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About this Report
This insights report distils the key findings of the independent evaluation of the 
Australian Youth Orchestra’s Music in Me program, conducted by the Sir Zelman 
Cowen School of Music, Monash University. It is the third study in a decade-long 
research partnership examining what happens when expert specialist music 
teachers mentor generalist classroom teachers in their own schools.

Where earlier phases examined outcomes for children, this phase turns to the 
people who make music learning possible: teachers and their mentors. It asks 
two questions at the heart of national education policy:

1.	 How does participation in Music in Me contribute  
to teacher wellbeing and career satisfaction?

2.	 How does it contribute to teacher retention and  
professional development?

This evaluation, the program’s third research phase, examined current 
perspectives of New South Wales and Victorian teachers and mentors  
and program alumni, using a mixed-method design of retrospective and  
pre/post surveys, in-depth interviews with mentors, teachers and principals,  
and analysis of mentoring logs. 

This project sits within a decade-long body of independent research  
(since 2015) that has also examined the program’s work in other states.

GOVERNMENT PARTNER MAJOR PARTNER

AYO Music in Me is 
supported by the  
Australian Government

The full report may be view  
at the Music in Me website
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Foreword
FROM THE RESEARCHER 

The decline of music provision in Australian primary schools is now well 
documented. Time for music in initial teacher education has contracted, 
crowded by competing curriculum priorities, leaving a generation of 
committed generalist teachers without the confidence, knowledge and skills  
to teach a subject they nonetheless value. The consequences are uneven,  
and they are borne by children. 

For a decade, our research has followed one response to that decline. What 
distinguishes Music in Me is not that it trains teachers, but how it does so: 
through a collaborative self-development approach in which an expert music 
specialist and a generalist classroom teacher work alongside one another, 
in situ, over an extended period. Unlike the conventional one-day course — 
where initial enthusiasm is so often displaced by the daily exigencies of the 
classroom — this is mentoring embedded in the teacher’s own workplace, 
grounded in complementary expertise and a reciprocal relationship in which 
both partners learn. 

Successive studies have shown that the model builds teacher confidence and 
competence, benefits children, and endures after the mentor departs. This 
third phase turned to a question we had not previously asked: what does such 
mentoring do for the educators themselves? Within the limits of the available 
data, the evidence is consistent. Participating teachers report a strengthened 
professional identity, a renewed sense of direction, and a markedly lower 
intention to leave the profession; mentors, in turn, find purpose, recognition 
and professional community. Mentoring of this kind, it appears, sustains not 
only music in our classrooms, but the people who teach it. 

Professor Margaret S. Barrett 
Lead researcher, Sir Zelman Cowen School of Music, Monash University

FROM THE AUSTRALIAN YOUTH ORCHESTRA 

Our founder, the late Richard Gill AO, often said that it is worth teaching music 
because it is good, because it is unique, and because it empowers children 
spectacularly. This report builds on that vision, revealing that the mentoring 
which brings music to children also sustains those who teach it - building 
confidence, restoring meaning, and giving teachers a reason to stay.

For the teachers themselves, the effect is durable. As one principal put it, 
“when the mentor leaves, you get to keep that knowledge, skills and practice 
within your school — it’s a golden opportunity.” That is what a sustainable 
workforce looks like: capability that stays, wellbeing that holds - and, because 
that expertise remains in the school, more children gain equitable access to 
quality music, whatever their postcode.

The timing matters. National reform through the Better and Fairer Schools 
Agreement has put wellbeing and a strong and sustainable workforce at the 
centre of education policy, while Australia’s cultural policy, Revive, places the 
centrality of the artist at the heart of a thriving creative nation. Music in Me 
speaks to both. As a national program backed by a decade of independent 
research, we are uniquely placed to bring this evidence to the table, and we 
share it in the spirit of partnership — with government, with philanthropy, 
and with the school leaders who keep music, and great teachers, alive in our 
classrooms.

Kimbali Harding			   Bernie Heard 
Chief Executive Officer · AYO		  Director, Music in Me · AYO

MUSIC IN ME   |   MONASH UNIVERSITY INSIGHTS REPORT 4



Key Insights at a Glance

1.	 Statistically significant past-cohort findings (independent-samples t-tests; past participating teachers N = 13, past mentors N = 26). Figures shown are participating teachers’ mean self-ratings; each differed significantly from mentors’ 
observations — turnover intention (teachers 1.5 vs mentors 2.1; p = .021; d = −.85), professional identity growth (4.9 vs 4.5; p = .041; d = .66), sense of direction in life (4.2 vs 3.2; p = .014; d = .98). This is a group-level comparison between two 
stakeholder perspectives; it is not a pre/post change and not a comparison with non-participating teachers.

2.	 Descriptive results (not tested for statistical significance). 2025 pre/post figures are reported descriptively because too few teachers completed matched surveys for inferential testing. A related measure, teachers’ confidence to teach music, 
rose from unconfident/neutral to confident over the 2025 program (3.0 → 3.8); past teachers rated the confidence gain near the top of the scale (4.7/5). Scale 1–5 unless stated; WHO-5 is 0–100.

3.	 Program-reach context, not a teacher-outcome finding. In both cohorts, participating mentors’ schools had a median ICSEA of ~40–42 (below the national midpoint of 50). ICSEA = Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage.

54.6 → 62.7
2025 teachers’ overall mental wellbeing (WHO-5, 0–100) 
rose over the program; past participants recorded high 

wellbeing (71.7).2

A stronger 
professional identity 
Participating teachers report 
strong growth in professional 
identity — 4.9 on a 5-point scale.1 

They feel, and act, like educators 
renewed. A related descriptive 
measure — confidence to teach 
music — is noted at 2

4.8 / 5
2025 mentors’ satisfaction with their mentoring role (4.3/5 
among past mentors).2 Mentoring renews expert teachers, 
ends isolation, and builds their own professional learning.

4.7–4.9 / 5
Satisfaction with the professional learning gained: 4.7/5 
(past teachers) and 4.9/5 (2025).2 Teachers agree the 

knowledge integrates into their long-term practice.

Wellbeing lifts

4.9 / 5

Mentors  
thrive too 

Professional 
learning that lands 

Teachers stay 
Participating teachers report 
very low intention to leave the 
profession — 1.5 on a 5-point 
scale.1 Retention is the workforce 
prize, and this is the study’s 
clearest workforce signal.1.5 / 5

A renewed sense  
of direction 
Teaching music through the 
program gives teachers a sense 
of direction in life — 4.2 on a 
5-point scale; the largest effect 
in the study.1  Meaning, not just 
skill, is what keeps people in the 
profession.4.2 / 5
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A national program, a decade of evidence 
— our unique position
Music in Me is a national program 
underpinned by a decade-long 
body of independent research. 
For accuracy and credibility, we 
distinguish the program’s national 
footprint and the cumulative 
research program from this specific 
2024–26 evaluation, which examined 
teachers and mentors in New South 
Wales and Victoria.

A national program
•	 Vision: that all Australian primary 

children have access to quality music 
education. 

•	 Purpose: to build teacher confidence 
and competence to deliver 
primary music, through mentoring, 
professional learning and resources.

•	 National footprint: Delivered 
continuously since 2014 (founded 
by Richard Gill AO); now across six 
jurisdictions, including ACT and 
Queensland pilots. In 2025 the 
program reached 15,547 students 
through 136 teachers and 77 mentors 
in 87 schools. 

•	 Reaching where it matters (equity): 
In 2025, 35% of program schools were 
outside major cities and 41% served 
higher-disadvantage communities 
(ICSEA ≤1000), including remote and 
very remote areas.

A decade-long body  
of research
•	 Successive, independent phases.  

Since 2015, evaluated by Professor 
Margaret Barrett and Dr Katie Zhukov 
(Monash University). Peer-reviewed 
papers and a series of commissioned 
studies found that mentoring:

	» builds capability in teachers (Barrett, 
M.S., Zhukov, K., & Welch, G.F., 2019);

	» positively changes music learning 
outcomes for children (Barrett, M. S., 
Zhukov, K., Brown, J. E., & Welch,  
G. F., 2020);

	» learning endures after the mentor 
leaves (Barrett, M.S., Zhukov, K., 2024);

	» is effective when applied across a 
whole school (Zhukov, K., Barrett, M. 
S., 2025).

•	 Across the jurisdictions where we work. 
This cumulative body spans the states 
in which the program operates over the 
decade — including South Australia and 
Western Australia.

•	 Internationally recognised.  
The model’s foundational 2019 paper has 
been cited in 46 publications across ten 
countries.

This evaluation (2024–26)
•	 Scope: The Monash evaluation 

reported here — the third major phase 
— focused specifically on New South 
Wales and Victorian teachers and 
mentors: what does mentoring do for 
the educators themselves?

•	 Method: Retrospective and pre/post 
surveys, in-depth interviews with 
teachers, mentors and principals, and 
mentoring-log analysis — designed 
with a senior statistician and cleared 
through university and state-
department ethics processes.

Barrett, M.S., Zhukov, K., & Welch, G.F. (2019). Strengthening music provision in early 
childhood education: a collaborative self-development approach to music mentoring  
for generalist teachers. Music Education Research

Barrett, M. S., Zhukov, K., Brown, J. E., & Welch, G. F. (2020). Evaluating the impact of  
a generalist teacher-led music program on early childhood school children’s singing 
skills and attitudes to music. Psychology of Music

Barrett, M.S., Zhukov, K. (2024): Enduring impacts of collaborative workplace music 
mentoring for early childhood generalist teachers, music mentors and students,  
Music Education Research

Zhukov, K., Barrett, M. S. (2025) Whole-school music mentoring: Effecting positive 
change for teaching and learning in early-childhood and primary education.  
Research in Music Education
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4.9 / 5

What it does  
for teachers

I’m not going to stop teaching music.  
I want it to be a part of my every day  
and my every week.
— MENTORED TEACHER, NSW

It just gets me excited about it…  
makes me feel like a real music teacher.  
I feel very equipped to continue..
— MENTORED TEACHER, VIC

Music in Me gives me motivation to stay 
and to want to keep pushing and trying 
(teaching).
— MENTORED TEACHER, NSW

Most mentored teachers begin with little or no music background —  
many are anxious even about singing in front of a class. Working alongside  
a mentor in their own room, with real-time feedback and a gradual handover 
of teaching, they build not just skills but professional identity, direction and 
confidence. Teachers describe renewed accomplishment, a creative outlet, 
and crucially, a reason to stay.

Professional 
identity growth

(significant,  
past teachers)

Confidence to teach music  
rose over the program

(2025, descriptive)

Renewed sense 
of direction

(significant,  
past teachers)

Turnover intention  
- very low
(significant, 

 past teachers)

4.2 / 5 1.5 / 5

3.0 3.8
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What it does  
for mentors

Being a music RFF teacher is pretty 
isolating, so having that network of 
mentors has probably been the greatest 
gift out of all of this.
— MENTOR, NSW

We need more people teaching people 
how to fish, rather than fishing for them.
— MENTOR, NSW

I am being recognised as a leader and 
an expert in my field. And that gives me 
career satisfaction and job satisfaction.
— MENTOR, NSW

Mentors are expert specialist music teachers, selected for their skill and 
experience. They work alongside a  classroom teacher in their own school, 
modelling practice, providing real-time feedback and gradually handing over 
teaching to build the teacher’s capability. They are frequently the only one 
of their kind in a school. Mentoring ends that isolation through a professional 
network, recognition as an expert beyond their own school gate, and a 
leadership pathway that doesn’t require leaving the classroom. Mentors report 
the work refreshes their own teaching. The evaluation also names honest 
tensions: administrative load, travel time, and casualised employment for 
some - issues being addressed through more flexible 2026 delivery models.

Mentors reported

with participating in Music in Me and strong 
professional learning benefits from the 

mentoring experience.

 extremely high satisfaction

Mentoring benefits mentors too

 Contribution to mentors’ 
own professional learning

Mentor satisfaction with 
their mentoring role

4.8 / 5 4.2 / 5
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Calmer classrooms

Teachers and mentors independently reported the same pattern: mentoring 
improves not only music learning but classroom functioning. Top-endorsed 
flow-on effects included improvements in general classroom engagement, 
student confidence, positive emotions, self-regulation and cooperation. 
Principals reported that singing had the greatest impact on children with  
high needs - calmer classrooms, better behaviour regulation, and stronger 
social connection.

There’s a connectedness between the 
kids through song, there’s a calmness… 
There’s definitely a connection between 
neurodiversity and being taught music.  
I can see it...
— PRINCIPAL, VIC

To see students that start at the 
beginning of the year with no language… 
but now sing, it is really beautiful...
— MENTOR, NSW
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What principals told us

Principals invest in Music in Me for strategic reasons - cognitive development, 
cross-curricular learning, and support for children with additional needs - and 
value a model that builds teacher capability and delivers lessons to students 
at the same time, unlike off-site Professional Development. Over time, music 
becomes embedded in school culture.

When the mentor leaves, you get to keep 
that knowledge, skills and practice within 
your school. It’s a golden opportunity.
— PRINCIPAL, VIC

I was building teacher capacity, but the 
kids are also getting the lessons and 
engaging in the learning at the same time. 

— PRINCIPAL, NSW
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Why this matters now 
Australia’s teaching workforce 
is under strain, and the national 
response is now funded and explicit. 
The Better and Fairer Schools 
Agreement 2025–2034 commits 
additional Commonwealth funding, 
tied to reform in three priority areas 
— all of which Music in Me addresses 
head-on:

•	 Wellbeing for learning and 
engagement

•	 A strong and sustainable 
workforce — initiatives that 
attract and retain teachers 
and school leaders; develop, 
recognise and reward highly 
expert teachers; and 

•	 Provide high-quality, evidence-
based professional learning.

Independent research (Fading 
Notes, Collins & Hocking 2023) 
found that average music training 
in primary initial teacher education 
fell from 17 hours in 2009 to 8 by 
2022 - a 53% reduction - leaving 
many generalist teachers under-
prepared and under-confident to 
teach music. 

Music in Me meets that gap not 
by adding another course, but by 
building capability in the classroom, 
alongside an expert. This is the 
professional learning teachers say 
works best.

Music in Me is a working model of all three workforce reform directions at once:

BFSA Workforce /  
Wellbeing Reform

How Music in Me delivers it

Attract &  
retain teachers

Very low turnover intention among participating 
teachers; measurable wellbeing gains (WHO-5 rising 
over the program) give teachers renewed reasons 
to stay.

Recognise & reward  
expert teachers

Mentors gain status, recognition and career 
pathways (e.g. NSW mentoring toward HALT 
accreditation); the role renews their sense of 
purpose, professional community and wellbeing.

High-quality,  
evidence-based PL

In-situ, collaborative mentoring, rated highly and 
embedded in long-term practice; a consistent flow-
on is calmer, better-regulated and more engaged 
classrooms — wellbeing for learning.

$16.5B   |   3 priorities   |   10 years

Where the risk really sits 
Australia’s teacher attrition rate is a continued focus for government, 
however the genuine pressure is twofold: attrition is concentrated in 
remote, special-education and disadvantaged settings, and intent to 
leave remains high in these contexts, with 39% of teachers intending to 
depart before retirement, driven by workload and wellbeing (AITSL 2025). 
This is the exact territory Music in Me works in. The program reaches 
disadvantaged and remote schools (35% outside major cities; 41% ICSEA 
≤1000) and moves the lever that matters most — lowering turnover 
intention to 1.5/5 among participating teachers.
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One investment,  
two returns

NSW — named delivery partner; Music in Me 
mentoring is a key strategy of the NSW Time for 
Music 10-Year Plan (following the 2024 Joint Select 
Committee). 
 

VIC — delivered in partnership with the Department’s  
Music in Schools program.

SA — current grant-funded partner under the Music 
Education Strategy; scope to deepen reach into 
disadvantaged schools.

WA — delivered with ASME WA since 2015 (incl. regional  
and remote); pursuing formal inclusion on the state  
professional-learning panel.

ACT & QLD — pilots underway. 

National Alignment

Music in Me sits at the intersection 
of two Commonwealth portfolios. 
A single intervention — an expert 
music teacher mentoring a 
classroom teacher, advances both 
the arts and culture agenda, by 
sustaining specialist teachers of 
music as a skilled workforce and 
widening children’s access to 
music, and the education agenda, 
by strengthening the teaching 
workforce that delivers it. The 
program develops teachers by 
deploying and sustaining musicians; 
the same work serves both ends.

For an arts-funded program, this 
is a notable position: the outcomes 
evidenced in this report speak 
not only to cultural policy but to 
a national education priority the 
Commonwealth is separately 
committed to under the Better and 
Fairer Schools Agreement.

The same 
PROGRAM

Mentoring that builds 
teacher capability

Quality music reaching  
every classroom

A specialist-to-
generalist model at 
national scale

returns 
to Arts & 
Culture

Revive, Centrality of the 
Artist: sustains specialist 
teachers of music as a valued, 
recognised workforce

Revive, A Place for Every 
Story: equitable access to 
music, regardless of postcode

Feeds the pipeline that Music 
Australia exists to strengthen

returns to 
Education

Better & Fairer Schools 
Agreement: a strong and 
sustainable workforce and 
wellbeing — evidenced here 
in retention, identity and 
satisfaction

High-quality, evidence-
based professional learning 
embedded  
in schools

Provides a pathway to  
reward highly expert teachers 
(e.g. HALT NSW)
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A way forward

01

02

04

03

05

The evaluation points to clear, actionable directions — several already 
underway in AYO’s 2026 delivery:

Invest in retention through mentoring. 
Fund and scale the model as an evidence-based response to BFSA 
workforce and wellbeing priorities — and as a cross-portfolio 
investment that also advances Revive and state cultural policy.

Recognise and reward mentors. 
Expand recognition pathways (e.g. HALT), reduce administrative and 
travel burden, and improve conditions for casual mentors.

Grow the mentor pool regionally.
Recruit and develop local mentors to reduce travel and reach 
more disadvantaged and remote schools. Continue to develop 
digital resources.

Sustain the learning. 
Build in follow-up visits and a participating-teacher network so gains 
endure beyond the mentoring cycle.

Ease the administrative burden.  
Streamline how progress is captured (e.g. recorded debriefs)  
so documentation doesn’t add to teacher workload.

Music in Me  
demonstrates that  

when we invest in the  
people who teach,  

wellbeing, satisfaction  
and retention follow -  
and children flourish.
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ABOUT AYO MUSIC IN ME 

Music in Me is the Australian Youth Orchestra’s 
national teacher-mentoring program. Founded 
in 2015 by Richard Gill AO, it pairs expert music 
specialists with primary teachers in their 
own classrooms, building the confidence and 
capability to teach quality primary music. 
Operating across six states and territories with 
a focus on regional, remote and disadvantaged 
schools, it works towards one goal: quality music 
education for every Australian primary child.
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Barrett, M. S., Zhukov, K., & Brown, J. E. (2026). 
Evaluation of the Australian Youth Orchestra 
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Monash University.
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When we invest in  
the people who teach, 
children flourish.
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