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Teaching From a Place of Love 
By Rayna Sims 

 
COLUMBIA, Mo. – Commanding the attention of 130 fifth graders is not easy. Getting them to 
sing together in harmony and with excitement after a long day of school is even more difficult. 
But Robert Battle does it with ease. He does it with humor. And, most importantly, he does it 
with love.   
 
Pounding away at the keys of a wooden upright piano, Battle leads the Fifth Grade Honors Choir 
in a warm-up song – “Sing” from “Sesame Street.” The children, who hail from Columbia’s 20 
different elementary schools, soak up Battle’s infectious energy as he forgoes the instrument to 
dance and clap along with them. 
 
The 29-year-old, whose personality is as brightly colored as his thick red glasses and matching 
earrings, radiates enthusiasm. As the vocal music specialist at Lange Middle School, Battle 
works with up to 200 students every day. He is in charge of at least five different choral 
ensembles at Lange, teaches several music classes and collaborates on school musicals.  
 
Besides his day job working with sixth, seventh and eighth graders, Battle serves as the artistic 
director of the district-wide Fifth Grade Honors Choir, which meets every Tuesday after school. 
Battle’s days are jam-packed with music, but surrounding himself with fine arts is nothing new.  
 
The oldest of three, Battle grew up in St. Louis with his siblings, parents and grandparents and 
was immersed in art and music from the beginning. He played jazz and blues piano with his 
grandfather, crooned out Sam Cooke with his grandmother and was raised singing gospel at the 
church where his dad was a minister. He attended performing arts magnet schools, learned to 
knit, sew and dance and just “lived a really artsy childhood” in general.  
 
It was in middle school that Battle discovered he wanted to be a music teacher, albeit he hated 
his middle school choir teacher – they just didn’t get along. Yet Battle cites her as his inspiration. 
He says even though he felt the woman didn’t like him, the fact that she was still excited to do 
music with him left a big impression.  
 
“I told myself that I always wanted to go back and teach middle school just because I wanted to 
give that karma back to the universe,” Battle said. “Give that love back to the universe.” 
 
Battle strives to convey that love to his students every day. He says many students at Lange 
come from difficult family backgrounds and have unstable home lives. Battle wants his 
classroom to be fun and, more than anything, a place of refuge.  
 
“If you live with a crazy dad or a crazy mom, or you’ve been raped, or you’ve been abandoned, 
or whatever, you need somebody to say something nice to you,” Battle said. “So if that means I 
get to say something nice, or I need to give them a Jolly Rancher just to make them feel good 
about their damn day, then great.”  
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Whether it’s keeping a stocked candy jar in his classroom or letting a student having a rough day 
sit out and breathe for a minute, it’s the little things Battle does that earn him respect from his 
students. 
 
“You can tell that he and the kids have a mutual respect and a mutual bond,” said Bria Jones, a 
junior music education major at MU who has been observing Battle all semester.  
 
Jones says it’s clear how much Battle cares about his students – he wants them all to have fun, 
and he caters to their individual needs. Jones recalls a situation when a shy student was hesitant 
to share the song she’d created on her iPad with her entire class. Battle listened to it privately in 
his office first, then came out beaming and raving about how wonderful it was to the other 
students. Jones hopes to emulate this same environment in her own classroom someday. 
 
“I love how he has so much fun in his classes,” Jones said. “It’s unlike any choir class I think 
I’ve been in. They do sing and they do get work done, but it’s not the main focus of the class.” 
 
Although his main focus may be providing acceptance and love to students who need it, Battle 
does hope to connect with them on a musical level as well – after all, he is a music teacher. 
Battle – a self-proclaimed lover of all types of music, from old school rhythm and blues to 
traditional Chinese dance songs – engages his students in a wide range of musical genres. The 
painted blue walls of his classroom are plastered with posters ranging from Michael Jackson to 
Carrie Underwood to classical composers.  
 
Columbia Public Schools Fine Arts Coordinator James Melton says Battle’s “eclectic” teaching 
style keeps the students on their toes, and that they respond well to his humor and “gregarious” 
personality. 
 
“He picks a wide variety of genres,” Melton said. “He doesn’t want to be pigeonholed as one of 
the two black teachers we have on staff that only does contemporary or pop hits or only gospel. 
He really does have a breadth and a wealth of knowledge about choral music.” 
 
With any free moments Battle has, the arts-advocating vegetarian can be found teaching group 
fitness classes, walking his miniature schnauzer Oscar through Rock Bridge State Park, sewing 
curtains for his new house or cooking a zucchini lasagna dinner for himself and his partner. 
However, leisure is rare for Battle, who says the time-intensive demands of his job can wear on 
him. But he doesn’t complain and says he can’t imagine doing anything else. 
 
“I’d rather kill myself doing something I’m passionate about than work a crappy job with people 
I don’t enjoy,” Battle said.  
 
While Battle can’t say enough good things about his coworkers and his students, he does see 
goals beyond teaching on the horizon. Battle is currently pursuing a master’s degree in public 
affairs at MU and is studying nonprofit management. He hopes to one day open a nonprofit arts 
program in Columbia where children can dance, sing, act and be immersed in an “artistic 
community” like the one in which he grew up. But more than anything, Battle wants to create a 
place where they can find refuge outside of school.  
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For now, however, the refuge Battle has worked so hard to create for his students inside school is 
more than enough. Battle insists he doesn’t want to leave Lange anytime soon. Despite his 
passion for teaching music, it’s obvious Battle’s care for his students is what drives him above 
all else.  
 
“When I teach,” Battle says, “I want it to be from a place of love.” 
 
Battle says he makes sure to tell his students he loves them. In case no one else in their lives has 
ever told them that, “at least they will hear it from me.”  
 
As the fifth graders sing, voices pure with the youthful timbre only children can produce, their 
eyes eagerly follow Battle’s every move and their bodies lean in to his as if he were a close 
friend. They sing with happiness for themselves, but also with a desire to share that happiness 
with their teacher – just a small way of giving back a piece of the love Mr. Battle has given to 
them. 
 


