring as collaborative self-development 

The mentoring approach teamed two experienced professionals with differing areas of expertise 
(generalist classroom teaching and specialist music teaching) in a common enterprise of building 
the generalist teacher’s skills in music teaching. This approach provided opportunity for learning 
by both mentor and mentee in a process of collaborative self-development (Kemmis et al., 2014) 
in which individual strengths were recognised. As one mentee noted: My mentor respected that I 
was a teacher and that I knew my children (Mentee, School 5). The mutually beneficial nature of a 
collaborative self-development approach and the long-term benefits beyond the life of the 
mentoring program are evident below:  
 

We emphasized the fact that there was an expectation in the program that we [mentors] would 
all learn from it as well, that we would all grow, that it’s not just about us imparting something 
to others, that there’s a professional development involved for us as well. I certainly learnt 
things from the teachers that I worked with. (Mentor 3) 
 
The quality of mentoring relationships has been excellent. The mentor and teachers obviously 
had a really good rapport and it’s been mutually beneficial (Principal, School 4) 

 
Because my relationship with the teachers being mentored had become so rich, so fruitful, and 
so wonderful with the students as well, that I know that I will be in touch with them forever. 
(Mentor 4) 

 
Theme 2: Identification and realisation of individual and collective goals for music teaching  

All groups of participants were able to identify goals for themselves and their classes. These 
included the desire to build confidence in using music in the classroom. 

 
I’ve been interested in how we can bring music back into the classroom, in everyday situations 
and little time-fillers, and also just to develop my own confidence in being able to do that. 
(Mentee, School 11) 
 



	 9	

They’ve found that the professional learning was easily translated into what they’re doing in 
the classroom, very practical and helped them to feel more confident about what they’re doing 
with music in their classrooms. (Principal, School 7) 

 
Hargreaves and Fullan (2012) note that a sharing rather than defensive approach to failure and 
uncertainty is more productive in mentoring relationships. A key element in building confidence 
was an open and honest assessment of commencing skills and knowledge and a recognition by the 
mentors of the degree to which their colleagues were vulnerable in the process as evidenced 
below: 

 
Teachers brought an open willingness to talk about their inadequacies in the area of music and 
disappointment that this hadn’t been addressed in a more thorough way at university (Mentor 
4) 

 
Particularly one or two of the teachers I mentored, their nerves were quite high about music 
even though in terms of teaching I admire them greatly for the work they do. I had to be very, 
very positive. (Mentor 6) 

 
Mentees’ personal goals included developing the skills to use music as a transition activity, to sing 
with their children, and to integrate technology,  
 

One teacher wanted brain breaks or transition type activities, and that’s what we hooked into 
and that’s what I provided for her. (Mentor 6) 
 
My goal was to be able to sing confidently with my children and to be able to read notes. The 
mentor would start each lesson focussing on what my goal was and then introduce some new 
things. (Mentee, School 10) 
 
My goal was to integrate technology more into the program and to use percussion instruments, 
and also to devise a plan that could be user-friendly and used by other staff members. (Mentee, 
School 4) 

 
Mentees noted the program aspects that facilitated the identification and achievement of their 
goals including working with an experienced mentor, joint planning, and clear foci for each lesson. 
 

I think the program that we were given by the mentor was really helpful for someone that didn’t 
know where to start. (Mentee, School 6)a 
 
We planned all the activities, they had so many resources and the program that we did it was 
very extensive.  (Mentee, School 4) 
 
Each lesson focussed on a different musical concept, whether it’s pitch or beat or rhythm or 
musical notation, how to be a composer or a conductor, how to use terminology and understand 
it completely. (Mentee, School 2) 

 
Theme 3: Reflection, feedback and joint planning informing learning  

The program provided opportunity for extensive reflection and feedback offered through face-to-
face meetings, written commentary by mentors on planning documents, and feedback by mentors 
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on observations. Mentees were alert to the opportunities that reflection and feedback provided 
noting that: 
 

The mentor observed us on a number of occasions and videoed us on a number of occasions. 
The videoing was quite confronting but very informative (Mentee, School 1). 
 
The mentor videoed us so that she could give us feedback about what she observed and we 
could watch ourselves back as well. (Mentee, School 10) 

 
When you have an expert watching you try and deliver something that’s in their field, it’s always 
good to hear what they have to say (Mentee, School 2) 
 
My mentor was really enthusiastic and really understanding and always made it known that 
she was available whenever we needed help. (Mentee, School 6) 
 
Having that feedback session was so important, sitting one-to-one, because if it was a group 
scenario I don’t feel I would have got much out of it. (Mentee, School 10). 

 
By the second or third lesson, I was feeling a lot more comfortable and thinking more about 
what I was looking for in children in terms of learning intention and whether that was 
successful. (Mentee, School 10) 
 
The reflection was my favourite part, it was really important to me. In the reflection I was 
working out where to next, what could I extend more in the next lesson. (Mentee, School 11) 

 
Both mentors and mentees commented on the importance of joint planning in building knowledge 
and skills, including in identifying resources such as YouTube clips (including self-developed clips) 
and aural models of repertoire on USB. 
 

I’ve supplied resources that I have from my own teaching practice: rhythmic syllables, flash 
cards, picture cues, all sorts of song game resources. I offered the materials and the teachers 
had made use of them (Mentor 5). 

 
Giving teachers suitable repertoire or finding appropriate quality YouTube clips for them to 
use to deliver what they wanted and trying to educate them in terms of musical elements and 
content. (Mentor 2) 
 
The mentor created videos of her doing the songs and put them up on YouTube. That was a 
really good resource, it was engaging for children to see her on the screen and see the song 
being performed. (Mentee, School 6) 
 
I just keep adding to that USB and this helped them to keep going and get over the fear of 
singing. (Mentor 6) 
 
I ended up coming to school one day and just recording my voice singing the songs so that the 
teacher had a cue to help her learn them. (Mentor 5) 
 
The mentor made a PPT where she had put the lyrics of over 80 songs and recorded herself 
singing each song. (Mentee, School 10) 
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Theme 4: Integration of music into daily activities, lesson transitions, school culture 

The greater use and integration of music in the mentee’s classrooms was evident in many 
interviewee responses. Not only were participants more confident and skilled in implementing 
music into their daily practice, they reported being more knowledgeable of the benefits of such 
activities for the children with whom they work: 
 

Now teachers see there’s an actual benefit in music, even if it’s only for a five-minute gap 
between lessons or giving children a break between their sessions to do something totally 
different and then come back to whatever work they plan to do. (Mentor 5) 
 
Singing is a wonderful resource, because all of a sudden instead of calling everyone’s attention, 
you could either do a rhythm or you could sing “Are you ready?” and then all of a sudden, the 
whole class turns around and sings, “Yes, we are.” Pens down, they’re on the mat. (Mentor 4) 
 
When I mark the roll, I sing a variety of melodies to the children. They’ve become incredibly 
good at mimicking that back, they all sing it back. It’s not a music lesson, we’re just marking 
the roll, but it’s a musical roll. (Mentee, School 1) 

 
I use music for transitions and in mathematics when we’re warming up, like counting songs. 
(Mentee, School 5) 

 
Theme 5: Creating a community of music practice in and across schools 

The mentoring approach of collaborative self-development facilitated the development of a 
community of music practice both within the mentee participants’ schools and across those 
schools in which the mentors worked. Sharing and collaboration, networking, peer-to-peer and 
collegiate support were reported as outcomes: 
 

The teachers were seeking out materials and resources in-between the mentoring sessions. This 
sharing and collaboration around appropriateness of musical learning tasks for the students 
was really pleasing to see (Principal, School 11) 
 
The best support was networking with the other mentors and getting ideas from each other. 
Having that peer-to-peer support from people doing the same thing as you was good. (Mentor 
3) 
 
We’d often have a lesson plan but it would never go as planned, because each of us would think 
of something either musically important to say or we’d think of another song with another game 
which would embellish what we had just been doing. It was collegiate support and we were 
doing it for the best educational outcomes. (Mentor 5) 

 
 

Theme 6: Improved classroom climate and enhanced student engagement and positive behaviours  

Significant amongst the outcomes of the program for participants were those for children. Mentor, 
mentee, and principal participants reported the ways in which the introduction of music into the 
daily program had positive impact not only on the children’s musical development (Barrett et al., 
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2018), but also on the classroom environment, children’s enjoyment of their school day, enhanced 
engagement and positive behaviours: 
 

Direct feedback from the teachers that have been mentored about how wonderful it's been, how 
it’s made a difference to their class, the climate in their classroom. (Principal, School 10) 
 
The mentee has got a pretty difficult class, with an eclectic range of children. I think the 
mentoring program has been able to contribute to other things such as classroom management 
because of some strategies and cues that she uses now, and getting the children to engage and 
to stay longer on-task. (Principal, School 7) 
 
What I saw in the children was, first of all confidence; second, joy, as soon as there was music, 
they were all way hanging out for it, so they were always excited. (Mentor 1) 
 
Just seeing the joy on children’s faces when I turned up every week, they just loved singing and 
everything we did. (Mentor 3) 
 
The teacher was absolutely speechless about this little boy who had a number of learning 
difficulties, would not speak, incredibly poor self-esteem. But he got up and sung and had 
confidence, and we gave him a big music award that day. (Mentor 2). 
 
I’ve been singing the instruction and students have been more inclined to listen to the whole set 
of instructions, it’s really engaged them a lot more. (Mentee, School 11). 

 
One week in assembly I asked the children to stand up and sing one of the songs that I heard 
them sing, and they stood up after only a few weeks of mentoring and sang to the whole 
assembly. It felt really wonderful and the parents clapped and applauded. (Principal, School 
5) 
 
Some of the children that made the most progress were the ones that had absolutely no musical 
sense at all, no musical knowledge and no confidence. (Mentee, School 4) 
 
Children learnt how to listen to their voices and make sure that they’re starting on the right 
pitch and using hand movements to mimic where their voices are going. (Mentee, School 5) 

 
In discussing learning outcomes for children, the role of music in promoting learning and 
engagement for children with ESL was notable. 
 

Thirty percent of our students come to us with no English at all, and now they’re learning 
chunks of language because of singing. Songs make a huge difference to children learning 
English, because otherwise they’re just silent (Mentee, School 1) 
 
We have a lot of ESL children here and it’s been delightful to see students who might not be so 
confident in reading and writing to love music so much and be good at it. (Mentee, School 5) 
 
Children who have not had a lot of success in literacy and numeracy were having amazing 
success in music. Music can change the whole landscape of a child’s life. (Mentor, 4). 
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Research question two: What are the qualities of effective music mentoring? 
 

Theme 7: Building teacher confidence and competence for music leadership 

The literature on effective mentoring emphasises the importance of reflection, experimentation, 
and autonomous decision-making (Richter, 2013), open and honest self-appraisal (Hargreaves and 
Fullan, 2012), and a conversation that arises from documentation and practical tasks (Sundli, 
2007). Such approaches aim to build confidence and competence as evidenced below: 
 

Teacher confidence to sing, even though their voices might not be great, was much more evident 
after mentoring because they had strategies, ideas and a repertoire of things that they could 
do. (Principal, School 10)  
 
I’m feeling a lot more confident to try out some different things, for example I can take a literacy 
task and turn it into a music activity. (Mentee, School 7) 
 
The program was uplifting. It’s something that I hadn’t anticipated with that emotional synergy 
that would flow from it. Those teachers looked to be having a lot of fun when everyone else was 
being a bit stressed. (Principal, School 11) 
 
There’s no way I can give teachers all the music experience and knowledge that I have in [x] 
number of mentoring sessions. What I can do, is give them some techniques which will help them 
in their music teaching, empowering them to be able to find things for themselves. (Mentor 3) 

 
The development of music leadership for both mentors and mentees was noted as an outcome of 
the increased competence and confidence enabling a cascade effect of music mentoring in a 
number of schools subsequent to the program implementation: 
 

Given the opportunity to mentor others, [the mentor] has been very confident about her 
leadership skills. She’s proud of what she does by showing other people her skills and her 
knowledge (Principal, School 10) 
 
Mentoring is a huge job and it really should be recognised as a demonstration of leadership 
within your subject, a leadership of people and children. (Mentor 3). 
 
At the end of mentoring we decided as a K-2 we were going to write the lessons and create a 
program to run in the whole school. (Mentee, School 4) 
 
We need mentoring to say, “Well, actually you can do this in your classroom”. Music doesn’t 
just happen for an hour a week, it can happen through the day, every day. It’s just having a 
mindset that we can do this. (Mentee, School 10). 

 
I know their confidence has really grown, and the mentor has given them a range of strategies 
from just the very low-level right through to ways they can incorporate music in their day-to-
day teaching, and how they can do lessons that they’d probably never considered before, ways 
of teaching that they’d never considered before. (Principal, School 2) 

 
 



	 14	

Theme 8: Observation of expert practice as a learning tool 

Observation of expert practice was a feature of the workplace mentoring model. These 
observations occurred in a range of ways, including mentees visiting mentors’ workplaces in order 
to observe them teaching in their own setting, observing mentors teaching ‘model lessons’ with 
the mentees’ class, and, in turn, mentees being observed by mentors. Participants commented on 
the benefits of such experiences: 
 

For me, watching my mentor was probably the most valuable thing. I’ve never seen a really 
good music lesson live (Mentee, School 6) 
 
We went to observe the mentor in her school and then she did demonstration lesson with my 
class (Mentee, School 4) 
 
Seeing how the mentor structured a lesson and being able to sit back and take notes helped me 
model how I was going to teach a lesson. (Mentee, School 11) 
 
You talk to those who do it, you watch them and you learn from them, because a list of resources 
is a dead thing unless it’s alive in your mind. Until you actually teach something, it’s not part 
of you. (Mentor 7) 
 
[The mentor was] observing while I’m teaching and giving feedback, also modelling lessons. 
And also just assisting in the classroom when there’s a lesson, so we’re sort of team-teaching. 
(Mentee, School 6) 
 
The mentor would come in and just sit there and observe and join in where possible. Then at 
the end we’d do a bit of reflection and a quick chat about what worked and what didn’t work. 
It was a really important to go through this process. (Mentee, School 10) 

 
 
Theme 9: Focused feedback, planning and implementation of lessons 

Focused feedback has been identified as the single most important factor in learning (Hattie and 
Clarke, 2019). Mentor and mentee participants spoke at length on how to provide feedback, the 
nature of feedback, and the function of feedback. 

 
You don’t have to be negative about things, you’d say “That was really great how that worked” 
and together we would end up saying, “Okay, let’s alter that, but maybe let’s do it in this order 
next time or maybe let’s not choose that particular version, let’s go for this version”. (Mentor 
2) 
 
My mentor was very enthusiastic and inspirations, very good at giving everyone positive 
feedback, whether it’s me or the students. (Mentee, School 8) 
 
Always positive reinforcement and constructive criticism, [my mentor] didn’t actually put me 
down. (Mentee, School 10) 
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Theme 10: Continuous specialised, collaborative workplace mentoring, instead of one-off 
professional development (PD) 

Conway has highlighted the importance of focused specialist mentoring (2015) that is undertaken 
in the real-world settings of the participants’ workplace. A key feature of the mentoring program 
approach was its longitudinal nature, workplace focus and collaborative self-development 
orientation. This approach was commented on as a key element of successful mentoring as 
evidenced below: 
 

I think being mentored by somebody you’re connected to, who you can build a relationship 
with, who knows the school well and can tweak the way they mentor you based on the way your 
school works, is much more powerful than visiting somewhere else or going to an external PD 
and trying to capture it in one day and then come back and try and implement it without any 
feedback. (Principal, School 10) 
 
This program offers professional learning that is real and meaningful because it’s actually in 
the classroom, it’s happening with the children, it’s part of their normal workload and for me 
that professional learning is one of the most important things. (Principal, School 9) 
 
Having someone who is showing them, teaching them, working with them over an extended 
period of time is the best way to learn anything. (Principal, School 5) 

 
Initially at the start of the year the teaching was more directed by the team leader, whereas 
now the mentee is taking the lead and has confidence to be able to share and to utilise the 
expertise she’s gained. (Principal, School 4) 
 
It was a lot of team-teaching. Towards the end I led more and then it all (Mentee, School 8). 
 
We did a lot of collaborative planning and the mentor brought suitcases full of resources to the 
school to share with us. If we didn’t feel confident about doing some part, she would help with 
that and let us go with the rest of it. (Mentee, School 4) 
 
We would talk at the end of each week about what we do the following week, and I would say, 
“Look, I demonstrated that little activity this week, how about you try that next week and then 
I’ll introduce something new”. Half way through the program the teacher said to me, “Can I 
go first? Can I do my thing first?” She had a whiteboard with ta and ti-ti flashcards and 
instruments ready.  This was a tipping point into confidence. (Mentor 3) 

 
 
Research question three: What are the qualities of an effective music mentor? 
 
Theme 11: Sensitivity, responsiveness, situational awareness, flexibility, and subject and pedagogic 
expertise 

The literature suggests that the capacity for empathy, collegiality, sharing of information, and 
positive relationships characterises the work of an effective mentor (Ehrich et al., 2004; Langdon et 
al., 2016). These qualities were evident in the responses of mentors, mentees and principals when 
asked what makes a good mentor: 
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A good mentor is someone who comes in and just supports you quietly and confidently and they 
know what their goal is for me and then they can help me achieve my goals. I know that they’re 
not coming in with a critical eye but they’re coming in to help me, to mentor me, to help me to 
improve my skills. (Mentee, School 10) 
 
I think a good mentor is someone who can impart a confidence in the person they’re mentoring, 
like a self-belief, so they realise they can do something they didn’t think was possible. And 
someone that can bring out the best qualities of the person they’re mentoring without being too 
confrontational or didactic, just by working alongside but still demonstrating the best qualities. 
(Mentor 3) 
 
Mentoring provided an opportunity for them to think about curriculum and their practice in a 
way that’s been quite uplifting, because music does de-stress and creates some joy and fun and 
connectedness with children and with each other. That’s probably something that I hadn’t 
anticipated – that emotional synergy that would flow from it. Those teachers looked to be having 
a lot of fun when everyone else was being a bit stressed. (Principal, School 11) 

 
 
Importantly, mentors were situationally aware because of the development of a longer-term 
relationship in the program design and able to provide site-specific advice, planning and resources 
that supported teachers in their daily practice: 
 

The mentor brought many resources and also went into our library and explained how our own 
resources were valuable and how we could use them. (Mentee, School 4). 
 
I gave teachers a very extensive resource list, with links to websites as to where as to where you 
can source them from, also links to website and apps, percussion catalogues so that they can 
purchase more instruments for the school. (Mentor 3) 

 
Participants also commented on the importance of flexibility and openness to change, particularly 
when undertaking difficult conversations: 
 

The mentor was very accommodating and flexible, if we had to change things according to 
school activities, she was happy to step in and support me. (Mentee, School 4) 
 
An effective mentor is someone who is going to encourage you and give you some advice, then 
give you a chance to use that advice and reflect on it. (Mentee, School 7) 
 
I repeat the same lesson to five classes in the same grade. When I do things that don’t work in 
one lesson, I can repeat and improve it. You often teach better when you repeat it. (Mentor 1) 
 
We were totally prepared with our lesson plans and, of course, we changed things along the 
way. (Mentor 2) 
 
[The mentoring process meant] having good quality conversations with people, sometimes 
difficult conversations that needed to cover a lot in the minimum amount of time (Mentor 7). 

 
Implicit within the notion of a mentor who is a specialist is an assumption that the individual brings 
deeper and broader music and music pedagogy knowledge, including managing music learning in 
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particular environments, and related to the organisational and people skills necessary to facilitate 
learning by all participants (Conway & Hodgman, 2006; Smith, 2005). These qualities were 
evidenced in a number of responses: 
 

I think a mentor definitely needs to know their content, and, if they don’t know, be able to direct 
you where to find some handy hits or knowledge on that particular part of the curriculum. 
(Mentee, School 11) 
 
Good mentors need to be wonderful music practitioners, well organised and have confidence 
and belief in themselves to walk into other schools and be able to mentor. (Mentor 3) 
 
I was able to show teachers how to sequence through a lesson: a warm up activity, always 
developing some fundamental skills, how to teach a song. (Mentor 1) 

 
[The mentor] was very good at assessing children, noticing “Okay, this is as far as we can take 
the children today, we need to just reinforce what we’re doing before we move forward” 
(Principal, School 9) 
 
[The mentor] told me how children had to stand and how to keep that focus in their minds. 
(Mentee, School 4) 
 
[The mentor] was aware that my class was very different from X’s class and she talked about a 
range of strategies that would be suitable for different ages and abilities. (Mentee, School 7) 

 
 
Organisation skills (time management, resources, behaviour management) 
 

The mentor came to us and gave us lots of resources to look at prior to the lessons, and then we 
typed up our own lessons and formulated our own lesson plans. (Mentee, School 10) 
 
The mentor’s knowledge of curriculum and sequencing of concepts really came to the forefront. 
(Mentee, School 11) 

 
 
People skills (warm, approachable, gentle, non-judgemental, positive, passionate) 
 

The key thing in the mentoring process is that to establish a good relationship and a trusting 
relationship. (Mentor 1) 
 
A mentor needs to obviously have good interpersonal skills, because it’s hard to work with 
someone if you don’t have a good relationship, so it’s always good to have good interpersonal 
skills. (Mentee, School 11) 
 
Being a good listener, being really flexible, being able to understand the person that you’re 
mentoring quite quickly, being able to read their mood, being able to put them first. It’s not 
about the mentor. (Mentor 4) 

 



	 18	

Discussion 

This study focused on evaluating the impact of workplace mentoring of early childhood classroom 
teachers by music specialists to enhance their music-teaching skills. The approach implemented in 
this mentoring program demonstrates some of the elements of Jacobs’ (2008) pyramid model in 
that it began with the funding from the Federal Government, was designed and supported by a 
professional music organisation (name withheld for review), selected and trained mentors, and 
provided mentor and mentee release time. In addition, a “cascade” or “ripple” effect, i.e., the 
ability of mentored teachers to mentor others in their schools, was observed here. Similar 
approaches to peer-group mentoring of Primary teachers in Finland have resulted in sustainable 
school development (Johnson and Alamaa 2012). 
 
Outcomes for mentors, teachers and students 
Mentors built positive relationships with their mentees based on mutual respect, with mentors 
reporting additional benefits of learning from each other and from the mentees. Building 
collaborative collegial relationships was a form of “collaborative self-development” (Kemmis et al. 
2014). 
 
Mentees emphasised their lack of confidence in teaching music prior to the mentoring program. 
This attitude has been flagged by research and has shown that generalist teachers’ experience of 
the arts during their training “tended to be marginalised both in terms of time and priority” 
(Kenny, Finneran, and Mitchell 2015, 164). Participants identified how the program had helped 
them to develop relevant lesson structures, resources and teaching strategies. This finding is 
supported in the literature that suggests that mentoring should assist in building practical skills 
(Orland-Barak 2014; Sundli 2007).  
 
As expected, the program had developed teachers’ music-teaching skills and resulted in growth in 
their confidence in music teaching. This finding aligns with the results of the evaluation of the UK 
Sing up program (Himonides et al. 2011). Similarly, Swain and Bodkin-Allen (2017) showed that 
“gaining some knowledge of singing techniques [leads] to a sense of empowerment” in early 
childhood teachers (109). Research has shown that music mentoring by music specialists helps 
teachers acquire discipline-specific knowledge and teaching strategies (Draves and Koops 2011; 
Schmidt 2008) and builds their confidence (Davis 2016; Lamont et al. 2012).  
 
The most immediate focus of mentoring for both mentors and mentees was on enhancing 
children’s learning as previously flagged by research (Langdon et al. 2016). The findings highlight 
the positive impact of mentoring on music learning outcomes for children and other academic 
outcomes (Barrett et al. 2018; Martinez 2004; Saunders et al. 2014).  
 
The mentoring program had a positive effect on staff morale and classroom dynamics. This finding 
aligns with literature predictions that effective mentoring can invigorate teachers and lead to 
greater job satisfaction (Martinez 2004; Richter et al. 2013). Similarly, a recent review of 17 case 
studies of music provision in Australian schools by Lee, Krause and Davidson (2017, 73) 
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demonstrated that effective music programs in schools “improve psychosocial well-being of the 
students and the community”.  
 
Qualities of effective music mentoring 
Breaking down the fear of singing, creating singing resources and integrating singing into everyday 
school activities were the main goals of mentoring in this study, addressing a lack of singing skills 
among generalist classroom teachers that has been noted in previous research (Lamont et al. 
2012). Research suggests that practical art activities are essential for building teacher confidence in 
teaching in art areas (Kenny et al. 2015) and mentees engagement in practical experience was 
identified as a key aspect of mentoring.  
 
Mentors modelled effective music teaching practice and observed developing practice of their 
mentees, refining the effectiveness of their teaching strategies. Langdon and Ward (2015) 
proposed such a “knowledge-in-practice” approach for mentoring, helping teachers gain practical 
knowledge through hands-on experience. 
 
When working with mentees, a flexible approach and positive feedback were important in building 
teacher confidence. Research has demonstrated that mentoring approaches that include 
collaborative inquiry and critical reflection are beneficial (Richter et al. 2013). The importance of a 
constructive mentor-mentee relationship has been documented (Haggard et al. 2011; Langdon et 
al. 2016) and was in evidence here, as seen in comments concerning practical approaches to 
mentoring, a shared passion for music and teaching, and praise for achievements. Enhanced 
mentees’ confidence to teach music enabled them to share their new knowledge with colleagues. 
This contrasts with mentoring approaches that tend to focus on “getting the job done rather than 
building self-efficacy” (Rhodes and Fletcher 2013, 58). 
 
Qualities of effective music mentor 
The qualities of an effective music mentor include both music specific aspects such as strong 
subject knowledge, excellent musicianship, and a compatible music philosophy with more 
generalised qualities such as being a good listener, being organised, being personable and 
professional (Conway and Hodgman, 2006). Findings identify that mentors’ passion for music, their 
expert knowledge and skills, and their mission to transform generalist classroom teachers’ 
attitudes towards music were key qualities in their professional work. The capacity to observe and 
analyse mentee’s music practice and provide targeted feedback in a nurturing and affirming 
manner (Smith, 2005) was also identified as a key quality in these music mentors’ work, as were 
exemplary organization, empathy, collegiality, sharing of information and positive relationships 
(Ehrich et al., 2004; Langdon et al., 2016). 
 

Conclusions and implications 

As mentioned in the article opening, an eminent Australian music educator [Dr Richard Gill AM] 
sought to address a commonly reported need amongst generalist Primary school teachers 
concerning their lack of confidence in the teaching of music in general and singing in particular. 
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This need has been widely reported in research studies over many years, such as by Mills (1989), 
Hennessy (2000), Stunell (2006) and McCulloough (2006) in England, Stakelum (2008) in Ireland, 
Ballantyne (2007), Barton (2015) and Jeanneret (1997) in Australia, Bresler (1993) in the USA, and 
also in non-English speaking countries, such as Austria, Italy, Netherlands and Slovenia (Biassutti et 
al 2015), Portugal (Mota 2015), and Brazil (Mateiro 2011). Separately, it has been reported that 
one of the main underlying reasons for this persistent need is that generalist initial teacher 
education programs customarily provide limited opportunities for sustained pre-service education 
in music (e.g., Erhlin & Wallerstedt 2014; Gifford 1993; Hennessy 2017; Koutsoupidou 2010; Welch 
& Henley, 2014).  
 
Possible solutions include on-the-job mentoring, which is seen as an effective means of enhancing 
skills, knowledge and understanding in an ecologically valid way. Such an approach has resonance 
with the findings from the recent British Educational Research Association’s review of how close-
to-practice research can bridge the gaps between research, policy and practice by involving 
practitioners collaboratively in the research endeavour (BERA, 2018). Successful workplace 
examples have been reported within diverse employment settings, such as with nurses, engineers 
and chartered accountant (cf Bierema & Eraut 2004; Eraut 2004; Eraut 2007; Eraut et al, 1998), as 
well as in higher education teaching and learning in biological sciences, economics and electronic 
engineering (Entwistle, 2005; Hounsell et al 2005). This Australian program of music mentoring, 
[NMTMP], is aimed to develop practising generalist early childhood (K–Year 2, ages 5-8y) teachers’ 
knowledge and skills in music education and their capacity to lead music education experiences in 
their classroom. In its first iteration (2015), the program paired specialist music teachers with 
generalist classroom teachers in negotiated mentoring relationships.  
 
Overall, our findings (as reported above) endorse the general principle of mentoring and its 
school-focused enactment, in that this program drew on both “support” and “collaborative self-
development” models of mentoring (Kemmis et al. 2014). The program “supported” mentees in 
building self-belief, confidence and competence in music teaching. Additionally, as mentees and 
mentors were experienced practitioners in complementary domains (music and early childhood 
education respectively), they were able to undertake collaborative professional discussions as 
equals, providing opportunities for professional growth for all parties (cf Kram 1985; Eraut 2011). 
Participants evaluated the program as building teachers’ confidence in leading music learning 
activities and using music in their classroom, and in developing their competence to design and 
implement effective learning in music. Such positive perceptions were supported by a separate 
strand of the research evaluation which found that children in the participating classes made 
significantly greater gains in their singing competency compared to peers in non-mentored control 
classes (Barrett et al, 2018). The model of workplace mentoring over an extended period also 
contributed to building mentees confidence to disseminate their newly developed knowledge and 
skills with colleague teachers. Successful mentoring in the program rested in the mentors’ passion 
for music and commitment to effecting positive change in the lives and learning of mentees and 
the children with whom they worked. The mentors’ capacity to build positive and respectful 
relationships and be situationally responsive and flexible in addressing individuals’ needs was also 
key to successful outcomes. It should be noted that all participants in the program (mentees and 
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mentors) were volunteers, indicating an interest in the focus of the professional learning (music) 
and a commitment to the longitudinal collaborative model of working with a professional peer. 
Further, the school Principals were supportive of the program and accommodated the necessary 
teacher release and allocation of resources within the whole-of-school planning. We suggest that 
these elements, whilst not stated explicitly, also contributed to the success of the program. 
 
The findings clearly evidence the success of this model of workplace music mentoring in building 
early childhood generalist teachers’ capacity to include music in their programs. We recommend 
that consideration be given to embedding a similar model of long-term workplace music 
mentoring as “collaborative self-development” across all years of Primary teaching. 
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Australian Youth Orchestra. 
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