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Piano Teacher’s Course 

Essay Assignment: Why is Learning Anxiety Difficult for Teachers to Spot? 

 

Discuss how teachers can recognise it and its causes and suggest ways that pupils can be helped 

to feel secure and stay focused in lessons and practice. Your answer should include reference to 

the PTC Guiding Principles, and be related to your own teaching experience. 
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Introduction 
 

The term ‘Anxiety’ is a vastly researched topic ranging from mild-symptoms (AnxietyCentre.com, 

1987) to many medical disorders; ‘Learning Anxiety’ is a significant spoke within this ‘umbrella’ term. 

This essay explores why ‘Learning Anxiety is difficult for Teachers to spot’ using first-hand 

experiences of the author. Firstly, we examine what ‘Anxiety’ is, where it comes from and what its 

triggers are, secondly how ‘Learning Anxiety’ is defined, thirdly what some of the symptoms and 

reasons behind learning anxiety might be, and finally identifying how anxieties could be overcome 

during and away from piano lessons. 

 

We will discover that ‘Anxiety’ is a complex and broad subject which are learned experiences of fear 

and threats, stemming from childhood but are ultimately primordial survival instincts affecting 

mental, emotional, and physical processes.  The symptoms of anxiety are varied and wide from 

non-visual to visual indicators. To overcome these during or between lessons, research will show 

that ‘Learning Anxiety’ can be a ‘state of mind’ which could be controlled/lessened through ‘mindful’ 

practises and a multi-sensory approach (PTC, 2018-2019) to lessons, thus resulting in an anxiety-

reduced, safe and productive musical experience for the pupil.   
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1. What is Anxiety? 
 

Acknowledging what anxiety is and where it comes from, as teachers, we can understand pupils at 

their basic (vulnerable) level. There are many clinically-termed-conditions with the word ‘anxiety’ as 

part of its nomenclature with varying symptoms (anxietycentre.com, 1987); at its core, it is an 

emotional, physiological and psychological response to “stress factors” (ADAA, 2010) such as 

threats, fears, dangers either real or perceived and “stems from the drive for self-preservation” 

(Klickstein, 2009, 134). Berger, (2002, 37) reminds us that we are “first and foremost emotional 

respondents to the environment” and that our paleoencephalon ‘old brain’, the Lizard and Monkey 

brain as Miller identifies (2015, 8,9), are pre-programmed for survival and safety; until this has been 

satisfied, any thinking and reasoning has to wait, and therefore hinders any ‘learning’.  

Mackworth (2000, 6) proposes that anxiety is first experienced as earlier as infancy where we fear 

being cold, thirsty, hungry and so cry in distress to address this balance. The brain reacts to stress 

by releasing corticosteroid hormones (mindful.org, 2018), which activates the threat detection and 

responses in the amygdala which in turn “prompts the hippocampus” (mindful.org, 2018) to merge 

the experience into stored memory. If these hormones become chronic, they can “decrease the 

ability to form new memories” (mindful.org, 2018) therefore compounding the ability to learn. 

However, anxiety is not always a bad thing and can often be helpful and “heighten the senses” 

(Klickstein, 2009, 135).  

Following research and reflection the author acknowledges that anxiety is present in their pupils. 

However, we should recognise that unless qualified, we are not psychologists or therapists 

(Mackworth, 2000, 65); understanding anxiety may facilitate the profession of teaching, particularly 

piano, when dealing with individuals who have ‘learning anxiety’ issues and help to lessen its 

triggers. 
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1a. Note to address diagnosed conditions. 

 

It is important to be aware of diagnosed individuals who may display different symptoms for their 

anxiety, as in the case of Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD), Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 

(ADHD), Mental Health or Dyslexic persons; the author of this essay acknowledges this list is a 

limited and complex topic however, they raise it as several pupils exists as part of their clientele. If 

teachers are aware of such conditions and disorders, they may be better prepared for lessons or 

carry out further research as part of their Professional Development Plan (PDP) in order to help and 

maintain productive musical experiences.   

Atypical behaviours may manifest themselves during or away from lesson, however Berger (2000, 

14) suggests “in all probability, we are all somehow dysfunctional in some way”; the author of this 

essay submits behaviours can be applied to anyone. Berger (2000, 47) cites “the threat sensations 

must be removed (or redirected) before learning…can take place”, it stands to reason that 

individuals with ASD or other disorders are likely to experience a higher level of anxiety as their 

brains process the world/situations around them, perhaps taking a person days, weeks or months 

to feel comfortable.  

1b. What is ‘Learning Anxiety’? 

 

According to Schien (Harvard Review, 2009), 

“all learning is fundamentally coercive because you either have no choice, as is the case for 

children, or it is painful to replace something that is already there with some new learning”. 

He further cites that anxiety inhibits learning and that the paradox is that we need anxiety if any 

learning is going to happen at all; “Learning anxiety comes from being afraid to try something new 

for fear that it will be too difficult” (Harvard Review, 2009), this is an axiom shared by Mackworth 
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(2000, 5) as a fear of “not being able to do it” worse still, having to learn in front of the teacher.  The 

author has experienced being openly blamed by pupils for invoking their anxiety, deflecting their 

fears onto the teacher, or stating the piece was ‘alright at home’, or voicing ‘I can’t do it’.  

Mackworth (2000, 55) proposes that teachers are equally susceptible to anxiety by 

‘countertransference’ from teacher to student and vice-a-versa – mirroring each other’s feeling.  

Being aware of feelings could either block learning or be a useful indicator that observes both parties 

in order to maintain positive energies. Only when anxiety is contained can learning begin; pupils and 

the teacher need “to be prepared to open up to something new, to try and to risk failing” (Mackworth, 

2000, 6). The author has experienced anxiety through perceived bad behaviour of a pupil, 

unknowledgeable in how to deal with the situation tactfully and assertively which in turn, through 

countertransference, exasperates the behaviour (suspected autism – with parental discussion).  

Tanner (2016, 19) suggests anxiety is a state of mind and discusses how pupils are rarely patient 

or forgiving of themselves; Klickstein (2009, 134) quotes Vincent Cichowicz, a trumpeter “The battle 

isn’t with the instrument; it’s with oneself”; sadly, the deeply rooted perception that we are somehow 

inadequate is so damaging to our state of mind. An older adult pupil of the author, who’s 

preconceived ideas and past life experiences hinders their learning and feeling of being valued 

resulting at times in tears due to frustration or even receiving praise!  

 

 

 

 

 

2. Symptoms of Learning Anxiety 
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The author’s research indicates there are many different symptoms (the list below is not exhaustive), 

these could be categorised into two types, Visual and Verbal and Non-Visual; the former is likely to 

be more identifiable.  

Visual and Verbal Symptoms 

 

Mackworth (2000, 5) cites the following: 

➢ Engaging the teacher in distracting chatter. 

➢ Forgetting music, arriving early/late, or not turning up. 

➢ Seizing up or ‘going stupid.’ 

➢ Uncommunicative silence. 

➢ Providing endless reasons for not practising. 

 

Those with ASD and other disorders further symptoms maybe as follows (Berger, 2000, 18): 

➢ Emitting strange sounds, flailing arms, running and hiding, spinning, shouting. 

➢ Hearing and visual acuities are peripheral taking everything in resulting in covering eyes and 

ears. 

The above actions may be being afraid of those demanding them to either sit, look, listen and 

behave. 

Klickstein (2009, 136) cites behavioural procrastinators who avoid practise is “anxiety made plain” 

stating that the practise room forces individuals to face their fears, opting instead to do simpler 

chores. These are familiar excuses of the author’s clients particularly those of school ages claiming 

exams, homework, part-time work or even forgot! The author can also relate to engaging the teacher 

in distracting chatter which can be quite tasking to return to the lesson at hand, this unfortunately 

results in delayed progression and difficulty planning lessons. In addition, ‘going stupid’, 
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uncommunicative silence and forgetting music are further experiences, something the author has 

not acknowledged as anxiety in the past.  

Klickstein (2009) sums up anxiety symptoms as Preperformance, At-Performance and 

Postperformance (Appendix 1); whilst these maybe relating to ‘performing’ at the professional level 

they can be easily linked to Pre-lesson, At-Lesson and Post-lesson for a student. Miller (2015 ,9) 

cites others visual indicators as: displaying anger, shrugging of shoulders, bouncing on toes, even 

humming. The shrugging of shoulders is common amongst younger pupils particularly when asked 

questions or blank expression/emotionless faces; in the past the author has put this down to simply 

not knowing or not trying when in fact they may be feeling anxious. Tanner (2016, 102) proposes 

anxiety indicators as repositioning ourselves at the piano, being frustrated or short tempered, whilst 

Lehmann (2007, 147) expands further with ‘muscle tension’ resulting in incorrect notes, pitches, 

rhythms and faster tempos during play, shaking hands or muscle tremors; the author is aware of 

these visual indications in their pupils. 

  

Non-Visual Symptoms 

 

Non-visual symptoms are harder for the teacher to spot as they are not always clear to the eye. 

Klickstein (2009) provides a succinct list (Appendix 1.), below are a few common non-visual 

symptoms: 

➢ heart pounding, dry mouth, cold or sweaty hands, muscle tension (commonly neck and 

shoulders), butterflies, vomiting, rapid restricted breathing.  

➢ Mental, behavioural, emotion effects:  Confusion, agitating, fear, fear of embarrassment, 

negative self-talk. Sensitivity to bodily sensations: shoes too tight, shirt itchy.  
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AnxietyCentre.com (1987) further discusses Learning Impairment as difficulty remembering, 

learning, recalling and blocking information. 

Whilst these symptoms are not visual there are subtle cues, that could indicate anxiety, in the 

author’s personal experience, particularly if in a performing scenario – their heart beats faster, 

shortness of breath, tightness of chest, dizziness resulting in visual and audible signs of blips in 

performance, shaking hands/fingers – it stands to reason if a tutor encounters these symptoms, the 

likelihood is our pupils will experience them too.  

 

2a. Reasons behind Anxiety 

 

The reasons behind ‘Learning Anxiety’ as Williams (2017, 163) suggests might be “a home 

environment … well-intentioned but inappropriate pressure from parents”, the latter being something 

Lehmann (2007, 145) concurs with, claiming that anxiety can start early in childhood where parents 

place “emphasis on achievement that their young musicians feel pressured”. Griffin (2013, 61) goes 

further citing perfectionists have a fixed-mindset “usually caused by helicopter parents demanding 

impossible standards”; perfectionism can be particularly soul destroying as the pupils focus on 

things that went wrong rather than those that were right and unable to accept that minor mistakes 

not ruining a performance (Lehmann, 2007, 153) – these afflictions may continue into adulthood. 

This particular example resonates with the author whose pupil is academically bright but with well-

intentioned parental pressures; the student displays many levels of anxiety from the verbal ‘this is 

me trying to work this out’, focusing negatively on mistakes, to practise avoidance and distracting 

chatter – this impacts the learning and teaching process.   

Furthermore, teacher and pupil incompatibility can lead to anxiety. Teachers are caregivers, critics 

and annihilators according to Mackworth (2000, 7) and Westney (2003, 45) cautions that lessons 
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can become teacher led and co-dependent, citing a teacher tends to be the ones who care more if 

a piece is played perfectly; a teacher trying to live through their students – must also drop their ego, 

ulterior motives and anxieties! However, some anxiety may come from ‘Task Mastery’ where a piece 

of music being learned is too high for the pupil (Lehmann, 2007, 160) – the latter being an experience 

of the author as their misguided belief in ‘teaching students as they were taught’ by over-stretching 

their pupil’s capabilities to manage a complex piece has potentially resulted in a negative 

experience.   

 

3. Ways to overcome Learning Anxiety 
 

Whatever the causes of learning anxiety, by being aware of energies, conversations, visual and 

even non-visuals cues, strategies can be put in place to lessen its triggers. However, it may be that 

in spite of new approaches, the anxieties for the individual may be so deeply ingrained nothing may 

change, however being mindful of that pupil and accepting them as they are is a kinder and more 

compassionate option. Practising mindfulness, a branch of the Buddhism philosophy (welldoing.org, 

2013-2019), could help teachers to trust in themselves and believe they are making a huge 

difference in someone’s life thus hugely benefit pupils; “The goal of mindfulness is to wake up to 

the inner workings of our mental, emotional, and physical processes” (Mindful.org, 2008) a 

mindset where interestingly anxiety emanates and affects: the emotional, physiological and 

psychological.  

The follow categories reinforce the mindfulness belief that is pervasive through all research carried 

out for this essay:   

Emotionally Mindful 
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Teacher’s must be mindful of their actions and words, as they could cause upset with individuals; a 

teacher should be honest with themselves and make adjustments following evaluation and to 

therefore treat each pupil as an individual. Introduce ideas slowly, carefully and considerately. It may 

be helpful to discuss with parents/guardians about any known triggers of anxiety. A gentle and 

calming voice can help to take the sting out of any aggression (Mackworth, 2000, 65) and if a 

meltdown ensues allow that lesson to fizzle rather than trying to control and bring it back to any set 

plan; not all meltdowns will have anything to do with the teacher or lesson something the individual 

experienced that day, sometimes going-off-on-a tangent brings about interesting conversations and 

ideas. The author has several clients who are with diagnosed or have suspected ASD traits and 

behaviours and Dyslexia; by accepting them the way they are and allow them to explore pieces they 

want to using a multi-sensory holistic approach (PTC) lessons are more productive, progressive, 

relaxed within a safe environment, this enables pianistic and musical development. 

Furthermore, by giving positive and encouraging messages such as “you matter as a person…you 

can succeed” (Mackworth, 2000, 7) and meeting the student’s feelings helps to maintain a positive 

energy between pupil and teacher.  Mackworth (2000, 10) however advises, if a teacher is to 

criticise, that a relationship must be secure and strong enough if it is to be used as an incentive. A 

teacher should be mindful of their own feelings in case of countertransference, be patient and kind 

with themselves and have unconditional regards for their pupils. In the case of the author’s older 

pupil a milestone was reached by simply using a sticky note with the words ‘Be Patient and Kind To 

Yourself’, this encouraged the pupil to use positive self-talk, enjoy the experience of learning and no 

longer tries to rush ahead, enjoying the little leaps of progress. Griffin (2013, 62) advocates positive 

self-talk as the best method to reduce anxiety, engaging in a Self-Study by creating a personal 

anxiety hierarchy (Appendix 2.) (Lehmann, 2017, 159) but adapting for musical experiences, the 

results might be something a pupil would share in order to help guide a teacher. 
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By allowing pupils to set their goals, take the lead and make decisions on what they want to learn 

can be empowering, and the pupil/teacher relationship becomes an adulting two-way transaction 

(Mackworth, 2000, 7). Equally being mindful not to push a pupil into learning a higher-level piece 

than their skill set (Klickstein, 2009, 148), allow the pupil to guide and plan to meet.  

 

Mindful Practise, Preparation and Performance  

 

Practise strategies begin in the mind; Tanner (2016, 19) explains that we need to fall in love with 

the piano, to “be generous with ourselves in our pursuit of an immediate, attainable reward”, 

suggesting we need a ‘practical meditation’ to our practise. Douglas Finch (Appendix 3.) describes 

a method of releasing the guilt and duty of correctly playing all notes and producing sounds when 

working on repertoire or improvising. Warm-ups for the start of lessons might be a musical 

improvisation as a way help to reduce any tensions allowing the teacher and pupil just be a creative 

moment with no fear of judgment. Improvising is a strategy the author has used particularly with 

‘fixed mindset’ pupils; whilst initially met with nervousness but through gentle encouragement, 

improvising on a theme linking to a piece being learned, exploring chords has resulted in a more 

relaxed atmosphere and not so many negative comments. This benefits those pupils who are 

‘perfectionists’, by enquiring of themselves to be kinder, flexible and to allow mistakes. Westney 

(2003, 82) suggests practising is not intended for listeners and is frequently “rambunctious, 

inaccurate, fragmented”, however, by developing persistent practise habits they will undoubtably 

harvest the best results (Klickstein, 2009, 148). The author has developed the habit, where 

appropriate, of asking pupils to set their goals for the week making notes in their piano books, 

encouraging them to take ownership, to schedule around other activities ie school work or work/life 

commitments, enabling the teacher to plan more effectively. Encouraging pupils to set their 
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schedules around realistic timeframes helps to minimise over-expectation for both parties and thus 

reduce anxieties. 

Performances, even if only played for the teacher might find putting themselves under ‘controlled’ 

pressure (Mindful.org, 2008), playing in front of a sibling, friend or parent a helpful tactic. The author 

suggests to their pupils to record themselves and share in the following lesson where an adult-adult 

observation can be valuable (Mackworth, 2000, 7). Equally duets give a wonderful opportunity to 

practise playing/performing as the responsibility is shared between players (Williams, 2017, 163), 

something the author has recently started introducing with their pupils, there is much fun to be had!  

Additionally, mental rehearsals (Lehmann, 2007, 158) serves to occupy a performer’s thoughts in a 

positive way rather than negative; encouraging pupils to think about the music in their mind first 

either in-between or during lessons – it further serves to develops the aural element of music making 

recall a more comfortable step.  

Mindful Health and Safety 

 

Evaluate if the studio room and environment is safe, warm, welcoming, something Tanner (2016, 

34) says “you must be at ease with your surroundings “. In addition, starting a lesson (or at anytime) 

with some deep breathing exercises to fill the lungs with plenty of oxygen to prepare the body for a 

state of arousal (Lehmann, 2007, 5) is something that can be enjoyed by both pupil and teacher; 

this may serve to counter any fight-flight responses or countertransference. This is an activity the 

author promotes particularly at times when a pupil is appearing to feel frustrated, asking them to 

pause for a moment and breathing deeply several times before another attempt. Furthermore, 

encouraging regular exercise which has been proven to increase heart and breathing rate and is 

linked to chemicals changes in the brain that reduces anxiety and increases a sense of well-being. 

4. Conclusion 
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This essay has explored the question of why Learning Anxiety is difficult for teachers to spot? 

presenting first-hand experiences by the author of this essay.  Firstly, it investigated what anxiety is, 

with a note regarding ASD, dyslexia and other health conditions, secondly how ‘Learning Anxiety’ is 

defined, thirdly what some of the symptoms and reasons behind Learning Anxiety might be and 

finally identifying how anxieties could be overcome during and away from piano lessons. 

It was discovered that ‘Learning Anxiety’ is a complex and broad subject; anxiety disorders are 

learned experiences of fear and threats, stemming from childhood but are ultimately primordial 

survival instincts affecting mental, emotional, and physical processes.  The symptoms of anxiety 

are varied and wide, from a palpitating heart (non-visual) to shaking hands (visual), not least the 

‘perceived or real’ reasons behind the stress. To overcome these during or between lessons, 

research shows that Learning Anxiety can be a ‘state of mind’. If this is could be controlled through 

‘mindful’ practises, benefitting pupil and teacher, by being honest, compassionate, kinder and open 

with oneself, relaxing the body and mind, strategies put in place (exploring, improvising, duetting, 

with pupil-led goals, deep breathing and regular exercises), it could produce a healthy, safe, anxiety-

reduced productive musical experience.   
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7. Glossary of Terms 

 

• Paleoencephalon – The oldest part of the brain – some “500 million years old” (Berger, 2002, 

38).  

• Amygdala – The part of the brain that assess emotions (and permanently records fear). 

(Berger, 2002, 39).  

• Hippocampus – The part of the brain that ‘tags’ information into memory. (Berger, 2002, 41).  

• Countertransference – a “widely used psychotherapeutic tool in enabling therapists, through 

their own feeling, be aware of their client’s feeling”. (Mackworth, 2000, 55) 
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8. Appendices 

 

Appendix 1. 

 

(Klickstein, 2009, 137)   (Klickstein, 2009, 139) 

Table 7.1 Preperformance Effects Table 7.3 PostPerformance 

Effects 

1. Avoidance of practise 

2. Obessive practise 

3. Busyness/disorganisation 

4. Depression/fatigue/laziness 

5. Worry/distorted thinking 

6. Headaches 

1. Distorted thinking 

2. Shame 

3. Anger/hostility 

4. Misattribution 

5. Avoidance of practise 

6. Depression/fatigue 
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7. Insonmia 

8. Difficulty focussing 

9. Stomach upset/loss of 

appetite 

10. Trouble with relationships 

11. Academic decline 

12. Substance abuse  

7. Persistent Insomnia 

8. Trouble with relationships 

9. Academic decline 

13. Substance abuse 

 

 

 

(Klickstein, 2009, 138) 

Table 7.2 At-Performance Effects  

Physical/Behavioural Effect Mental/Emotional Effects 

1. Trembling 

2. Cold hands 

3. Racing Heartbeat 

4. Heavy Perspiration 

5. Nausea/butterflies/wooziness 

6. Muscle tension 

7. Technical insecurity 

8. Rapid or restricted breathing 

9. Dry mouth 

10. Urge to urinate 

1. Fear 

2. Confusion 

3. Memory lapse 

4. Distorted thinking 

5. Agitation 

6. Hypersensitivity 

7. Negative talk 

8. Shame 

9. Anger 

10. Panic 
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Appendix 2.  

 

 

Self Study: Creating a Personal Anxiety Hierarchy 

 

Wilson and Roland (2002) suggested a self-directed strategy for carrying out systematic 

desensitization called anxiety hierarchies. For this exercise, assumed that you’ll be giving a solo 

performance of a piece of music you already know. 

 

First, list as many different performance situations as you can imagine. You may want to enlist 

other musician friends in order to come up with a good - sized list. Also, it might help to consider 

some of the carrying conditions that define performance situations (and performance anxiety) 

such as size of performance venue, proximity to an audience, size of audience, significance of 

audience members and time of performance.  

 

After you have got a good list, you’ll then need to rate each situation to indicate how stressful it 

would be for you to give a performance under those conditions right now. Use a scale 0 = no 

anxiety to 100 = extreme anxiety. Then relist your situations in order of increasing anxiety. 

Consider using this hierarchy incoming weeks and months; imagine yourself being in those 

situations or acutally giving performances in these progressively anxiety inducing situations. 

 

(Lehmann, 2017, 159)  
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Appendix 3. 

 

“Something I find helps me to ‘enter the zone’ when practising – either working on a piece of 

repertoire or improvising – is to allow myself to listen right through to the ends of notes. As pianists, 

I think we concentrate most of our energy on producing the sound by way of our initial contact with 

the keys, and we the tend to let the sound go its own way without really hearing what happens next. 

As an improvisation exercise, I ask my students to close their eyes, put the pedal down, randomly 

drop their hands onto the keys and then listen to the chord right through to the very end of its gradual 

decay, trying to hear what happens to the sound along the way. This process of decay is not so 

straightforward and linear as many of us imagine. The panoply of sympathetic vibrations and 

harmonics is so rich and multifarious that allowing ourselves to experience it, unencumbered by duty 

and guilt, helps us regain the pleasurable and non-judgemental feeling of hearing what it is we are 

playing. Douglas Finch” (Tanner, 2016, 19) 

 


