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My introduction to Indian classical music began at the age of 3, well before | began formal
schooling. This early music training was set in the guru-shishya parampara, the traditionally
authoritarian teacher (guru)-student (shishya) relationship, which fostered in me a strong sense of
discipline, dedication, and respect for the guru’s authority. My guru imparted not only musical
knowledge to me, but also inspiration, encouragement, and validation. It was a distinct shift from
mentorship and authority to self-direction and personal responsibility when | started my formal
school education, which followed Western pedagogical practices. This latter system introduced me
to a much more flexible and independent style of learning. | was encouraged to explore my
interests, ask questions, and develop intellectual independence. My teachers in school acted more
as facilitators to foster curiosity and independence while guiding me without imposing rigid
structures.

In this reflective essay, | examine how my contrasting educational experiences, rooted in
the structured, hierarchical traditions of Indian classical music and the flexible, exploratory
approaches of Western pedagogical practices, have deeply influenced my teaching philosophy and
my dedication to fostering staffl-student partnerships in higher education. Over the past 6 years,
my teaching, learning practices, and research have centered on cultivating partnerships across
various dimensions of academic engagement, including classroom teaching, curriculum
development, assessment design, and co-creating knowledge. These partnerships aim to amplify
student voice, promote student agency while also fostering a sense of agency among all participants,
and build meaningful interpersonal connections. My personal experiences as a student continue
to shape how | understand and approach these partnerships.

EARLY LESSONS

| still clearly remember my early music lessons, sitting before my guru and listening attentively as
he sang and demonstrated the intricacies of the raga? composition. At that time, | had been
learning just one raga for nearly 2 years. As is typical in Indian classical music, nothing was written
down. | had to rely entirely on deep listening and imitation. While this approach initially seemed

1 Educator/teacher.

2 A raga is a collection of pitches, similar to a scale or mode in Western music, but it is more than just the notes. Each raga is
defined by specific patterns and rules for how those pitches are used, including their ascent (Arohana), descent (Avarohana), and
characteristic phrases, which evoke distinct moods and emotions.
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rigid, it gradually revealed a path to understanding the emotional nuances of music. What began
as blind imitation slowly transformed over the years into personal interpretation and creative
expression within the strict framework of the raga. My guru’s approval and feedback were
essential at every step, not only for mastering the technical aspects but also for unlocking the
emotional depth of the music. This process involved mutual appreciation and trust, yet the larger
responsibility rested with my guru. He had to instil in me a love for the music, the motivation to
follow its rules, and the joy of creating something uniquely of my own within given boundaries.

| also recall my first independent school project in Grade 1 where | was encouraged to
choose a topic of personal interest to create a scrapbook. We were also asked to keep a journal
and document that experience over the summer holidays. Initially, the freedom to choose my own
topic felt exciting and fun. However, | soon realized that this freedom was both exhilarating and
daunting. For the first time as a learner, | understood that freedom is not always liberating; rather,
it comes with responsibilities. Without a clear “right” way to approach the task, | had to navigate
my own curiosity, a process that starkly contrasted with the structured guidance | was accustomed
to in my music training.

During music lessons, my guru guided me step by step, offering direction and support as |
learned to be creative and express myself distinctively within a structured framework. For my
school project, however, my teachers adopted a more hands-off approach, allowing me the
freedom to explore personal interests and take greater responsibility for my own learning journey.
In both cases, | got to learn that creativity is a process that requires passion, emotional investment,
and patience. Whether through structured guidance or independent exploration, each approach
allowed me to express creativity in meaningful ways.

The two contrasting pedagogical styles cultivated a sense of responsibility and agency in
me as a learner, though in distinctly different ways. Even at that early age, | recognized that there
is no single “right” way to teach or learn. | also learned to appreciate that whether with a guru or
a teacher, authentic learning extends far beyond the content: it is fundamentally about building
relationships (Tucker, 2020). Such relationships, formed through trust, shared curiosity, and
mutual respect, are the foundation for meaningful learning experiences through which students
can invest in their learning journeys with confidence. | came to understand that learning is not
merely about the transfer of knowledge but also about the dynamic interplay between teacher
and student, influenced by emotional connections, expectations, and shared -cultural
understandings.

THE ROLE OF IDENTITY IN SHAPING PEDAGOGY

Cook-Sather (2015) describes identity as the way “individuals define and experience themselves
and are defined by others—how an individual/personal sense of sociocultural location and
character intersects with how that individual is constructed in many different ways within any
given culture and society” (p. 3). My diverse cultural experiences—which include growing up
bilingual, immersing in Bangla music and literature, engaging with South Asian culture, navigating
life as an international student and later as an immigrant, and spending over half my life in the
diaspora—have deeply contributed to my positionality and profoundly shaped my sense of self.
These aspects of my identity have been pivotal in shaping my perspectives and my understanding
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of what learning can and should look like. They have given me insight into the complexity of socio-
cultural contexts and the impact those contexts have on students’ learning journeys.

As | reflect on my dual identities as both an educator and a musician, | realize how
profoundly my teaching philosophies and practices are influenced by my personal identities.
Crenshaw’s (1989) concept of intersectionality provides a framework for understanding how the
multiple facets of my identity intersect and interact to shape my pedagogical approach. These
identities are not separate from one another; they are deeply intertwined and mutually influential.
The emotional depth and discipline of my classical Indian music training shape my intertwined
identities, deeply influencing my pedagogical approach and adding layers of expression and
sensitivity to my engagement with students in partnership. Tucker’s (2020) idea of “identity as
pedagogy” resonates strongly with me, as it reinforces the belief that “we teach who we are, and
thus beginning with ourselves, can provide insights into becoming and creating a reimagined
education system” (p. 136).

Through my experiences as a student with two contrasting pedagogical styles, | gained a
deeper understanding of cultural nuances and values that shape how students engage in learning.
These differences, influenced by students’ cultural, linguistic, and educational backgrounds,
significantly impact their agency, aspirations, and investment in learning. Over time, | have come
to see how identity, culture, and socio-political contexts intersect to shape these variations,
profoundly influencing students’ educational journeys. Reflecting on my own experience, |
recognize that teaching is an authentic expression of identity, where the personal and professional
continuously intersect and interact. This realization deeply informs how | approach and navigate
staff-student partnerships.

MY MOVE TOWARD PEDAGOGICAL PARTNERSHIP

The insights | offer above have shaped my understanding of the importance of creating
environments that balance guidance with autonomy in staff-student partnerships. Successful
partnerships are not about choosing one approach over the other but blending them thoughtfully
to empower students with individual backgrounds and experiences, create safe spaces for
exploration, and foster collaboration. Much like a piece of music can be interpreted and performed
differently based on individual perspectives, staff-student partnerships are fluid and dynamic. Each
partner contributes unique worldviews, lived experiences, and expectations, weaving a rich
tapestry of interactions Just as the practice of teaching and learning music involves connection,
expression, and mutual growth, my approach to learning partnerships is similarly dynamic, inclusive,
and responsive to the diversity and uniqueness of each learner. Understanding the necessity of
responding to learners with distinct preferences and needs, | intentionally adapt my approach,
shifting between mentorship and fostering independence based on the context, learning
environment, and students’ individual needs. This balance of guidance and autonomy, structure
and freedom, fosters more inclusive, collaborative, and empowering partnerships.

Constantly switching between two contrasting pedagogical systems as a young learner
broadened my understanding of the different ways students invest in partnerships. Some students,
shaped by hierarchical mentorship models, bring a strong sense of discipline and deference to
authority, which can enrich partnerships by providing a structured foundation. Others shaped by
independent learning contribute creativity, critical thinking, and a willingness to take intellectual
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risks in teaching and learning settings. My experiences as a learner deepened my respect for the
contributions students bring to these partnerships, allowing me to embrace adaptability as a key
skill in creating environments where students feel truly empowered.

My musical background also taught me the value of listening, both to the literal sounds of
music and the metaphorical “music” of student voices and experiences. Cook-Sather’s (2015)
words, “relationships are the foundation of learning” (p. 9), resonate with my pedagogical
philosophy and practices. | aim to create safe spaces, build trust, and foster communication with
students in any educational setting or partnership by sharing my lived experiences, personal
stories, and anecdotes. This process involves an ongoing balance between structure and
improvisation, as well as discipline and freedom. My pedagogical style, informed by this duality
and my multilingual experiences, is shaped by my work in diverse staff-student partnerships across
classroom teaching, curriculum co-creation, and assessment design within higher education
institutions. These experiences span a range of disciplines and student demographics, enriching
my understanding of varied educational contexts.

This fluidity between conformity and creativity helps me foster inclusive partnerships
where students feel both challenged and supported. Central to this approach is the recognition
that identity profoundly shapes these partnerships. My own identity as an educator, a bilingual
learner, and someone who has navigated diverse pedagogical systems, serves as both a foundation
and a point of connection in these relationships. By sharing aspects of my lived experiences and
the worldviews shaped by them and by creating space for students to do the same, | aim to co-
create a classroom environment that feels safe, celebrates diversity, and encourages the authentic
expression of individual identities. This relational and intercultural approach aligns with Cook-
Sather’s (2015) emphasis on the interconnectedness of learning and identity, demonstrating how
inclusive practices can deepen engagement and enrich the educational experience for all
participants.

Pishghadam et al. (2022) describe identity as “a complex mélange of influences and effects”
(p. 3), which resonates with my own experience of reconciling diverse cultural and professional
spheres. These experiences influence my positionality in staff-student partnerships, where | strive
to recognize the structural privileges and marginalizations that affect both myself and my students.
In this context, my immigrant experience and diasporic background, along with the emotional and
cultural capital | consciously carry, become powerful tools for fostering deeper empathy and
connection in these partnerships. Tucker (2020) highlights that teaching is not simply about
imparting knowledge, but about “creating a reimagined education system” (p. 137) where both
students and educators bring their emotions, experiences, and identities into the learning space. |
strive to reflect this in my teaching practices, drawing on the emotional depth cultivated through
my musical training to foster partnerships that prioritize emotional expression, self-discovery, and
relational learning. Like a musician creating rhythm and harmony through collaboration in classical
music, my teaching philosophy emphasizes creating a symphony of voices and ideas, enabling
students to discover their unique expressions within a structured environment.

EMOTIONAL ENGAGEMENT IN PARTNERSHIPS

| view staff-student partnerships as spaces where emotional engagement can serve as the catalyst
for student empowerment. | have found that every partnership is an emotional experience (Felten,
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2017; Healey & France, 2024). | recognize that emotional investment in staff-student partnerships
parallels the profound nature of the guru-shishya parampara, which is not merely a method of
instruction, but rather embodies a deep emotional and relational bond cultivated over time
through dedication and mutual respect (Grimmer, 2011). Music is not solely about mastering
technical skills but about emotional expression and connection; effective educational partnerships
also thrive on emotional engagement.

In Indian classical music training, the guru encourages the shishya to discover their unique
voice and emotional expression within the framework’s boundaries. This guided exploration
fosters the shishya’s confidence, enabling them to take ownership of their learning. For me, this
was not just about following the notes, but also about finding distinctive personal expression. The
sense of agency | developed at that very early age through this process was deeply empowering,
and it reinforced the idea that learning is not a one-way transmission of knowledge, but a
multidirectional, emotionally engaged, collaborative process.

While the traditional guru-shishya model is seen as hierarchical, its emphasis on trust and
emotional connection offers valuable insights for partnership pedagogy, even in Western student-
centered settings. In both approaches, emotional engagement serves as the foundation for
authentic collaboration, where trust and vulnerability enable meaningful learning, growth, and
empowerment. For me, every interaction with students is not only an opportunity to share
knowledge, but also to build emotional connections that foster trust and collaboration. Healey and
France (2024) emphasise that “addressing the emotional challenges inherent in these partnerships
is key to creating supportive, enriching environments” (p. 662). Just as my guru empowered me to
discover my own voice within the structure of music, | strive to help my students find their voices,
build confidence, and develop a sense of belonging within the educational framework.

Crenshaw’s (1989) theory of intersectionality offers another important layer to
understanding emotional engagement in partnerships. As someone who has navigated multiple
intersecting identities, | recognize that emotional engagement is not experienced uniformly. Each
student brings their own intersectional identities into the partnership, shaped by experiences of
privilege and marginalization, and as educators, we must acknowledge how these experiences
influence their emotional engagement with learning. My capacity to understand the diverse
emotional landscapes that my students inhabit helps foster an inclusive and empathetic learning
environment. Pishghadam et al. (2022) recognize teacher identity as an evolving construct shaped
by emotional and cultural experiences. I, too, see my identity as an educator as continually
evolving, shaped by my background in music and intersectional experiences across various
linguistic, cultural, and educational systems. This understanding enables me to appreciate the
critical role of emotional engagement in staff-student partnerships, fostering collaborations that
celebrate diversity and emotional expression.

Through my lived experiences, | have come to understand that the acceptance,
encouragement, and recognition offered by a guru or teacher foster hope, confidence, and positive
expectations for students. These elements align with key concepts in partnership literature,
emphasizing that trust-building, shared expectations, and mutual recognition are crucial for
successful staff-student partnerships (Cook-Sather, 2002; Felten & Lambert, 2020).
Encouragement and validation play a central role in developing students’ self-assurance,
confidence, and agency by creating emotionally safe spaces that empower them to take risks,
explore creatively, and engage in shared decision-making. What stands out is that this dynamic can
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thrive in both hierarchical, authoritarian environments and in more flexible, independent Western
educational settings. Through my experiences in both contexts, | have come to realize that
emotional engagement is at the core of every partnership, regardless of the teaching model.

CONCLUSION: INCORPORATING TRADITION AND INNOVATION IN PARTNERSHIPS

This essay reflects on how my intersecting identities and lived experiences as a musician and an
educator significantly influence how | engage in educational settings, especially in partnership
pedagogies. Through my experiences as a learner in both Indian classical music and Western
pedagogical frameworks, | have developed knowledge and skills to create richer, more nuanced,
and meaningful partnerships by fostering a vital balance between hierarchy and autonomy. The
emotional depth and expressiveness that music has taught me translate directly into my
pedagogical approach, where | aim to foster an environment of respect, reciprocity, and
responsibility—the three principles of staff-student partnership (Cook-Sather et al., 2014).

My experience in two contrasting pedagogical settings revealed that respect as an attitude
and reciprocity as a mode of interaction are culturally nuanced yet interconnected and shaped by
contextual factors. In the guru-shishya tradition, respect was expressed through attentive
listening, honouring tradition, and mutual appreciation, which fostered trust and creative
exploration. In independent learning settings, reciprocity emerged through shared dialogue, open
communication, and the trust to voice ideas, take agency, and own my learning. These experiences
highlighted that respect and reciprocity can manifest through both structured guidance and
individual freedom. Similarly, the concept of responsibility varied by context. With my guru, it
involved disciplined practice and dedication, while in independent settings, it centered on
ownership, agency, and risk-taking beyond rigid structures. These experiences showed that respect
and reciprocity can emerge through both structured guidance and freedom, and that responsibility
varied by context. Today, in any partnership, | strive to create safe spaces that foster mutual
respect, build reciprocity through shared decision-making, and promote a collective sense of
responsibility. This approach allows me to cultivate inclusive, responsive, and empathetic
partnerships that address diverse needs and identities.

Acknowledging and recognizing intersecting identities within staff-student partnerships
requires a commitment to understanding and addressing the diverse socio-cultural contexts that
influence learning. Palmer’s (2017) comment that “good teaching cannot be reduced to technique;
good teaching comes from the identity and integrity of the teacher” (p. 10) resonates deeply with
my experience, emphasizing that teaching transcends mere methods. It is about bringing my
overall sense of self, which includes my cultural experiences, emotional depth, and understanding
of diverse pedagogies, into every partnership | actively participate in.

My staff-student partnership journey is not merely about sharing knowledge. Rather, it is
about co-creating an environment that values every voice and acknowledges every identity. By
fostering relationships that integrate the strengths of both structured mentorship and
independent exploration, we can enrich the learning experience for both students and educators.
The ultimate goal is to cultivate partnerships that empower individuals, promote agency, and
inspire a lifelong love of learning.
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identity, positionality, and the intersection of language, culture, and learning, aiming to foster
inclusive, transformative, and internationalized Arts and Humanities education.
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