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Andrew Klassen has taught concert and jazz 
band at Mennonite Brethren Collegiate Institute 
for 33 years.  He has been an active part of the 
MBA community, having directed many bands 
and playing in many ensembles over the course 
of his career.  He is passionately committed to 
sharing what he has learned with students: “If 
we do our jobs right as music teachers, we use 
everything we’ve ever learned and share it with 
others.  It’s not ours.  It was given to us.  We are 
surrounded by wealth we don’t see.”  
	  

1) Could you provide a brief summary of your career so far as a band director? 

I’m in my 33rd year!   I love what I do, this job is absolutely all-encompassing if you want it to be.  You 
never figure it out totally.  There have been those moments, maybe earlier in my career, where I thought 
“ok, I’ve got something that works now, I’ve got a system”.  Then you realize, “no, I don’t….I’m just 
scratching the surface.”  There is so much more, so many unexplored dimensions!  I think we all get into 
our careers having certain skills, and lacking a whole lot of other skills.  And so, we hang our hat on the 
skills we have to get ourselves through, and then we try to make up our deficiencies and get a little bit 
better.  And then we realize that we have to give up what we are good at to get better.  Sometimes, what 
we do is we teach what we can teach, as opposed to teaching what the students actually need us to be 
teaching.  And then, if we can’t teach them what they really need, then we have a decision to make:  do 
we do the hard work of figuring out how to do something that we can’t do?  For example, I can’t play the 
flute worth a darn, and my problem is I’m kind of a “modeling” teacher, especially with the younger 
students (I will do a lot of playing with them, as opposed to trying to verbalize everything).  That works 
really well if I can play an instrument well…but if I can’t, I have to find another way of doing it.   

I’ve taught in one school my whole career.  I’ve had one career and one job.  I’ve often wondered, “what 
would it have been like to have something different.”  I student taught with a guy who said “you should 
never be in one school more than five years.”  The idea is that you have a set of “greatest hits”.  You 
deliver them, and they all say “WOW!” and then you move on to the next town, and do the same thing 
again there!  My wife Donna has told me that in her school, a number of teachers have said to her that 
three years is the magic number.  I guess you make your mistakes and then you move on!  Well, I’m still 
in the same school where I made all my mistakes (and I keep making mistakes!).  I’m actually teaching in 
the same school where I attended school, and I went to that school for six years, from Grade 7-12.  So, 
when I started teaching, I had quite a few teachers that were colleagues and former teachers.  There were 
a few teachers that I had a hard time calling by their first names!  And then, I also had a chance to team 
teach with the person that started me in band, for one year, and then Ken Epp was gone completely from 
the school, leading the MBA.   



Ken thought I would burn out in six years!  He said that at the rate you are going, all the stuff you are 
doing – it can’t be maintained!  I guess he had a much tougher job than I did, because he had to start the 
program from nothing.  Of course, there was a wonderful community of musicians and people that valued 
music education, and the school itself was great even apart from music.  My job was a little different.  I 
had to continue the high standard that he had started and to make it my own somehow.  I remember my 
dad once telling me, “you can’t fill Ken Epp’s shoes, but he can’t fill yours either.”  I guess when we start 
in the business, we always think of someone, and we want to be “that guy”.  We want to be Ken Epp, or 
we want to be Orv Anderson….and then at some point you realize that, first of all, you are an adult, and 
they did what THEY could do, and they can’t do what you can do.  I guess that’s a really scary thought.  
So, it’s the SHAPE of the shoes we have to fill, not the SIZE of them.  That’s the great thing about 
teaching band – it’s such a different thing in every school.  I don’t know if it’s that way with every 
teacher in every discipline.  We have our curriculum guide – it says what we are supposed to do, but it is 
so vague about the specifics.  That is wonderful, because you can teach creativity in such different ways, 
you can teach musicianship in so many different ways…maybe the school itself requires a slightly 
different approach.  I’ve had lots of student teachers, and I’ve told them “I can show you what I’m doing 
and what works at MBCI, but don’t make the mistake of thinking that you should be me….even if you 
were to take over my job!”   

2) What makes teaching band at Mennonite Brethren Collegiate Institute wonderful? 

I feel very rooted to the community itself.  I have always had good students.  (Now again, I don’t have 
anything to compare it to!).  I had a student teacher say to me once “You know – I love this place!  I got 
through the whole day and no one threw me an f-bomb!”  And I think “What?!?”  I’m pretty sure his 
experience was pretty peculiar, but on the other hand, kids are kids, and it doesn’t matter what school you 
teach at.  Maybe MBCI has less problems than other schools, but we do have the full range.  I have great 
colleagues.  They are teachers that support each other.  We do things together, across disciplines.  This is 
a big hallmark of the school – project based learning.  It is something we band teachers have done all 
along!  Now, there are about eight people on staff that I used to teach, including my current principal!  
Are there disadvantages to being in one place an entire career?  Probably, and it might not work very well 
for a lot of people.   I look at the parents of my students and the average number of careers they have is 
three, and then however many jobs each career might have.   

I’ve been teaching this Music Appreciation class for the last several years at MBCI.  It’s for people who 
are not in choir.  It used to be that everyone was in choir in grades six and seven – that’s the kind of 
school it is – the idea of choral singing and a vocal tradition.  So, if you don’t take choir, you take Music 
Appreciation.  We all have horror stories of Music Appreciation class, but I have had a lot of fun with that 
class. People don’t take choir for a variety of reasons – it’s not because they don’t like music, or that they 
don’t like singing.  It could be that being in choir means that they are on stage performing and they are 
just not comfortable with that!  It’s interesting to teach music to students when there is no deadline for 
performance.  I’ve always tried to be more than just a band teacher.  I even don’t like the term “band 
director”.  I’m a teacher.  I’m a music teacher that uses band as a vehicle.  And I happen to think the 
concert band and jazz band are excellent vehicles for bringing music education to a lot of people at once.  
It’s not the only way, obviously, but it works well.  But then I have to think about that music curriculum 
that we are supposed to be delivering and we are often the only one in the building delivering it.  I have 
this wonderful colleague that I have been working together with for almost 30 years now.  Tim and I have 
gotten along great over the years.  We have a lot in common.  We have different personalities, but we can 
finish each others’ sentences.  We’ve done countless tours and concerts together, the school musical every 
two years…What’s great about MBCI?  The staff.  The community makes it much more than just a job.   



My dad was a school teacher that mostly taught music.  He also taught computer eventually, but also was 
a classroom teacher.  He was whip-smart, composed music and was good at teaching.  But, for him, 
teaching was a job.  Job security was important.  He thought “they are always going to need teachers, 
even if there is a recession.”  It was not a cynical thing – it was just the reality!  My dad’s passion was 
elsewhere, but his job was a means to a paycheque, and allowed him to fund what his real passions were – 
in his case, music ministry.  My mom and dad had that as their passion – it was what they spent their 
evenings doing.  You hear people saying “I have my living, but it’s not my life.”  Does my life start at 
5:00 when the factory whistle blows?  No!  This IS my PASSION!  This IS my LIFE!  It doesn’t feel at 
all pathetic to me!  I haven’t burned out.  I don’t know exactly why people burn out – it could be a million 
different reasons.  I think I have just been blessed with good health.  I haven’t been home sick in 13 
years!  None of my health concerns have prevented me from doing my job.  That is the grace of God.  It’s 
not because I have taken care of myself!  I guess we learn how to do certain things to maintain 
equilibrium somehow.  I don’t know if I’ve had some great master plan that has been put into action to 
accomplish that.  It’s more just been God’s providence that has allowed me to do what I do.   

3) How has the Manitoba band scene changed over the past 30-35 years from your 
perspective? 

At first most, if not all, our band teachers were trained elsewhere, often in the States.  I got a very strong 
sense when I started to teach that I could beg borrow and steal from everyone.  For example, someone 
like Fraser Linklater would just give you everything he had.  And he also stole!  For instance, I wrote a 
chord progression out once, a two-bar phrase, a simple cadence, and then it went around the Circle of 
Fifths, so you got to practice in all 12 keys.  And Fraser came one day to do a clinic and he asked if he 
could use it.  And he wrote it up using Finale, and started using it!  And then I was teaching a band 
Second Suite in F, and wrote out all the folk songs in a rudimentary way, and Fraser took it and put it on 
Finale and put the proper articulations in the music.  He asked if he could use it, and I said “sure!”  And 
then when I needed it again, I got in touch with Fraser and got his version.  And then he added that he had 
done a bunch of motifs from another piece and offered to send me the whole work…and of course sends 
me six other things!  So, that’s kind of a hallmark of how things were in the Manitoba band community – 
people sharing with each other, and not being possessive of things.  I don’t know if that still happens, but 
I can’t imagine it doesn’t!   I hope so!   

Would I be able to start teaching now?  Would I be so overwhelmed with the technology or paperwork?  I 
think the only way I survive now is that over the years I have figured how to cope and get by.  I think 
today’s graduates are better prepared and they are not just musically prepared, but prepared in all the 
ways music teachers need to be prepared.  I think Manitoba is the envy of so many other places in 
Canada.   

4) What is the best piece of advice you could give to a young band director in Manitoba? 

Be willing to ask for help.  We are performers – musicians are performers, teachers are performers.  We 
don’t necessarily bear our souls in class, because that is not usually helpful.  We perform and we put our 
best foot forward – in other words, we wear a mask.  Now, hopefully it is genuine, hopefully we are not 
being something we are not.  But, we are performing, and so we start performing everywhere we go:  staff 
meetings, encounters with colleagues, festivals.  Teresa Lee is a great mentor.  She is a performer, but she 
is not afraid to tell you that she doesn’t know something.  The first time I saw Teresa, I was not even a 
teacher yet – I was in university -  and I went to a conference where she was a speaker.  She did a session 
about reaching out and asking for help, letting people know there are people in the field willing too give 
you what they’ve got.  She said “I had no idea what I was doing when I started and I didn’t feel 



confident” and I just thought “this person is bearing her soul, but not in an awkward, but in a brave kind 
of way!”  I think that the demands become tougher and teaching in today’s world is maybe tougher than a 
past time, but there might be more of a tendency now for everyone to try to come across as perfect as they 
possibly can.  Social media has impacted this, because today’s young teachers have grown up with this – 
they take a picture of their perfect meal or this perfect thing they have done.  It would be so tempting as a 
band teacher to never admit to anyone except your spouse that you are inadequate!  Craig Kirchoff says 
that when he started teaching he thought he had all the answers and he wanted to just be a marionette, a 
puppeteer!  Then he turned around and realized that he wanted his students to think “Although he isn’t 
going to let us fail, he’s going to make us work.”  That’s hard to do, but it is being honest and authentic.   

Prepare – be ready.  Look for opportunity and take chances when you can.   

Don’t say yes to everything, but be ready to say yes!   

5) What is the most rewarding thing about being a band director? 

The endless horizons.  I remember someone saying to me in university “You’re going into education? 
What a waste of your talent!”  And I thought, “Do you really think I would want to go all over the world 
parroting the same five concertos?”  Now, that’s obviously a skewed impression of the performing 
world…there are so many ways someone can be a performer and have a real impact on the world.  I think 
of YoYo Ma, but he is just the top of Mt. Everest, there is everyone else as well.  I have a second cousin, 
who goes by Sister Dorothy, and she goes to anywhere and sings and plays guitar!  She’s a performer, but 
she’s kind of a social worker through her performing.   

Someone told me “you are not going to be a master teacher for at least five years.”  Some would say ten 
years.  But no one every says you will be a master teacher in your first year.  If you just manage to not get 
fired in your first year, you’re doing well.   

Don’t be too hard on yourself.  You will figure this out, and figure that out, and get everything tickety-
boo, and then presumably, you are set.  That is what I longed for.  I thought in five years I would be Ken 
Epp!  And then I got to that point and realized I didn’t really know what I was doing!  And what an awful 
feeling!  You think you know all the answers, and then you realize you are still trying to figure out what 
the questions should be.   

I remember seeing a poster on the wall in the copy room that some principal had put up – “If you do what 
you’ve always done, you’ll get what you’ve always gotten.”  Hogwash!  That’s if you control all the 
variables!  I don’t think any teacher can control all the variables, and certainly not the music teacher!  We 
can’t take the blame or the credit for what happens.  It not only takes a village, but there is actually no 
other way.  If all the students did was come to band class and go home again, I don’t know what kind of 
band that would be, but I’ve never had such a group.  No one ever does!  They are all their experiences!  
The band room is not where the music begins.  The music begins with a Kindergarten teacher, or maybe 
your Mom rocking you, or maybe before that.   

6) What are the top concert band pieces of all time? 

Lincolnshire Posy, A Movement for Rosa, New England Triptich, When Jesus Wept, Chester, Pines of 
Rome (the whole thing!), Three Japanese Dances – Rogers, Porgy and Bess, Carnival of Venice – 
Hunsberger, anything by Dello Joio, Persichetti – Symphony no. 6, Pageant, pieces by John Mackey & 
Eric Whitacre– but not just band stuff! 



We can’t just listen to band music – we can’t listen with blinders.  I love the band sound.  I fell in love 
with the band sound when Claude T. Smith was conducting.  I had never heard bands sound that good.  It 
was only the third year of the MBCI band and we weren’t sounding like that yet.  We only started to 
sound that way in Grade 12 year.  But, I loved the concert band sound!  But I know as a saxophonist if I 
only listen to Hemke and Londeix, and all these great saxophonists, I’m limiting myself!  I need to listen 
to the Berlin Philharmonic and the Orford String Quartet and the Ellington Band.  We have to listen to 
everything in order to do my job.   

7) From your perspective, what is the number one thing we should be teaching kids about 
music? 

Beauty.  Truth.  Expression.  Fun.  Precision, not technique.  Community.  Meaning (the Why of music). 

Ken Epp always said, “I’m teaching life”.  Dedication, organization, thinking about what you are doing, 
commitment, resilience.   

I remember in the early years at the Optimist Festival, he would get low ratings and he would argue with 
the adjudicators back in his band room, saying “What do you mean it was out of tune?  It was just a 
wrong note!!”  And then what he did was he took those notes the adjudicators wrote and did the hard 
work of figuring out what he should do based on their recommendations.  And a few years later, it was 
scary what this guy was doing!  I mean there was Eileen Patterson, Jim Mackay, Ken Epp and Orv 
Anderson…and others too.  Manitoba was such a different place – there were more and more great 
programs developing everywhere.  We are so fortunate and rich.  And everyone has had something to do 
with that.   

8) What is a challenge you have encountered as a band director, and how did you overcome 
that challenge? 

Learning what I need to learn – bassoon fingerings, etc.!  Solving these challenges was just hard work.  I 
would hope the medical profession doesn’t do it this way!  That once they start doing brain surgery they 
figure out they don’t know what they are doing.  When you hire a plumber, for instance, you don’t hope 
that they know what they are doing, you KNOW they know what they are doing.  You don’t want that 
thing to drip and you don’t want water spraying everywhere! 

Being able to convince students that they should want what we are offering.  We have to figure out what 
the student experience is.  The music is the easiest part.  If I’m trying to figure out a score or how to 
produce great trumpet tone, I can deal with that.   

When things come easy for somebody, it’s hard for them to teach it to someone else, because they don’t 
know what the problem is.  That is something that comes with repetition and experience – realizing that 
something is hard for a lot for students (even if it’s not hard for me) and I’ve got to figure out how to get 
kids to understand this.  It is important to figure out what makes students tick and what makes different 
kinds of students tick.   

I need to figure out what is going on in the mind of the French horn person in front of me, and how do I 
inspire that person to want to go beyond where they are.   

I want to explore with students the what, the how and the why.   

It’s not what notes to play or how to play, but WHY the notes need to be played.  This is about playing 
with meaning, and playing music for purpose.   



9) Who are some people that have made an impact on your practice or perspective as a band 
director? 

My dad, my mom, Ken Epp, Bill Kristjanson, Dale Lonis…   

We assimilate a bit of everyone we have worked with…even if we don’t want to!  When I was growing 
up, I played violin in the Mennonite Orchestra.  Apart from the concerts, we would be asked to play in 
different settings as members of that group.  And I realized that as a kid, I got to play all of these works 
conducted by Henry Engbrecht, and Gary Froese.  And all of the soloists, like Henrietta Schellenberg and 
Lois Watson…these people are all big names and I realized that as a kid I got to sit by these people and 
watch them breathe and listen to them phrase, and play….and all those people are different from each 
other, but there are yet things to learn from all of them.   

I have been so fortunate that people have just tapped my shoulder in so many situations – I’ve never had 
to write a resume for so many of the things I’ve gotten to do!  I’m grateful for the opportunities, and 
blessed for the opportunities I have had.     

10) Is there anything you are really passionate about that you want to communicate to our 
readers? 

We are not band directors, we are music teachers, and we need to get the job done using band as the 
medium, as our vehicle.   

If we do our jobs right as music teachers, we use everything we’ve ever learned and share it with others.  
It’s not ours.  It was given to us.  We are surrounded by wealth we don’t see.  There is a Muppets song “I 
Nearly Missed a Rainbow”.  They talk about how frogs eat flies, but only the flies that are moving.  If 
they don’t see a fly moving they won’t react.  A frog surrounded by dead flies will starve to death, 
because they don’t recognize the food around them.  I think that is us.  We are the frogs.  We don’t notice 
until something jolts us.  And the jolts can be good.	  	  	  


