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Musical Mentors and  
the Plight of Autonomy

Founded in 2008, Musical Mentors Collaborative is a nonprofit organization that offers free and individualized 
music instruction to underserved public school students in New York City. The program operates by linking 
student-run university organizations with neighboring elementary schools. Musical Mentors provides  
pedagogical training to volunteer student teachers and pairs them with elementary school students for the 
school year. This study examines the decision by the organization’s executive board to expand from three to six 
university chapters over a two-year period. The opportunity would grow the program but would also present 
questions of university support, student leader recruitment, and community buy-in. The case concludes by  
asking the reader to create an expansion plan that details the actions needed to establish a new university  
chapter of Musical Mentors and to examine the implications of its commitment to instructor autonomy. 

This case study was prepared by Caroline Sonett. The Eastman Case Studies are developed solely as the basis for class discussion. 

Cases are not intended to serve as endorsements or sources of primary data nor are they to serve as illustrations of effective or 

ineffective leadership or decision making.
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Musical Mentors Collaborative
The New York City-based Musical Mentors 
Collaborative began in 2008 as a small, student-run 
organization through Columbia University. Students 
at Columbia noticed that among public elementary 
school students who played instrumental music, 
there was a lack of private music lessons available 
to them in their communities; even public schools 
with strong music education programs did not 
have the necessary resources to provide students  
with private instruction on their instruments. At the 
same time, there existed an immense, untapped 
resource among musically talented and highly 
trained Columbia students, who were well equipped 
to provide instruction and mentorship to elementary 
school students. Unlike larger music education  
programs geared toward group lessons and 
participation, Musical Mentors has committed 
to specializing in private lessons for the youth. 
The opportunity for individualized instruction 

on an instrument gives 
schoolchildren the encour-
agement and confidence 
that can generate a love  
of music from an early age. 
President and co-founder 
of Musical Mentors Zack 
Susel captured the ultimate 
objective of the program: 
“Playing music is one of 
life’s greatest joys, one 
we hope to share with as  
many children as possible.” 

Musical Mentors recruits 
college students with ex- 

tensive musical background and training and pairs 
them with elementary students who would other- 
wise not have access to private lessons. Instructors  
meet weekly with students to teach instrumental 
techniques as well as basic music theory. In the 
early years of the program, student teachers were  

recruited through Columbia’s music department 
and student-run wind ensemble. As the organization 
has grown and expanded recruitment measures, 
teachers are now drawn from all departments 
of Columbia College, the undergraduate college  
of the university.

Musical Mentors relies not only on the individual 
talents of recruited instructors but also on the 
various instruments they play. At the beginning of 
each semester, the enlisted student teachers hold 
an “instrument fair.” Students and their families 
from the partnering public school are invited to 
hear and explore the instruments they might like 
to learn and are then matched with an instructor 
for the year.  This model allows students to choose 
their preferred instrument. Student leaders 
of the Columbia chapter communicate with a  
parent-teacher coordinator at the host school to  
collect new student applications, determine the 
availability of the school building for lessons, and 
coordinate lesson times that work for student  
families and the instructors.

As Musical Mentors has expanded its operations to 
chapters at three universities, the organization’s  
basic configuration has remained the same. Local 
student leaders at each university branch maintain 
a roster of instructors and connect with a local ele- 
mentary school to organize and deliver lessons 
throughout the school year. The second university 
chapter was opened at the London School of Eco- 
nomics in 2010, when a Musical Mentors instructor 
studied there. Recognizing the need for a larger 
organizational structure and centralized leadership 
in response to the program growth, Musical  
Mentors Collaborative incorporated as a nonprofit in 
2011. The organization established a board of direc- 
tors, which provides strategic planning and support to 
the separate university branches. The newest chap- 
ter was launched at New York University in 2013, 
shortly after the creation of the board of directors.

“Playing music 
is one of life’s 
greatest joys, 
one we hope to 
share with as 
many children as 
possible.”

–  Zack Susel, 
president and 
co-founder, 
Musical Mentors 
Collaborative 


