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Are We Producing Anxious Students? 
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As both a university professor and a private piano teacher for children and adults, I have 

had the pleasure of observing the development of students from childhood through 

adulthood.  As I have gained experience and worked on my own abilities to relate with students 

of many different backgrounds and experience levels, I have noticed a troubling and very clear 

pattern amongst young students and adult students alike.  Our children are very anxious.  And 

our anxious children are becoming anxious adults. 

I recently inherited a student from a fellow teacher in the New Orleans area.  While an 

excellent student, “Josie” (as we will call her), had developed a very close relationship with the 

former teacher over their six years together.  Naturally, Josie experienced some difficulties 

transitioning into our lessons, as my teaching style somewhat strayed outside her comfort zone.  

As a rule, I place a great deal of emphasis on technique and memorization tricks.  While Josie 

had already begun studying several pieces with her previous teacher, she came to realize that she 

was struggling with some memorization challenges that needed to be addressed.  While we 

successfully navigated those issues together, any change to a student’s methods can be jarring.   

Several weeks after our first lesson together, Josie had planned to perform the pieces we 

had been studying at our Spring Recital; however, things did not go as planned.  On the morning 

of the recital, Josie entered the room very clearly in a state of panic.  She felt as if she could not 

perform to her own standards, and the pressure that she was placing upon herself to do so was 

overwhelming her ability to see clearly.  She suffered a panic attack that was difficult to coax her 

out of and ultimately decided not to perform, which was absolutely the right choice.  Upon 

speaking with her after the recital, she confided that these panic attacks had been taking place for 

some time.  She is 14 years old. 

Following the recital, Josie and I discussed a plan to get her on track to a healthier 

attitude about her performing skills.  This plan included a recommendation for therapy, to which 

her family eagerly agreed.  She is now seeing a therapist who has developed a long-term plan to 

address her diagnosis of “Generalized Anxiety Disorder.”  Since her diagnosis, we have been 

able to make strides in her technical work and mental work that may not have been possible had 

we not been able to navigate this bump in the road together.  We have formed a level of trust that 

will allow us to move forward in a learning environment that is encouraging, rather than 

stressful.  This is a success story, but they do not all end this way.  Many parents fear the 

discussion of their children’s mental health, and many children are taught to ignore it. 

 As a child born in the 1980s, anxiety and depression were mostly taboo subjects until 

very recently.  Therapy was for people with problems.  Big problems.  Children were not those 

people.  In my 20s, I chose to start attending therapy and was recently diagnosed with major 

depression and anxiety disorder.  It was difficult for me to admit to friends and family that I was 

struggling, but it had begun to interfere with my day to day life.  When I finally became 

comfortable opening up about my mental health, I started to realize that I was not the only one of 

my friends having these problems.  Many of my friends in the same age range were undergoing 



treatment for mental health and were finding it challenging to navigate the ups and downs as 

adults.  Most of us were not brought up in a time or environment where mental health was 

completely understood or valued.  That being said, my struggles with mental health are closely 

linked with my career as a pianist. 

 My path to my career as a pianist was not exactly a straight line.  I studied the piano 

seriously as a child and through my teenage years.  At the age of 17, I tore a ligament in my right 

wrist and underwent two (one unsuccessful) surgeries to correct it.  By the age of 23, I had a 

permanent pin in my right wrist and was reteaching myself to hold pens, much less play the 

piano.  Two years later, I decided to apply to grad school for piano performance in order to help 

me rehabilitate my hands and provide the structure that I needed to start performing again.  Two 

months after beginning graduate school, I was diagnosed with basal joint arthritis in both 

thumbs.  As I worked my way through graduate school, I was forced to adapt to very restrictive 

practice time due to frequent pain and possibility of further injury.  When I started graduate 

school, I could only practice about 40 minutes per day.  At my “highest point” in grad school, I 

worked my way up to two hours a day but was paying the price in painkillers and NSAID’s.   

 It became increasingly obvious that my tried and true method of “playing it until it’s 

right” simply was not an option anymore, and it was difficult for me to accept the limitations to 

my physical strength.  I felt trapped in an industry where people simply were not discussing the 

physically and mentally taxing nature of playing an instrument they also love.  Through adapting 

my practice habits to fit my physical capabilities, I was able to capitalize on my limited daily 

time at the instrument.  One of the most important practices that I learned throughout this process 

was the ability to retrain my brain to work with my limited physical capabilities rather than 

against them.  Part of this process was learning to tell myself that I would “work on that more 

tomorrow” rather than telling myself, “That was terrible.”  I focused on more honest assessments 

of my strengths and weaknesses at the piano that allowed me to see the cause and effect process 

more clearly; and I developed a systematic approach to finding the reasons for mistakes rather 

than just identifying the mistakes and hoping they would get better.  Through patience and 

acceptance, I was able to regain the confidence I needed to perform graduate level repertoire 

with only one to two hours of practice each day, because that was what my career choice 

required.   

I see many of my students struggling with what are ultimately the same issues I faced as a 

graduate student and still face as a professional pianist today.  Particularly for younger students, 

so much of their time and ability to control their own path is dictated by the availability of their 

parents and/or competing commitments with siblings.  They have no choice but to work around 

others’ schedules, and we are all living in a 21st-century mindset where “more is better.”  It’s not 

enough just to be an excellent pianist or musician.  Children must also be straight - A students, 

excel in sports, and volunteer in the community.  Additionally, there is a pressure from social 

media for young people to appear “happy, ‘together,’ and beautiful” or suffer the consequences 

via online bullying that, as a child of the 80s, I simply never had to face.  Social media has taught 

young people that they must be available to others and broadcasting to others at all times.  It is 

no mystery that anxiety and depression are affecting students at younger and younger ages, as 

there is seemingly no space in their lives to just be.  And learn.   And feel.  They are not being 

taught how to weather changing emotions or difficult thoughts and experiences.  They are being 

taught to suppress them and tell people that “it’s fine.”  According to the Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention, approximately 4.4 million children in the United States between the ages 

of 3 and 17 suffered from anxiety as of October 2018.1  Furthermore, the Child Mind Institute 



suggests that “Nearly one in three adolescents (31.9%) will meet criteria for an anxiety disorder 

by the age of 18.”2  So how do we, as teachers, battle this changing environment that we are all 

facing? 

 The most important thing we can do for our students is ask the questions that friends, 

peers, and even other teachers are not asking.  Many students today are not taught how to learn in 

school.  They are taught to produce good grades and to score well on tests.  Unfortunately, this 

type of educational approach lies in direct conflict with the “skill building” approach that we 

take when teaching students a musical instrument, or even a new language.  We are faced with 

the task of teaching our students how to learn, which is not the task that we thought would be set 

out for us as music teachers, but it is the reality of where many students are.  It is important that 

we ask questions without judgement.  I find that simply asking how it feels for students when 

they are trying to memorize a piece can open up a world of conversation.  Can the student 

visualize the page in their head? Are they able to see specific patterns when memorizing?  What 

does is feel like when they forget something?  By showing students how to recognize patterns in 

the way that they process information, we are giving them a skill set that allows them to solve 

their own problems.  Providing them with learning options that suit their individual skill set 

rather than our own skill sets is essential to helping students understand that individual thought is 

valued.  This sort of independence is an immeasurable gift to give a young student who is 

craving positive growth experiences.  In addition, questioning students about their individual 

learning processes allows us, as teachers, to build a body of knowledge from which we can draw 

to address problems with future students.   

When we become teachers, we have choices to make.  We can berate students for not 

memorizing or ask them if they feel like they know how to memorize, presenting them with 

memorization techniques that may help.  We can tell them to go home and “fix the memory 

problem in measure 6” or show them that the note mistake they are making in measure 5 is 

causing the memory slip in measure 6.  Teaching is about providing information, and mistakes 

are information.  When acknowledging mistakes, I find that it helps to categorize them as 

“mental, physical, or visual.”  Sometimes, of course, we make mistakes that are a combination of 

those three options, but in categorizing our mistakes and our students’ mistakes, we are able to 

develop a plan to correct.  If the memory and technique on a certain section are solid, it is 

possible that the student is looking at the wrong hand or even the wrong finger.  If the visual 

attention is there, it is possible that the student is relying on muscle memory rather than studied 

memory.  Likewise, if the memory and visual attention are present, the student’s technique may 

be lacking in some way that is causing them to second guess their memory or simply get 

distracted by the physical.  Mistakes are not one thing.  They are often many things disguised as 

one. 

In our young lives, we often experience mistakes as negative rather than friendly little 

warning signs that “something needs attention.”  By helping students recognize them as such, we 

are giving them the tools to see their progress in a positive light, mistakes and all.  Providing 

students with the confidence to correct issues in their technique or practice habits may be causing 

difficulties with their level of confidence at the instrument allows them a more intimate 

understanding of their own habits (both positive and negative).  Through this attention to detail 

and the teacher’s ability to help students “categorize” their mistakes, students are able to develop 

a clear path forward.  Giving students the opportunity to help shape their own future, even if it is 

only for their next week of practice, is an invaluable gift that we can give simply by asking 

“how, why, when, and where.”      



As students grow older, many are prone to viewing their brains and thoughts as 

“problems.”  Helping students to recognize the different ways in which their own brains process 

information is an opportunity to teach students that individuality is not a challenge to be 

overcome, but rather a wonderful trait that helps us relate to each other.  Challenges are an 

opportunity for students to prove that they are capable, independent beings who can be trusted to 

overcome setbacks when they have the tools in place to do so.  Talking to students and asking 

them how it feels when they get lost or feel nervous is a teaching moment that we can either 

choose to take or choose to neglect, in the hopes that someone else will “take care of that 

problem.”  And of course, somebody else might, but where is the purpose in teaching if we are 

choosing to ignore the difficulties and take credit for the successes?  Our job, as teachers, is to 

create success stories, and those stories are built upon the methods that we choose to successfully 

navigate through the rough patches.  When all we have to do is ask a question, the obvious 

answer is, “Why not?” 
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