
Career opportunities

Setting up as an instrumental  
or singing teacher?

In the following article renowned educationalist Paul Harris considers 
some of the key ingredients to running a successful teaching practice.  

Let me say this before anything else – it’s a great career choice. Whether 
you intend to teach full time or just as a portion of your career portfolio 
it will certainly have the potential to be the most fulfilling element. 
What you will be able to contribute to the world will be very special. Be 
proud of being a teacher – and never let anyone undervalue the huge 
importance of this profession. 

Yes, there may be issues along the way: from purely practical ones such 
as setting up your teaching room and dealing with faulty instruments to 
behavioural considerations such as dealing with pupils’ highs and lows 
and the thorny subjects of development and progress. In addition there 
will be parents and all their complex expectations, and even colleagues 
may cause concern: they can be supportive but equally may be difficult 
in unexpected ways. But these must all be seen in proportion. As long as 
we remember that what we are doing is both life-enhancing and helping 
to sustain one of the great arts, and ultimately making the world a better 
place, then we should always be able to muster the energy to find a way 
forward whatever we may have to deal with on a day-to-day basis.

Join the Musicians’ Union
Before putting on your helmet and embarking on your first day of 
solo teaching make sure you’ve joined one of the country’s eminent 
organisations that exist to look after you. This is like all good insurance 
– you will probably never have to make the call, but it’s comforting to 
know that it’s there. In fact these organisations do have very helpful 
offers and guidance to assist in all sorts of tax and financial matters, as 
well as legal support in the (hopefully) unlikely event you’ll ever need it. 

Contracts
Consider your contract carefully if you work for a school or any kind of 
institution. Know what is expected. Know about child protection issues. 
Follow the rules and all should run smoothly. If you’re working privately 
generate appropriate contracts for pupils. Your time is important – if 
pupils fail to turn up for lessons (without prior agreement) you still need 
to be paid, for example. See the Teacher’s Toolkit page Get it in writing 
for further information. 

Equipment
Practicalities next – what hardware do we need? If you work 
peripatetically and carry your instrument around with you (singers, 
pianists and percussion/drum teachers are generally luckier in this 
respect) make sure it is in a sturdy case and that it is fully insured.  
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Paul Harris discusses some of the central issues.
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