
Practical Psychology  
for Teaching and Learning 

 
 

 1© Lucinda Mackworth-Young

Part 1:  Creating a Positive Atmosphere  
through good Teacher Facilitation - pupil-centred lessons 

Learning Aims: At the end of this workshop, you will have 
a deeper understanding of how to create and maintain a 
positive atmosphere in piano lessons, recognising that 

pupils’ emotions underly their motivation, and so we need 
to understand and stay in touch with pupils’ feelings at all 

times, i.e. teach in a pupil-centred way.  
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What do you enjoy and what are you 
good at in your teaching?

What is most important? 
 

Enjoyment - a positive atmosphere   
If pupils are enjoying themselves, they  

➢Engage with the task  
➢Feel motivated to try, learning as they go  
➢Have the confidence to ask if they need help 

Enjoyment = Engagement = Learning with love 
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If pupils are ASKED about their  
interests, needs and issues, they: 

➢Feel in control 
➢Identify their own aims and goals  
➢Focus on finding solutions 
➢Feel the lesson is relevant and the teacher on 
their side 

 

What problems and difficulties 
do you have in your teaching? 
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What did you need? Want? Dread?
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How did you feel on your way here 
at the beginning of the course? 
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Pupils key into Inner Child and transfer onto the teacher the role 
of Parent, or Ultimate Authority, needing the teacher’s care, and         

and fearing criticism, as a matter of life and death. 

Understanding Pupils 
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Inner  
Child

Parent 
Ultimate Authority
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➢Believing in them 

➢Praising them: “That was so beautiful!”  

➢Phrasing comments and questions in a way which 
affirms and empowers:  

“You played such lovely staccato there. Is there anywhere 
else to play staccato?” 

“Which sections do you feel comfortable with? And which 
would you like to work on?” 
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So we need to help pupils maintain positive feeling by  
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In lessons, how did you feel and behave, 
if you felt you couldn’t do what you 

were being asked to do?
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Understanding Defences
Feeling “unable” is threatening, disempowering & de-

motivating 

Pupils use Defences. They  

➢ “Forget” the music  
➢ Arrive late, leave early 
➢ Engage us in distracting chatter 
➢ Go “stupid”. Don’t listen. Fidget  
➢ Rush or race ahead, out of control 
➢ Keep very quiet. Act cool. Show bravado 
➢ Can be aggressive, challenging, defiant.  
➢ Dissolve into tears. 
➢ Refuse to try. Give up.  

Because it feels better not to try, than to try and fail.  
!
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➢Something Caring and supportive? 

➢Or something Critical and undermining? 

This is your Inner Parent - notice the effect it’s having on 
your teaching.  

Also, notice what your pupils are saying inside their own 
heads, and teach them to support themselves.
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What do you say inside your head to yourself 
when you fear you can’t do it? 
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                                    Pupil               Parents, Teachers, Society

Caring? Criticising?

Inner  
Parent

Caring? Criticising?

Inner  
Adult

Feeling good and secure

Inner  
Parent Caring/critical 

messages

Inner  
Child

Feeling anxious and unable 
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Understanding the Pupil’s Inner Parent
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Inner Adult

Inner Child 

Inner Parent
Cares and Criticises 

Gives love and permission: “Its ok to be you/do it your way” 
Pressurises and drives: “Be perfect/the best” “You ought to…” 

Feels good, secure, 
Present, engaged and responsive to the moment 

Resourceful
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Everyone has an Inner Parent, Adult and Child

Free and spontaneous 
Easily feels anxious, unable, overwhelmed 
Uses defences (evasion, excuses, emotion) 

Knots in stomach when anxious 

Head, heart and stomach at ease 

Stress in head when too driven  
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Think back to a lesson that you were teaching  
that went very well: 

How did it feel? And what was the  
direction of energy between teacher and pupil? 
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Inner Adult Inner Adult

                                                         Teacher                             Pupil 

Feeling good, secure, 
Responsive to the moment 

Resourceful

Feeling good, secure, 
Responsive to the moment 

Resourceful

New, exciting, alive!
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A typical good lesson  
 

Equal, two-way energy
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Think back to a lesson that didn’t go well: 

How did it feel? And what was the  
direction of energy between teacher and pupil? 
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Pupil 
Feeling unable, anxious or angry 

BLOCKED 

Teacher 
Filled with Inner Pressures and Drivers 

FRUSTRATED

Headache     

Tight Stomach 
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The teacher needs to STOP!  
Gently ASK to find out the pupil’s aspirations or understanding,  

-Or just empathise, and change activity 

A typical difficult lesson
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Pupil 
Feeling unable  

“I’ll never be able to learn this, 
she must think I’m 
a useless pupil” 
Tight Stomach 

Teacher 
Feeling unable 

  “I’ll never be able to teach this,  
he must think I’m  
a useless teacher” 

Tight Stomach 

The teacher needs to TAKE CHARGE! 
Inspire, encourage and break tasks down into simple steps,    

- Or just empathise, and change activity  
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Another typical difficult lesson
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Through your own feeling 

Psychologists call this: “Countertransference”
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How can you know what your pupils are feeling and thinking 
-especially if they’re hiding their feelings and acting “cool”? 
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A final exercise:  
Bring to mind something that you know you should be 
doing, but that you keep putting off: What does it look 

like in your mind’s eye, and how does it feel?  
 

Now imagine this thing completed, exactly the way you 
want it. –How does it look and feel?  

Clear, light and inviting?  

Pupils will put off practice if it feels foggy, dark and 
difficult, but they do play - and practise - what 

they can “see” and “hear” clearly in their mind’s 
eye and ear.  

Emotions underlie motivation
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Foggy, dark and difficult?
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! Focus on what pupils enjoy and are good at, affirming them and 
phrasing teaching comments positively. 

! Remember that good lessons have two-way energy, Adult-Adult, and 
learning anxiety, i.e. the fear of not being able to succeed, is prevalent, so 
! Ask about pupils’ aims, aspirations and understanding, follow their 

interest and excitement.  
! Inspire, encourage and give the step-by-step skills they need.  
! Help them clarify their goals in their mind’s eye and ear, then they’ll 

feel more ownership, and more inclination to practise.  
! Help them with their own Inner Child and Inner Parent, teaching them 

to support and encourage themselves as they learn. 
! Set them up to succeed with each step. 

! Stay in touch with how they’re feeling at all times, remembering that if 
they are enjoying themselves they will be engaging with the task, and 
learning: Enjoyment = Engagement = Learning
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So how do we create and maintain a 
positive atmosphere? 
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What are the main ideas and points  
that you are taking away?  

Visualise yourself putting them into practice. 
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