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 Early in my master’s program, the music education professor asked me to teach his 

“piano for music education” class while he was at a conference. I prepared thor-

oughly and excitedly walked into the piano lab. I had no idea how that teaching 

experience would change my life. As I taught in the vintage Wurlitzer piano lab, with 

a Visualizer that took up an entire wall of  the classroom, I saw how students were 

engaging with one another and using musical knowledge, theory concepts, and key-

board skills in a way that was not possible in their other music courses. I enjoyed the 

technology (even though it was dated) and realized that it could add a new dimension 

to the educational experience. Although I had previously led performance classes 

and had endured uninspiring keyboard-skills classes as an undergraduate, those fi rst 

group-teaching experiences in the piano lab off ered me a glimpse into the potential 

of  group-piano for engaging students in meaningful educational experiences. By the 

end of  that week, I knew that teaching group piano would be an important part of  

my professional life. 

 I have now spent half  of  my life teaching group piano. Still, as I walk into the piano 

lab, I experience the twinge of  anticipation. I love the challenge of  engaging stu-

dents, of  helping them collaborate, and the joy that I feel when I see them construct 

knowledge and make music together at the keyboard is indescribable. Like most 

group-piano professionals, I devote myself  to improving my teaching techniques, to 

using technology in meaningful ways, and to learning how to empower my students 

to achieve success at the piano; it will be a lifelong pursuit. Many teachers come to 

group piano in the way that I did: during graduate school when teaching group piano 

is a typical assistantship assignment. Other teachers recognize that they would like 

to work with children or adults in a group setting after they complete their formal 

music training. Not all novice group-piano teachers have mentors to guide their early 

experiences, and most of  us did not participate in group piano as students, so we have 

little precedent to draw upon. While the topic is addressed in most piano pedagogy 

courses, as a teaching community, we need more resources to help us as we develop 

the craft and skills associated with teaching group piano. 
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  Dynamic Group-Piano Teaching: Transforming Group Theory into Teaching Practice  is 

meant to be a resource for students learning how to teach group piano, as well 

as for preservice interns, and novice studio teachers. While one book cannot con-

tain all of  the answers, I hope that the scope is comprehensive enough and the 

issues raised are thought-provoking enough to encourage effective and reflective 

teaching of  piano in groups. This is meant to be a handbook or starting point 

for further research, exploration, and development of  group-teaching technique. 

The topics explored are ones that I have pondered and sought out more informa-

tion about time and again as I’ve worked with various groups of  students in the 

piano class. 

 Organization 

 The book is divided into four sections: 

 • The first deals with the background of  group piano and working with piano 

groups in general. Topics include learning theory, addressing individual 

learning styles within the group, harnessing the power of  group dynamics, 

and creating groups that work well together. While this pithy review is not 

intended to be a complete source of  information on the topic, it should pro-

vide a broad overview that will enable future and current group-piano teach-

ers to recognize the stages of  learning and the types of  individual learners 

that they encounter in group-piano classes. This section lays the groundwork 

for how instructors can begin to address the needs of  various learners while 

teaching the entire group. 

 • The second section addresses adults in the group-piano class. This section is 

divided into chapters exploring college-age music majors, non-music majors, lei-

sure adult students outside of  the college setting, life-span development of  adults, 

special concerns of  older adults, and methods and materials that are effective for 

adults in a variety of  group-piano settings. 

 • The third section explores teaching children in groups. It explores general music 

programs for children, addressing techniques that can be applied to the piano 

class, and looks at teaching children from the perspective of  the independent 

studio teacher, the community music school instructor, and the K–12 educa-

tor. Methods, materials, and resources for children engaged in group piano are 

explored. 

 • The final section considers group piano from the perspective of  the instructor. 

Topics include advantages and disadvantages of  group-piano teaching, charac-

teristics of  effective teachers, common pitfalls of  novice group-piano teachers 
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and how to avoid these, establishing trust within each group, logistics of  teaching 

group piano, and technology that can be useful in the studio. 

 How to Use This Book 

 Depending on your level of  experience with teaching group piano, and your current 

teaching realities, you may choose to use the book in diff erent ways. Following is a 

suggested order of  study for various types of  novice group-piano teachers. 

 To the Student 

  Students learning to teach piano  could use this book as the required text for the group-

teaching portion of  the semester. I teach a graduate class devoted to the topic of  

teaching group piano, and this text serves as our textbook and sourcebook for further 

readings and discussions. The evaluation forms and other resources in the appendi-

ces can be used by students long after the class has ended. 

 Suggested order of  study for the piano pedagogy class in group-piano teaching: 

 • It is recommended that the class read and discuss topics in the order in which 

they appear in this text. Your instructor may choose several pedagogy-in-action 

questions for you to complete from each unit. 

 To the Teacher 

  Preservice and novice professional teachers of  group piano  can use the book as a resource. 

As you prepare to teach your fi rst group-piano classes, you will want to refer to the 

sections and chapters that are relevant to your immediate teaching needs. Once you 

have begun teaching, you may use some of  the evaluation forms to assess your teach-

ing, refl ect on topics such as group dynamics, specifi c groups or types of  classes, and 

assessment. Once the semester has ended and you contemplate how to improve your 

teaching for future semesters, it can be helpful to review portions of  the book that are 

relevant to your specifi c situation and needs. 

 Suggested order of  study for the group-piano graduate teaching assistant: 

 •  Chapter 1  

 •  Chapter 5  

 •  Chapter 6  (if  teaching non-music-major classes) 

 •  Chapters 11 – 13  and  Chapter 15  
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 •  Chapters 2 – 4  

 •  Chapters 7 – 9  

 •  Chapters 10  and  14  

 Suggested order of  study for the independent studio teacher: 

 •  Chapter 1  

 •  Chapter 10  

 •  Chapter 7  (if  teaching adults) 

 •  Chapters 8 – 9  (if  teaching children) 

 •  Chapters 11 – 15  

 •  Chapters 2 – 4  

 Suggested order of  study for the K–12 group-piano educator: 

 •  Chapters 1 , and  8 – 9  

 •  Chapters 2 – 4  

 •  Chapters 10 – 15  

 I believe that there is no substitute for guidance and mentoring as we embark upon 

group teaching. I encourage you to read the sections that pertain to your current or 

future group-teaching needs, discuss these readings with peers, colleagues, or trusted 

mentors, observe good group teaching when possible (there are video resources on 

my web site), reflect on your own teaching, and continue the evaluative and reflec-

tive cycle throughout your career. The group-piano environment can bring great joy 

and satisfaction to both the students and the instructor. I invite you to read on and 

discover the wonderful world of  dynamic group-piano teaching! 
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 Visit any music school or conservatory in North America on any given day, and you 

will fi nd scores of  undergraduates sitting in digital piano labs, headphones on, play-

ing various exercises and repertoire with MIDI (musical instrument digital interface) 

accompaniments supporting their rehearsal and performance. One might also see 

computers at each keyboard, with students working independently, in small groups, 

or with the guidance of  an instructor—in essence, exploring music through the piano. 

This experience of  group-piano classes is common, and the majority of  undergradu-

ate music students study and hone their piano skills in the group setting, since it is 

the most effi  cient means of  developing keyboard skills quickly with entire classes of  

music majors. Generally, at the end of  four semesters of  group piano, students are 

ready to pass a piano profi ciency test, which requires students to assimilate piano 

skills and keyboard theory and confi rms that students have attained a basic level of  

piano competency. One will fi nd scores of  graduate piano performance and peda-

gogy majors and full-time or adjunct music faculty instructing these piano classes. 

 Similarly, at any number of  performing arts academies, independent studios, or 

K–12 schools throughout the world, one might observe precollege children studying 

piano in groups. A typical beginner class of  eight children might include off-bench 

group activities such as singing, movement, and aural skills tasks interspersed with 

exploration on keyboards or acoustic pianos. The children might work indepen-

dently before engaging with one another through music-making activities in pairs or 

small groups. Then the instructor might facilitate multiple-piano ensemble playing 

and outline goals for individual practice prior to the next class. Typically, children 

participating in well-designed piano classes display high levels of  motivation, engage-

ment, collaborative ability, and satisfaction. 

 Group-piano instruction has been common in the United States for decades, and it 

takes place in more than just the finest universities and conservatories. Group-piano 

classes are also effective in engaging the very young and the senior adult in group 

music making. Yet most group-piano teachers never benefit from experiencing a class 

from the student’s perspective. While undergraduate non-piano music majors typi-

cally study piano in the group setting for about four semesters, the majority of  piano 
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majors are exempt from these keyboard classes. Although some teachers discover 

group teaching later in their careers, many young teachers first encounter group-

piano teaching when they are thrust into the position of  teaching the undergraduate 

piano class as part of  their graduate teaching assistantship. Some novice instructors 

struggle with engaging all learners. Others struggle with the unfamiliar setting and 

teach the group much as they would a private lesson. However, many pianists fall in 

love with group teaching and make its pursuit their life’s work. 

 Whether one plans on teaching group piano for four semesters or for forty years, 

teaching skills can always be honed and improved for the benefit of  the students. 

Group instructors must convey concepts in meaningful ways to the entire class and 

facilitate group work among students. Teachers will notice that groups take on their 

own identity; no two classes are the same, which can be stimulating and invigorat-

ing. We must continue to grow and develop as teachers, honing our art and craft by 

keeping abreast of  the latest musical materials and technology and by being aware of  

and applying principles from other disciplines such as general education, psychology, 

cognition and instruction, and even counseling and social work (which offer a wealth 

of  knowledge about group dynamics and group work). 

 Magic can happen in the piano lab when musical material is perfectly sequenced, 

when students are purposefully prepared and receptive to stimulating instruction and 

problem-solving tasks, and when meaningful learning is taking place. The joy that 

envelops such a task-oriented and motivated class of  students is akin to what we can 

experience in the concert hall when a gifted performer makes a real connection with 

the audience. There is a palpable energy between performer and audience members 

or, in the case of  group piano, between the teacher and the students. The group-

piano setting is a place where stimulation, learning, excitement, musical expression, 

and camaraderie merge to create a magical environment for piano study. 

 At its best, effective group-piano teaching is fast-paced, introducing carefully 

sequenced material through a variety of  presentation modes, with the instructor availing 

of  a broad range of  music and keyboard technology throughout each class period. 

Successful teachers introduce new information through a spiraled curriculum, 

enabling students to experience these musical concepts in a variety of  ways, both 

individually and in small-group combinations, throughout the class period. College-

level group-piano curriculum incorporates technique, sight reading, harmonization, 

transposition, improvisation, basic accompaniment, and solo and ensemble rep-

ertoire. The curriculum for children tends to contain the same elements but may 

include more theory, aural skills, movement, games, and off-bench or small-group 

activities. Group-piano curricula for adult leisure students and for older adults can 

vary widely and tends to progress at a slower pace. But courses for adult piano groups 

tend to emphasize the skills essential for enjoyable music making at the piano: tech-

nique and coordination exercises, sight reading, and opportunities to make music 

through solo and ensemble repertoire. 
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INTRODUCTION

 While educationally valuable in many respects, the plethora of  technological 

resources employed during group instruction can prove to be distracting for some 

students (and teachers) due to the massive quantity of  simultaneous stimulation from 

several visual and auditory sources. Technology in the piano lab becomes invisible 

to students when it is used well. Yet it enhances their learning experience. A multi-

pronged introduction of  new material and well-designed lessons that address indi-

vidual learning styles and individual learning preferences of  the students enrolled in 

each particular class are more likely to meet the needs of  all students participating 

than a one-size-fits-all approach to curriculum design. Social psychologists who work 

with clients in groups acknowledge certain predictable stages through which a group 

will progress. Similarly, the group-piano instructor must be aware of  and encourage 

a healthy social structure and unique group dynamic that develops within each class, 

as these will impact student learning. 

 Although group teaching requires considerable skill and preparation, the rewards 

for teachers and students make it a worthwhile endeavor for instructors who are 

up for the educational challenge. The concepts, strategies, materials, and resources 

presented throughout this book are essential for effective group-piano instruction. As 

you explore each idea and chapter, consider how these concepts can be included in 

your group-teaching “instructor toolkit” and how they will impact student learning 

in your classes. Group-piano teaching can be a most rewarding and stimulating expe-

rience for the teacher. Each group of  students develops its own personality and group 

dynamic. Classes offer the opportunity to integrate collaborative learning, to explore 

musical topics from multiple perspectives, and to avail oneself  and one’s students 

of  music technology in a way that is not easily accessible to those studying piano 

privately. Every week, the group-piano teacher has an opportunity to hone teaching 

skills and delivery methods, to find creative ways to solve problems presented by each 

unique group, and to facilitate music making among peer groups of  learners. We 

investigate these concepts in the following chapters. 
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 Objectives 

 By the end of  this chapter, you should be able to answer the following questions: 

What is group piano? What are the benefi ts? What technology is available to support 

it? Why should I consider it? 

 Historical Overview of  Group Piano and Its Context Today 

 When I ask teachers and piano pedagogy students if  they’ve ever been a student in 

a group-piano class, invariably they shake their heads. Yet during the past decade, I 

have witnessed an increasing number of  colleagues who teach outside of  the acad-

emy incorporate group teaching into their studios. In the United States, the Music 

Teachers National Association (MTNA) even off ers a group-piano specialist des-

ignation to teachers who complete a series of  projects and teaching videos that 

are reviewed by experts. In reality, at present, many of  the pedagogy students and 

teachers who will teach group piano have had little exposure to the kind of  teach-

ing that takes place in a piano lab. Many have only vague impressions of  a room 

outfi tted with several digital pianos where non-piano music majors learn to master 

basic keyboard skills. 

 Generally, piano majors are exempt from having to take the group-piano sequence 

in college since they develop their functional skills at the keyboard in their private 

lessons and presumably already read piano music with a certain amount of  profi-

ciency. Yet I contend that all piano majors have participated in group-piano classes. 

Group piano, as we know it today, is a highly organized means of  teaching piano, 

and the advent of  electronic keyboard laboratories has elevated group piano to a new 

level. However, teaching piano in groups has been around for much longer than one 

might imagine. Group-piano classes gained enormous popularity across the United 

States in the early 20th century in public schools. This was long before the dawn of  

digital piano labs. But group-piano teaching was popular in Europe in the late 19th 

century, and Franz Liszt was one of  the great master group-piano pedagogues! This 

early form of  group teaching was known as the master class, and Amy Fay (1965), 
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the young American woman who traveled to Europe to study piano with the master 

pedagogues, did so primarily through such groups. She wrote about her experiences 

in her book of  letters entitled  Music-Study in Germany . Her thorough and engaging 

commentary on the experience offers insight into a student’s persistence, anxiety, 

personal practice, preparation, and learning outcomes that are possible if  students 

are prepared and willing to engage in group-learning activities. 

 Today, group-piano teaching encompasses everything from the piano master class 

to the sophisticated, highly sequenced and structured classes that take place in digital 

piano labs on college campuses, at arts academies, in K–12 schools, and in indepen-

dent piano studios. In the United States, Raymond Burrows (at Teacher’s College, 

Columbia University) laid the groundwork for teaching college-aged adults in piano 

labs during the 1930s and 1940s. Robert Pace succeeded him and brought his inter-

est in educational psychology to the group-piano experience for children. Emergence 

of  electronic teaching labs and technology in the late 1950s, along with a contingent 

of  dedicated group-piano pioneers, elevated the field of  group teaching to where it 

is today. Appropriate teaching materials were created, technology was (and continues 

to be) developed, and the benefits of  integrating basic functional piano and theory 

skills at the keyboard for the college music major came to be understood during the 

latter part of  the 20th century. 

 While there were isolated group-piano programs throughout the world in the 

late 20th century (most notably the worldwide Yamaha Music Education System 

initiative; see  Chapter 8 ), educators in the United States were on the cutting edge 

of  developing effective group teaching throughout the 20th century. As there are 

detailed synopses of  the development of  American group-piano teaching in other 

sources, further details will not be repeated here. However, readers are encouraged 

to explore the history of  the group-piano teaching medium and to learn about the 

teaching philosophies and techniques of  early experts. Noteworthy group-piano 

pioneers included Frances Clark, Louise Goss, Richard Chronister, Robert Pace, 

and Guy Duckworth. These pedagogues left extensive writings in pedagogy period-

icals such as  Keyboard Arts, Piano and Keyboard , and  Keyboard Companion.  Three of  these 

group-piano pedagogues, Duckworth, Chronister, and Pace, each spoke on panels 

at MTNA Pedagogy Saturday in 1999. Pedagogy Saturday III, which took place 

in Los Angeles on March 20, 1999, was devoted to group teaching. 1  One of  the 

primary items on the agenda that day was addressing the various configurations 

of  student groupings that fit under the heading of  group teaching and exploring 

why teachers should consider teaching piano in groups. So let’s explore the differ-

ent types of  group-piano experiences that you might create for various age groups 

within your studio. 

 For clarification, it should be noted that the terms “group” and “class” are often 

used interchangeably. Technically, the term “class” is used if  the number of  stu-

dents is higher than 10. “Groups” are made up of  smaller groupings of  students 
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(generally from 3–10), and it implies that the teacher will be availing of  group 

theory, group dynamics, and collaborative-learning strategies in which students 

share in an active and creative learning environment. This is a far cry from the 

large lecture class—which group piano is not! Because I have witnessed the benefits 

of  students learning and making music in small groups, and I am encouraging all 

to explore collaborative learning in the piano setting, I will use the term “group 

piano” throughout this book. 

 Categories of  Group-Piano Lessons 

 Group lessons, then, may be the only mode of  instruction for a student, or the 

group may take place in conjunction with private or partner lessons. The types of  

group-piano instruction that are most frequently encountered include the following 

categories: 

 • Occasional group classes 

 • These might include performance classes, master classes, or group activity/

history/ensemble classes periodically throughout the year. 

 • Regular group classes as adjunct to the private lesson 

 • These occur regularly throughout the semester and can focus on top-

ics such as history, performance, theory, keyboard skills/technique, sight 

reading, functional skills, or creative activities incorporating rhythm and 

movement. 

 • Occasional group camps 

 • These can be done instead of  private lessons during the summer, periodically 

throughout the year during school holidays, or as a “boot camp” prior to the 

beginning of  the fall semester. 

 • Group lessons only 

 Now, let’s explore each of  these categories of  group teaching in more detail: 

 Occasional Group Classes 

 Occasional classes, particularly performance classes, are familiar to most musicians, 

as these are a common mode of  group instruction for those who take weekly private 

lessons. Performance or master classes tend to only be off ered to those students at 

late-intermediate to advanced levels of  performance. Often performance classes only 

happen once or twice a year, prior to the annual studio recital. However, activities 

can be tailored to suit the age group and students who play at a beginning level. 

For example, if  one has a group of  elementary students, the teacher can prepare 

a simple worksheet that encourages students to listen for specifi c details in a peer’s 
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performance and to note these features on the worksheet while the performer is play-

ing. The possibilities for creatively encouraging this type of  active listening among 

young students in a performance class setting are endless. A sample set of  work-

sheets that could be used with elementary and intermediate students may be found 

in  Appendix A.1, A.2, and A.3 . 

 Similarly, some teachers find it helpful to offer periodic classes on special topics for 

small groups of  students throughout the semester. Music history and theory topics 

can serve as a focal point for each class, but such classes might also engage students 

in aural skills, technique, and other musical topics that serve as unifying themes for 

these gatherings. Over the years, I have offered many occasional classes featuring 

a specific composer. In preparation for these classes, students independently work 

on repertoire by the composer that they will share with the group, they engage in 

games and activities featuring the composer (and interacting with the music) during 

the class, and take away more knowledge about that composer than they could have 

through their individual study. 

 Ensemble classes are another effective type of  occasional group class. There are 

several good sources of  keyboard ensemble music on the market (for three to eight 

digital pianos). Rehearsing and performing these ensembles provides educational 

opportunities rarely available to students in the private lesson. Unlike students who 

play band or orchestral instruments, piano students often work in solitude. My stu-

dents who have worked with others in piano ensembles tend to listen better, play 

more musically, and stay motivated to practice when they know that others are 

depending on them. Piano duets, duos, and trios also provide ensemble experiences, 

but using digital pianos and different musical sound settings can encourage attentive 

listening to phrasing, dynamics, and articulation nuances and result in increased 

technique at the instrument. Generally, I conduct these ensembles and lead rehears-

als (with input from the students), so they learn to speak about music and collaborate 

with others. If  students are working at the appropriate level, the ensemble music 

sounds more musically complex than their individual repertoire, which most find 

quite satisfying. Piano ensembles are perennial recital favorites in my studio with 

children and adults. 

 In my studio, the “Technique Olympics,” in which students prepare various tech-

nical exercises, participate in solo and group “events,” and serve as judges for their 

peers’ events, is another popular group class during the spring semester as we prepare 

for annual piano examinations. The culmination of  the Olympics includes a medal 

ceremony, complete with a group performance of  the Olympic theme music. For my 

students who do not participate in regular group lessons, the occasional group class 

serves as a way to connect with peers in the studio, whom they would otherwise only 

see at recitals. Occasional group classes provide an opportunity for these students to 

engage in music making and musical activities in fun and diverse ways while sharing 

good music with others. 
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 Regular Group Classes 

 Regular group lessons that are  adjunct  to private lessons provide an intriguing and 

practical fi rst foray into the group-teaching arena for teachers. There are several 

means of  confi guring group lessons which supplement the private lesson; these might 

include: 

 • 3 weeks of  private lessons; group lesson only during the fourth week of  each 

month 

 • 4 weeks of  private lessons; group lesson also during fourth week of  each month 

 • Weekly private (or partner) lessons and weekly group classes 

 • Alternating group and private lessons each week 

 Three Weeks of Private Lessons; Group Lesson 
Only During the Fourth Week 

 Many teachers enjoy the fl exibility of  having fewer contact hours with students 

during the fourth week of  each month, since they see their students in groups dur-

ing that week. Groups are typically scheduled according to age or performance 

level so that activities planned for the class will be appropriate and engaging for 

all students who participate. Teachers who have success with this category of  

teaching usually off er several time options from which students can choose to 

attend during the group week. Students sign up for their class at the beginning 

of  the semester so that the number of  students in each group is manageable for 

the teacher to ensure that optimal learning for all students can take place and to 

enable students to grow together as a group. The size of  the group may depend 

on the activities that will take place during the classes. Novice group-piano teach-

ers often benefi t from off ering smaller classes until they develop successful group-

teaching strategies and skills. 

 The regular monthly group lesson can be a musicianship class in which stu-

dents focus on keyboard theory, creativity, or improvising. It could consist of  

repertoire sharing and performance, ensemble playing, or development of  some 

other piano skill (such as sight reading or composition). If  the teacher has access 

to a digital piano lab or to multiple keyboards, there are many options for the 

types of  activities in which the students can be engaged, but activities will need 

to be planned based on the number of  keyboards available to pupils. Other types 

of  group classes such as a performance, music history, or music theory class are 

not necessarily dependent on having multiple keyboards for the students. How-

ever, teachers who do not have access to several keyboards should carefully plan 

activities that will engage all students at all times (more details are provided in 

 Chapters 4 ,  11 , and  12 ). 
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 Teachers who have not tried this category of  teaching may worry that students 

will not practice during the week of  the group lesson. Successful teachers find cre-

ative ways to motivate their students to practice. If  one is having a music history 

class, for example, all students could come prepared to play a preassigned piece that 

reflects the topic of  the class. Several years ago, I had monthly music history classes 

that featured a “composer of  the month.” The students really enjoyed learning 

about, performing, and hearing lots of  piano music by our featured composers. I 

actually found that motivation to practice during the group lesson week increased as 

a result of  these classes. If  you do not have time to hear every student perform dur-

ing the class, you could choose performers via a “lottery” (there are some apps, such 

as You Decide, that increase the sense of  excitement for children), and the pupils 

will be motivated to practice their repertoire in case they are chosen to perform for 

their peers. 

 Four Weeks of Private Lessons; Group Lesson 
also During the Fourth Week 

 This category of  group teaching can present scheduling challenges for teachers with 

very high studio enrollments, but it can provide an alternative for teachers who want 

to incorporate some group learning into their studio curricula without sacrifi cing 

individual time with students each week. These classes can be an eff ective learning 

opportunity in studios or academies where there are several teachers employed and 

where the group teaching can be shared among the instructors or where teaching 

assistants might be available to help with the groups. This monthly group option 

addresses the problem of  students who are less motivated to continue practicing their 

assignments during weeks when the group class takes place. Off ering both group and 

private lessons will ensure that students maintain their consistent practice in prepara-

tion for the private lesson while they benefi t from group activities. This bonus lesson 

during the fourth week of  each month can serve to reinforce concepts discussed at the 

private lesson and can prove to be extremely helpful for students. The group lesson 

could be similar to those listed earlier. Participating in both group and private lessons 

provides a stimulating fusion of  music study for many students if  the instructor can 

manage the increased teaching schedule for 1 week each month. 

 A Private (or Partner) Lesson and a Group Class Every Week 

 While this may seem like a scheduling drawback for teachers wishing to earn a 

living, it is actually the model that has been used by many master piano peda-

gogues. Increased musical engagement and achievement among students pro-

vides immense rewards to the teacher. This paradigm is more likely to be used 

in community schools and performing arts academies that may be affi  liated with 
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institutions of  higher education, but independent teachers should consider imple-

menting a similar lesson structure due to the positive eff ects experienced by both 

student and teacher. 

 The benefits for the teacher include seeing and working with students twice each 

week so that mistakes can be prevented or fixed before they have been practiced 

incorrectly or become ingrained. Teachers also benefit from increased student moti-

vation. Students tend to be motivated to keep up with practice assignments if  they 

have to see the teacher twice weekly, and parents generally exhibit more commit-

ment to piano study if  they agree to this schedule. Frequent teacher guidance allows 

students to experience success in the studio and can increase motivation to practice 

effectively outside of  the class. Because there are fewer days between lessons, practice 

assignments might be shorter and feel more manageable to students. Better retention 

and mastery of  material due to the frequency of  lessons and motivational benefits 

from learning with peers during group sessions are commonly noted by teachers 

using this teaching format. 

 Teachers who choose to engage in this combination of  group and private teach-

ing will need to decide whether they will disseminate the majority of  new infor-

mation during the group or the private lesson. Many teachers (myself  included) 

prefer to introduce new information during the group time, when they can guide 

students through new and creative experiences that encourage them to explore the 

new material together and then follow up individually (or with a partner) later in 

the week. The private or partner lesson tends to be shorter than the group lesson. 

In general, an hour-long group lesson (or 45 minutes for younger students), fol-

lowed by a half-hour private or partner lesson, is ideal. If  one chooses to make the 

private lesson the place new material is introduced, this can be done early in the 

week (though 45 minutes may be necessary), and the hour-long group session will 

be used to explore the new material through various supplemental activities later 

in the week. 

 A Note about Partner Lessons 

 The partner lesson is similar to a private lesson except that two students take the les-

son together. Young students can share a piano bench at an acoustic piano and play 

together, listen and evaluate one another, and learn how to speak about (as well as 

play) music. Partner lessons or pairs of  students work well for the beginning and the 

intermediate student. Some teachers have even found success off ering partner les-

sons to their more advanced students (see  MTNA Proceedings , pp. 40–45), though one 

could do some overlapping of  lessons instead. For example, in a 45-minute lesson, 

one advanced student could have a half-hour private lesson and then a 15-minute 

partner lesson with a peer. The partner who came in for the last 15 minutes of  the 

lesson would then have his own 30-minute private lesson following the brief  partner 
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tutorial. Many teachers schedule this type of  overlapping lesson for technology or 

enrichment activities with their younger students. In general, these types of  private/

partner combination lessons can be organized fairly easily. 

 A Private Lesson and a Group Lesson on Alternating Weeks 

 This category of  group and private lessons should not need much explanation. Although 

this is my least favorite group option, the students do benefi t from the group experience 

a couple of  times each month. The teacher who off ers this type of  lesson schedule may 

value having fewer contact hours with students during group-lesson weeks. This time 

could be used to pursue personal musical development or performance opportunities 

or to prepare for the group classes. The caveat with this type of  schedule, however, is 

that the teacher needs to be extremely organized and should have the studio sched-

ule prominently posted in several places to remind parents and students of  the lesson 

schedule. For example, the schedule should be posted on the studio website for 24-hour 

access by students and parents. Additionally, weekly or bimonthly email newsletters 

might include reminders to students about which type of  lesson they should prepare 

for in the coming week. An automated email or text message service might be used on 

Sunday to remind parents of  the upcoming schedule. 

 Some busy parents may be attracted to this type of  lesson structure for two rea-

sons. First, group lessons generally cost less for the parent than private lessons, so the 

tuition for the semester would be lower than if  they enrolled their child for private 

lessons only. Second, families that are overscheduled may perceive the idea of  being 

able to drop the student off  for a longer session every other week as being easier to 

accommodate. However, some families are extremely busy and may have trouble 

keeping on top of  the weekly schedule change. This is why prominent posting of  the 

schedule and frequent reminders through email, studio newsletters, even text mes-

sages are imperative if  one engages in this category of  group teaching. 

 Occasional Group Camps 

 Group-piano camps can off er students the benefi ts of  group-piano study at pivotal 

points throughout the year or semester. They also serve as a wonderful entry point 

into group teaching for the teacher who is new to the arena and may not be willing 

to commit to this type of  teaching for an entire semester or academic year. Addition-

ally, these camps can prime students to return to piano study after a hiatus or provide 

extra motivation at strategic times during the year. 

 Piano teachers might consider offering week-long piano camps during the sum-

mer. These camps keep students thinking about music and playing the piano for 

concentrated periods throughout the long stretch of  time when many students might 

not find their way to the instrument on their own. Summer camps allow students 
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to maintain and increase skills, since the teacher sees the students for several hours 

each day for a week. Also, summer camps can provide time to work on functional 

skills or composition or to explore creativity through the piano. These topics may 

get short shrift during the year as students focus on preparing repertoire for festivals, 

contests, and recitals. Parents tend to be fans of  piano camps because they recognize 

the opportunity for their child to maintain piano skills, which can decline during the 

summer months, and they value being able to enroll their child in an educational and 

musical activity during the summer. Teachers reap these aforementioned benefits 

too, in the sense that there is often not the frustration of  trying to regain lost ground 

with students during the first several weeks of  the fall semester if  students partici-

pated in piano camp. Some teachers value being able to earn additional income 

without having to teach for the entire summer. 

 Some piano teachers offer mandatory “boot camps” several weeks prior to the 

start of  each semester for transfer students who are deficient in specific areas such as 

rhythm, sight reading, ear training, improvisation/composition/creativity, or some 

other musicianship skill. Such topics can be addressed effectively and efficiently in 

the group-piano setting and in a manner that most students find enjoyable and mem-

orable. But the piano boot camp can be equally valuable for the returning piano stu-

dents whose attention has been on travel, relaxation, and nonmusical play for several 

months during the summer. Additionally, piano camps can be useful for students at 

specific points during the semester when they need an additional motivational boost 

or some extra time to develop complex skills. Teachers may coordinate these piano 

camps to correspond with breaks in the school year, such as spring break or winter 

break, but it is also possible to offer a half-day “performance boot camp” for students 

several weeks before the studio recital or before a piano festival. 

 While themed piano camps might address various skills and techniques, ensemble 

camps permit students to discover and hone ensemble playing. June Montgomery 

(1998) lists several very good options for scheduling piano camps at the beginning of  

her series of  activity books entitled  Piano Camp . She summarizes activities for meeting 

every day for 1 week (Monday through Friday) and for meeting three times a week 

over a 2-week period. She also outlines how a typical 2-hour session might unfold. 

For example, for a 2-hour daily camp, students might begin with 15 minutes of  flash 

cards and review from the previous session, then continue with note-reading, rhythm, 

music symbol, and keyboard activity pages (including at least one game) for 45 min-

utes. Following a 15-minute break, the students would engage in additional activities 

for reinforcement during the final 45 minutes, and awards and assignments for the 

following day could be presented (Montgomery, 1998). 

 I would suggest that the list implies that group activities and games, along with 

exploration of  technique and repertoire, will be incorporated into each of  the lesson 

segments. A list of  additional resources for piano camps is provided in  Appendix B . 

Although extensive, this list is not meant to be exhaustive. Exploration and use of  
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these resources should provide grist for the creative teaching mill, and many varia-

tions and activities for piano camps are possible based on the available facilities, the 

strengths of  the teacher, and the needs of  the students. 

 Group Piano Only and the Teaching Space 

 Teaching students only via the group-piano class is becoming increasingly popular, 

and many teachers fi nd personal fulfi llment and student success in this arena. At 

the college level and for adults of  all ages, a digital piano lab will be the heart of  the 

ideal teaching space, as sharing pianos can be challenging for adult-sized students. 

Specifi cs about electronic laboratory setups can be found in  Chapters 14  and  15 , 

but college classrooms tend to house between 10 and 20 student keyboards, con-

nected by a controller that permits the teacher and students to communicate with 

one another. Adult leisure classes, especially those off ered outside of  an academic 

setting might have fewer keyboards. Many teachers fi nd four to eight keyboards, con-

nected through a controller, to be ideal. The smaller class size for recreational adults 

lends itself  to music making and sharing among all members of  the group. When 

teaching both children and adults, easy access to a whiteboard and to some sort of  

visualizer (that displays both keys and pitches on the staff  ) is advisable. In the smart-

phone age, when everyone has a personal music playback and recording device in 

their pocket, teachers should be sure that they have the capability to record students 

and play high-quality music through Bluetooth speakers in the classroom. Listening 

to recorded music is important for students of  all ages and levels. 

 If  one chooses to use a digital piano lab for group teaching (which is my personal 

preference), the initial start-up costs can be significant. The teacher will need to 

purchase or rent several student keyboards, a teaching console, and a controller to 

link the keyboards together for optimal group work and student learning. Although 

the most basic studio setup requires minimal technology, a teacher who wishes to 

rely heavily on technology, due to the teaching strategies and opportunities it may 

offer, will need to invest more capital. Additionally, the size and space of  the studio 

will need to safely support the number of  students and the planned activities that 

will occur in the room (more discussion about this in  Chapters 9  and  14 ). In addi-

tion to the classroom space, there should be a waiting area for students and parents, 

and there must be ample, unrestricted parking, since pick-up and drop-off  times for 

classes tend to be busy. All piano instructors need to ensure that their studio is located 

in an area that is free of  city or community restrictions on using the space for business 

purposes. However, group teachers must be especially cognizant of  the congestion 

caused by groups of  students entering and exiting the studio simultaneously and 

ensure that there is ample space both inside and outside of  the premises. 

 Many successful group teachers work in a hybrid classroom, where they have sev-

eral digital pianos and one or two acoustic instruments. When teaching small-group or 
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partner lessons to younger children and beginners, these can take place on one or two 

acoustic instruments. Oftentimes, the bench is pulled away from the piano for certain 

activities, and students take turns (in pairs) at the piano completing assignments, per-

forming musical examples, and playing musical-performance games. Regardless of  the 

type of  instruments used, ideally children will have room for movement and off-bench 

activities and a large table for theory and dictation work. Young children will benefit from 

working with educational manipulatives such as floor staves, keyboards, and flashcards. 

 These classes, like all group-piano lessons, must be carefully planned, sequenced, 

and undertaken with an awareness of  the students’ learning stages and individual 

learning styles (see  Chapters 2  and  4 ) and of  facilitating group activities (see  Chapter 3 ). 

All group-piano teachers benefit from critical reflection on their teaching and stu-

dent learning following each class. Novice teachers often find watching video of  their 

own group teaching to be highly instructive (see  Appendixes E.1–E.5  for evaluation 

forms). Additionally, inviting observation and critique by trusted, qualified colleagues 

and observing group classes taught by experienced professionals can be extremely 

helpful in stimulating ideas for one’s own group teaching and for discovering new 

musical activities to employ with various groups of  students. It can be invigorating and 

refreshing to see the exuberance of  the children as they approach playing the piano 

with all of  the pleasure and amusement of  playing a great musical game. 2   Figure 1.1  

  Figure 1.1  Children and Adults Working in Group-Piano Classes 
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highlights students working in six different group-piano settings. See  Chapter 14  for 

additional details and ideas to consider.   

 Benefits of  Group Piano for Student and Teacher 

 By now it is hoped that you have some sense of  the various guises under which 

group teaching can work in the piano studio and that you are beginning to generate 

ideas about how you might schedule and implement group lessons. Before mov-

ing into deeper discussion about important issues, such as lesson preparation and 

student assessment during group teaching, it might be helpful to discuss reported 

advantages for studying piano in groups. These benefi ts have been reported among 

participants in group piano at all levels and ages. (More thorough discussion of  

advantages and disadvantages of  group teaching and learning may be found in 

 Chapter 10 .) Common benefi ts, cited by instructors and researchers, are worth 

considering. These include: 

 • Students progress more quickly than they do on their own (this phenomenon is 

especially notable at the beginning stages of  piano study). 

 • Students learn from one another, and they learn to help each other (this includes 

having the opportunity to hear the questions and comments of  other students). 

 • Students learn to listen carefully (to music and to others in general). 

 • Students learn to speak intelligently and thoughtfully about music. 

 • Students gain performance experience, poise, and composure from the outset of  

music study. 

 • Students hear a greater variety of  repertoire (especially if  students have indi-

vidual repertoire assignments). 

 • Students have numerous and varied opportunities to explore functional skills 

(harmonizing, sight reading, technique, improvisation), rhythm, games, ear-

training/aural skills activities. 

 • Students can use technology as a vehicle for learning music. 

 • Students learn to rehearse and perform ensemble music. 

 • Students tend to have a strong sense of  rhythm (especially if  the teacher is using 

MIDI accompaniments or other teaching technology and if  the students rehearse 

ensemble music regularly). 

 • Students experience opportunities for greater creativity. Students who are natu-

rally creative can encourage those who are more structured in their approach to 

the instrument. 

 • Students can benefit from positive peer pressure, which can be a great motivator 

and behavior shaper. It should be noted that the group dynamic is unique to each 

class, and each class’s unique energy can be harnessed to benefit all students (see 

 Chapter 3 ). In order for the group dynamic and peer pressure to be used to full, 
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positive advantage, however, the teacher must create a safe, caring space in which 

students can learn and explore together from the outset. 

 • Students will stimulate and energize each other, but the teacher needs to steer this 

creative energy! 

 • Students tend to have fun in groups! Practicing the piano can be a lonely endeavor, 

and the opportunity to make music with peers on a regular basis can make the 

journey much more enjoyable. 

 There are some notable benefits for the teacher who chooses to teach group piano 

too. Because teaching is an art involving great skill and passion, teachers should 

not underestimate the importance of  acknowledging the benefits to oneself  when 

choosing an appropriate career path. Benefits for the instructor of  teaching piano in 

groups include: 

 • More efficient use of  teaching time. This should not be the primary con-

sideration when deciding to teach groups, however, because preparation for 

each class is considerable, and due to the uniqueness of  each group, even 

similarly leveled classes will need slightly different class activities and teach-

ing strategies. 

 • A stimulating challenge. Many teachers find it energizing to reach groups of  

students at once. Monitoring students and teaching technology can provide inspi-

ration and variation from more traditional teaching routines. New teachers find 

that it can be challenging to maintain class integrity while employing the technol-

ogy in a piano lab. At times, standing at the teaching console, instructing, and 

monitoring students can feel like manning mission control at NASA! However, 

once a teacher is on the path toward masterful teaching in group piano, it can 

become a true flow or optimal experience. Additionally, being able to teach more 

than one or two students per hour means that you will be able to work with more 

students in your community each week. 

 • Potentially more income. While teachers may make more money per hour when 

teaching groups, there are some caveats to this benefit, especially for new group 

teachers. There can be considerable start-up costs, difficulty attracting ample 

numbers of  students for each class, and a large amount of  planning time when 

one begins teaching group piano. Please see details under the list of  consider-

ations in what follows. 

 Considerations Regarding Group Piano 

 Of  course, there are a few considerations that one should contemplate when weigh-

ing whether group teaching is the best choice for one’s studio. First, classes can 

have only as many students as space and equipment permit. Based on geography, 
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city codes, and budgetary realities, it may not be economically viable for some 

teachers to off er group piano. Most teachers fi nd that there is a minimum amount 

of  technology required to make group-piano classes eff ective, and this technology 

can be expensive to purchase and to maintain. While classes cannot have more stu-

dents than the space permits, classes do need to have enough students at the same 

level for them to be eff ective. Scheduling can be another challenge. Novice group-

piano teachers, with a smaller student pool from which to draw, may encounter 

diffi  culty fi nding enough students who are available for a particular class or level. 

Additionally, all students in the group will need to stay together in a basic method 

or else be reassigned to another group. There should be an understanding among 

the parents, the students, and the teacher that the group will remain together for 

a specifi ed amount of  time (i.e., a semester or an academic year) unless there are 

extenuating circumstances. It changes the group dynamic to lose or gain students 

midway through the semester; this can be very disconcerting and unfair to the 

class and should be avoided. I have known of  many groups in which students and 

parents have been so pleased with the group dynamic that they make great eff ort 

to keep the group together for several years. When students in groups are perform-

ing at slightly diff erent levels (but otherwise the group dynamic is positive), some 

teachers maintain the learning and musical integrity by assigning more or less 

challenging supplementary material to individuals within the group, in addition to 

the common group music. 

 Another aspect of  scheduling has to do with group size. Classes for younger 

students should have fewer students, and economic implications of  a smaller class 

size need to be considered when setting up a group-piano studio. Indeed, for some 

teachers, groups past the elementary level may not be economically viable, since 

there may not be enough older students to warrant a class. Other teachers only 

wish to teach beginners in a group setting because they may not want to figure 

out how to address technical and musical issues at the intermediate level in a 

group-piano class. If  a teacher decides that she will only offer one or two years of  

group instruction, she then faces a moral obligation to know how she will direct 

these students once they have graduated from her group-piano program. Will she 

be able to take on these students for private lessons? Does she have another col-

league in the region with whom arrangements have been made to transfer former 

group students? Is there a young teacher in the community who will be willing 

and able to accept these transfer students? Is there a music school in the area with 

competent piano pedagogy students whom she might be able to hire for a couple 

of  days each week to teach the displaced group students? Does she have enough 

studio space to consider this option? These are just a few of  the questions that 

group-piano teachers should consider before embarking upon enrolling students 

in group piano. 
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 Special Skills Required of  an Effective 

Group-Piano Teacher 

 I have observed many successful and unsuccessful group-piano instructors. I have 

made identifi cation of  skills associated with expert group-piano teachers an impor-

tant component of  my research agenda. I will discuss some essential teaching skills 

in what follows. It has not gone unnoticed that skills that are imperative for suc-

cessful group teaching are similar to those exhibited by successful private music 

teachers. While teachers should always prepare thoroughly and hold themselves to 

the highest standards regardless of  the lesson setting, if  group-piano instructors let 

any of  the following techniques slide, the students will not be able to interact, learn, 

and achieve optimal musical expression during the instructional period. As noted 

previously, the ability for the teacher to multitask is imperative. Many novice group-

piano teachers fi nd it diffi  cult to simultaneously operate the equipment, give verbal 

instructions to the group, keep each individual on task, and hear what the students 

are playing! Additionally, the sequencing and the pacing of  each lesson is criti-

cal and only improves with careful preparation, observation of  one’s own teaching 

(through video, for example), and refl ection prior to starting this process anew the 

following week. The teacher needs to be able to disseminate information eff ectively 

to all learners in the group, thus maintaining an awareness of  the diff erent learning 

styles of  the students participating in each class. Informal assessment of  individuals 

in the group is imperative to ensure proper student learning, though this skill is diffi  -

cult for teachers accustomed to private teaching only. This assessment may be done 

visually with certain activities and through careful listening during group activities. 

Additionally, the instructor needs to have read and digested the most recent litera-

ture on individual learning preferences and on collaborative learning so that he is 

able to facilitate interactions between students. He must know which students to 

pair together for in-class work. The partner groupings may vary from one activity 

to another depending on the skill set required and the learning goals and outcomes 

for the activity. 

 Long-range planning is imperative and often difficult for the novice group teacher. 

Both long-term goals and measurable objectives for each class must be included in 

this planning. I recommend having just a few measurable objectives for each class 

and developing all activities around these. Good objectives will be expanded upon in 

subsequent classes, but music or activities that do not serve the stated goals or objec-

tives may be better saved for a different lesson. The teacher must be comfortable 

with the fast pace of  a well-sequenced lesson and be able to switch quickly from one 

activity to the next. This skill is part of  the true art of  teaching group classes. Properly 

sequenced and paced, the transitioning from one activity to the next can be master-

ful, allowing the class objectives and music making to develop innately (and providing 
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little opportunity for disruptive or off-task behavior). If  the teacher is unable to keep 

all of  the students engaged throughout the lesson, chaos may erupt among children, 

and learning may become haphazard. It can be helpful to be able to spot potential 

disruptions and thwart them before problems arise; however, this is a skill that teach-

ers develop over time. 

 While adhering to the objectives for each class, the teacher must possess the abil-

ity to guide student learning but to remain open for “teachable moments” when an 

unplanned topic or musical activity can be explored. After careful lesson planning 

and preparation, there can be a certain amount of  fluidity to the instructional period. 

If  the teacher has clarified the long-range goals for the group, she may see the poten-

tial benefits in exploring an unplanned topic upon which the students have stumbled 

at any given point in the lesson. The group-piano teacher must also be aware of  

each group’s morale and be able to maintain it throughout the semester (especially 

midway through or toward the end of  the semester). 

 Finally, it can be difficult to refine a student’s technical development and artistic 

playing within the group environment, though some pedagogues have argued that 

this is not necessarily the case. While I urge teachers to do as much group work 

as possible, spending some class time listening to students individually over head-

phones or, better yet, having them perform for one another in pairs or for the entire 

group, provides time for reflection and thoughtful feedback from both students and 

teacher. These types of  activities certainly engage students in active music listening 

and reflection while preparing them to present artistic and musical performances. 

I have heard beginning group-piano students exhibit far more musical playing and 

effortless technique than typical beginning private students. Likewise, some of  the 

most musical solo performances that I have judged in competition have been from 

students who took only group-piano lessons. I am certain that these students honed 

their listening skills and technique during carefully sequenced activities designed by 

masterful group-piano teachers. 

 Student Readiness for Group-Piano Lessons 

 Once one has decided to teach group piano, the next step is to group the stu-

dents appropriately. As has been alluded to previously, age and ability levels 

matter. However, when assessing beginning students as potential group-piano 

candidates, teachers should be cognizant of  an individual student’s readiness for 

piano, maturity level, learning ability, physical development, rhythmic develop-

ment, and aural skills. 

 These criteria are similar to those used to assess student readiness for private les-

sons. But group-piano students will need to be able to stay with the group, follow 

simple instructions without too much help from the teacher, maintain focus for the 

entire class, and be at the same approximate age with no more than two years in 
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age difference between children in the group. Although it is important to maintain 

the integrity of  the group, sometimes students may need to be moved into another 

class or into private lessons if  they fall behind, outgrow their group, or simply cannot 

maintain focus on tasks with other students in the room. 

 Teacher Readiness for Group-Piano Lessons 

 So, are you intrigued by and interested in group teaching? I believe that you 

must first ask yourself  if  you are well suited to it. I will tell you that I fell in 

love with it the first time I taught a group-piano class, but not everyone has that 

same experience. Despite the current trend toward teaching piano in groups, 

if  you are not well suited to teaching in this environment, it is better not to do 

so. Frances Clark felt that for teachers to be successful at group piano, it was 

imperative that they: 

 • Believe that the group learning situation is best for every student in the group. 

 • Know how to keep every student learning for every second of  the class. (I con-

tend that this skill depends on teachers’ abilities to use interactions between stu-

dents to their advantage.) 

 • Know and avoid the pitfalls of  group teaching . . . the group lesson is a music 

lesson with an emphasis on musical listening, musical thinking, and musical 

performance. 

 • Be aware that there may be a student who is unduly held back or who is expe-

riencing undue pressure to keep up with the group [and have contingencies for 

accommodating that student]. 

 (Goss, 1992) 

 Hopefully this chapter has helped you understand that while group piano can be 

extremely effective, there are some considerations. If  a student is extremely advanced 

(considerably ahead of  the group), he or she may need private lessons instead of  sim-

ply assigning supplementary repertoire during the group class. Other students simply 

need individual attention in order to thrive. 

 Most educational activities are in groups. For example, school and sports activities 

tend to take place in group settings. Thus, the student may need one-on-one time 

with the piano teacher for optimal learning. However, some students with special 

needs may not be suited to the group setting. There is a lot of  visual and auditory 

stimulation in the group-piano class, and this may be distracting for some students. 

Teachers should consider the age, intelligence, coordination ability, motivation, 

home support, and practice habits of  each student when considering including 

them in a group-piano class. In most group-piano classes (with the exception of  

some recreational piano classes), independent practice outside of  the lesson will be 
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required in order for subsequent group activities to proceed as planned. If  students 

won’t be able to commit to practicing at home, they may impede the progress of  

the entire group. However, many students find the fact that they will contribute to 

the group’s success to be motivational when it comes to individual practice; they 

don’t want to let their group members or classmates down at the next lesson. Above 

all, group-piano teachers must remain cognizant of  the fact that group teaching is 

about musical listening, musical thinking, and musical performance. Regardless of  

the group activity, the music making should always be musical and the technique 

as refined as possible. 

 There will be additional and specific discussion of  effective group teacher charac-

teristics and common pitfalls of  novice group-piano teachers in  Chapters 11  and  12 . 

At this point, however, I would like to suggest that teachers might ease themselves 

into group teaching by providing a group-piano class with a colleague in the area. 

This team-teaching approach is used in many fields, the preparation and teaching 

can be shared, and the teachers will learn from one another both during class and in 

the postclass reflections and preparation. 

 A Final Note of  Caution 

 While several pedagogy texts suggest that group-piano classes off er teachers an oppor-

tunity to make more income than they would in the same amount of  time teaching 

private lessons, I would off er a word of  caution about this notion. While all teachers 

should prepare thoroughly for piano lessons (whether private or group), every master 

group-piano teacher that I have met jokes that they don’t teach group for the money. 

Preparation time and lesson planning will consume an inordinate amount of  time 

when one is beginning to teach piano in groups. Even those who have been teaching 

group-piano for decades still prepare thoroughly and consider each individual in the 

class when planning, which takes time. While I have observed much excellent group 

teaching, I have also witnessed poor group-piano instruction. In addition to failing 

to engage all students or require the highest level of  musicianship, often teachers of  

ineff ective classes devote too little time or thought to lesson planning, sequencing, 

pacing, or teaching. For each concept that is taught, the instructor should have sev-

eral ways to explain it, several activities to reinforce it, and contingencies beyond the 

plan. Following each class, time should be devoted to refl ection of  what worked well 

and what could be improved, and steps should be taken to make these improvements 

at the next lesson. Initially, it is advisable to video each lesson, as many student behav-

iors that had gone unnoticed during class will become obvious on video. The most 

successful group-piano teachers off er group instruction not because of  the promise 

of  more income but because they believe that students learn better in groups, the 

music making is more fulfi lling for everyone, and they enjoy the challenges of  teach-

ing group piano. 
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 Pedagogy in Action (Questions to Answer) 

 1. Review your personal teaching philosophy. Do the tenets of  group teaching 

explored in this chapter resound with your personal values? If  so, add a para-

graph incorporating group teaching into your teaching philosophy. 

 2. Share your thoughts and updated teaching philosophy with a trusted colleague 

who has been teaching group piano for several years. Ask your colleague to share 

his philosophy with you and inquire about how his personal philosophy evolved. 

 3. Choose one category of  group teaching that you would like to experiment with. 

Write a detailed plan for how you will incorporate this group class into the cadre 

of  lessons you offer. Conduct additional reading and discussions with group-

piano teachers if  you would like more information. (In subsequent chapters, you 

will learn more about lesson planning, course materials, teaching strategies, etc. 

For now, just consider and learn about the type of  group class you can envision 

offering on a regular basis.) 

 Notes 

 1 See the Music Teachers National Association (1999)  Proceedings from Pedagogy Saturday III  

for a complete overview of  all presentations, papers, and panel sessions presented during 

Pedagogy Saturday. 

 2 Please see my web site for video clips of  successful group-piano classes with students of  all 

ages at www.pameladpike.com. A video entitled  Conversation with Frances Clark: Her Life and 

Teachings  provides footage of  Clark working with children in groups. The video is available 

from  www.keyboardpedagogy.org . Additionally, many local teachers’ organizations have 

teachers who are willing to have other teachers observe their group classes. The Music 

Teachers National Association (www.mtna.org) has resources for group-piano teachers 

online and at national conferences. 
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 Objectives 

 By the end of  this chapter, you should have a working knowledge of  major learning 

theories and be able to apply key concepts from each to help students in your group-

piano classes learn more eff ectively. 

 Introduction 

 As piano teachers, we are fortunate. There are many exceptional instruction books 

(or methods) available that can be used eff ectively with beginning piano students. 

If  we teach private or one-on-one piano lessons, we might note that the pacing, 

sequencing, and presentation of  materials seems appropriate for many students, and 

usually we fi gure out how to help individual students consolidate the information 

and new concepts. So why should we explore the complex psychological fi eld that 

encompasses learning theories? It has been suggested that if  our curriculum, daily 

instructional choices, and practice assignments are informed by learning theories, 

including understanding how students learn at any given time and how to help them 

place new concepts in their existing store of  knowledge, our students will learn more 

eff ectively (Bigge, 1982). 

 In a group-piano setting, there are two additional considerations. While the pop-

ular and most widely available group-piano methods are educationally robust, the 

sequencing and reinforcement may not be as extensive as in multibook methods 

for individuals. Additionally, within each group of  students, we are likely to have 

learners with different backgrounds, experiences, learning attributes, and learning 

preferences. Students tend to benefit from different types of  activities to enhance 

learning at various ages. Thus, understanding learning theory should inform which 

students we group together for piano instruction and which materials we choose 

to use. Since each individual in the group may learn differently, we need to fos-

ter and facilitate various types of  learning within the group. Therefore, the abil-

ity to understand how different people learn and knowledge of  various strategies 

for enhancing learning and musical growth become extremely important for both 

 2 

 BRIEF OVERVIEW OF LEARNING 
THEORIES THAT TEACHERS 

SHOULD CONSIDER 
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efficient teaching and creating effective learning environments for all students in 

the group. 

 Generally, in pedagogy classes we look at psychologists who proposed and tested 

theories of  learning as a way of  studying those theories. Although we cannot learn 

about all of  the theories in detail, we commonly review behaviorism, cognition, 

humanism, and constructivism. Pedagogy texts tend to highlight multiple intelli-

gences, learning styles, learning modes, and developmental theories, though these 

are not specifically learning theories but rather differences in how individuals may 

acquire new information, process it, and thus learn. Finally, in music and general 

education, there is currently much discussion about communities of  practice. We will 

briefly describe communities of  practice, as these address how groups of  students 

learn collectively, such as in a group-piano setting. What follows is a brief  overview 

of  features of  learning theories and learning styles that are applicable to teaching 

and learning in a group-piano setting. Then we will apply some of  the research to 

group-piano settings. 

 Learning Theories 

 What Is Learning? 

 Take a moment and think about how you would defi ne learning. One way psycholo-

gists recognize that learning has taken place is when individuals exhibit a lasting 

change in their knowledge, skills, and even motivation. Merriam-Webster defi nes 

learning as “the activity or process of  gaining knowledge or skill by studying, prac-

ticing, being taught, or experiencing something.” As the defi nition suggests, knowl-

edge may be acquired through somewhat passive means (such as being taught or 

listening to a lecture) or through more active experiences (such as practicing a skill 

or working with new ideas). In fact, learning piano is rather complex in that stu-

dents must demonstrate learning through development of  two types of  knowledge: 

declarative and procedural. Declarative knowledge is understanding concepts and 

ideas about music. An example might be being able to explain how a major scale is 

created and even notating it on a staff . Procedural knowledge means demonstrating 

understanding by doing something, such as playing that major scale accurately, with 

the correct fi ngering. 

 Behaviorism 

 Throughout the 19th and early 20th centuries, psychologists became interested in 

how they might get individuals to exhibit changes in their behavior. These psycholo-

gists did not consider how they might get people to think about their own behaviors; 

rather, they tended to elicit desired responses by applying strategies and stimuli over 
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which the person (or animal) had no control. This fi eld became known as behavior-

ism. Behaviorism was appealing during a time when scientists were seeking to main-

tain objectiveness and scientifi c rigor because changes in behavior could be easily 

observed and recorded. Many of  the experiments led by behaviorists were actually 

conducted on animals. 

 Ivan Pavlov (1849–1936), who trained a dog to salivate at the sound of  a bell (after 

teaching him that he would be fed following the ringing of  the bell), is well known as an 

early behaviorist. Pavlov’s system of  training came to be known as operant condition-

ing. B. F. Skinner (1904–1990) and other Americans explored operant conditioning and 

expanded upon these concepts. Eventually, behavioral psychologists achieved changes 

in behavior by training animals and people to recognize a stimulus and respond to it 

in a specific way, through positive or negative reinforcement. This training is called 

stimulus-response (or S-R). Edward Thorndike (1874–1949) was one of  the theory’s 

first proponents and Robert M. Gagné (1916–2002) defended it more recently in his 

influential text  The Conditions of  Learning . 

 While many contemporary teachers do not espouse behaviorist theories, it could 

be argued that when we rely on extrinsic motivators, we are encouraging students 

to operate on a behavioral level. For example, if  a student plays a piece well and we 

reward her with a sticker, she may be motivated to learn the next piece well. How-

ever, we must ensure that we are not setting up a simple stimulus-response reaction (in 

which the student plays well just to earn the prize) instead of  encouraging the student 

to enjoy the intrinsic process of  learning and playing music well. 

 Psychosocial Development, Cognitive Development, 
and Human Learning 

 In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, a number of  German scholars began 

exploring how people actively make their own associations and spot patterns that 

enable them to learn if  provided with the appropriate environment and experiences. 

Kurt Lewin (1890–1947), for example, was infl uential in this break from the behav-

iorists because he highlighted how people perceive reality individually and that they 

could exhibit some control over their own learning. This more humanist approach 

paved the way for developmental psychologists, who recognized that at diff erent 

stages in our lives, we are ready for diff erent types of  learning, and for pioneers in 

cognitive theory. 

 Unlike the behaviorists, these psychologists observed what subjects were doing 

without necessarily employing artificial stimuli. One of  the first cognitive psycholo-

gists whose influence remains was Jean Piaget (1896–1980). It should be noted that 

while he was concerned with how children thought and processed information, 

Piaget’s cognition was different from the cognitive psychology and human develop-

ment field that has exploded in the decades since the advancement of  brain-imaging 
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technology. Piaget began formulating his ideas as he observed his own children play-

ing. He learned more and fleshed out his theories through subsequent research studies 

with children in which he observed them experimenting with various mathematical 

and scientific principles such as categorization of  objects, conservation of  numbers, 

space, and substance, and problem solving. He noted that children are not miniature 

adults (in other words, they think and process information differently), and he sug-

gested that they have different stages of  development at which time different types 

of  learning are possible. Piaget proposed four sequential stages of  development that 

can be observed in children even today. As you read about these stages, think about 

the types of  instructional activities that might be appropriate for a child at each stage. 

 1. Sensorimotor (birth–2 years). During this stage, infants develop schemes to rep-

resent the world they are experiencing around them. 

 2. Preoperational (2–7 years). Children at this stage, including preschoolers, develop 

mastery of  symbols (such as words or musical notation) to enhance existing rep-

resentations and form new schemes. They benefit from bodily movements and 

manipulation and generally cannot mentally reverse actions. 

 3. Concrete operational (7–11 years). Children at this stage can mentally reverse 

actions but generally only when the objects are present, or when they have expe-

rienced something concretely. Students may still need to manipulate objects to 

solve complex problems, but they are able to use past experiences to infer and 

explain results. 

 4. Formal operational (11 years and older). At this stage, children can mentally gen-

eralize and come up with hypotheses and deal with mental abstractions. However, 

subsequent researchers have suggested that these abstract mental manipulation 

skills must be practiced and may not develop fully until late adolescence. 

 (Snowman, McCown, & Biehler, 2012, pp. 36–48) 

 There is one more developmental theory that can be helpful when working with 

children, adolescents, and adults in the piano classroom. It was proposed by Erik 

Erikson (1902–1994), it covers the entire life span, and it considers not just cognitive 

abilities but psychosocial commonalities at each stage. Thus, it can be very useful 

when working with groups of  students in the piano lab. Erikson, who worked with 

Sigmund Freud before emigrating to the United States at the outbreak of  the Sec-

ond World War, defined essential psychosocial characteristics that appear in children 

between certain ages or stages. See  Figure 2.1  for an overview. Like Piaget, Erikson 

arrived at these stages based on personal observations. He wrote about them exten-

sively in  Childhood and Society  (Erikson, 1963). Where Erikson differs from Piaget is the 

psycho-social aspect, or how the child and the person interact with others and how 

those interactions, both positive and negative, define the person during any given 

stage of  development.   
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 Between birth and 1 year of  age, children are in the trust versus mistrust stage. 

During this time in their young lives, infants learn to trust the world around them. 

If  parents adequately meet their child’s needs consistently and with positive affec-

tion, the child develops a view of  the world as a safe place. If  parents inadequately 

or negatively meet these needs, the child will come to view the world with mistrust 

and suspicion. This uncertainty can manifest itself  in poor social interactions and 

behavior problems when the child is older. Between the ages of  2 and 3, children 

begin to explore their world and develop a sense of  autonomy. Erikson cautions that 

if  parents are too eager to do too many things for their young child or if  they grow 

impatient with his progress, the child may begin to doubt his autonomy. Using shame 

as a behavior modifier is unacceptable at this stage and will lead to self-doubt in the 

child. We might see children in a piano class who should be beyond this stage (based 

on their age) but who have yet to develop their autonomy. 

 At the ages of  4 to 5 years, children are able to participate in many physical activi-

ties and can use language to explore. Teachers and parents should provide chil-

dren at this stage freedom to learn from exploration and experimentation. For these 

reasons, a small-group piano class can be an ideal place for 5-year-olds to explore 

music and movement. Although there is a push to get all children into preschool or 

early childhood education programs in the United States and other industrialized 

countries, Erikson’s industry versus inferiority stage, which occurs between the ages 

of  6 and 11 years, coincides with the traditional first years of  formal education. 

How a child is encouraged or dissuaded to complete an activity and how she is 

praised or discouraged will determine whether that child is able to be industrious 

or whether she feels inferior when attempting to learn. As anyone who has worked 

with teenagers knows, between the ages of  12 and 18, adolescents are involved in 

developing an ego identity. If  young people at this age are permitted to succeed at 

integrating specific roles, especially those related to future career choices, they will 

be much more likely to forge a strong identity rather than suffer from role confusion. 

Stage of Psychosocial Development Age Range of Stage

Trust vs. Mistrust Birth to 1 year
Autonomy vs. Shame and Doubt 2 to 3 years
Initiative vs. Guilt 4 to 5 years
Industry vs. Inferiority 6 to 11 years
Identity vs. Role Confusion 12 to 18 years
Intimacy vs. Isolation Young adulthood
Generativity vs. Stagnation Middle age
Integrity vs. Despair Old age

  Figure 2.1  Erikson’s Stages of  Psychosocial Development 

 Adapted from Snowman, McCown, & Biehler, 2012. 
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The group-piano setting can be a wonderful environment for teenagers to display 

mastery and ownership of  musical concepts while experiencing positive interactions 

with peers through music. 

 We will look more closely at adults in  Chapter 7 . However, we should note that 

Erikson speculated that in young adulthood, we each need to develop an intimate 

relationship with another person; otherwise, we will experience a sense of  isolation. 

The generativity that is optimal in middle age refers to serving as a role model for the 

next generation and guiding children so that they can achieve their optimal psycho-

social development at each childhood stage. The last stage that Erikson highlights is 

integrity versus despair. Integrity refers to accepting that how our life unfolded was 

the only possible outcome for our lives due to the influential forces of  the parents, 

teachers, and people who shaped and nurtured us. If  one realizes that the cycle of  life 

is drawing to a close and that there is not enough time to experiment with another 

integrity path, despair may result. 

 In terms of  adult development, in recent decades, some researchers have focused 

on life-span development, which accounts for the many phases and roles that adults 

experience throughout life. Life-span theories tend to break adult life into more 

stages than young adulthood and middle and old age. A theory that I have found 

particularly useful for framing adult needs in the group-piano class is Levinson’s 

task-development stage theory (1978). Simply, Levinson defines ten stages through 

which most adults pass. These are early adult transition (ages 17–22), adulthood 

(22–29), age 30 transition (29–33), settling down (33–40), midlife transition (40–45), 

middle adulthood (45–50), age 50 transition (50–55), culmination of  middle adult-

hood (55–60), late-life transition (60–65), and late adulthood (65+). While you may 

disagree with the descriptions or number of  stages that Levinson identified, when we 

work with adults in the group-piano setting, it is worth recognizing that their goals, 

objectives, and time commitment will vary depending on their stage of  life. Please see 

 Chapter 7  for further details on life-span theory as it applies to working with adults 

in the group-piano class. 

 The field of  cognition has continued to evolve. Advances in computer and brain-

imaging technology in the 1980s fueled a renewed interest in understanding learning 

through new kinds of  advanced observation and extrapolation. Contemporary cog-

nitive psychologists use modern medical imaging technology to understand specific 

processes that take place in the brain as we perceive information, attend to it, process 

it, and store it for future retrieval and use. This process is often referred to as encod-

ing, storing, and retrieving. Some cognitive psychologists are pursuing such research 

in an effort to understand how teachers might help students learn more effectively. 

Others are actively exploring how the brain and subsequent learning change as we 

age. Thus, early in the 21st century, the field is often referred to as “cognition and 

learning.” Cognition informs how we present material and encourage students to 

make meaning of  concepts, information, and music notation, both during the piano 
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class and when practicing at home. Ultimately, it is the aim of  many practitioners and 

teachers to help students understand how they learn and to apply that knowledge to 

future learning tasks. This type of  understanding about how we learn is known as 

metacognition. 

 Other Theorists and Theories for Teachers to Consider and Explore 

 In the United States, Jerome Bruner (1915–2016) was infl uential in leading the 

exploration and development of  cognitive theories so that they could be applied to 

education. He is remembered for having chaired or served on infl uential national 

committees that changed public school curricula and for numerous books, includ-

ing  The Process of  Education  (1960). In his obituary in  The New York Times , psychologist 

Howard Gardiner noted that Bruner “was the most important contributor to educa-

tional thinking since John Dewey” ( NYT , Benedict Carey, online 8 June 2016). Bruner 

wrote about and explored ideas that we use in the piano class today, including the 

nonspecifi c transfer of  skills and the spiral curriculum, in which critical concepts are 

introduced (in an age-appropriate manner) early in a child’s study. Then these topics 

are continuously revisited and expanded upon throughout the course of  instruction. 

 Lev Vygotsky (1896–1934) supported the notion of  using cognitive strategies to 

improve learning. In particular, he recognized the importance of  the adult in help-

ing children learn more than possible without intervention (or mediation through the 

zone of  proximal development, as he called it). He is credited with the technique of  

scaffolding new concepts onto previously learned material to help students organize 

and understand material. 

 Abraham Maslow (1908–1970) was an existential psychologist. Although he stud-

ied with the behaviorist Edward Thorndike, he did not espouse behaviorist theo-

ries. One of  his most influential books was  Toward a Psychology of  Being  (1969). He 

believed that the purpose of  education was to help each person reach their full 

potential, which he called self-actualization. He recognized, however, that if  a per-

son’s basic needs (such as food, shelter, safety, love, belonging, etc.) were not met, 

he or she would not be able to focus on educational pursuits that would lead to self-

actualization. Maslow’s hierarchy of  self-actualization is most often represented by 

a pyramid ( Figure 2.2 ).   

 Although best known to musicians for his influential book  Developing Talent in Young 

People  (1985), Benjamin Bloom (1913–1999) was another educational psychologist 

whose work influences how we present material to students and encourage them to 

make meaning of  these concepts. In 1956, Bloom and his colleagues defined mas-

tery learning and introduced a hierarchical list of  learning categories that could be 

assessed by teachers. These learning outcomes were usually represented in a pyramid 

and came to be known as Bloom’s taxonomy (of  educational objectives). At the base 

of  the pyramid are activities that require less understanding or synthesis of  concepts 



33

OVERVIEW OF LEARNING THEORIES

than those at the top. In 2001, the pyramid categories were revised to be less static 

and more easily recognizable by teachers. The hierarchy still represents a progression 

from display of  factual knowledge, conceptual knowledge, procedural knowledge 

through to metacognitive knowledge. See  Figure 2.3  for a comparison of  the 1956 

and 2001 versions. Use whichever of  the pyramids is more meaningful to you when 

you evaluate students’ learning in your piano classes.   

 Finally, expanding upon the concepts of  synthesis and creation, constructivism is a 

theory that reminds us that the most effective learning is active, not passive. If  learn-

ers can apply new concepts in different and novel situations, evaluate their work, 

and create new work, they will have learned more effectively. In essence, this is what 

learning to play the piano should be about. When working with students individually, 

it is easy to get them to try new concepts and improvise and guide them through 

learning new repertoire. However, when first teaching piano in a group setting, some 

teachers revert to the more passive lecture-type teaching, in which they give students 

information and have them repeat and play, without engaging the mind. If  we can 

use discovery learning, scaffold concepts, and spiral our curriculum to engage stu-

dents in actively exploring new ideas, evaluating, synthesizing, and creating together, 

the learning can be extraordinary. 

 In music education, there is interest in communities of  practice. This theory sug-

gests that the shared knowledge created collectively by students, through cooperation 

and collaboration, is greater and more deeply learned than knowledge acquired indi-

vidually. If  we can create a safe environment in the piano lab in which students share 

Self-
Actualization 

Esteem 

Love & Belonging 

Safety Needs 

Psychological Needs 

  Figure 2.2  Maslow’s Hierarchy of  Needs 
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mutual respect, trust, and joy in learning together, we have created a community of  

practice. In the next chapter, we will explore how to use group dynamics to create 

meaningful learning communities in group-piano settings. 

 Although several of  the aforementioned theories seem to be diametrically opposed, 

in truth, group-piano teachers use knowledge gleaned from each. While some of  the 

theories appear to suggest that everyone learns the same way or at the same stage, 

we know that individuals each experience learning in unique ways. In  Chapter 4 , we 

will look at individual learning modes and individual learning styles or preferences 

and discuss how we can harness individual differences to enhance the learning of  the 

group. In general, learning takes place when students are interested, engaged, and 

extended just beyond their current limits of  knowledge and skill. 

 Discussion and Implementation in the Piano Class 

 Reflection on the Use of Learning and Developmental 
Theories in the Group-Piano Setting 

 So why do we need to learn about how learning theories evolved and know spe-

cifi cs about learning theory? As thinking about learning theories evolved, certain 

principles observed and explained in one generation informed how the next genera-

tion thought and experimented. Thus, small tenets of  even some late-19th-century 

Bloom’s Taxonomy (1956) Bloom’s Revised Taxonomy (2001)

Evaluation

Synthesis 

Analysis 

Application 

Comprehension 

Knowledge 

Create 

Evaluate 

Analyze 

Apply 

Understand 

Remember 

  Figure 2.3  Bloom’s Taxonomy of  Educational Objectives and a Taxonomy for Teaching, Learning, 

and Assessment 
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learning theory traditions are important for understanding the most recent theories of  

our day. Additionally, teachers of  music still use helpful pieces from each of  these tra-

ditions to facilitate learning. When one teaches groups of  piano students, it is critical 

to have a broad understanding of  how individuals within the group might learn. Then 

the instructor can present material to be learned in ways that will facilitate learning 

by each of  the students in the class. Furthermore, when designing group activities for 

students in our group-piano communities of  learning, providing pillars such as con-

structivism and scaff olding, while helping them evaluate, synthesize, and create music 

together will enable more enjoyable, meaningful, and deeper learning experiences. 

 As group-piano teachers, we must design and build the curriculum to suit the 

learners in each class we teach. We must remain cognizant of  developmental and 

cognitive learning theories. The curricula for beginning groups of  5-, 8-, or 20-year-

olds will each look very different. The materials will vary, but so will the group activi-

ties. When designing the curriculum for the 8-year-olds, the teacher would need to be 

aware of  the developmental stage of  the children, their basic problem-solving abili-

ties, their learning readiness, their mental processing abilities, and previous learning 

experiences that could affect their motivation. Finally, there must be some means of  

assessing what the child has learned based on their developmental stage, their motor-

skill abilities, and on where they are within the larger sequence of  learning a skill 

within the spiraled curriculum. 

 While many of  these same issues will affect the curriculum design for adult stu-

dents, the cognitive and developmental stages may not be as important as they were 

for children. Most adults, for example, can create a mental representation of  the 

musical alphabet and say it backward without having to see the letters written in 

front of  them. Five-year-olds in the preoperational stage cannot be expected to do 

this. However, instruction that is sensitive to the student’s past learning experiences, 

motivation, and individual learning style will be critical to success within the adult 

group. Humanist, cognition, and learning theory may need to be relied upon to 

a greater extent when building curricula for adults than for children. Beyond cur-

riculum design, when creating lesson plans and leading in-class activities, teachers 

must remain cognizant of  the students’ stage of  learning, of  how each learns, and of  

individual and group motivation. 

 Two Sample Classes 

 When I observe piano teachers, I am often pleased to note that new material is pre-

sented with thought and care, in a systematic fashion. However, when teaching the 

same concept to another student, the teacher often proceeds to give the exact same 

presentation even though the age of  the two students may diff er. When I observe 

this teaching technique, I know that the teacher has clearly identifi ed the learning 

objectives (a good thing) but has failed to take the child’s developmental or cognitive 
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abilities into account. In fact, I would argue that when we teach children, we should 

fi rst think about the developmental stage and the learning characteristics of  the stu-

dent. Then the teacher should provide instruction that speaks to both the learning 

objective for the task and the specifi c group of  students. How might this look if  one 

were planning a lesson on harmonization of  a simple folk tune during a piano class? 

Let’s assume that we are preparing to teach this activity to two diff erent beginning 

groups: a group of  8-year-old students and a group of  high school students, aged 16. 

Our lesson plans are refl ected in the  Figure 2.4  charts. 

Sample Lesson Plan: Harmonization of Happy Birthday (8-year-old group)

Learning Theory/Developmental Premise:
 Concrete operational (solve problems by generalizing from concrete experiences; may be able 

to work backwards) 
 3rd grade 
 Diffi culty dealing with abstractions 
 Are they used to dealing with rewards in school? (behaviorism)

Phases of Learning Ways to Meet Learning 
Objectives

Measurement of Success

Create structure for solving the 
musical problem

 Row, Row, Row Your Boat 
(harm example 1)

 Sing melody together
 Play 3 chords/root notes 

needed (provided by teacher)
 Put in groups, let them try 

to discover which chords 
work (ear; based on prior 
knowledge of the song)

 Write these in and practice 
with group (theory & 
performance)

 Listen to group 
performances & choose 
correct/best examples 
(evaluation)

 Recap steps we took to fi nd 
the chords (synthesis)

 Look at lyrics and score
 Show these LH chords 

(on staff & Visualizer)
 Facilitate the learning with 

each group, as needed

 Apply the theory
 Practice & evaluate their 

small-group performances
 Evaluate other 

performances
 Demonstrate skills
 Systematize the steps 

needed to solve this 
problem

 Small groups engaged & 
enjoying (intrinsic) 
experience

 Everyone sings correctly
 Everyone plays chords
 Groups fi gure out which 

chords are appropriate; 
correct choices are made

 Students write in correct 
chord symbols or Roman 
numerals (theory applied 
correctly)

 Students perform suffi ciently 
(competent performance)

 Listening & evaluating each 
other appropriately; Build 
confi dence in perf skills

 Can list steps taken to 
harmonize the melody

Happy Birthday (harm example 2 – 
in same key)

 Put in pairs, have them follow 
same steps

 Facilitate learning, as 
needed. They will help 
each other & any incorrect 
attributions or problems in 
the understanding will be 
visible to the teacher

 More advanced groups 
are encouraged to try an 
alternate accompaniment 
pattern

 They complete similar steps, 
in the same key, with a 
different example

 More advanced groups 
perform with alternate 
accompaniment pattern

  Figure 2.4  Sample Lesson Plans for a Small-Group In-Class Harmonization Exercise for 8- and 

16-Year-Olds 
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Sample Lesson Plan: Harmonization of Happy Birthday (16-year old group)

Learning Theory/Developmental Premise:
 High school students 
 Focus on possibilities vs. reality (Erickson: trying to avoid role confusion; provide successful 

experiences; peer groups important) 
 Should be able to generalize from the experience of in another key to this one 
 Apply knowledge of theory from other contexts to this one 

Phases of Learning Ways to Meet Learning 
Objectives

Measurement of Success

Create structure for solving the 
musical problem

 Row, Row, Row Your Boat 
(harm example 1; D Major)

 Sing melody together
 In small groups, fi gure out 

melody by ear & notate
 Play/review primary chord 

progression
 Choose chords (ear; theory; 

other?)
 Write these in and practice 

with group (theory & 
performance)

 Listen to group 
performances & choose 
correct/best examples 
(evaluation)

 Recap steps we took to fi nd 
the chords (synthesis)

 Provide effective feedback 
to peers

 Transferring knowledge to 
new situation (harm)

 Recall melody
 Use aural skills to play it on 

piano
 Review progression
 Choose appropriate chords 

using one or several skills 
(aural, theoretical)

 Notate melody & chords
 Perform, listen & evaluate 

their playing 
 Provide feedback (to small 

& larger group)

 Systematize and synthesize 
the process for harmonizing 
melodies   

 Providing framework for 
learning but allowing 
them to help each other, 
gain confi dence in their 
abilities & transfer skills and 
knowledge

 Using broad skills (chords, 
aural, theory) and applying 
to specifi c example

 Some may consider other 
possibilities for chords too
(alternate harm)

 Less reliance on 
teacher; becoming more 
independent as they help 
each other

 Create strategies for future 
harmonization examples

Transpose Row, Row, Row Your 
Boat (both hands) to A Major in 
pairs; different group leader

 Transfer learning & apply 
skills in another key

 Completion of the exercise 
with minimal input from 
teacher

Happy Birthday (harm example 
2; E Major) 

 Keep in same pairs, they 
may choose to follow same 
steps; different group leader

 More advanced groups can 
switch group leader and try 
in a different key with an 
alternate accompaniment

 Continue to develop 
feedback & listening skills 
with peers

 Transfer harmonization 
skills to a different context

 Hone all skills needed to 
harmonize melodies

 Confi dent taking on new 
roles within the partnership

 Listening & responding to 
each other & the music

 Effective performance of the 
example with minimal input 
from the teacher

  Figure 2.4  (Continued) 

   Pedagogy in Action 

 1. Imagine that you will be teaching a sight-reading activity that involves only sec-

onds and thirds, ascending and descending, with each hand playing separately, to 

three different groups of  beginning piano students. The groups are comprised of  

the following aged students: Group 1: six children (aged 6); Group 2: six children 

(aged 12); Group 3: eight adults (aged 35–45). Create and notate two exercises 
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for each group and write out a detailed lesson plan for how you will introduce, 

work on, and evaluate this sight-reading activity with each group. Remember, 

your plan should consider the student characteristics (developmental stage the-

ory, age-level characteristics, and metacognitive abilities) and encourage explora-

tion through different theories of  learning (behavioral, developmental, cognitive) 

while meeting the instructional objective(s). You could put your plan in a chart 

(see  Figure 2.4 ). At your next pedagogy class, be prepared to share your answers 

by giving a peer demonstration of  your lessons. After working with your peers, 

be ready to discuss how your plan addresses the students’ developmental and 

psychosocial abilities. 

 2. Read more about one of  the theories highlighted in this chapter. You might 

start with a learning theory text such as Bigge and Shermis (2003) or Snowman, 

McCown, and Biehler (2012) and seek out further references from your library 

later. Use this opportunity to learn a little more about a theory that you think 

will be important to be aware of  when you plan future teaching. For example, if  

you know that you will teach only children, you may wish to explore the theories 

of  Piaget and Erikson in more detail. If  you plan on teaching more advanced 

students, high-school aged and adults, you may choose to focus more on life-span 

development or cognition and human learning strategies that have emerged in 

recent years. Write an overview of  important aspects of  the theory and identify 

at least three ways you will implement the theory when you work with groups of  

piano students. 
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 Objectives 

 By the end of  this chapter, you should be able to discuss the typical stages of  group 

growth, know how to facilitate growth of  groups of  piano students at all ages, and 

have ideas about using the group to keep individuals motivated and accountable to 

one another. 

 Two Vignettes of  Group-Piano Students 

 Vignette One: First-Year Group Piano 

 It is a Monday morning during the fi rst week of  classes and 16 nervous freshmen 

enter the piano lab at Typical State University. They have just come from theory and, 

already feeling overwhelmed about the expectations of  being music majors, they sit 

down at the keyboards and wonder why they have to take this piano class. After all, 

they each came to music school to study their respective instruments, not to learn the 

piano! The instructor enters the room, introduces herself, and asks each student to 

give a brief  introduction, which includes his or her goals for piano this semester. Her 

experience has taught her that the act of  having each student articulate a goal for 

piano study (even if  it was made up on the spot) is useful for framing the group-piano 

study within the context of  the undergraduate experience. The teacher provides an 

overview of  her goals for the semester. She begins with a brief  introduction of  notes 

on the keyboard, of  whole steps and half  steps, and of  the pentascale patterns. After 

this succinct introduction, she puts the students in pairs and gives them 3 minutes 

to fi gure out several major fi ve-fi nger patterns over their headphones. Following the 

short but focused exploration at the keyboard, she solicits pairs to volunteer to play 

specifi c pentascales out loud for the group. She reminds the students who are not 

playing to take their headphones off  and listen for correct notes and for steadiness of  

rhythm and invites comments following each performance, calling on students who 

may need encouragement. 

 It is now 3 weeks later, and after just six class meetings, the students enter the class-

room, again on a Monday morning. They excitedly chat with one another, and as 

 3 
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the instructor is setting up, they review their practice assignment (individually over 

headphones), anxious to work on the harmonization that they have rehearsed prior 

to class. The instructor begins with a quick review of  the harmonization example, 

which the students play together but over headphones with a MIDI accompaniment. 

Most have successfully performed the example, so the instructor puts the group into 

pairs and asks them to spend 4 minutes coming up with alternative accompaniment 

patterns and transposing the example to a different key. The students quickly get 

down to work, experimenting with various left-hand accompaniments and helping 

each other with coordination and balance between the hands. Several of  the groups 

quickly move on to transposing and try the example together in the new key. The 

more advanced students begin challenging one another by choosing harder keys for 

transposition and providing feedback to one another. Other groups who find the 

transposition exercise more challenging decide to split up the example (with one 

person playing the melody and the other playing the accompaniment) until they 

become comfortable with the motor skills. Splitting up the parts between them, they 

have discovered, allows them to listen and perform more effectively at this stage. As 

the instructor circulates through the room, she hears laughter and engaged discus-

sion about musical and technical aspects of  the example. The students are engaged 

and comfortable working with each other. They do not rely on the instructor for 

their learning, though they ask questions if  they need help during the group work. 

This is but one group activity in which students engage during the class. It becomes 

clear that throughout the group session, the students are listening to one another and 

providing feedback. In short, they are functioning as musicians and communicating 

as musicians via their secondary instrument. 

 Vignette Two: Beginning 7-Year-Old Group Piano 

 On a Wednesday afternoon, eight 7-year-old beginners excitedly enter the piano 

lab 5 minutes before their fourth weekly piano class. They each go to their assigned 

keyboard and take out their books and materials. The teacher circulates, checking 

assignments and inquiring about any practice issues they encountered during the 

week. At the assigned time for class to begin, the instructor calls all of  the children 

to the whiteboard, where they form a semicircle and begin a call-and-response 

chant with their teacher. They step and swing their arms, listening to and learn-

ing a new rhythmic chant. After several repetitions, the students know the chant 

(stepping on each beat and clapping the rhythm while intoning the words). Then 

they take turns notating it, one measure at a time, on the whiteboard. When Becky 

makes a mistake, Susan raises her hand and says, “Becky, this is what you wrote 

[she claps], but this is what we chanted [she claps the correct rhythm.] Susan looks 

a little puzzled, “We held the second note longer,” Becky off ers. Susan claps and 

chants again and, seeing her error, fi xes her mistake on the board. The children 
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clap for her. Once the dictation is complete, they chant the example together one 

more time. 

 “Excellent work,” the teacher says. “Now, I challenge you to quickly move to your 

keyboards, open your book to pages 25 and 26, and find the piece that contains the 

rhythm we just notated.” The children quickly but orderly proceed to their keyboards, 

put on their headphones, open their books, locate the piece, and indicate through 

a raised hand that they have completed the challenge. Meanwhile, the teacher has 

moved to her piano, and they proceed to sight read through the example together. The 

teacher asks the students to point to the most important note in the first phrase, and all 

correctly identify it. Now, “how might we lead toward and away from that important 

note?” the teacher asks. Jane raises her hand and says, “We could sneak into and out 

of  the phrase.” The teacher nods. “Do you think you could pencil in something on 

the page to remember to do these dynamics?” The children each pick up their pencils 

and mark crescendos and diminuendos on their score. After giving them just 2 min-

utes to practice the example individually, the teacher has the students unplug their 

headphones and take turns trying the first phrases with these dynamics. The children 

listen carefully to one another and respond honestly but tactfully about what they hear. 

Finally, the group plays the piece aloud while singing the words. It has only taken a few 

minutes, but the students perform a musical rendition of  the new piece. 

 The Power of  the Group 

 An outsider to group-piano teaching might be surprised to learn that both of  these 

groups had only been working together for a month. A private piano teacher might 

be amazed at the level of  independence and problem solving exhibited by the stu-

dents after just 4 weeks of  instruction. Perhaps the outsider would be surprised at 

how eff ective the novice piano students were at evaluating their peers’ work, off ering 

suggestions, or working through problems together. With carefully prepared lesson 

plans and through refl ective practice, a group-piano teacher can get most groups to 

this high level of  cohesiveness within just a few classes. 

 When my pedagogy students observe videos of  children working in groups, they 

often comment on how far they appear to have progressed and how musically they 

seem to play compared with their own private students who are at the same age and 

level. They marvel at how quickly the children studying in groups progress. Indeed, 

much of  the progress experienced by those studying piano in groups (under the 

supervision of  a masterful teacher) is due to the fact that they become good listeners, 

problem solvers, and independent learners, even though much of  their class work 

occurs with little individual instruction. Group-piano students are motivated by each 

other to work hard, both in and outside of  class. 

 However, in order for instructors to harness the power of  the group, they must be 

aware of  the typical stages through which a group will pass and purposefully develop 
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and use strategies that quickly move students into the more productive phases of  

group work. Simply placing students in groups for piano instruction will not auto-

matically deliver positive learning outcomes. In fact, in groups in which teachers 

do not engage all members or harness the power of  the group, musical results and 

motivation may be much less positive than if  the student had been taking private 

lessons. If  the teacher does not carefully plan lessons and respond to student cues 

during class, individual students may not progress as described, nor may they learn 

together or engage in music as a cohesive group. However, it is possible to acclimate 

all students to the expectations of  group work during the very first class and to foster 

group cohesiveness, which can lead to individual motivation and successful musical 

performance at the piano. 

 Group Dynamics and Group Growth: Background 
and Relevance to Group Piano 

 As we have discovered, teaching piano in groups has been prevalent in the United 

States since the turn of  the 20th century. Indeed, at the university level, it has become 

the preferred means of  effi  ciently facilitating development of  keyboard competency 

among undergraduate music majors, as mandated by the National Association of  

Schools of  Music (NASM). 1  Group piano has become a way of  also teaching large 

numbers of  non-music majors basic piano skills in a college or continuing-education 

setting. To date, a growing number of  researchers have explored  skills  taught in col-

lege group-piano courses. Yet despite the hundreds of  piano classes that take place 

throughout the country each year, surprisingly little formal research or written com-

mentary exists about the group  process  as it unfolds in the piano lab. 

 If, as group-piano experts assert, the piano class is an effective way to engage stu-

dents, improve motivation, and teach basic keyboard skills to groups of  students in 

a relatively short period of  time, several questions must be answered: what can we 

learn from groups working together effectively? How are musical skills acquired by 

people in the group setting? Is there more that we could do as educators to improve 

the quality of  instruction and the learning environment for our group-piano stu-

dents? And is there a more efficient way of  grouping piano students that emphasizes 

learning outcomes rather than ease of  scheduling? Furthermore, as more teachers 

outside of  the university setting instruct all ages of  beginners and intermediate stu-

dents, answers to these questions could lead to more effective and efficient instruction 

of  students in various types of  group-piano settings. 

 I believe that many of  our best group-piano teachers do not have time to write 

about their experiences. While some have shared their ideas at conferences, thus far 

we have had few reliable means of  disseminating this information widely to those who 

are interested in availing themselves of  the best group-teaching techniques. While 

scholars have researched the efficacy of  educating groups of  students in the general 
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music setting, researchers have just begun to unpack the wealth of  anecdotal data that 

we have accumulated about effective group-piano instruction. 2  Although most non-

musical instruction occurs in classrooms, one should not assume that simply because 

students are accustomed to learning (or listening to lectures) in groups efficient learn-

ing or group work will occur naturally in the group-piano lab. In fact, I have observed 

many piano classes in which students do not seem to be engaged (with one another or 

the music), in which there is little interaction among students, or in which meaning-

ful learning does not seem to be occurring. It is not unusual to see novice instructors 

teaching group piano much as they would a one-on-one lesson or to see students using 

individualized technology to guide their learning in the lab. In such situations, even 

though students occupy the same educational space, they do not reap the problem-

solving or musical benefits of  learning together. I have also observed classes in which 

the expectations for group work or in-class engagement were neither made clear nor 

reinforced from the outset. In such cases, even teachers who tried to employ group 

work encountered more student resistance than necessary. However, if  teachers are 

aware of  typical stages through which groups pass, they can steer the group toward 

the most effective learning stages quickly and avoid student resistance. 

 Since most instructors who teach group piano received their own formal train-

ing via private lessons, they may not always avail themselves of  efficient teaching 

techniques or even be aware of  how the members of  the group can learn from and 

motivate one another. Learning to play the piano, like any acquisition of  new knowl-

edge, requires the students to understand and assimilate both declarative and pro-

cedural knowledge. When students work together and help each other fill in gaps in 

both types of  knowledge, they tend to make more meaningful connections between 

new and old concepts, store the new knowledge effectively, and retrieve it more suc-

cessfully when it is needed to perform repertoire and demonstrate musical concepts. 

Each of  these steps does not necessarily occur during the private lesson. Thus, as we 

consider the group-piano setting, it may be instructive to step away from the fields of  

piano pedagogy and music education and preview findings from research in general 

education, leadership studies, psychotherapy, and psychology to learn more about 

group processes. Educators and psychologists have done extensive work with children 

and adults learning in groups. Likewise, management and educational leadership 

experts have explored how adults learn to work effectively in teams, which are small 

groups. In the fields of  psychotherapy and social work, where practitioners work with 

adults in group settings, much has been written about group dynamics and the pro-

cess of  group growth. If  we can learn important lessons from experts who work with 

children and adults in groups and apply these in meaningful ways in the group-piano 

context, we may be able to add to our pedagogical content knowledge and optimize 

teaching and learning in the piano lab. 

 The idea of  group dynamics was of  interest to early philosophers through-

out Europe from the Renaissance onward due to the potential implications for a 
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democratic society. Democracies, after all, rely on humankind to work in groups to 

achieve common goals. However, as a field of  research in the United States, group 

dynamics became popular following the Second World War (Cartwright & Zander, 

1960). A definition of  “group dynamics” that will be useful for our discussion of  

teaching group piano comes from Cartwright & Zander (1960). According to the 

authors, “group dynamics .  .  . refers to a field of  inquiry dedicated to achieving 

knowledge about the nature of  groups, the laws of  their development, and their 

interrelations with individuals, other groups, and larger institutions” (p. 5). Gestalt 

theorist Kurt Lewin is credited with establishing a research tradition devoted to 

studying group dynamics, where initially researchers were interested in identifying 

specific conditions which might produce certain, predictable effects within groups. 

 I have always been intrigued by the vast differences between various group-piano 

classes that I teach. At certain points in my career, I have had the opportunity to 

teach three sections of  the same class, one after the other. Never have two of  these 

groups been the same. Indeed, in any given semester when I am teaching several 

sections of  the same class, where the students are drawn from a relatively homo-

geneous student population, the “personality” of  each class gradually reveals itself. 

Even though I have the same instructional objectives and general lesson plan for each 

class, no two instructional periods ever unfold in exactly the same fashion, especially 

if  the students are engaging with one another and the course content in meaningful 

ways during the class. Although the eventual outcomes are similar and I cover the 

same topics, I may need to introduce them differently depending on the particular 

group that I happen to be teaching, as student responses to the concepts can vary 

considerably. I must be cognizant of  the individuals within the group and present 

concepts to meet individual needs. But I must also be aware of  how these individuals 

interact with one another and make small-group assignments that avail of  individual 

strengths and weaknesses while maintaining an awareness of  the overall dynamic of  

the larger group. 

 Stages of  Group Growth 

 Although many novice group-piano teachers fail to recognize the importance of  

facilitating group growth, shaping and reinforcing positive group dynamics are criti-

cal for truly eff ective learning in group-piano classes. While group-piano teachers 

must pay particular attention to the learning objectives, outcomes, and needs of  

individual students within the group when planning lessons, we must not ignore the 

group as its own entity. In fact, if  we plan for the stages through which most groups 

pass, we can facilitate the healthy growth of  each group with which we work so that 

all members glean as much as possible from weekly group classes. Over the years, 

there have been several viable stages of  group growth put forth. The stages identifi ed 

by Bruce Tuckman align well with group stages encountered in the piano lab and will 
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be discussed with respect to group piano teaching in what follows. In 1965, Bruce 

Tuckman identifi ed four stages of  typical group process: forming, storming, norm-

ing, and performing. Twelve years later, he added a fi fth stage, adjourning. 

 Forming 

 The forming, or the initial phase of  the group’s formation, is when members test 

the waters (with one another and with the instructor). During the fi rst class or two, 

they are learning about their classmates, testing the boundaries, trying to fi nd their 

place within the context of  the larger group, and learning the “ground rules” (Friend & 

Cook, 2003; Tuckman, 1965; University of  Vermont, 2008). In the piano class, the 

forming stage occurs during the fi rst few class meetings, and every eff ort should 

be made to move the group through this stage expeditiously. Group-piano teachers 

should make sure that expectations are made clear and reinforced through in-class 

activities during the forming stage. If  students are in a university setting and have 

not been briefed about the expectations and the parameters of  the class, they will 

need to learn them during the fi rst group meeting. Independent studio teachers of  

precollege students are advised to provide group-piano orientations for parents and 

students prior to the fi rst lesson so that the expectations for comportment during 

the class and practice requirements or other assignments to be prepared outside of  

class can be outlined and agreed upon by all participants. Noncredit adult groups 

also benefi t from a group-orientation session or individual interviews in which the 

teacher can ascertain the adults’ receptivity to studying piano in a group setting and 

outline expectations. 

 In the typical college group-piano class, most students are told during student 

advising that they must take piano courses and may arrive at these classes feeling 

resentful about having to learn an instrument for which they did not come to uni-

versity to study. Additionally, many wonder how one can learn an instrument with 

a group of  other music students, since much precollege instrumental instruction 

occurs one on one with an independent teacher. In fact, it is during these initial 

class meetings that some students will jockey for individual attention, and if  teachers 

aren’t careful, they will find themselves devoting extra time and energy to particular 

students during group sessions. This is why setting forth the rules of  engagement 

and explaining expectations for good “citizenship” in the classroom is important 

for success of  the group during the forming stage. Helping students understand 

that they share a certain amount of  the responsibility in assessing their own indi-

vidual progress on a daily basis is critical. 3  In a group of  music majors, it may not 

be unreasonable to ask students to perform music aloud for the class, either solo or 

in small ensembles. Music majors might also be expected to reflect upon perfor-

mances, discuss musical concepts, transfer knowledge to new contexts, and direct 

musical learning among peers during short in-class small-group work. On the other 
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hand, such expectations may not be reasonable for adults in a recreational group-

piano setting. Thus, activities undertaken during the first classes must be tailored to 

include the types of  group work in which students will engage for the remainder of  

the semester. If  group work is not undertaken from the very first class, students may 

resist participating fully later on. 

 During this initial forming stage, the piano instructor must ensure that everyone 

in the class is grouped appropriately, according to level. If  a student has been mis-

placed (either in a group that is below or above his or her level of  keyboard or musi-

cal competency), frustration may be experienced by the student, the classmates, and 

the teacher. It should be noted, too, that so-called “problem students” who tend to 

surface partway through the semester are often just seeking attention because they 

are unable to achieve optimal learning if  the class material is either too difficult or 

too easy for them. Often it is “misplaced” students that exhibit disruptive behavior, 

so proper group placement is critical both for optimal learning of  individuals in the 

class and for optimal participation and learning during group activities. Improperly 

placed students should be transferred to an appropriate group by the second class so 

that the group can progress to the second stage of  group growth. 

 Storming 

 The second stage of  group development is storming and may be characterized by 

some disagreement between group members (Tuckman, 1965). During this phase, 

group members get to know each other better, learn how to navigate confl ict, and 

build consensus. The instructor will need to facilitate student interactions and musi-

cal activities so they can get to know one another and become comfortable col-

laborating, which they will do throughout the remainder of  the semester. I always 

fi nd that early on, students learn which of  their classmates will emerge as risk takers 

(within the context of  the class), who will be comfortable leading the group, who 

will ask questions, who will volunteer to play out loud, and who will provide comic 

relief. When one of  the class “leaders” is absent, it can completely shift the dynamic 

of  the group, often empowering other students to take on leadership roles. There-

fore, instructors must be aware of  creating ample opportunities for all students to 

participate during class. It is during this storming stage that the group-piano teacher 

should assess individual student learning preferences (see  Chapters 2  and  4 ) so that 

successful partnerships for collaborative work can be made throughout the semester. 

Students should also be exposed to collaborative activities and group work in various 

combinations (i.e., groups of  2, 3, or 4 students) at this stage so that they get to know 

one another and become accustomed to the expectations involved in various group 

endeavors during class. 

 Group-piano instructors will likely find it necessary to assign groups for specific 

activities, provide clear guidelines of  objectives for each activity, give timelines for 
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completion of  the group work, and facilitate group interactions during the early part 

of  the storming stage (Pike, 2014a). Since much group work will take place in small 

groups over headphones, the instructor will need to monitor group work closely, offer 

suggestions when groups struggle to work effectively, and provide clarity about each 

group member’s responsibilities for the activity. Students should become accustomed 

to taking on various roles during group work in the storming stage. That is to say 

that for one activity, a student may be given a leadership role (such as guiding the 

rehearsal), while he might take on a different role for the next group challenge (per-

haps listening for balance between parts and reporting on this to the group through-

out the activity). Also, instructors must provide precise time limits for each activity, 

and like Goldilocks, the timing has to be “just right”—not too long and not too short. 

If  the timeframe for the small group work provides too much time, off-task behavior 

might be exhibited. However, it must allow for enough time to complete the assign-

ment, especially if  the group is expected to share their work with the entire class. 

 Norming and Performing 

 Norming is the third stage in Tuckman’s group development scheme. By the time 

a group reaches this stage, it is beginning to function as a group, students or group 

members understand their role within the group, and the members are learning how 

to work with one another. Inevitably, as students become more comfortable in the 

group-piano setting, there will be questioning of  both classmates and the instructor, 

and they will struggle with fi nding the balance between asserting their independence 

and learning how to solve musical problems within the framework of  the group. This 

stage should be reached as quickly as possible so that the group can move toward 

the highly productive fourth stage. Although these stages appear to be linear, there 

may be some oscillating between the third and fourth stages as membership of  small 

groups within the class shifts and as new musical activities and concepts are encoun-

tered. For example, although a group may be completing harmonization activities 

successfully, the fi rst time a group is expected to transpose an exercise during small-

group work, members may question their abilities to problem solve and complete the 

task. In such an instance, the teacher might provide cues or suggestions for the stu-

dents until they regain their composure and confi dence. So teachers should be aware 

that at any given point in the semester, students might exhibit norming behaviors and 

need help in moving into the fourth stage again. 

 The fourth stage, aptly categorized as performing, finds group members focused 

on learning, problem solving, and finding creative strategies, both within the group 

and individually, in order to contribute to the group’s success. In the piano class, 

instructors will recognize that a group is “performing” when students take ideas 

from previous group work and incorporate them into problem solving outside the 

class. In effective group work, individual problem solving will be necessary, with each 
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student bringing his or her strengths and ideas forward during the group music mak-

ing, which occurs during class time. Motivation to practice in preparation for each 

group-piano class peaks when students recognize how their individual contributions 

affect the large or small group’s progress. While the transition between norming and 

performing can be tricky to spot, ideally the group will spend the majority of  the 

semester working in the “performing” stage. 

 Like the students discussed in the opening vignettes of  this chapter, group-piano 

students who are working in the performing phase generally enter the lab or studio 

prepared for the class and knowing what the expectations will be for music mak-

ing and peer interaction throughout the class. Skilled group-piano teachers move 

groups toward the performing stage within just a few weeks of  the initial class. 

Students operating in this stage tend to describe optimal learning experiences, they 

enjoy the class time with their peers, they are motivated to prepare for upcoming 

classes, and they exhibit high levels of  understanding and music making during 

the lesson, while the teachers report high levels of  satisfaction with the teaching 

experience. 

 Adjourning 

 In 1977, Tuckman added a fi fth stage to his group growth phases: adjourning. As the 

label indicates, as the regular meetings of  a group come to an end, participants must 

prepare for the loss of  these regular group meetings and activities. At the college level, 

there is a predictable pattern of  beginning and ending based on the semester sched-

ule, so it might be easy to dismiss this fi nal stage. Yet I have found that many groups 

of  my undergraduates try to avoid this phase and stay together from one semester to 

the next because they enjoy working together and have become accustomed to the 

particular group structure in which they have been learning piano. However, if  piano 

groups are unable to remain intact for subsequent semesters, any fears that individual 

students have about joining another group are usually allayed through activities dur-

ing the forming stage in the following semester. A group performance that features 

newly acquired skills can be an eff ective capstone to the adjourning phase. 

 In my university groups, my students typically work through the forming stage 

much more quickly during their second, third, and fourth semesters of  group piano 

because they are aware of  expectations. Independent studio teachers who offer group 

classes can maintain the group relationships for longer periods of  time, presumably 

for an academic year at a minimum. I have had ongoing groups of  adult leisure 

students remain together for years, with relatively stable membership. Parents of  

children studying piano in groups often recognize the benefits of  group instruction 

and the unique dynamics of  groups that learn well together and attempt to schedule 

other activities around the group piano lesson so that the group can remain intact 

for several years (Pike, 2013). 
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 Discussion of  the Stages of  Group 
Growth and Cohesiveness 

 Since the introduction of  Tuckman’s infl uential theory of  group process, group 

therapists in the fi elds of  psychology and social work have described group evolu-

tion in great detail. Some of  these fi ndings can be useful for group-piano teachers 

to consider. Many diff erent identifi ers have been put forth to describe typical stages 

of  group development. Common terms found in the literature include “induction,” 

“experimental development,” “cohesive engagement,” and “disengagement.” In 

fact, between 1956 and 1997, group therapists posited that there are anywhere from 

two to fi ve stages in group development (Kottler, 2001). Regardless of  the descriptor 

(or label) given to each stage or to the actual number of  stages espoused by a theorist, 

a cursory review of  the literature reveals that there is a consistency with how group 

development unfolds. 

 So if  one expert purports that there are only three stages, one of  his stages may 

include developmental processes that have been separated into several more discrete 

stages by another expert. Some scholars have argued that Tuckman’s theory is too 

linear and that there may be a certain amount of  movement back and forth between 

the storming, norming, and performing phases as the group grows and develops 

(Smith, 2005). I would agree with this assertion due to both observation of  and 

personal experience with hundreds of  piano groups and because developmental or 

learning processes rarely progress in a completely linear fashion. During MTNA 

Pedagogy Saturday III, piano pedagogue Guy Duckworth discussed dimensions 

of  group growth that he had experienced in piano classes. Duckworth highlighted 

membership, individual influence, feelings, individual differences, and productivity 

and claimed that all groups passed through these dimensions regardless of  age. While 

Duckworth’s ideas have not been fleshed out as extensively as Tuckman’s in the litera-

ture, they point to a similar idea of  moving the group toward productive large- and 

small-group interactions as quickly as possible. 

 Thus, I believe that for our purposes as group-piano teachers, Tuckman’s group 

growth theory can serve as a starting point, helping alert us to potential phases of  

growth that we might witness, encourage, and experience with our piano groups. 

Even though any kind of  educational growth, personal development, or evolution of  

the piano group is rarely linear, such a model reminds us to remain cognizant of  the 

overarching goal of  using the group’s dynamics to facilitate learning, problem solv-

ing, and music making as we pursue our daily class objectives. 

 An important concept to emerge from the literature about group work is the notion 

of  cohesiveness. Irvin D. Yalom, a leader in group theory and practice of  group 

psychotherapy writes: 

 [C]ohesiveness is a widely researched basic property of  groups. Several hundred 

research articles exploring cohesiveness have been written. .  .  . Those [in the 
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group] with a greater sense of  solidarity, or “we-ness,” value the group more 

highly, and will defend it against external threats. Such groups have a higher 

rate of  attendance, participation, and mutual support, and will defend the group 

standards much more, than groups with less esprit de corps. 

 (Yalom, 1995, p. 48) 

 This sentiment about what cohesiveness can do for a group must be underscored for 

group-piano teachers. Initially, facilitating a group’s growth may seem challenging 

or time consuming, especially if  one is new to teaching piano in groups. In the long 

run, encouraging students to form and storm efficiently will lead to more effective 

learning and music making and more enjoyable weekly in-class encounters for both 

teacher and students. My experience with piano classes in which students value one 

another and where they are committed to problem solving together echoes Yalom’s 

sentiment. If  students feel a sense of  belonging, they will be more likely to continue 

with classes. If  students feel the responsibility to prepare for class so that they can 

participate fully with their peers, they will be more likely to practice outside of  class. 

If  students believe that they are making a difference in terms of  the group’s success 

and can help another individual learn a musical concept that they have just mastered, 

they will be more likely to share what they have learned with peers during the class. 

If  students become engaged in the process of  learning in the class, they will be much 

more likely to experience optimal learning and describe group piano as a positive 

experience, even if  they are music majors who had no choice about taking the course. 

 Priming the Group for Success and Considerations 
for Group-Piano Instructors 

 Much of  the student attrition, dissatisfaction, and inability to succeed in group-piano 

programs is due to students being “misplaced” in an inappropriate group. One aspect 

that psychologists and educators have covered well is defi ning how groups should be 

set up. They have outlined how members are chosen for the group, how they are 

prepared to participate in the group, how parameters for participation within the 

group meetings are set, and so forth. 

 In terms of  university-level group-piano curricula, placement auditions, and piano 

proficiency requirements that are mandated for all NASM accredited institutions, 

university group-piano teachers in the United States have an opportunity to meet 

and discuss ideas during the summer of  odd-numbered years at the National Group 

Piano—Piano Pedagogy Forum (GP3) (details can be found at www.mtna.org). Fur-

thermore, GP3 participants can dialogue throughout the year on discussion boards 

about specific piano competency topics such as harmonization, improvisation, and 

the like. Whether you are a first-time or experienced university group-piano teacher, 

I would encourage you to reflect on your experience of  teaching group piano with 

http://www.mtna.org
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regard to a group class that you have taught recently. If  you are new to teaching 

group piano or have not taught music classes yet, you might consider your own expe-

rience of  working within the confines of  a small group in another discipline. Once 

you have explored university-level group-piano curricula for music majors and the 

NASM standards (in  Chapter 5 ), you should be able to begin to develop a checklist 

for appropriate placement in each level of  a four-semester sequence of  piano classes 

for music majors at the typical accredited university offering Bachelor of  Music or 

Bachelor of  Arts in Music degrees. Articulating and assessing the keyboard skills 

required to begin each semester and to be successful throughout the semester is criti-

cal for proper student placement and thus for success in the group-piano sequence. 

 One issue that surfaces frequently with music majors in the university setting is that 

while some students may be able to play piano or sight read fairly well, they have not 

developed the specialized skills in harmonizing at sight, improvising, or ensemble 

playing that might be critical components of  the piano proficiency exam. Therefore, 

proper framing by the piano instructor about what students can expect to gain from 

the class is also important. Instructors should feel free to supplement more challeng-

ing repertoire, accompaniments, or score-reading exercises for those students who 

might be a little more advanced than their classmates in those areas so that they feel 

challenged in all components of  the group-piano program. 

 University group-piano instructors should also think about how they establish and 

enforce expectations for all students in the class in terms of  class preparation and par-

ticipation. They might think about how to help students understand the objectives 

for group piano from one semester to the next as they prepare for the ultimate goal of  

passing the piano proficiency examination. Students engaged in a group-piano class 

with the goal of  facilitating learning and performance through group work among 

students will come to class with assignments prepared; otherwise they will not be able 

to participate in the group music-making activities and problems. This type of  group-

piano environment is not a lab class, in which students enter and work independently 

on a new assignment presented by the instructor that day. The group work discussed 

here involves active participation in activities that would not be possible individually. 

 In some respects, instructors of  children’s and adult leisure classes (either on a uni-

versity or community-college campus or in the independent piano studio) may have 

more control over preparing students for participation in the group. They definitely 

have more flexibility in terms of  the curriculum. Certainly, placement auditions and 

interviews are necessary, and care should be taken when preparing placement tests. 

Piano pedagogy texts have some wonderful resources for independent studio teach-

ers to help with interviewing prospective students, creating suitable placement audi-

tions, and establishing a proactive studio policy that acclimates new (and returning) 

students to study within one’s private studio, particularly for children or recreational 

adults (see, for example, Baker-Jordan, 2004; Blanchard, 2007; Jacobson, 2015). 

However, instructors must remember to prime students (and parents) for anticipated 
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outcomes from group-piano study and for individual responsibilities for class prepa-

ration and participation. These students will often have a choice between studying 

privately with a teacher or learning piano with a group of  peers. I would recommend 

having a written list of  group-piano expectations and rules for acceptable behavior 

that students will take away following the placement audition. 

 Not all children or adults will work well in groups, and the audition process should 

be designed to funnel such students into private lessons. On the other hand, I have 

encountered many adults who inquire about private lessons but, following an inter-

view in which expectations and benefits of  group work are explained, ultimately 

register for and enjoy group piano enormously. The accountability to group mem-

bers keeps many students motivated to practice throughout the week and to show 

up for class when life becomes busy. I have even witnessed members of  adult leisure 

groups maintain accountability (and compassion) for each other by checking up 

with group members who miss a class or by using carpooling to and from class as 

an opportunity to reflect upon in-class activities and common learning struggles or 

accomplishments. 

 Finally, part of  what we have the opportunity to instill in our group-piano stu-

dents is what it means to be a musician, either professional or amateur. Since much 

meaningful music making takes place with others during group piano, our students 

learn responsible behaviors with respect to practicing and rehearsing together; this 

ensures success for everyone involved. Just as orchestra players learn to rehearse 

their parts throughout the week, arrive early to rehearsals in order to warm up, 

tune their instruments in a certain order, and follow the direction of  their section 

leader as well as the conductor, so too must our group-piano students learn accept-

able behaviors in the piano lab and in preparation for weekly group experiences. 

The results of  students working successfully together in the group-piano setting 

reveal engagement, enjoyment, and high-level music making, regardless of  stu-

dents’ ages or levels. 

 Pedagogy in Action 

 1. University Group-Piano Questions 

  Novice university group-piano teachers:  With a classmate, list the learning objectives 

and outcomes that you will measure at the end of  this semester. Then review 

your textbook and lesson plans and identify two or three small-group or part-

ner activities that you can implement in your classes during the next 3 weeks. 

Plan group work so that students have clear guidelines for assessment and 

timelines for completion and presentation of  group work. Observe your class-

mates and video yourself  teaching these classes. After each class, with your 

classmate, reflect upon what went well, what could be improved, and how you 

will improve implementation of  the small-group work at the next class. At the 
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end of  the 3 weeks, devise ways to implement similar group work earlier in 

the semester (during the forming stage) and decide how you will continue to 

create opportunities for small-group work. 

  More experienced university group-piano teachers:  Take a moment to think about and 

review the competencies required for each semester of  a typical four-semester 

sequence of  group-piano instruction for undergraduate music majors (see 

 Figure 5.1  for suggestions). Working with a classmate, list those competencies 

that a student would need to demonstrate in order to meet with success for 

each semester of  group piano. Now, imagine that you have a transfer student 

or a student who has some piano background but is not fully prepared to 

take the piano proficiency examination. It is your job to place that student 

in the proper section of  group piano at your institution. Describe how you 

will evaluate proper group-piano placement. You may wish to list the com-

petencies and then note materials and/or examples that you would use when 

evaluating a student during a placement exam. Then describe how you will 

use specific group activities to encourage forming, storming, norming, and 

group cohesiveness to develop within that level of  group piano at the begin-

ning of  the semester. Be sure to consult your textbook and lesson plans to note 

specific techniques and strategies that you will use. 

 2. Children and/or Leisure Adult Group-Piano Questions 

  Less experienced teachers of  children/leisure adult group piano:  Explore  The Music Tree  (chil-

dren’s method book) or  Group Piano 101  (adult group method) and design an 

8-week curriculum that supports the five stages of  group growth. Create detailed 

lesson plans that incorporate activities that engage both the entire group and 

small groups or pairs during each class. Share and compare your plans with 

a classmate and discuss feasibility of  implementing these plans. Which activi-

ties promote forming, storming, and norming? Be sure to discuss how you will 

move students into the norming and performing stages as quickly as possible 

(and remember that you should include off-bench activities for children). 

  More experienced teachers of  children/leisure adult group piano:  Make some notes about 

what you would expect students at the conclusion of  a first-year group-piano 

class and a second year group-piano class to be able to accomplish at the key-

board. Be sure you know which age group you will be teaching when identify-

ing these broad competencies. Now, with a partner, discuss how you will assess 

learning and musical readiness for each of  the classes and identify materials 

(or make up exercises and musical examples) that you will use in your place-

ment interviews. Compose a one-page handout (policy statement) that you will 

give students to take home following the interview that outlines expectations 

for members (and parents if  you will be teaching children) of  the group. Think 

of  this handout as preparation for the norming stage. It should establish the 

expectations and guidelines for participation in the group-piano class. 
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 Additional Reading and Exploration 

 Read Pike, P. D. (2014a). “An exploration of  the effect of  cognitive and collaborative strate-

gies on keyboard skills of  music education students.”  Journal of  Music Teacher Education, 

23 (2), 79 – 91. doi: 10.1177/1057083713487214 

 • List some of  the small-group activities in which the students engaged and report benefits 

experienced by those students. With your classmates, discuss how you could implement 

similar activities in your current group-piano classes and how you might expand upon 

these as students move into the performing stage to promote cohesiveness. 

 Read pp. 78–89 in  Proceedings from Pedagogy Saturday III  (1999) for next week. 

 • The readings cover group dynamics and use of  language when teaching groups. 

 Read chapters 10 and 12 (“Group Growth” and “Group Dynamics”) in Sylvia Coats (2006), 

 Thinking as You Play . 

 • Explore some of  the thoughts and concepts presented with your classmates and review 

some of  the additional readings suggested by the author. 

 Notes 

 1 See Chapter 5 for suggested piano standards for the university music major pursuing BM 

degrees at 4-year comprehensive universities, for BA degrees in music, and the NASM 

Handbook for specifi c requirements http://nasm.arts-accredit.org. 

 2 See chapter reference list for articles in peer-reviewed music education journals that explore 

strategies used by eff ective group-piano teachers. Primers include Pike (2013, 2014b). 

 3 As an aside, even though many instrumental and vocal music majors have been involved 

in band, orchestral, or choir activities throughout middle and high school, large-ensemble 

experiences tend to be autocratic in nature, with the conductor making all the decisions. 

Therefore, students may initially fi nd the active-participation expectations in group-piano 

to be disconcerting. 
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 Objectives 

 By the end of  this chapter, you should be able to list three learning modes, diff erent 

personality types, and various learning styles of  individuals that you might encounter 

in your classes. You will discover cognitive strategies that can help diff erent students 

within the group learn and process information. You should be able to identify sev-

eral ways to teach concepts that will appeal to the varied individuals within your 

group-piano classes. 

 Preferred Learning Modes 

 In  Chapter 2 , we reviewed and discussed learning and developmental theories that 

should inform the way we structure our group-piano curricula and teach our stu-

dents.  Chapter 3  previewed group dynamics that we may encounter when work-

ing with students in groups. In this chapter, we will explore learning modes and 

individual learning styles and discover how we might pair or group various types of  

individuals for optimal learning during collaborative activities. 

 Though often discussed in relation to learning theory, learning modes refer to 

how an individual gathers and processes information. There are three main modes: 

visual, auditory, and kinesthetic. When learning, we use all three of  these modes to 

some extent. However, we tend to prefer learning and processing new material in 

one way more than the others. Think about how you process information most effec-

tively. Is it with visual aids, such as PowerPoints or video? Is it primarily through the 

spoken word such as in a lecture, without any visual aids? Or do you prefer to move 

around or manipulate objects as you learn? It has been said that the majority of  the 

population prefers to learn via visual stimuli. Indeed, in today’s world, where much 

of  our information is consumed via online sources, tablets, and mobile phones, we 

seem to be receiving more information visually, regardless of  our preferred learning 

mode. However, remember that task requirements for texting, playing video games, 

and playing the piano include a kinesthetic element. So be aware of  “hidden” modes 

that might impact our learning when planning lessons. 

 4 

 ADDRESSING INDIVIDUAL 
LEARNING STYLES WITHIN 
THE GROUP-PIANO CLASS 
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 In the piano class, it is good practice to introduce new topics and concepts using all 

three learning modes in order to capture the attention of  all learners. Let’s say that 

I am introducing a harmonization exercise to a college group-piano class. We might 

first look at the melody together on the projector, then hum it or play it together. 

Doing this engages not just the visual learners but the auditory and kinesthetic learn-

ers too. Then we might talk through appropriate chord choices together and notate 

chord symbols or Roman numerals on the score. At this stage, I have all students use 

their headphones, and I encourage those who would like to hear the harmonies to 

play them as we work through the exercise. To process the information effectively, 

kinesthetic learners may need to play and feel the chords too. Then I give students 

a brief  (but appropriate) amount of  time to work on the exercise individually before 

they work with another student or small group to check chord choices or inversions 

or refine technique in preparation for performance of  the exercise. 

 Often, I notice that my pedagogy students have carefully prepared their lesson 

plans and considered both the logical sequence of  activities and how they will explain 

new concepts clearly. But they tend to present material in a way that would be helpful 

for a learner who shares their preferred learning mode. When a student who relies 

on a different learning mode needs extra help or a more detailed explanation, the 

pedagogy student may find it difficult to explain the concept using another mode. 

Therefore, I recommend having several ways of  explaining concepts that you will 

use in your group-piano classes. Be sure that you consider the differences in how a 

visual, auditory, or kinesthetic learner might need to process new information. In my 

pedagogy classes, my students practice teaching peers. This can help highlight where 

there might be misunderstandings between the “teacher” and “learner” before they 

work with actual students. 

 Individual Personality Types and Learning Styles 

 Another topic that we should be aware of  when working with students in groups 

is diff erences in personality types. There are several ways of  categorizing students’ 

personalities that are popular with educators. These include the Myers-Briggs Type 

Indicator (MBTI®), Keirsey’s Temperament Sorter, Golay’s Learning Pattern Assess-

ments, and Kolb’s learning-style preferences. We will fi rst take a brief  look at the 

Myers-Briggs, as this has informed both Keirsey’s and Golay’s work. At the end of  

the chapter, we will explore Kolb’s learning styles, because these can be easy to spot 

in the piano lab without having to use complicated assessment instruments. Using 

knowledge about Kolb’s learning styles, we can accommodate individuals through 

their specifi c partner and group assignments. For some activities, it may be helpful to 

pair similar types of  learners, while for other exercises, learners with diff erent styles 

can learn from and complement one another. Regardless of  which theory you use 

in your teaching, it is helpful to recognize that individuals are inclined to rely on a 
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preferred style when processing information. And the manner in which the mate-

rial is presented will have more or less urgency for learners depending upon their 

preferred style. 

 Myers-Briggs Type Indicator 

 In the 1940s and 1950s, Katharine Briggs (1875–1968) devised an in-depth assess-

ment tool to help defi ne the personality types that had been described as four 

archetypes ( Jung, 1972) by the psychologist Carl Jung (1875–1961). Although these 

personality types were popularized through the Myers-Briggs assessment tool, they 

have actually been documented in writing since the time of  Plato. Isabel Briggs 

Myers (1897–1980), her daughter, continued the work. They identifi ed 16 distinct 

personality types, each with clear personality preferences and identifi ed by a four-

letter combination. A detailed questionnaire (MBTI®) is used to assess type. Each 

letter in a personality type indicates one’s preference on a spectrum between: intro-

version (I) and extraversion (E), sensing (S) and intuition (N), thinking (T) and feeling (F), 

and judging ( J) and perceiving (P). While Myers-Briggs experts stress that all types 

are equal, knowledge of  how one might prefer to process information can inform 

instruction and creation of  work groups. 

 As you read more about these personality types, please remember that there are 

no negative connotations associated with the type indicators. For example, I score 

very high on the judgment indicator. This does not mean that I am negatively judg-

mental toward other people but rather that I prefer order and structure, that I plan 

carefully, and that I can be focused and task-oriented. However, a person with a high 

perceiving preference (on the opposite end of  the scale) can be just as organized, 

though they may exhibit more flexibility and respond to upcoming deadlines differ-

ently than I do. 

 There is generally a fee associated with the test, though it can often be taken at 

university career placement centers. A better option for teachers of  adult students is 

to take the shorter Keirsey temperament sorter. 

 Keirsey and Golay Personality Types 

 David Keirsey’s (1921–2013) highly accessible book entitled  Please Understand Me II  

(1998) is based on the Myers-Briggs type indicator even though he did not agree 

with all aspects of  his predecessors’ theory. For example, based on his observations 

of  the actions and attitudes of  people with ESTJ, ENTJ, ISFP, and INFP labels, he 

disagreed with the Myers-Briggs descriptions. Myers described intellectual predispo-

sitions and functions of  people that can be diffi  cult to perceive, whereas Keirsey was 

interested in identifying types through observable behaviors. Although he subdivided 

his types into 16 subsets, his categories are easier to remember, as there are only four 
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main types: Artisans (SP type), Guardians (SJ), Idealists (NF), and, Rationals (NT). 

Basic observable descriptions of  each type follow (Keirsey, 1998, p. 62). 

  Artisans  communicate in concrete terms. They are tactical, optimistic about the 

future (though perhaps cynical about past events), artistic, excitable, impulsive, and 

good negotiators, and they seek stimulation.  Guardians  are also concrete commu-

nicators. They tend to be stoic, pessimistic about the future, dependable, trusting 

of  authority, helpful, and they yearn to belong. Idealists and Rationals both tend 

to be abstract communicators.  Idealists  enjoy building morale. They are altruistic, 

empathic, they prize recognition, and they seek to build unique identities.  Rationals  

are pragmatic, even skeptical about the future (thus they plan for contingencies). 

They are autonomous, seek knowledge, yearn to achieve, and are visionary leaders. 

 Keirsey’s book includes a straightforward self-assessment, the Keirsey Type Sorter 

(KTS), that you can take or that you can use with your students to help identify 

their personality type. However, the KTS is only valid for adults. One of  Keirsey’s 

students, Keith Golay, developed his own test for adults, the Adult Learning Pattern 

Assessment (LPA), and created an LPA for children. Golay was interested in help-

ing teachers adapt their teaching styles to meet the needs of  each type of  learner 

and outlined useful strategies in his 1982 book  Learning Patterns and Temperament Styles . 

Golay’s LPA became popular with American piano teachers in the early 2000s. While 

Golay kept Keirsey’s temperament descriptors, some teachers remember the types 

better because he uses animals to personify each type. While the LPA can be used to 

assess a child’s temperament, Golay suggests that teachers can ask open-ended ques-

tions of  parents (and listen carefully to their answers) to discover the learning pattern 

best suited to each child. He refers to Artisan children as Apes, Guardian children as 

Bears, Rational children as Owls, and Idealist children as Dolphins. The four basic 

children types follow (Golay, 2003, p. 154): 

 • Apes or Artisans—impulsive and spontaneous 

 • Bears or Guardians—responsible and governed by rules 

 • Owls or Rationals—analytic and theoretical 

 • Dolphins or Idealists—diplomatic with romantic ideals 

 Kolb’s Learning-Style Preferences 

 There is another learning-style theory that I fi nd useful when assigning groups of  

college-aged students to partner work. David A. Kolb (b. 1939) proposed his theory 

in 1984. It has since been used to explain how business people perceive and process 

information when they collaborate in the workplace. He views adult learners as oper-

ating along two continua: a perceiving continuum and a processing continuum. He 

suggests that when people perceive information, they have some degree of  prefer-

ence for either thinking about or intuitively feeling it. When processing information, 
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we prefer using active experimentation or refl ective observation. Based on one’s pref-

erences for perceiving and processing information, individuals fall into one of  four 

types of  learning styles: Accommodator, Diverger, Converger, or Assimilator. See 

 Figure 4.1 .   

 I find that considering each learner’s style when assigning partners to work on 

harmonization, improvisation, and sight reading during group-piano class can have 

a positive effect on the learning outcomes of  both students (Pike, 2006, 2014). 

 The following highlights each of  Kolb’s four types of  learners. 

 Accommodators (Doers and Feelers) 

 • Thrive on active experimentation 

 • Thrive on feedback from peers 

 • Learn by doing and applying through hands-on activities 

 • Rely on intuition 

 • Prefer to use analysis of  others (rather than figure out for themselves) 

 • Find teamwork rewarding (independent work may be less effective) 

 Divergers (Feelers and Observers) 

 • View concepts from various perspectives 

 • Enjoy observing and gathering information 

  Figure 4.1  Kolb’s Learning Style Continua and Learner Types 

 Adapted from Kolb (2015). 
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 • Use imagination and intuition to solve problems 

 • Enjoy brainstorming 

 Convergers (Doers and Thinkers) 

 • Prefer concrete experiences 

 • Enjoy finding practical solutions to problems 

 • Enjoy experimenting with new ideas 

 • Rely on tactile stimulation 

 • Are not dependent upon others for learning to occur 

 Assimilators (Observers and Thinkers) 

 • Find concise, logical, systematic approaches 

 • Able to assemble widely diverging information and organize it concisely 

 • Prefer to think things through (prior to active experimentation) 

 • Independent and need not work with others to reach conclusions 

 Reinforcing Cognitive Strategies and Learning 
Styles in the Piano Lab 

 Useful Cognitive Strategies 

 Regardless of  personality type or learning preference, there are basic cognitive pro-

cesses that are common to all human learners. Recall, in  Chapter 2 , we noted that in 

order for humans to learn new information, there are three basic cognitive processes 

involved: encoding, storage, and retrieval. It turns out that there are some things we 

can do during the encoding and storage processes that can reinforce understanding 

and subsequent retrieval. I like to think of  what the brain does during the encoding 

process as analogous to what happens on our computer desktops when we deal with 

materials. In the brain, we work with new materials in “working memory” (WM). 

Working memory is like the desktop when we type, edit, copy, paste, and organize 

our thoughts in a document. In WM, once we recognize patterns and fi le informa-

tion, we need to store that new information in close proximity to “like” informa-

tion in long-term memory, just as we might fi le similar documents in a folder on 

the computer desktop. Previously learned material is placed in schemata (which are 

structures in long-term memory that are similar to the 20th-century fi ling cabinet 

or our electronic cloud storage or external hard drives). If  we do not label the fi les 

appropriately or place the folders in a logical place or if  we do not retrieve them 

regularly, we risk forgetting where we fi led the documents. Similarly, if  new informa-

tion is not understood and stored with like information into our brain’s schemata or 

if  we do not practice retrieving and working with the information for long periods 
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of  time, that information is likely to be forgotten! In short, new information must be 

rehearsed and recalled frequently if  subsequent retrieval is to be eff ective. And if  the 

period of  time between rehearsal and retrieval is too long, retrieval will be ineffi  cient 

or impossible. 

 Cognitive psychologists have identified ways that we can make meaning of  and 

rehearse new information for effective encoding and efficient storage. Five cognitive 

strategies are particularly beneficial for musicians, and these work well in group-

piano settings: 

 1. Chunking: Refers to taking smaller, discrete pieces of  information and linking 

these in meaningful ways so that the pieces can be processed as a whole. This is 

critical, because humans can only hold about seven pieces of  discrete informa-

tion in WM. If  a piano student processes F#, A#, and C# as three separate 

adjacent pitches on a staff  rather than as a single F# major chord, he will use up 

almost half  of  working memory, leaving room for little other processing. 

 2. Elaboration: Refers to connecting new information with material that already 

has meaning for the learner, thus making sense of  the new data. We do this 

when we spiral the curriculum and scaffold new material onto previously learned 

concepts. An example from group piano might be asking students to create a left-

hand accompaniment based on a previously learned waltz-style pattern. They 

have to figure out which chords fit best with the new melody, but they are using 

both chords and a waltz-style pattern that they have mastered in another context. 

 3. Generation: Refers to using new material in a meaningful way. As music educa-

tors have long known, things that we create are remembered more readily than 

things we hear only. An example might be having students improvise their own 

melodies based on a given chord progression. Almost any time we have students 

rehearse new techniques or use them in novel ways, they are generating. Struc-

tured feedback is important at this time so that students do not ingrain poor 

habits or create incorrect attributions. 

 4. Distributed practice: Includes breaking down complex information into 

smaller components that can be rehearsed without overloading WM. Automat-

ing individual visual cues with rehearsed and automated motor skills and inte-

grating discrete parts back into the whole are critical parts of  this process. Dis-

tributed practice should be a part of  all effective music practice. 

 5. Primacy–recency effect: Refers to the fact that information must be rehearsed 

and recalled often and that data will be more dependably retrieved if  there were 

optimal attention levels during encoding and storage. In educational settings, 

we tend to remember best what happened at the beginning of  class and second 

best what happened at the end. The middle period (sometimes called downtime) 

is an ideal time to avail ourselves of  off-bench or group activities in the piano 

lab. Sousa (2011) proposed that optimal learning occurs in 20-minute segments. 
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Many educators divide this time into 10-, 3-, and 7-minute segments in which 

the most important or challenging material is worked on for the first 10 min-

utes, there is a related but distinctive 3-minute downtime activity, and the last 

7 minutes of  the teaching segment contain another activity that requires focused 

attention. 

 Using Cognitive Strategies and Kolb’s Learning Styles 
in the Group-Piano Class 

 At this point, it may be helpful to consider some specifi c examples of  how avail-

ing oneself  of  learning preferences and cognitive strategies can increase student 

engagement and learning in the piano class. These examples are drawn from my 

own experience. If  you are currently teaching group piano at the college level, try to 

identify your student Accommodators, Divergers, Assimilators, and Convergers, and 

thoughtfully assign them to groups for optimal results with collaborative work. With 

experience, you may be able to identify which type of  learning style each student 

prefers. In  Appendix C.2 , there is a short learning-style survey that your students 

complete and a key to quickly assess their preferred style in group-piano. 

 Engaging Active Experimenters and Reflective Observers 
in Technical Exercises 

 When I introduce seventh-chord arpeggios (a common technical exercise), I avail 

myself  of  the technology in the piano lab to enhance the experience for each learner. 

During this brief  5-minute activity, students rehearse the fi ve types of  seventh chords. 

These chords will be encountered in subsequent harmonization, improvisation, sight 

reading, and repertoire. There, they will be reinforced through elaboration, genera-

tion, and distributed practice. However, the ability to perform profi ciently depends 

on mastery of  the seventh-chord arpeggio, so each student must attend to it during 

the initial introduction. 

 I begin with a brief  visual explanation designed to refresh students’ memory of  sev-

enth chords already encountered in theory class. This activity, which establishes the 

context for the new piano technique, is essential for engaging Divergers and Assimi-

lators who thrive on reflective observation. The next logical step, which engages the 

remainder of  the students, is to have them play some of  the chords at the piano. The 

Accommodators and Convergers, who prefer active experimentation, become fully 

engaged at this point. By using a MIDI accompaniment track that can be slowed 

to an appropriate practice tempo without altering the pitch, the Convergers and 

Assimilators (who are likely thinking about the theory underlying the harmony they 

are hearing) continue to process the chords in a way that is meaningful for them. 

The Accommodators and Divergers, who use more emotional feelings and enjoy the 
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aural and kinesthetic feedback as they process new information, will benefit from the 

tactile rehearsal of  the new chords, coupled with the motivation of  keeping up with 

the accompaniment. 

 Engaging Thinkers and Feelers in Improvisation 

 When we work on improvisation in the group-piano class, I recognize that these 

exercises may be more challenging for students who reside on the thinking side of  

the perception continuum and on the refl ective observation side of  the processing 

continuum. I might fi rst give the students a list of  the chords that are required to be 

played by the left hand and provide a specifi c accompaniment pattern above which 

the melody will be improvised. Initially, the students are reinforcing and elaborating 

on concepts that have been practiced as technical exercises and in harmonization 

examples. At this point, if  the curriculum has been spiraled and paced appropriately, 

identifying and practicing the left-hand chord progression is familiar and should be 

retrieved easily from students’ schematic store of  information. 

 The new information that requires generation and problem solving in this exercise 

is the realization of  an improvised melody. By setting guidelines that remind students 

to choose the majority of  their melody notes from chord tones, I am encouraging 

elaboration of  harmonic material. Setting parameters enables Assimilators to feel 

more comfortable with the experimentation part of  the exercise. If  students are new 

to improvising or suffer from coordination issues between the hands (which is not 

uncommon during the first several semesters of  group piano), pairing students to 

take turns playing the accompaniment and improvising a melody can be a valuable 

learning experience. 

 Due to the experimental nature of  this exercise and differing individual comfort 

levels with active experimentation, I have found certain combinations to be more 

effective than others. Since the process of  improvising a new melody is a creative one, 

I like to pair the feelers who are on similar sides of  the processing continuum. If  the 

pairs of  students are encouraged to pool the strengths of  their individual learning 

styles during a structured in-class activity (in this case in pairs over headphones with 

a clearly defined set of  guidelines), the outcome of  the exercise for both students will 

be more successful than if  they had worked independently. In this instance, if  the 

instructor pairs an Assimilator with a Diverger and a Converger with an Accom-

modator, the assignment success rate will be better than if  students were paired in 

other ways. 

 To illustrate, I will share an example from one of  my recent classes. Susan, an 

Accommodator, intuitively came up with creative melodies in class but struggled 

when she had to operate under time constraints and perform for her peers. Mean-

while, Scott, a Converger who liked to think about new ways of  applying what he 

was learning, also enjoyed active experimentation with melodies. He struggled with 
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settling on just one melody within the time constraints of  in-class assignments. For 

one exercise, I paired them and asked them to take turns playing four measures of  

accompaniment and improvised melody. I asked them to listen to one another and 

respond with subsequent phrases based on what the other had just played. Because 

they were comfortable experimenting, they each processed within their comfort 

zones, but they learned from the other because of  the active listening and experi-

mentation. The result was more creative than anything either had previously per-

formed individually, and they made good progress in a short amount of  class time. 

Had I paired Susan with a Diverger or an Assimilator who preferred observation and 

reflection, they might have been less comfortable with the active experimentation 

and improvised melodic responses and, thus, made less progress. During the same 

class, I paired a Diverger and an Assimilator and suggested that they briefly outline 

their ideas about how the melody might unfold and then take turns playing it and 

commenting upon strengths and weaknesses. They, too, ended up creating a lovely 

improvisation within the allotted class time by drawing upon their similar process-

ing strengths. You will note that I facilitated the learning differently for each group, 

depending on the strengths of  each pair. 

 Conclusion 

 Many of  the basic cognitive processes required for understanding new material 

and executing specifi c, refi ned motor skills at the piano are similar for all learn-

ers. These include chunking, elaboration, generation, and distributed practice. 

However, only information that learners recognize as relevant will capture their 

attention and be processed. Due to the primacy–recency eff ect, teachers should 

plan to introduce important material at the beginning and end of  class. Students 

should engage in active learning between teaching segments requiring focused 

attention. Additionally, if  learners are not attentive to new information that must 

be processed in working memory soon after it becomes available to consciousness, 

they will not learn it, understand it, or store it for future retrieval from long-term 

memory. 

 Differing learning styles affect both attention to new information and how it 

is processed. While the group-piano instructor can present new material in ways 

that are conducive to efficient cognitive processing and long-term storage and 

retrieval, if  students do not process the new information according to their indi-

vidual learning styles from the outset, piano skills and musical learning will be less 

effective. In order to produce the best possible results for each learner within the 

group, the instructor must understand how Divergers, Assimilators, Convergers, 

and Accommodators perceive and process information and then address each of  

those four needs during in-class collaborative activities and through varied pre-

sentation methods. 
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 Pedagogy in Action 

 1. Imagine that you are teaching a small group of  8-year-old beginners. Based on 

your informal assessment using Golay’s personality types, most of  the group 

members are Bears and Owls. However, there is one little boy who displays Ape-

like characteristics. Describe how you would structure learning (1) a four-measure 

rhythmic exercise and (2) a new ensemble piece to accommodate his needs and 

those of  the others in the group. Be specific in describing the sequence of  activi-

ties. Remember that students do not need to sit at their keyboards for the entirety 

of  each activity, and try to engage the entire group in working together. 

 2. Based on the descriptions of  Kolb’s learning styles, identify your preferred style. 

Choose a learner whose learning style is on the opposite side of  the experimen-

tation continuum from you (i.e., if  you are a Converger, you would choose a 

Diverger). Imagine that you are working on a joint eight-measure composition 

project with that person. The parameters of  the project include playing the piece 

in 3/4 meter, using the key of  A major, and you must both perform your compo-

sition together. You are in charge of  leading the partnership. What steps would 

you take to accommodate both of  your learning styles? Write a script for your 

interaction. 

 3. Take the short Keirsey type sorter (KTS) test (found in his 1998 book). After scor-

ing yourself, identify and read about your type. Write a brief  paragraph about 

how this personality type affects your learning preferences. 
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 Objectives 

 By the end of  this chapter, you should understand the purpose of  including group 

piano in the undergraduate music curriculum, typical skills addressed in undergradu-

ate group-piano programs, and useful textbooks. Resources for networking with other 

group-piano faculty, grading, and accreditation are provided for further exploration. 

 Introduction 

 Philosophy for Including Piano Proficiency in the 
Undergraduate Music Curriculum 

 Regardless of  their primary instrument, undergraduate music majors throughout 

much of  the world must display a minimum level of  competency at the piano. The 

reasons for requiring profi ciency with piano skills are not always clearly articu-

lated to students. Even some faculty members might fi nd it diffi  cult to justify 

this requirement. I have found that if  music students understand why they are 

required to take a class and develop skills that appear to be only tangentially 

related to their primary instrument, they are more likely to attend and prepare for 

class. Therefore, we must be able to articulate why piano profi ciency is necessary 

for professional musicians. 

 For many educators, the keyboard is a logical instrument through which students 

can explore various facets of  music including rhythm, melody and harmony, theory 

and analytic skills, musical form, aural skills, coordination, listening and evaluation, 

and even improvisation. Most students play instruments that can only produce a 

single note and rhythm at a time. The piano provides a platform that allows them 

to create complex rhythms, melody, and harmony by themselves on a single instru-

ment. And the piano can serve as a tool to assist musical understanding of  theoreti-

cal concepts if  one has basic keyboard skills. When deciding how to frame the piano 

experience for students, including which skills they need to develop, we should also 

consider how they will use the piano in their future professional lives. 

 5 

 THE MUSIC MAJOR 

 College-Level Group Piano 
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 Even though undergraduate students may not realize it, after graduation, they can 

be called upon to use basic keyboard skills. For example, in preparation for a solo 

or chamber performance, many musicians find it helpful to play the basic harmonic 

structure of  an accompaniment, parts, or open score to get a sense of  how the final 

product will sound or to make interpretative choices. Most musicians, even those 

who were performance majors, will do some teaching during their career. A flute 

(or any instrumental) teacher will undoubtedly need to provide basic accompani-

ment during a lesson, since beginning and intermediate students typically do not 

attend lessons with professional accompanists. Voice teachers and choir directors 

may need to harmonize vocal warm-ups or provide basic accompaniment during 

rehearsals. Musicians who will be involved in formal music education in schools will 

need to draw on keyboard skills including harmonization, transposition, improvising, 

sight reading, and performing simple accompaniments (Baker, 2017; Christensen, 

2000; Young, 2013). Thus, the acquisition of  keyboard skills has become a common 

requirement for music degree programs, and we need to help students understand 

why they should develop basic piano proficiency. 

 The National Association of  Schools of  Music (NASM), the music accrediting 

agency for the United States and Canada, asserts that a basic keyboard competency 

is required for the Bachelor of  Arts in Music and the Bachelor of  Music degrees 

(NASM, 2016). Typically, at the end of  the sophomore year, students demonstrate 

competency by taking a formal piano proficiency exam. However, individual institu-

tions and educators have freedom to interpret which skills and what level of  achieve-

ment their students should meet. College group-piano teachers who gather at the 

MTNA–sponsored GP3 Forum every other year discuss piano competencies and 

other issues related to teaching piano pedagogy and group piano at the college level. 

Thus, there is some consistency of  piano skills and competencies required of  students 

pursuing either the BA, BM, or BME degrees regardless of  institution. However, 

requirements and standards still vary from one school to another, and keyboard pro-

ficiency does not transfer between universities. Generally, when students pass the 

piano proficiency exam, their advisor checks a box on their degree audit ensuring 

that the requirement was met. If  they transfer to another university before gradu-

ation, they will need to demonstrate their piano proficiency at the new institution. 

 Suggested and Required Skills 

 At most universities, the piano skills that are tested on the profi ciency include tech-

nique (scales, chords, etc.), sight reading, harmonization, transposition, improvisa-

tion, and basic performance ability (usually displayed by playing solo repertoire). 

While some schools provide private piano lessons to help students develop these skills, 

the majority of  institutions in North America off er a sequence of  group-piano classes. 

Group piano is the most effi  cient way for a large number of  students to acquire the 
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requisite piano skills. The group-piano sequence typically lasts from two to six semes-

ters. Most universities that off er the BM degree provide three to four semesters of  

group-piano instruction. Schools that off er the BA degree may only require two or 

three semesters of  group piano, as these students do not need to achieve the same 

level of  profi ciency as BM majors. 

 There is a trend toward offering an additional semester or two of  group piano for 

music education and music therapy students, as they will need to be able to accom-

pany, harmonize, transpose, and sight read at an even higher level upon graduation. 

In addition to the basic keyboard competency, NASM guidelines recommend that 

undergraduate music majors learn about composition, improvisation, and demon-

strate synthesis of  musical knowledge (NASM, 2016, p. 107). Sometimes the only 

place that improvisation happens is in the group-piano class, and the piano lab pro-

vides an ideal setting for musical synthesis. Additionally, music therapy students must 

display advanced keyboard skills including sight reading, transposition, and impro-

visation (p. 114), and music education students must display functional performance 

at the keyboard (p. 117). Many music therapy and music education students benefit 

from additional courses devoted to developing these specific piano skills. 

 Placement Tests 

 Because some students arrive at university with previous piano experience and 

because occasionally students will transfer to another institution prior to degree 

completion, the group-piano instructor will need to provide placement tests for these 

individuals. I off er placement tests at the beginning of  each semester, but the major-

ity of  students will take their placements before the beginning of  the fall semester 

or during their undergraduate orientation. Some group-piano coordinators at large 

schools prepare guidelines for the undergraduate advisor about where students with 

past experience can expect to be placed. They can share information with students 

and tentatively register them for a piano class (reserving the student’s spot) until the 

student takes the actual placement test. 

 Teachers can only prepare appropriate placement tests if  they understand which 

skills are required at their institution, how much competency must be displayed by 

the end of  each semester, and which skills tend not to be taught in private precollege 

piano lessons. For example, I do not have students perform solo repertoire at piano 

placements, because performance of  a piece that a student has worked on for months 

does not necessarily tell me much about that student’s sight-reading or harmoniza-

tion abilities, which are core skills in the piano proficiency. In my piano placement 

folder, I have a set of  examples for sight reading, harmonization, and score reading 

(when applicable) that a student should be able to play at the conclusion of  each 

semester. I also list basic technical skills such as scales and chord progressions that a 

student should know for each level. Then, at the placement test, I work through each 
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skill component with the student until he or she cannot complete the task. This lets 

me know which level of  group piano is appropriate for that student. 

 One final reason we must remain cognizant of  specific requirements for each level 

in our group-piano sequence is that our curriculum will dictate which book and 

materials we adopt for our classes. When we choose the textbook we will use, we must 

be sure it will enable our students to develop the specific skills that are required on the 

piano proficiency test at our institution. Next, we will explore specific skills that are 

most often required. A brief  review of  textbooks and online resources that are most 

often adapted for college classes will follow. 

 NASM Requirements and Recommendations 

 Overview of Piano Skills Required of Music Majors 

 As noted, while there is some fl exibility regarding standard keyboard skills required 

at the end of  each semester and on the piano profi ciency test, average expectations 

at each stage of  group-piano study are illustrated in  Figure 5.1 .   

 This model assumes that first-year students have few, if  any, piano skills. During the 

course of  their group-piano studies, they will develop the requisite piano technique to 

play increasingly difficult sight reading, harmonization, score reading, transposition, 

improvisation, and solos, duets, accompaniment and ensemble music. If  fifth and 

  Figure 5.1  Typical Keyboard Skills Categories for Music Major Group-Piano Levels 

         Skill

Level

Technique Sight-Reading/
Score Reading

Harmonization/
Transposition/
Improvisation

Repertoire/
Ensemble

Piano 1 • Pentascales 
(Major & minor)

• 2-octave scales 
(Major) separate 
hands

• Primary chord 
progressions 
(Major keys)

• Simple treble & 
bass reading

• Melody mainly 
within 5-fi nger 
pattern

• Transpose some 
sight reading (SR)

• Harmonize melody with 
primary chords (Major 
keys)

• Some alternate 
accompaniment patterns

• Harmonize w/ 2-hand 
accompaniments (prep 
for accompanying)

• Transpose harmonization
• Beginning improvisation 

(w/ prepared 
progressions)

• Elementary 
repertoire 
(level 1)

• Single-line 
ensemble 
repertoire

Piano 2 • 2-octave scale 
(separate hands) 
Major & harmonic 
minor keys

• Minor primary 
chord progressions

• More facility with 
hand expansion/
contraction; fi nger 
crossings, etc.

• Pedal

• Octave (or more) 
melodic range

• Major & minor keys
• Introduce alto & 

tenor clef
• Transpose many 

SR

• Harmonize in minor keys
• Use secondary chords 

(particularly V/V)
• 2-hand accompanying
• Transpose most 

harmonization examples
• Improvisation 

(related to harmonic 
progressions)

• Level 2 
repertoire

• Duets/ multi-
part ensemble 
repertoire
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Some BA Programs End Here; Others Include a Third Semester & Modify Skills Listed Below
Piano 3 • Facility with scales 

• Chord 
progressions 
incorporating 
primary & 
secondary chords

• Chord 
progressions 
with secondary 
dominants

• Seventh chords 
(various types)

• More complex SR; 
could be in modes 

• Begin working on 
chorale-style SR

• 3-part score reading 
• Transposition
• SR will incorporate 

harmonic 
progressions being 
studied elsewhere

Assess BA student 
needs

• Harmonization w/ 
secondary dominants 
(V/ii; V/iii; V/V; V/vi)

• Improvisation 
using these chord 
progressions

• Transpose many 
harmonization 
exercises

• Level 3
• Accompany 

peers on their 
instrument 
(learn how to 
communicate as 
musicians)

• Duets 

Piano 4 • Scales (HT if 
required on 
profi ciency)

• Chord 
progressions 
with modulations

• Facility and hand 
independence 
(for level 3-4 rep)

• SR that modulates
• More complex LH 

accomp patterns
• Chorale-style
• 4-part score 

reading (w/ 
transposing 
instruments for 
band/instrumental 
students)

• Harmonizations that 
modulate

• LH accompaniment 
patterns should 
become more 
automatic as melodies 
get more complex 
(rhythmically)

• Hand independence 
and quick theory is 
essential

• Level 4
• Duets, peer 

accompanying, 
etc.

Optional Levels for Music Therapy & Music Education Students
Piano 5 • Plug in modules 

that work on 
critical skills 
specifi c to the 
major

• SR 2 & 3-pt open 
score

• Learn simple 
pieces & SCR 
quickly

• Play progressions while 
singing & cuing

• Improvise harms & 
accompaniments

• Play appropriate 
accompaniments

Piano 6 • Plug in modules 
that work on 
critical skills 
specifi c to the 
major

• SR 3 & 4-pt open 
score

• Learn music 
quickly

• Play more complex 
progs while singing & 
cuing

• Improvise/transpose 
harms & accomps

• Play appropriate 
accompaniments

  Figure 5.1  (Continued) 

sixth semesters of  group-piano are offered for music education and music therapy 

students, instructors can choose to work on all components throughout the semester 

or divide key skills into modules that can be explored intensely for several weeks at a 

time throughout the semester. 

 Assessment 

 Syllabus 

 If  you are teaching group piano as a graduate assistant or if  you are an adjunct 

instructor teaching one of  several group-piano sections, your supervisor may have 

already supplied you and your students with a syllabus. If  not, universities require 

that instructors create and share a syllabus with students for each course. At my uni-

versity, we consider the syllabus to be a contract between the faculty member and the 
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students. In it, we outline our expectations for the course, and students acknowledge 

that they understand their responsibilities for the semester. Some institutions off er 

models of  syllabi or require that specifi c topics (such as grading, attendance, disability 

services, etc.) are addressed. At other schools, faculty have more fl exibility in what 

they include. Just as independent studio teachers publish studio policies, in which they 

outline expectations for the group-piano class, syllabi for individual university group-

piano classes provide students and instructors with a set of  policies for the course. 

 I think that in addition to university-mandated guidelines that must be included, 

the syllabus for music-major group-piano classes should reflect your objectives for the 

course, expectations of  in-class participation and outside practice for the students, 

how grades will be determined, and concepts that will be addressed each week. Your 

syllabus should include: 

 • the course title, rubric, and number 

 • instructor’s name, office number, contact information, and office hours (virtual 

and in-person) 

 • course objectives 

 • required text(s) 

 • expectations for minimum work/practice outside of  class 

 • expectations for in-class participation and attendance 

 • grading scheme 

 • specifics about individual graded assignments (i.e., practice-log assignments, col-

laborative assignments, or anything beyond a typical individual performance 

assessment) 

 • tentative dates of  exams 

 • links to university statements regarding the student code of  conduct, outside 

work expectations, disability services and support, attendance, and accommoda-

tions for excused absences 

 • anticipated class schedule (including weekly concepts, skills, and text page num-

bers that will be covered) 

 Be sure to post a copy of  your syllabus on the learning management system for your 

course so that students have access to it at any time. While few students enjoy hav-

ing the syllabus read to them at the first class, I recommend highlighting important 

components of  the syllabus (including practice expectations, in-class participation, 

and grading) so that students know what to expect and begin practicing immediately. 

As the instructor, you set the standard for the class by clearly describing your expec-

tations and then by holding students accountable. From the very first class, I have 

students participate in group work, and I give skills quizzes (from the practice assign-

ments) within the first 2 weeks to ensure that students establish the habit of  practic-

ing piano. Also, give some thought to the formatting of  your syllabus. If  it is easy to 
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read and students can easily locate pertinent information, they will be more likely to 

consult it throughout the semester. For example, I put the class schedule information 

into a table so that students can easily see which pages we will be working on each 

week if  they would like to get ahead during weeks when the workload is lighter or if  

they need to catch up after missing a class. 

 Purpose and Materials 

 Even though you will be teaching students in a group setting and employing vari-

ous group strategies to facilitate student learning and understanding, college music 

majors should be assessed individually. Assessments should be formal and frequent 

so the students know how they are doing and you have a record of  improvement and 

know what you need to focus on during instructional periods. Feedback to students 

should be immediate and specifi c. Researchers and teachers have found that when 

students receive verbal and written feedback shortly after taking a test, they are better 

able to make adjustments and improve. If  you give small tests and quizzes frequently 

throughout the semester, the stakes are lower than for exams, and students will be 

able to identify mistakes before bad habits become ingrained, adjust their practice 

strategies, and improve specifi c skills. Since they will have to perform a high-stakes 

piano profi ciency, the more practice they have performing under pressure for you in 

quizzes, tests, and exams, the better they will be able to cope during the profi ciency. 

I try to give my students specifi c written feedback at the class immediately following 

the quiz. Some of  my graduate assistants provide feedback next to each student’s 

grade in our online learning management system. The caveat with this type of  feed-

back is that you want to be sure your students read it in order to benefi t from it. 

 I also like to have a snapshot of  what my students are doing at the midpoint and 

end of  each semester. This can be useful if  external evaluators from accrediting agen-

cies visit campus and want to know what students in a specific piano class are learn-

ing. For this reason, and because I like my students to maintain a digital portfolio of  

their piano skills, my students record all of  their quizzes, tests, and exams on a USB 

drive. I grade the performances immediately following class. The result is that I can 

evaluate students frequently but spend more class time teaching and having them 

explore concepts. Instead of  me grading individual students during the class, they 

all record the quiz at the same time, and I grade the quizzes outside of  class. If  they 

have questions about a specific grade, we can play back the performance and listen 

together, which helps students develop self-evaluation skills. Sometimes, I have them 

evaluate their performances and reflect on positive and negative aspects. Along with 

their USB, they turn in a brief  written reflection about the performance and include 

two or three specific practice steps that they will take to improve a self-identified 

problem. I still award the grade for the actual quiz, but they also receive a separate 

small grade (perhaps out of  5 points) on the quality of  their reflective evaluation. 
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This is an example of  how the technology in the piano lab enhances student learning 

and engagement and allows me to give frequent evaluations without losing valuable 

instructional time. 

 An efficient and effective tool to use when evaluating student performances is a 

rubric. In most of  my music-major group-piano classes, the students and I develop 

the rubric (which contains the grading criteria) together. Grading performances is 

viewed as a subjective experience by many outside of  the musical field. However, if  

we consider concepts and skills that students must display to receive a grade of  C, 

B, or A, we can usually define these quite clearly. Students generally know what is 

expected of  them, but it is helpful to have them articulate these thoughts and contrib-

ute to the decision about what will be evaluated. This exercise will help them more 

accurately evaluate their group work and their individual playing, too. A simple but 

useful rubric that I use contains four or five columns. The column on the left lists the 

attributes that I am grading (such as technique, dynamics, balance between the hands, 

group work, etc.), and there will be a separate row for each attribute. Then I have 

columns that correspond to grades A through D, with criteria for each grade. Rather 

than using letter grades or numbers in the headings, I use terms such as “exemplary,” 

“competent,” “developing,” and “not there yet!” Stevens and Levi (2005) provide 

many helpful suggestions for designing rubrics in a short and accessible book on the 

topic. See  Figure 5.2  for a sample rubric that I use with my 5th-semester vocal music 

Rubric for Piano 5 Collaborative Project: (Accompaniment & Singing) 10 points possible 
Composition & Date:__________________ Pianist’s Name___________________

            4.5-5 points       3.5-4.4 points       3.4 points & less

Exemplary Competent Developing
Performance 
Skills (5 pts)

Additional 
Comments:

  Musical performance 
  Captured character o f 
the piece 

  Appropriate expression 
  Observed all dynamic 
markings 

  Maintained appropriate 
tempo 

  Body language was 
appropriate (for 
collaboration)

 Mostly musical performance 
  Character of the piece 
was evident much of the 
time, but lapsed during 
tricky spots 

  Some expression 
  Some dynamic markings 
observed 

  Tempo was a little slow/
too fast in spots or wasn’t 
steady

  Performance lacked 
important musical elements 

  Character of the piece was 
not completely captured 

  Musical expression lacked 
fi nesse 

  Few dynamic markings observed 
  Tempo was too fast/too slow 
  Body language was 
inappropriate (making faces, 
talking after mistakes)

Group Work 
(5 pts)

Additional 
Comments:

  Evidence of collaborative 
musicianship 

  Non-verbal 
communication 

  Continuity throughout 
  Appropriate musical 
choices

  Some evidence of 
collaborative musicianship 

  Some non-verbal 
communication 

  Continuity was maintained 
most of the time, with just 
a few minor lapses 

  Most musical choices 
were appropriate

  Little evidence of 
collaborative musicianship 

  Little non-verbal communication 
  Overall lack of continuity 
throughout 

  Musical choices appear 
to have been governed 
by limited technique or 
preparation

  Figure 5.2  Sample Collaborative Rubric (used in group-piano 5 for vocal music education majors) 
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education students on their collaborative assignments. You will note that I expect that 

they will attain a minimum level of  competency, so there is no column for a grade 

below 70% (though I could theoretically still award a lower grade).   

 I recommend having a set of  exam materials for each level of  group piano. You 

might have several examples you can cycle through so that you are not giving identi-

cal tests each year. If  you do use the same or similar examples, especially for sight 

reading or other quick-study components, be sure that students do not remove cop-

ies from the piano lab or take photos that can be posted online for others to see. In 

my piano lab, cell phones must be turned off  at all times (to prevent leaking of  test 

materials and to maintain the integrity of  the learning environment). I teach mul-

tiple sections of  the same level each semester, and students do communicate about 

tests between classes. So I try to give similar examples but in different keys so that 

students who take the test later in the day do not have an advantage. Recall that I 

use a similar set of  final exam examples during the piano placements, so I guard all 

materials closely. 

 Piano Proficiency Exam 

 At my school currently, the piano profi ciency exam is a separate assessment from the 

other tests and exams in the group-piano sequence. It takes place during exam week, 

and students sign up for specifi c times. Because we have tested many technical skills 

previously and have records of  these scores, on the day of  the exam, we hear the fol-

lowing items: an arrangement of  the national anthem, sight reading, prepared har-

monization and transposition, accompaniment, prepared four-part open score, and 

solo repertoire. We have at least two instructors evaluate the exams, and each makes 

written notes on an evaluation form. There is at least one music education faculty 

member present when music education students take the test. If  we off ered a music 

therapy degree, it would be essential for a faculty member from that department to 

be present during exams of  those majors. 

 We record all exams on our acoustic Yamaha Disklavier piano, so we have both 

written and auditory records of  piano proficiencies. At the end of  each semester, 

as the group-piano coordinator, I report general proficiency statistics to our assess-

ment committee. For example, I list the number of  students who performed with 

basic competency (equivalent to a score of  70–79.9%), developed proficiency (80–

89.8%), and mastery (90–100%). I break these numbers down for performance 

and music education majors, since that is how we have to report these statistics 

to administrators on our campus. Each school may define piano competency a 

little differently, based on degrees offered and perceived needs of  students. The 

important thing is that you understand what the standards are at your school and 

that you have a common rubric to assess all students. Having at least two faculty 

members or instructors grade the exam ensures that the assessment is fair. It is 
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recommended that you keep basic assessment data (such as what I send our assess-

ment chair) for several years, until your regular university and/or NASM review 

has taken place. 

 At my university, we ask students to learn and prepare an arrangement of  the 

“Star-Spangled Banner,” because we believe that musicians may be called upon 

to play this at any time, and the performance displays the student’s ability to lead 

through music. The national anthem of  any country would serve this purpose. I 

have heard from many former students who report using this arrangement after 

graduation, and I occasionally get requests from music educators for a copy of  the 

arrangement so they can play it during their school assemblies! While they have some 

time (from a few minutes to several days) to prepare each of  the components of  the 

exam, the material is challenging enough that if  students are not proficient, they will 

not have enough time to prepare and perform each component well. My students 

have 8 minutes to prepare a sight-reading example that requires balance between the 

hands, coordination of  motor skills, and good reading ability. They have 1 week to 

prepare a harmonization example that modulates, but they will be asked to transpose 

it at the exam to another key. They also have 7 days to prepare the accompaniment 

and score-reading examples. Each of  these are related to their instrument type. For 

example, singers would prepare a simple vocal accompaniment and their score read-

ing would include a tenor line, whereas string players would be required to read an 

open score that used the alto clef, and brass or wind players would need to transpose 

two of  the instrumental parts. Actual requirements of  the proficiency test will vary 

depending on the school and standards agreed upon by the faculty. However, if  you 

find yourself  in a position to revamp your proficiency test, consider skills that will be 

of  value to students after graduation and how you can best assess and record each 

student’s competency. 

 After the Proficiency and Supplemental Resources 

 As noted, many schools require music education, music therapy, or other students 

to develop more piano profi ciency and specifi c skills once they have completed the 

profi ciency test. Some schools accomplish this through private secondary piano les-

sons, while others off er one or two additional semesters of  group-piano classes. At my 

school, vocal music education students are expected to develop more advanced sight-

reading, harmonization, accompanying, and score-reading skills. I use a combination 

of  materials from harmonization texts, folk-song books, actual choral method books 

that they may use upon graduation, choral arrangements, and score-reading texts. 

The texts listed in what follows can also be used in preparation for the profi ciency, 

either as textbooks or as a source of  supplementary materials for students. Although 

not comprehensive, several books that you might explore include: 
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 Harmonization 

 •  Harmonization at the Piano  by Arthur Frackenpohl 

 •  Harmonization-Transposition at the Keyboard  by Alice M. Kern 

 •  Melodies to Harmonize With  by Frank D. Mainous 

 Harmonization from Lead Lines and Improvising Simple 
Accompaniments 

 •  Folk Songs for Schools and Camps  by Jerry Silverman 

 •  Lead Lines and Chord Changes  by Ann Collins 

 •  Piano for Singers  by Jeffrey Deutsch 

 Score Reading 

 •  Keyboard Skills for Music Educators: Score Reading  by Shellie Gregorich and Benjamin 

Moritz 

 •  Music for Score Reading  by Robert A. Melcher and Willard F. Warch 

 Even if  you do not have to teach group piano beyond the proficiency, the materials 

listed can be helpful sources for supplementary materials that you may need when 

teaching any level of  group piano to music majors. 

 College Text Overviews 

 Alfred’s  Group Piano for Adults , 2nd Edition, Books 1 and 2 

 E. L. Lancaster & Kenon Renfrow, Alfred Publishing Co., Inc. 

 Contains CD and MIDI accompaniments. 

 There are 26 units in each book, plus supplemental repertoire sections that contain 

17 and 18 solos, respectively. Each book works well for an entire year (two semes-

ters), and together they provide ample material for a four-semester group-piano 

sequence. Each unit contains basic concepts, technique, sight reading, harmoniza-

tion, improvisation, and solos. Many units have two-page worksheets and ensemble 

music. Objectives for each unit are clearly stated at the beginning of  each chapter. 

Most units have about four sight-reading and four harmonization examples, so 

there are new examples at the correct level that students can work on throughout 

the week. Many examples have suggestions for transposition. The MIDI accom-

paniments are attractive, and the multivoice tracks add to the in-class experience, 

beyond the teacher accompaniments. These tracks are on the practice CD that 

comes with each book. 
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 The first book begins with off-staff  reading and progresses sequentially. The mate-

rials correspond with concepts that students typically learn in theory classes during 

the first 2 years of  a BM program. By the end of  the first book, students have learned 

scales, primary chord progressions, and secondary and seventh chords in all major 

and minor keys. There is also a brief  introduction to six modes. The second book 

briefly reviews concepts from Book 1 but reinforces concepts and progresses to more 

difficult chord progressions, modulations, secondary dominants, and augmented 

sixth chords. Score-reading with transposing instruments and alto clef  is introduced, 

though more reinforcement through supplementary materials may be needed. A 

teacher handbook, with lesson planning suggestions, is available at the publisher’s 

web site. 

  Piano for the Developing Musician , 6th Edition (2009 Media Update)   

 Other versions: Volume 2 (1992); Concise Edition (2010) 

 Martha Hilley & Lynn Freeman Olson, Schirmer, Cengage Learning 

 Access to online media resources. 

 The latest edition of   Piano for the Developing Musician  is designed to be used in a four-

semester group-piano curriculum. This is a comprehensive, 400-page text that features 

numerous sight-reading, harmonization, improvisation, composition, playing-by-ear, 

and ensemble examples that students enjoy playing. Since the book is aimed at music 

majors who already read music, the book begins with minimal theoretical informa-

tion and uses on-staff  notation from the outset. There are minimal instructions, but 

important points are stressed. Units contain “topics to explore” sections, providing 

teachers and students suggestions for further explanation and exploration. Novice 

teachers will need extensive preparation to pace and supplement this text. It is peda-

gogically strong, but careful lesson planning and clear practice assignments are criti-

cal for student success. 

 The true strength of  the book is the online content that students can use to play 

along with as they practice, reinforce rhythm, and get practice guidance from the 

tutorials. Teachers can avail of  these MIDI files and drum tracks during class. The 

online resources guide students through rehearsal, so they benefit from having a 

tutor as they practice. There are many creative activities, and students are encour-

aged to develop the ear alongside the keyboard and theory skills. There is ample 

material for group work during class, including ensemble music such as duets, 

multipart rhythm ensembles, improvised ensembles based on the rhythm ensem-

bles, and multiple-keyboard ensembles. Because this book can be used for four 

semesters and is packed with examples, the pages are clean and easy to read but 

may be a little cluttered for some students. The author of  this book has designed 

it so that the examples and online resources are attainable with just 20 minutes of  
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practice (6 days per week). Clear assignment guidelines should help students not 

to be overwhelmed. 

  Keyboard Musicianship , Book 1, 10th Edition (2014) and Book 2, 10th Edition (2015)   

 James Lyke, Tony Caramia, Reid Alexander, Geoff rey Haydon, & Ronald Chioldi, 

Stipes Publishing 

 Contains CD accompaniments. 

 Each book is designed to cover 1 year of  undergraduate group-piano for the college 

music major. Each unit contains an introduction to important concepts, technique, 

sight reading, accompaniments, harmonization, improvisation, suggested transposi-

tion activities, solo repertoire, American song repertoire, and ensemble repertoire. 

Students read on staff  from the outset. Intervallic reading is encouraged, and there 

are about four pages per chapter of  reading examples in various keys. While chords 

are introduced using Roman numerals and fi gured bass, the harmonization exam-

ples encourage students to write in and apply the chord symbols (lead line style). 

There are eight chapters per book, so students would spend more than 1 week in a 

chapter. Book 2 builds on core concepts including more complex chord progressions 

and score-reading examples. Appendices include additional solo and duet literature, 

as well as holiday music in solo (grand staff  ) and lead line format. There is ample 

white space on each page (pages are not cluttered); thus, the music is easy to read for 

many students. Some instructors fi nd that they need to use supplementary materials 

if  their course requires a substantial amount of  practice outside of  class. 

  Contemporary Class Piano , 8th Edition (2015)   

 Elise Mach, Oxford University Press 

 Contains online supplementary content. 

 Unlike the previous books, which were written for music-major group-piano classes, 

this text claims to be for either music majors or non-majors. Units feature spe-

cifi c topics and include technique and rhythm exercises, sight reading, harmoniza-

tion, improvisation, solos, ensemble music, and written worksheets. The content is 

sequenced well, and it is pedagogically sound. Students learn fi ve-fi nger patterns 

in many keys early on and are encouraged to explore these keys in numerous con-

texts. Various teacher accompaniments encourage musical performances in vari-

ous meters. Harmonization is introduced using both Roman numeral and chord 

symbols. Due to the way the book is organized, it would work well in a class that is 

organized into modules. It could easily be used as a source of  supplementary mate-

rials. There is enough material for several semesters of  work, even if  this were the 

only text to be used. 
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  Piano Lab , 7th Edition (2011)   

 Carolynn A. Lindemann, Wadsworth Publishing 

 Premium web site access. 

 This book is also not specifi cally designed for music majors, though it could be used 

with majors. This book is packed with technique, exercises, reading, harmonizing, 

repertoire, ideas for ensemble playing, and composition projects. The book could 

easily be used over the course of  two semesters. The materials are sequenced well. 

Like all adult books, the pace is quick, but the beginning examples and repertoire 

require more hand independence and coordination than some of  the other texts 

listed earlier. Because important historical information about the piano, general 

music appreciation details, and appendices with extensive reference materials are 

included, this book could possibly be used as a text for piano classes that are clas-

sifi ed as general education classes for non-music majors. It should be noted that 

there is a lot more material than could likely be used in one semester with typical 

undergraduate students. This book would be an excellent source of  supplemental 

materials. 

 Pedagogy in Action 

 1. If  you are a graduate teaching assistant in group piano, consult the shared group-

piano test documents or ask your advisor for sample exams for each of  the group-

piano classes offered at your school. From these and the group-piano text, create 

a list of  concepts and skills required at each level. If  your advisor provides you 

with such a list, compare it with your list. Create sample placement tests for each 

level of  your group-piano sequence (either on your own using Finale, Sibelius, 

MuseScore, or another notation software or from exercises you’ve assembled 

from various sources). 

 2. Assume that you will be teaching group piano at a school that requires students to 

master the skills listed in  Figure 5.1 . Using the method evaluation form in  Appen-

dix D.2 , review two of  the college texts previewed in this chapter and note how 

they correspond to the list. Point out specifically where skill preparation is lacking 

or would need to be reinforced and identify a source for supplementary materials. 

Compare your notes with those of  a classmate. (Note: If  you are teaching college 

group piano for the first time, be sure to review the text you are using in your 

teaching. If  you have some experience with group teaching, you may choose to 

review two texts you have not used.) 

 3. Choose one of  the group-piano texts from this unit. Assume your class meets twice 

weekly. Create lesson plans for the first month of  classes (eight classes). Be sure 

to cover technique, sight reading, harmonization, transposition, and repertoire 

(solo and ensemble) regularly and to sequence activities so you are scaffolding 
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upon familiar concepts. Consider what you will do with the entire group, what 

can be done through small-group work, and when you will use accompaniments, 

and be sure to note these details on your plans. 

 References 

 Baker, V. A. (2017). Teachers’ Perceptions on Current Piano Use in the Elementary Gen-

eral Music Classroom.  Update: Applications of  Research in Music Education, 35(2), 23–29. doi: 

10.1177/8755123315598558  

 Christensen, L. (2000).  A Survey of  the Importance of  Functional Piano Skills as Reported by Band, 

Choral, Orchestra and General Music Teachers. (Doctoral Dissertation, University of  Oklahoma, 

2000). Dissertation Abstracts International , 61(6), 2229. 

 National Association of  Schools of  Music. (2016).  Standards for Baccalaureate and Graduate 

Degree-Granting Institutions: NASM Handbook . Reston, VA: National Association of  Schools of  

Music. https://nasm.arts-accredit.org/accreditation/standards-guidelines/handbook/ 

 Stevens, D. D., & Levi, A. J. (2005).  Introduction to Rubrics: An Assessment Tool to Save Grading Time, 

Convey Effective Feedback and Promote Student Learning . Sterling, VA: Stylus Publishing, LLC. 

 Young, M. M. (2013). University-Level Group Piano Instruction and Professional Musicians. 

 Music Education Research ,  15 (1), 59–73. doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14613808.2012.737773 

https://nasm.arts-accredit.org/accreditation/standards-guidelines/handbook/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14613808.2012.737773


84

 Objectives 

 By the end of  this chapter, you will understand the philosophy and purposes of  

college piano classes for non-music majors. You will learn about ways to assess indi-

viduals for proper placement in courses, texts that can be used, and how to assess 

individuals within the group throughout the semester. 

 The Non-Music Major 

 Philosophy and Theory 

 Many colleges and universities off er one or two group-piano classes for beginning 

non-music majors. For many students enrolled in non-major group-piano classes, 

the class period may be the only time the students enter the music building. Some 

instructors recognize that this is a chance to help non-majors develop understand-

ing, appreciation, and a lifelong love of  music. Musical seeds planted in the group-

piano class may translate into future amateur music making for individual pleasure 

and advocacy for the music profession in general. Although we are helping students 

learn to play the piano in these classes, we may be cultivating future patrons of  our 

profession. 

 Non-major piano classes offer a unique opportunity for instructors to work with 

mostly young adults who are interested in learning to play the piano but whose work 

at the end of  the semester does not need to stand up to the scrutiny of  outside music-

assessment bodies. However, they are enrolled in the class for college credit, which 

implies that a certain amount of  outside work (practice) is required and that they 

will need to meet specific performance benchmarks set by the individual instructor 

or program coordinator. These benchmarks likely remain fairly constant from one 

semester to the next. You will probably find that if  you compared a group of  young 

adults in a noncredit program (these are discussed in  Chapter 7 ) and a similar group 

in a college-credit class, students in the latter may show more progress at the end of  

the semester because they are required to display skill acquisition and performance 

abilities throughout the semester. 

 6 

 THE NON-MAJOR 

 Adult Groups for College Credit 
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 Regardless, because the students will be learning in a group environment, group 

and partner work should be used during class to engage students, to enhance their 

learning, and so they experience music making with others. As instructors, we must 

be cognizant of  the fact that non-majors’ musical backgrounds are often quite differ-

ent from our own. Although we grew up listening to recordings of  masters and going 

to recitals, our non-majors may not share similar experiences. Therefore, group-

piano students might even be prepared for and encouraged to attend accessible piano 

or music recitals presented by the music department. 

 When designing the curriculum for non-major classes, I try to think about stu-

dent goals and my educational goals for the students. The two are often far apart. 

Then I create a curriculum that serves both of  our needs. I find that I can help most 

non-majors redefine success by adjusting their goals and expectations. When I ask 

students in my non-major classes why they registered, they typically say that they 

always wanted to learn how to play the piano or that they played a little when they 

were young but remember little and want to regain skills. Of  course, in a group-piano 

class, you may find as many goals as there are individuals! As instructors of  non-

major classes, we first need to help students (re)frame their goals and expectations for 

the course so we have common objectives. 

 Young adults who are not music majors will be interested in the final product—

being able to play the piano (or a specific piece of  music); instructors need to consider 

which skills are most important for students to achieve this goal. You may already 

have noted that learning to play the piano is a rather ill-defined and broad goal. One 

of  the first items of  business when teaching groups of  non-majors is to define discrete 

skills that will lead toward being able to perform music on the piano. Then we must 

help students see how these skills lead toward the eventual goal and be realistic about 

what they can accomplish in a semester or two. We know that they will not be playing 

the original  Moonlight Sonata  by the end of  the first semester, but we can help them 

to develop skills necessary to play similarly interesting music or a simplified arrange-

ment of  their favorite composition. 

 Sometimes the non-major classes are taught by college faculty; other times they 

are taught by graduate teaching assistants or part-time adjunct faculty. Unlike music-

major group-piano programs, there can be more variation between individual classes 

from one campus to another and even between classes on one campus. On some 

campuses, the group-piano course is used for liberal arts or general education credit. 

If  this is the case, there may be specific musical concepts (in addition to piano skills) 

that will need to be addressed and assessed throughout the course. 

 General education music classes typically develop listening skills and use diverse 

methods of  delivery and varying content to help students develop personal connec-

tions with music so that it might become valued within our society (Enz, 2013). In this 

way, the music instructor is serving as an advocate and ambassador for music and, in 

our case, for piano in particular. If  you are hired to teach a non-major group-piano 
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class, be sure that you are aware of  any department-wide requirements regarding 

the purpose and aims of  the course, the text that is used, how students are assessed 

throughout the semester, specific materials used for assessment, and specific skills 

that should be tested. It is important to remember that most colleges have minimum 

expectations for outside work that students should expect to complete (based on the 

number of  credits they receive for the course), so your practice assignments and 

testing should be commensurate with college-level work. See  Chapter 5  for specifics 

about the course syllabus. 

 Assessment 

 Individual Assessment 

 As in other college-level classes, students should be assessed individually even if  much 

of  their work takes place in the group setting. You may fi nd that giving regular quiz-

zes on specifi c items from practice assignments (including technique, harmonization, 

and repertoire) can keep students working toward their goal of  learning to play the 

piano. If  feedback is consistent, students know where they are improving and which 

skills need additional practice. Rubrics help ensure that feedback is objective and 

clear for the student (Steven & Levi, 2005). In addition to regular playing quizzes, I 

like to give longer exams (such as a midterm and a fi nal) on which they are asked to 

demonstrate declarative knowledge and procedural knowledge. They might answer a 

few short theory-type questions and play several compositions and a harmonization 

example that they have had several days to work on. 

 On the longer exams, I sometimes provide options for the repertoire from an 

approved list. Although the examples are at the same level, they are in different styles 

(such as classical, blues, or an arrangement of  a familiar tune), and the students 

appreciate having some control over the experience. Many non-music majors get 

nervous when they have to play for a grade. The quizzes help them become accus-

tomed to performing for the instructor and help them develop confidence alongside 

musical skills. As with all assessment, your feedback should be prompt and specific 

so that students know precisely what they did well and what needs work. If  there are 

several negatives, prioritize those and offer suggestions for how students might work 

on improving the problem. Even if  the testing, standard, or achievement level is not 

as rigorous as it is for music majors, students still need to know how they are improv-

ing and what needs additional practice. 

 Although all assessment is done individually, a benefit of  adult beginners taking 

group piano is that the experience of  learning complex skills is shared by many, and 

students realize that they are not the only ones struggling with unfamiliar concepts. 

When I notice several students struggling with similar issues, I address these with the 

entire group (without singling out students) and even solicit feedback from students 
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about what they have found helpful during practice. The group camaraderie and 

shared musical experience is an important part of  the learning process in non-major 

classes. Once they become accustomed to working on and playing piano ensembles, 

non-majors will benefit from playing more musically stimulating repertoire and mak-

ing music with others in class. 

 Piano Placements 

 If  you teach a non-major class, you will likely receive inquiries from students who 

have some piano background regarding placement in your course. Sometimes stu-

dents took many years of  lessons; other times they studied only briefl y and remember 

little. Either way, you will need to create a simple assessment tool to place students in 

the correct class. If  students are too advanced for the fi rst-semester group, they may 

be eligible to go directly into the second-semester class. If  you do not have a class 

beyond the introductory level, these students may need private secondary lessons, 

or there may not be an appropriate course for them at your university. Other times, 

students do not remember as much as they think they do and benefi t from taking 

the introductory class. Either way, you will need to place students appropriately and 

explain why you are making such recommendations. 

 Your thoughtful explanation of  why you have placed a student who has some piano 

background in a first-semester beginning class will go a long way toward whether that 

student is content in that class or not. Often, students hold inaccurate beliefs about 

their own abilities. It is our job to help them understand how the appropriate course 

will fill in any gaps and to provide motivational supplementary material, as neces-

sary, throughout the semester. We can also strategically pair and place students with 

some background with novices. When students have to explain or make meaning of  

knowledge with others, they discover how well they have learned it. In this way, the 

more experienced students can share some of  their knowledge and learn where they 

may need additional assistance, while those with limited backgrounds learn from 

peers and develop confidence by contributing to the partnership. 

 College Texts for Non-Majors 

 If  you try to use a textbook designed for music majors in your non-major classes, you 

will fi nd that the material tends to move too quickly, it may cover skills that non-majors 

will not use, theoretical concepts may be too complex, and you will likely need to fi nd 

many supplementary materials so students can reinforce concepts and consolidate their 

learning. If  you try to use an adult method book that is designed for recreational music 

making (see  Chapter 7 ) or private instruction, you may fi nd that there is not enough 

material or that the topics and skills are too limited for a college course. Thus, I recom-

mend using a textbook designed for use in college classes with non-music majors. 
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 Even with a reputable non-major group-piano text, you may still wish to supplement 

or create your own ancillary materials, as I do. But you will be using core materials 

that were developed by piano educators and honed through decades of  experience 

working with classes of  non-major college students. While I keep multiple copies 

of  piano ensembles and sight-reading examples in my piano lab for supplemental 

work during class, typically I have my non-major students purchase an elementary 

repertoire book in addition to the main text. There are many fine pedagogical com-

posers, such as Melody Bober, Robert Vandall, or Kevin Olson, who write music 

that is widely available through American music publishers such as Alfred, FJH, or 

Kjos. Their elementary compositions tend to sound attractive (so they are musically 

satisfying), they are highly patterned (thus relatively easy to learn and play), and they 

provide students with additional pieces they can play for pleasure, for family, or for 

friends. Many high-quality repertoire books that can be used as a second required 

text are at the $10 or less price point. 

 Brief  overviews of  three popular and widely available non-major group-piano 

textbooks follow. It is recommended that you use the group-piano college text 

evaluation form (see  Appendix D.2 ) to complete in-depth reviews of  at least two 

of  the three books so you will be able to make an informed choice about which to 

adopt for your non-major classes when you have an opportunity to choose the text. 

Always remember to listen to any accompaniment CDs and online resources and 

play the student materials so you know how they feel under the fingers and how 

they sound. 

  Piano 101 , Books 1 and 2   

 E. L. Lancaster & Kenon Renfrow, Alfred Publishing Co., Inc. 

 Contains CD and MIDI accompaniments. 

 Each book contains 15 units, allowing instructors to cover about one unit per week in 

a typical semester. Each unit contains new concepts, rhythmic exercises, ear training, 

technique, sight reading, solo repertoire, and brief  “Did you know?” boxes high-

lighting a famous composer, musical form, or instrument. Most units also have har-

monization examples using lead line–type chord symbols, ensemble repertoire and 

one-page written worksheets. There is a supplementary repertoire section at the end 

of  each book that contains about a dozen pieces, mostly arrangements of  American 

classics and classical favorites. 

 The first book focuses mainly on the keys of  C, G, and F major, including primary 

chord progressions in these keys as well as major and minor five-finger patterns in 

numerous keys. There is an introduction to the blues and boogie styles toward the 

end of  the book. The second book explores parallel major and minor keys and moves 

into B-flat major and G minor by the end. Augmented and diminished triads, as 

well as seventh chords, are explored. Rhythms become more complicated in Book 2, 
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with various sixteenth-note patterns reinforced. In both books, the progression from 

beginning to end is sequential and well-paced. The MIDI accompaniments and CDs 

are attractive and inspire steady playing. These should be used by students when 

practicing and played in class from the teaching station. 

  Piano for Pleasure:  Concise 4th Edition   

 Martha Hilley & Lynn Freeman Olson, Cengage Learning 

 Contains online access codes for accompaniments and supplemental materials. 

 Each unit contains listening, rhythm, technique, theory, reading, and improvisa-

tion exercises, in addition to performance repertoire. Much of  the repertoire is 

original teaching music written by Olson, or it is traditional or classical standards 

arranged by the authors. The book includes a chapter with Jewish and Christian 

holiday repertoire along with a supplementary chapter with 12 additional clas-

sical pieces, such as the Bach  Prelude in C Major  and a Beethoven  German Dance . 

There is ensemble music peppered throughout. Students learn to harmonize with 

chord symbols and Roman numerals and are introduced to alternate scales (such 

as the blues scale), compound meters, and dominant seventh chords by the end 

of  the course. 

 The book is packed with useful exercises, many using off-staff  notation and 

musical shorthand at first. There is an emphasis on listening, playing by ear, and 

improvising. The high-quality teacher accompaniments encourage musical per-

formance. The online student resources include ear training, clap back, and the-

ory drills that feature attractive musical accompaniments and drum tracks that 

reinforce steadiness and pulse. These supplemental activities are a strength of  

the book. This book contains more than enough music for two semesters of  non-

major group piano. 

  Keyboard Fundamentals , 6th Edition (2012)   

 James Lyke, Denise Edwards, Geoff rey Haydon, Ronald Chioldi, & Lee Evans, 

Stipes Publishing 

 Contains CD accompaniments. 

 The sixth edition of  this book features six chapters (249 pages) of  music and mate-

rial. The book can be used with non-major classes for one or two semesters. After a 

few rhythm drills and three limited staff -reading examples, to get students recogniz-

ing seconds and thirds, students read primarily from the grand staff . Each chapter 

contains several concepts, basic theory, then sight reading, technique (often in the 

form of  studies), composing, harmonization (from chord symbols and lead sheets), 

ensemble, and solo repertoire. There is an appendix of  holiday music in the form of  

duets, lead sheets, and solo arrangements and an appendix listing some principles 
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of  composing that relate to each chapter. There are teacher duets throughout; these 

are also found on the CD. The CD contains 47 tracks. There are accompaniments 

for the solos and other exercises and performances of  the ensemble music contained 

in the book. 

 Pedagogy in Action 

 1. Choose one of  the texts discussed in this chapter. Use the evaluation form in 

 Appendix D.2  to complete a survey of  the book. Then figure out how many units 

you will cover in a first-semester non-major class. List all of  the skills students will 

learn during the semester. If  there are skills you believe are missing from the text, 

list these and find alternate sources for supplementary material. Make specific 

notes about sources, page numbers, and so on of  the ancillary items so you will 

have them for future reference. 

 2. Assume that you will meet with students for two 50-minute classes each week (for 

a 15-week semester). Write a detailed lesson plan for the first eight classes. Be 

sure to include ensemble and group activities as part of  each class. If  you need 

supplementary materials, list these on the plan. 

 3. Look at the last couple of  units of  Book 1 and first few units of  Book 2 of   Piano 

101.  Make a list of  skills that must be developed before a student begins Book 2. 

Now select several examples from the end of  Book 1 (or create similar examples 

of  your own using a music notation program) that you will use for a placement 

test to determine if  students are eligible for the second-semester non-major 

group-piano class. 

 4. Imagine that you have just completed a piano placement with a freshman non-

music major who would like to enroll in the second-semester group-piano class at 

your university. During her placement, the student displayed poor coordination 

and reading, though her ear was fairly strong. She is lacking knowledge of  some 

core concepts and really needs to take the first-semester non-major class. Write a 

brief  script for how you will advise her of  your decision. 
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 Objectives 

 By the end of  this chapter, you should understand how the needs, objectives, 

and curriculum design of  group piano for adults will be diff erent than for chil-

dren’s classes. You should have an understanding of  andragogy, life-span develop-

ment, and specifi c needs of  older, third-age learners, and design your adult classes 

accordingly. You will have an overview of  materials that are available for work-

ing with groups of  adults and be able to assess other materials based on specifi c 

criteria. 

 Introduction 

 Teaching adult piano students is one of  my true passions in life. In fact, my fi rst 

paying student was a good friend’s mother, a woman in her 40s. Since then, I 

have taught various groups of  adults, from college-aged students in their late 

teens and early 20s through to retirees in their 80s and 90s. Whenever you have a 

group of  adults with diverse experiences, expectations, and needs in a piano class, 

the dynamic and the environment is sure to be stimulating for both teacher and 

students. 

 In this chapter, we will explore various types of  adult learners who fall into the 

category of  leisure piano students. These are students who are not on the path to 

becoming professional musicians but people with or without a musical background 

who share one desire—to learn to play the piano. For some of  these individuals, 

the group setting may not be the ideal way to undertake piano instruction. For 

others, the group-piano class can be an inspirational, motivational, enjoyable, and 

engaging way to develop musical and piano skills. Common locations for such adult 

leisure classes in which multiple keyboards or pianos are used include the large 

independent studio, community music schools, university piano labs (these classes 

are run through the campus extension and continuing education programs), or 

even music stores. 

 7 

 LEISURE ADULTS IN THE INDEPENDENT 
STUDIO, COMMUNITY SCHOOLS, AND 

OTHER LOCATIONS 
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 Grouping Adults 

 When I was in graduate school, some pedagogy teachers (and textbooks) lumped all 

adult piano students into a single category, regardless of  age or stage of  life. This always 

struck me as odd, since a student in her late 20s, who might be focused on beginning 

her career or settling into family life, might have very diff erent needs and time for 

piano study than a retiree in his 70s. I am a fi rm believer that when grouping adults 

into classes, we need to be aware of  their life-span development stage (Levinson, 1978). 

Life-span development theories take into account the stage of  life in which adults fi nd 

themselves. As teachers, we are encouraged to remember that adults’ life stages may 

impact their priorities, their ability to focus on piano, and their goals for music study. 

We must remain fl exible, too, as goals are likely to change and evolve over time. 

 Additionally, there are important differences between the way that children and 

adults learn. In fact, there is an entire field devoted to adult learning called andragogy. 

Before discussing materials that can be used effectively with adult piano groups, let’s 

briefly review core principles from andragogy and life-span development. Then we’ll 

look at changes in human cognitive processing and physical functioning that accom-

pany typical aging, as these may have an impact on student performance at the piano. 

 Andragogy 

 We are familiar with the term “pedagogy.” It stems from Greek roots that mean child 

(  paid  or  ped  ) and leader ( agogus ), or literally the leader of  children. While pedagogy has 

become synonymous with the art and science of  teaching people of  all ages, scholars 

in Europe have been using the term “andragogy” to diff erentiate between learning 

among children and adults since the early 20th century. It was fi rst introduced in the 

United States by Malcolm Knowles (1913–1997) in a 1968 article, where he spelled it 

incorrectly! Knowles described andragogy as a theory of  learning. His seminal book 

on the topic was fi rst called  The Adult Learner: A Neglected Species.  It has since appeared 

in numerous editions, with various subtitles. Since his death in 1997, several editions 

have been printed with coauthors, and there has been some debate about whether or 

not andragogy is actually a theory of  learning. Regardless, Knowles and other infl u-

ential teachers of  adults in general education and workforce development provide 

teachers with information that is useful for anyone who works regularly with adults. 

 Knowles, Houlton, and Swanson (2015) pointed to several key differences in the 

assumptions about children and adults as learners   (see Figure 7.1). While some of  

the assumptions about children as learners have changed (for example, educators 

recommend more active, discovery learning experiences for children now), compar-

ing the traditional pedagogical and andragogical models is helpful for teachers who 

work with both groups. In addition to the differences in the six assumptions about 

the learner, instructors of  adults in groups should consider individual and situational 

diversity, as well as differences in goals and purposes for learning. 
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 Some piano teachers find that there is more variability between adult students than 

between children, making it difficult to predict the learning trajectory. Many of  the 

differences you will notice when teaching piano to leisure adults are related to one or 

several factors, including: 

 • A broader range of  ages 

 • A lifetime of  varied learning and/or musical experiences that each student brings 

to class 

 • Life-span development differences 

 • Cognitive declines associated with normal aging 

 • Physical differences and changes at different ages 

 As you might imagine, dealing with this variability among adults can be challeng-

ing, even in a private lesson (Magrath & Pike, 2002). It becomes more important to 

plan for it and adapt to students’ needs in the group-piano class. Some of  the factors 

listed may be viewed as negative; however, they need not be. Compensation can be 

made for losses, and positive attributes of  adults include the fact that their desire to 

take piano lessons can increase their motivation to learn and practice. Remember, 

children usually take lessons because their parents want them to. Adults register, pay 

for, and make classes a priority because they have a desire to play the piano. 

 Adults are often self-directed and results oriented, which can improve learning out-

comes in the group-piano setting. Regardless, Knowles reminded us that when work-

ing with adult students, the teacher is a facilitator. As such, we need to prepare learners 

Pedagogy Assumptions About Learners Andragogy
Traditionally Teacher Centered Traditionally Learner Centered

Learn what teacher presents; 
need not apply to life Need to Know

Understand “why, what, how” 
information is related to own life 

before learning

Dependent on teacher Self-Concept Autonomous;
self-directing

Past experiences hold little 
value; passive learning 

strategies employed
Prior Experience

Resources and mental models from 
prior experiences are valued; active 

learning

Learn to pass a class 
or satisfy an adult Readiness to Learn

Learn to cope with life-related 
issues or when changing between 

developmental stages

Subject oriented;
not contextual Orientation to Learning Problem centered;

contextual

Extrinsic motivators Motivation to Learn Intrinsic motivators;
personal satisfaction or payoff

  Figure 7.1  Pedagogical versus Andragogical Models of  Assumptions About Learners 

 Adapted from Knowles, Houlton, and Swanson (2015). 
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for the process of  upcoming learning, establish learning environments that are condu-

cive to effective learning, create mechanisms for mutual planning of  goals, diagnose 

learning needs of  students, formulate objectives for the program of  study and curricu-

lum, conduct the weekly learning experience using suitable techniques and materials, 

and evaluate learning outcomes and rediagnose needs and objectives. I see the process 

as a cyclic and ongoing partnership with the adult students (see  Figure 7.2 ).   

 You may notice, also, that adults in your group-piano classes favor one of  three 

learning orientations: goal oriented, activity oriented, or learning oriented (see  Fig-

ure 7.3 ). As the instructor, you will want to address the needs of  each type of  learning 

Prepare
Learner

Establish
Climate

Mutual
Planning

Diagnose
Needs

Formulate
Objectives

Conduct
Learning

Evaluate
Outcomes

  Figure 7.2  Cyclic and Ongoing Process of  Facilitating Adult Learning 

 Adapted from Knowles et al. 

  Figure 7.3  Common Orientations of  Adult Students in Group Piano. Arrow points to zone of  

optimal learning for all adults in the group. 

 Adapted from Houle (1984) and Tough (1982). 

Goal
Oriented

Learning
Oriented

Activity
Oriented
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orientation from introduction through learning and performance with each instruc-

tional activity within the class. There will likely be overlap between the types of  

learning, but the most effective teachers of  adults find ways to meaningfully address 

all three types of  learners, thus meeting them in the middle of  the Venn diagram 

through activities, explanations, and repertoire.   

 Goal-oriented students may want to learn a specific piece of  music. Activity-oriented 

students may enjoy working on specific activities, such as ensemble repertoire. 

Learning-oriented students enjoy the process of  learning and may be less focused on 

the actual performance or outcome. It is possible to meet all learners where they are 

and include learning that optimally addresses all members of  the group. For exam-

ple, if  you have several beginning students who want to learn the slow movement 

 Moonlight Sonata , you could create technical exercises and situate learning around the 

skills necessary to perform the work (learning oriented), create an arrangement of  the 

sonata for keyboard ensemble and rehearse it regularly (activity oriented), and per-

form the ensemble for family and friends at an informal performance (goal oriented). 

 Life-Span Development 

 In 1978, Daniel Levinson (1920–1994) proposed the life-span development theory 

for adults. In  Chapter 2 , we explored Erikson’s stages of  learning with respect to 

children. Levinson fl eshed out Erickson’s three general stages of  adulthood (young 

adult, middle age, and old age) by highlighting 10 stages through which most adults 

progress (see  Figure 7.4 ). Levinson’s work was popularized by Gail Sheehy in her 

book  New Passages: Mapping Your Life Across Time  (1995), and life-span development 

among professional musicians was studied extensively by Maria Manturzewska.   

 We should recognize that early in the 21st century, as we consider the life-span 

development theory of  adults, the ages at which these stages of  development occur 

Developmental Period Age Task
Early Adult Transition 17–22 Explore Possibilities

Adulthood 22–29 1st Major Life Construct

Age 30 Transition 29–33 Reassess Life Construct 

Settling Down 33–40 2nd Life Construct

Midlife Transition 40–45 What Have I Done?

Mid-Adulthood 45–50 Create New Construct

Age 50 Transition 50–55 Minor Adjustments

Culmination Mid-Adulthood 55–60 2nd Mid-Life Construct

Late-Life Transition 60–65 Prep for Retirement

Late Adulthood 65+ Create Late-Life Construct; Deal with Declines

  Figure 7.4  Synopsis of  Levinson’s (1978) Lifespan Development Stages 
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may be slightly different from those suggested by Levinson. For example, the settling 

down phase may occur later now, as many Millennials delay marriage and starting 

families in order to pursue careers and financial stability. Similarly, late adulthood 

may be delayed due to people living more healthfully and longer and retiring beyond 

the age of  65. 

 Today researchers divide late adulthood into the third age (active retirement when 

adults engage in numerous leisure and personal-development activities) and the 

fourth age (which is defined by less mobility and physical and cognitive declines). 

Although Levison’s life stages may have evolved since he proposed them in 1978, the 

theory is still valuable. It provides teachers with a framework that is useful for consid-

ering and identifying the priorities of  students at different stages across the adult life 

span. Understanding where adult students are in terms of  their life span can help us 

design classes that meet adults’ needs, understand what they wish to learn, and know 

when they are most ready to learn, how they might learn, and how motivated they 

are to practice and learn. 

 Characteristics of  Adult Learners 

 Common Characteristics of Adults and Considerations for Teachers 

 As we have noted, there can be a great deal of  variability in adult learners. However, 

most adults vary from children in your piano classes in that they are likely success-

ful in some other aspect of  life (i.e., career or another hobby), they may be very 

articulate, and they likely have highly developed musical tastes or preferred musical 

styles. Thus, many expect to be able to execute complex motor skills at the piano 

immediately. Just because they understand what they need to do from an intellectual 

standpoint does not mean that they will be able to perform and learn motor skills any 

more quickly than children. Many adults are surprised when they encounter such 

diffi  culties in piano class. 

 Unlike children, adults tend to be farther removed from the experience of  discov-

ering new things daily and of  having to make many attempts at new skills before they 

meet with success. Not only will you need to be patient as the instructor, you may 

need to remind your adult students that they are not unique in experiencing struggle 

when learning to play the piano. The benefit of  learning to play piano in groups is 

that the students will experience these frustrating experiences together, and they can 

share learning and coping skills with each other. As teachers and professional pianists 

who spent years developing our skills, we cannot easily relate to how difficult learning 

basic piano skills can be for our students. But we can experience similar difficulties 

in other areas of  our lives. 

 Personally, I regularly pursue new hobbies that involve complex and unfamiliar 

motor skills, in part to pursue leisure activities that interest me but also to remember 
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what it is like to be a complete novice at an activity that I appreciate and understand 

intellectually. As an adult, I have taken figure skating and ballroom dance lessons and 

have pursued the practice of  yoga. These activities remind me what it is like to be a 

novice in a group learning situation. As I age, they remind me of  the limitations of  

an aging body, and I find that I am a better teacher of  adult group-piano classes after 

I have reflected upon my own recent learning experiences. 

 Cognitive Changes Associated with Age 

 Although there might be variability among adults with respect to their goals, motiva-

tion, learning orientation, and life-span stage, as we age, there are certain cognitive 

changes that aff ect all of  us to some degree, and several of  these will impact how 

we process music. As professional teachers and musicians, we need to be particu-

larly aware of  changes in cognitive and perceptual-motor abilities because we may 

not experience these ourselves. Research has shown that there is a weak correlation 

between age and peak performance in professional musicians. In other words, as 

professionals who have automated numerous complex skills over many years, we are 

not aff ected by typical cognitive and physical declines associated with playing the 

piano. Our adult piano students, however, will experience slower processing speed 

and physical responses with age. 

 In general, adults experience declines in fluid intelligence (involved with reasoning 

and memory often measured by IQ tests). However, crystallized intelligence (includ-

ing knowledge that can be learned, stored, and retrieved, such as learning about 

music) tends to increase with age. This is sometimes referred to as plasticity, or the 

ability to create new neuronal pathways and connections in the brain that are associ-

ated with new learning. The increase in crystallized intelligence is particularly evi-

dent if  the adult has attained a high level of  formal education, where he or she would 

have developed strategies to enhance learning and may even be able to use these 

strategies to compensate for some cognitive losses. Adults will experience slower pro-

cessing and cognition as they age, though when the slowing occurs is variable. In the 

group-piano lab, if  we slow down our speaking, teach smaller discrete components, 

and give older adults time to process and work with the new material before moving 

on, they will process information more successfully. 

 For older adults, when multiple processing components are involved, the time that 

it takes to process that information slows even more. When we play the piano, we 

must process visual cues (interpret a symbolic score and recognize patterns), trans-

late those cues to motor skills, execute these skills at the keyboard, listen to what we 

are doing, and respond to the aural cues by making adjustments in our playing and 

technique as we perform based on the aural feedback. When we break down music 

performance in this way, we recognize how complex playing the piano really is. We 

are processing visual and aural cues while completing complex motor tasks. The goal 
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is to automate, through practice, several of  these components. If  certain motor skills 

and visual cues can be automated and linked to each other, our adult students will 

experience more learning and performance success. But we must recognize that as 

we age, it can take longer to process this information and perform the skills associated 

with these cues. 

 When older adults have not rehearsed enough or, are out of  their routines, expe-

riencing stress, tired, unfocused, or not concentrating, they are likely to experience 

more cognitive difficulties than younger adults under similar conditions. Because I 

know this, even informal conversations with students as they enter class can help me 

to get a sense of  which students might experience unexpected difficulties with new 

material that day. I also try to remind my third-age students that these conditions, 

which are often beyond our control, simply make learning more challenging as we 

age. My third-age piano groups even form their own informal support groups (they 

chat before class, during carpool rides, and after class over coffee). In addition to the 

camaraderie, they remind each other of  why learning is difficult at certain times, and 

they share strategies that they have discovered to be effective. They also celebrate 

together when they experience success. 

 Physical Changes Associated with Age 

 As humans age, it is inevitable that we will experience declines in vision, hearing, 

and both fi ne and gross motor skills. Starting in our 40s, most adults begin to notice 

changes in vision, particularly when reading print and music. Some adults fi nd that 

they need to acquire a separate set of  piano glasses that are calibrated for a greater 

distance than their regular reading glasses. Others fi nd that their computer glasses 

suffi  ce for reading music at the piano. Regardless, you may need to remind students 

to discuss their piano hobby with their eye doctors. Even with piano glasses, many 

older adults fi nd it increasingly diffi  cult to read small-format music scores and nota-

tions made in pencil. I try to be aware of  the size of  the score and font for text or 

expression markings when choosing books for my middle-aged and third-aged piano 

groups. While my young students must mark their scores in pencil, I remind my older 

students that they may make notes using pens and markers. 

 Hearing may also begin to decline with age. It can be difficult for older adults to 

hear speech if  there is a lot of  background noise, say in a restaurant or a noisy piano 

lab, especially if  they wear hearing aids. So if  you speak to your students as they are 

playing or while you are playing, your middle-aged and older adults may have diffi-

culty hearing what you are saying. In general, it is good pedagogical (or andragogical) 

practice to give important notes and information when no one is playing and when 

you have the full attention of  all students in the group. It can become difficult or pain-

ful for older adults to hear high pitches, too. So keep range in mind when choosing 

music and ensemble repertoire. 
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 Finally, as we age, we lose muscle mass, our strength decreases, and it can take 

longer to execute untrained fine-motor skills. In other words, amateur pianists simply 

may not be able to play as fast or with as much arm weight as they might have when 

they were younger. All of  this does not mean that our adult students cannot achieve a 

high level of  performance or learn complex skills. Over time, with appropriate train-

ing, they can develop or regain some lost strength and motor skills. 

 Even with the declines noted, older adults are still intelligent people who have 

likely developed learning strategies throughout their lives. It may take a little longer 

to learn new repertoire and, if  your groups perform for each other or in informal 

settings, they may need more preparation and rehearsal time than groups of  younger 

adults, but they can still achieve success at the piano. I find that keeping the focus on 

what the students can do and being patient as we work through the challenges creates 

a wonderful atmosphere for learning together during group-piano classes. 

 Other Implications of Age on Piano Study: 
The Importance of Clarity 

 In a large study of  adult music students whose average age was 71, the adults who 

had returned to music study following a 20-year break to pursue professional and 

family duties reported that their best performances happened either before the age 

of  30 or between the ages of  60 to 69 (Gembris, 2008). The perception that they were 

able to perform well into their 60s, once they had time to devote to practice, is impor-

tant for instructors to remember. Just because our students get older, it does not mean 

that we should decrease expectations for them if  their goal is to play well. We may, 

however, need to make important adjustments for the sake of  clarity when we teach. 

 We have noted that large-format scores are easier for older adults to read. How-

ever, we must be sure not to use materials that were designed for children. It can be 

demeaning for adults to study from books that appear childish. Many publishers have 

printed books for adult piano students, and some of  these feature less clutter on the 

page, larger font for the text, and scores that are reasonably sized. Ledger lines can 

also become more confusing to decipher as we age. For this reason, I look for scores 

that use octava signs above or below the treble and bass staves rather than ledger lines 

when choosing music for my adult classes. If  I do find a score with excessive ledger 

lines, I will arrange it and reprint it in Finale for my students so they can paste an 

easier-to-read version into their scores. I encourage my students to use highlighters, 

pens, and colored markers to bring prominence to dynamics and other expressive 

details on the score. 

 From an aural standpoint, I ensure that everyone is looking at me and that there is 

no extraneous background noise when I give directions and instructions or introduce 

new material. I speak slowly, project my voice, and allow a brief  silence to provide time 

for students to process verbal information at their own pace. When I ask questions, 
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I allow ample time (even if  there is silence) for adults to formulate their answers and 

responses. Many of  my adult students like to reinterpret what I have said. This helps 

them make meaning of  new concepts, and it allows me the opportunity to address 

any misconceptions or incorrect attributions that students may have made. The other 

students in the group generally benefit and learn during such discussions, too. Using 

different MIDI sounds when rehearsing ensembles can make it easier for adults to 

identify their own part (and hopefully their own mistakes)! I also slow down many of  

the tempi so that we can learn and hear effectively. Some compositions may never 

reach optimal tempo, but most of  my adult students report enjoying the process of  

learning and of  hearing the composition, even at a slower pace. 

 Needs of  the Leisure Student and the Curriculum 

 Serious Music Study or RMM: Two Paths toward 
Musical Development 

 As we noted, it is important to consider the goals, expectations, and needs of  your 

adult students when designing your curriculum for group piano. While goals and 

expectations may remain constant for some throughout adulthood, the individual 

student needs and ways that we can compensate for cognitive and physical losses may 

change over time. 

 Music educators in the United Kingdom, Europe, and the United States have been 

exploring benefits of  music participation throughout adulthood. Adults at all ages 

enjoy educational, musical, and social benefits of  studying piano in group settings 

(Pike, 1999, 2001, 2011). Numerous psychosocial benefits for third- and fourth-age 

adults resulting from music participation have been identified (Gembris, 2012; Pike, 

2015). For those making music in groups (such as piano classes, choirs, or bands), 

participants report that music contributes to their psychological and emotional 

well-being (Creech, Hallam, Varvarigou, & McQueen, 2014; Koga & Tims, 2001). 

Although there is little research to date (the field will likely grow) to corroborate stu-

dents’ perceptions, students believe that actively making music helps to maintain and 

improve their cognition and mental functioning (Perkins & Williamon, 2014; Pitts, 

2012). Some research has shown that intense study of  piano among older learners 

can decrease stress and enhance working memory for a period of  time following 

practice (Bugos, Kochar, & Maxfield, 2016). 

 Because of  the medical benefits of  group-music participation identified by Karl 

Bruhn (1930–2010) and his colleagues in the late 1990s and early 2000s, recreational 

music making (RMM) has become popular in recent years. The program does not 

place musical performance at the center of  the learning experience; rather, it seeks 

to engage adults in music participation in a group setting. Many of  the purported 

benefits are social because there is less emphasis on developing specific technique 
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and the curriculum is meant to be flexible (Chung & Dillon, 2008). Even though the 

curriculum is adaptable, there are specific materials on the mass market that were 

designed specifically for use in RMM piano classes. The creators recommend having 

the group vote on which book will be used at the beginning of  each 8-week session. 

This gives adults some control over the music they will be playing. Each year at the 

MTNA Pedagogy Saturday preconference sessions, there is a specialized track for 

RMM that serves to introduce and informally train teachers to teach RMM classes. 

For adults who do not have time to practice or are involved in many hobbies, RMM 

can be an effective way to engage in music on a weekly basis. 

 But we should not underestimate the desire of  many adult students to learn to 

play and to develop piano skills. Those who are devoting time to piano lessons and 

personal practice each week often wish to achieve serious goals. For these students, a 

longer-running and potentially more comprehensive curriculum may be desired. We 

should also consider the role of  performance with each group of  adults we teach. 

Most adults will insist that performance is not important to them and that they are 

not learning to play the piano for that purpose. Indeed, that is the case. Yet through 

extensive interviews and conversations with adult music students across the United 

States during the past 20 years, I have discovered that there are benefits to working 

toward certain kinds of  performances. For example, I recently met a woman who 

had taken up a new instrument during retirement. She worked with other students 

in her community and went into nursing homes and hospitals to perform duets and 

trios with her peers. She saw sharing her music with those experiencing difficult 

times as a gift that she could give others. Another woman emphatically told me that 

performing was not even on her radar. Yet an hour into our conversation, I learned 

that when her grandson visited, they played duets together. Although this may not 

be how professional musicians would frame performance, sharing music with others 

is an authentic way that many adults do engage in playing piano for or with others. 

 I have also come to believe that if  we prepare certain groups of  serious adults for 

performances in safe spaces or where they feel that they are using music to serve 

others, their technical skill and ability improves in preparation for the performance. 

Concrete goals and deadlines tend to increase student focus and attention to detail. 

For 8 years, I worked with a group of  third-age adults as part of  an engagement 

program between the university and community. There were several levels and sub-

groupings within the larger class, but group performances at retirement communi-

ties, nursing homes, retiree luncheons, and community festivals were undertaken 

every few months. We had a core set of  pieces that we performed and, each semes-

ter, added one or two new pieces to the repertory. The ensembles were usually for 

four to six players, but we always doubled up on parts so that no one performer felt 

exposed during performance. During any given performance, students took turns 

performing and listening to peers when they were not playing. The group performed 

on portable keyboards, which they helped move to our off-campus locations. We 
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sometimes added MIDI accompaniments to fill out the sound and provide backup 

in tricky spots, and I usually conducted, sometimes from one of  the keyboards. The 

performances and classes always took place during the day so that students did not 

have to drive after dark. 

 A decade later, I am no longer teaching at that university, but the program has 

grown, and the students maintain their commitment to each other, to the piano, 

and to the program. In addition to participating in the piano class, they regularly 

attend recitals at the university, and they support music students. They have found 

a way, through the piano, to integrate into the intellectual and artistic university 

community. Over the years, the students have reported social and emotional ben-

efits, but they also improved intellectually, musically and technically and developed 

listening skills. They appreciated being able to develop new neuronal connections 

in the brain as they developed new piano skills and learned about music together in 

the group-piano class. 

 As students get older, mobility may become impaired to the point that they have 

difficulty leaving the house or finding transportation to attend classes. With the prev-

alence of  technology, our increased comfort level with using it, and our ability to 

communicate effectively over the Internet, some may turn to online music instruction 

(Pike, 2015). Unfortunately, many students will discontinue lessons altogether. How-

ever, if  we have successfully taught adults skills that they can use to learn new music 

and play their favorite repertoire on their own, they may continue playing at home 

for their own enjoyment, even when they have ceased to take formal piano classes. 

For this reason, I believe that it is essential to thoughtfully consider the curriculum 

that is used with each group and choose materials that will enhance their musical 

experience and activities that will engage students and develop skills that they will 

need throughout the semester and beyond. 

 Considerations when Designing Curriculum 
and Choosing Materials 

 Because there is an abundance of  high-quality elementary and intermediate classi-

cal teaching literature, many teachers do not believe in teaching simplifi ed arrange-

ments or transcriptions of  orchestral works. I have found that most adults appreciate 

working on familiar tunes, even in simplifi ed form. Thus, you will fi nd many adult 

methods and books contain such arrangements. I even create my own basic ensemble 

arrangements of  famous classical works for my adult students because they enjoy 

the music so much. The music you choose for class may also depend on the group 

and its members. For example, if  you have a group of  younger adults that have 

little time for daily practice, you may need to work on several shorter compositions 

throughout the semester so they experience successful completion of  musical tasks. 

On the other hand, some groups of  students enjoy the challenge of  working on one 
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longer ensemble piece that pushes them to the edge of  their abilities, and they are 

content to meet small weekly objectives, even if  it takes all semester to learn the entire 

composition. 

 Other groups want to learn a little something each week, but their focus may 

be more on social engagement through music rather than developing extensive 

piano skills. These students may be better suited to recreational music making 

(RMM) programs in which little outside practice is required. As with all adult 

teaching, we must be cognizant of  the needs of  the learners in our piano classes, 

be sure that adults are placed in the appropriate group, and facilitate the overall 

musical learning experience. Regardless of  the type of  adult class you teach, 

remember to meet the learners where they are, acknowledge their past musi-

cal and educational experiences, respect their stage in life, be receptive to their 

desires and needs, help them reframe unrealistic expectations and timelines as 

needed, maintain flexibility, facilitate learning, accommodate for cognitive and 

physical declines, and prepare them well for any group performances in which 

they may engage. Above all, enjoy working with the wonderful people who will 

make up your adult piano groups! 

 Adult Leisure Text and Music Review 1  

  Adult Piano Adventures , Book 1 and Book 2   

 Nancy & Randall Faber, Faber Piano Adventures distributed by Hal Leonard 

 CD accompaniments available; general MIDI accompaniments available for the 

instructor. 

 This book is like several listed in this section; it was not created specifi cally for group-

piano classes, but many teachers use it successfully with their groups of  adults. This 

is a comprehensive piano course, or an all-in-one method. Technique, core musical 

concepts, theory, sight reading, and repertoire are all included in the text, which is 

divided into 16 units (about 180 pages total). Accompaniments are available on CD, 

and some adults enjoy practicing with these, but they are also notated so the teacher 

can play along with students during class. The duets are well written and encourage 

musical playing. 

 With many of  my adult classes, we do not complete the entire first book in one 

semester, because we work on additional ensemble music and repertoire, but con-

cepts are clearly presented, and there is adequate reinforcement, especially for the 

first half  of  the book. On-staff  reading is introduced in unit 2, and the keys of  C 

and G major are reinforced in the first book. F and D major and D and E minor are 

featured in the second book. Intervallic reading is encouraged, and tonic and domi-

nant chords (and the sus4 chord) are introduced in Book 1, with all primary chords 

used in Book 2. The first book reinforces basic rhythmic concepts; the second uses 
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sixteenth notes by the end. I like to introduce five-finger patterns for many keys and 

devise various practice patterns for students to develop finger independence and to 

explore more of  the keyboard than they would if  only using this book. I always use 

a supplemental ensemble book with this text to encourage ensemble music making 

from the very first class. 

  Adult Piano Method,  Book 1 and Book 2 (Hal Leonard Student Library)   

 Fred Kern, Phillip Keveren, Barbara Kreader, & Mona Rejino, Hal Leonard 

 Enhanced CDs are included with the book. 

 Like most books written for adult beginners, this is an all-in-one adult book. Each 

book is about 100 pages and thus slightly shorter in length than the Faber or Alfred 

texts reviewed in this chapter. Each book contains fi ve units that may be broken 

down into smaller sections each week. This method features technique, musical con-

cepts, repertoire, and theory in each unit. Additionally, it contains eff ective creativity 

and improvisation exercises that are accessible to most adults. The accompaniments 

for both the solos and the improvisations are attractive, and the MIDI backing tracks 

are extremely well done. Adult students tend to appreciate the professional sound of  

these accompaniments. The Hal Leonard level 1 ensemble book integrates well with 

this method, as the themes used for the ensembles are explored in the text. 

 You may find that you need to supplement with additional materials if  you are work-

ing with a group of  adults that practices a lot or if  some adults in your group are strug-

gling with consolidation of  new skills requiring reinforcement. The improvs, “quick 

licks,” and “ad libs” are a unique and positive feature of  this book for leisure adults. 

The pages are clean and uncluttered. Technique tips, music theory, quick licks, and 

style clips are clearly labeled in each unit. In general, this method moves quickly for 

typical adults, but it contains very attractive music. Instructors will need to assess each 

group of  students and sequence, pace, and plan classes carefully to ensure students get 

the most out of  this method. In addition to the ensemble books, there are popular hits, 

hymn tunes, and Christmas books for adults that correlate with this method. 

  Piano Fun for Adult Beginners  

  Piano Fun  (Arrangements in Various Musical Styles Such as Pop, Romantic, etc.)   

 Brenda Dillon & Hal Leonard 

 CD included with each book. 

 This is a text designed specifi cally for recreational music-making (RMM) classes. The 

main book is 71 pages, with the correlated books in specifi c musical styles running 

between 40 and 60 pages. The supplemental books feature on-staff  notation (with 

both lead lines and simple two-hand realizations). RMM classes typically run for 
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8-week sessions. In the main text, there are eight modules, with anywhere from three 

to fi ve familiar tunes forming the core of  each module. On-staff  notation is intro-

duced in module 4 (about halfway through the book), so the supplemental resources 

could not be used prior to this time. Many instructors use the supplemental books 

after the initial semester of  instruction. Eighth notes are introduced early (compared 

with other methods) in module 6, but this is done through familiar tunes such as 

“Hush, Little Baby” and “Alouette,” so students would be using their past musi-

cal experiences to feel the rhythm as they play. Then they learn to link the familiar 

rhythm with a recognizable pattern on the page. 

 There are short, simple explanations of  basic concepts and visuals (such as key-

board hand placement and chord charts) for students to locate hand positions eas-

ily. Recall that the RMM approach is not necessarily a comprehensive curriculum; 

rather, it is meant to engage all students in the music-making experience. So text and 

multiple verses of  songs are provided, and students are encouraged to chant and sing, 

even if  they are not necessarily playing all of  the notes with the group during class. 

The CDs feature high-quality recordings of  accompaniments with which students 

can play along. Unlike most other method accompaniments, each track begins with 

a four-measure musical introduction rather than a click or drum track. Each song 

features a slower “practice” track and a faster track that is closer to the ideal tempo. It 

should be noted that even the faster tracks feature accompaniments that many would 

not consider to be up to tempo, but these are appropriate for older adults who may 

not be able to play at quick speeds. Even the performance tracks feature the solo, 

played on a piano, so students always have reinforcement when they play. 

  Play Piano Now!  Book 1 and Book 2 (Alfred’s Basic Piano Course)   

 Willard A. Palmer, Morton Manus, & E. L. Lancaster, Alfred Music Co., Inc. 

 Digital edition available for download; accompaniment CD included with print 

book; general MIDI accompaniments available for the instructor. 

 Although not specifi cally a group-piano book, the text was designed as an all-in-one 

method for busy adults of  various ages. It expands upon the Alfred’s Basic Piano 

Library method by providing additional examples for reinforcement of  concepts, the-

ory pages that can be done quickly and away from the keyboard, and arrangements 

of  familiar classical themes and traditional American folk songs. Technique, sight 

reading, new concepts, and repertoire are integrated into each of  the 11 units (about 

150 pages total). The pace, which is slower than the older method, is ideal for many 

groups of  adults. On-staff  reading is introduced in unit 3 and by the end of  the book, 

students are playing in 2/4, 3/4, and 4/4 meters that include eighth-note rhythms. 

 Through explanations and writing exercises, students are encouraged to read inter-

vallically. When the staff  is introduced, students spend two units playing in C position 
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before middle C position is introduced. These positions are reinforced through unit 8, 

when G position is presented. Students learn the tonic and dominant chords in these 

keys. I usually introduce more pentascales early in the course and encourage some 

transposition of  simple exercises and improvisation using these five-finger patterns 

in order to expand on the concept, develop finger independence, and provide oppor-

tunities for more keyboard exploration. The print and score size is not too small, 

which makes it easier to read for aging adults. There are brief  composer and music 

facts scattered throughout. These can serve as learning links to additional topics for 

the group to explore. The solo student arrangements and the accompaniments are 

attractive. 

  I Used to Play Piano : Refresher Course   

  I Used to Play Piano: 20s and 30s Hits; 40s and 50s Hits; 60s and 70s Hits; 80s and 90s Hits  

 E. L. Lancaster & Victoria McArthur, Alfred Music Co., Inc. 

 CDs included with each book; general MIDI available for the teacher. 

 The main text contains about 150 pages of  repertoire and simple resources to fi ll in 

learning gaps for adults who are returning to the piano after taking time off  from les-

sons. The supplemental books, which feature music from various eras, are ideal for 

groups of  adults that are approximately the same age. For example, you might use the 

 20s and 30s Hits  with a group of  octogenarians and nonagenarians, but the  80s and 90s 

Hits  would be more appropriate for a group of  40-year-olds. This book features more 

music than some other texts. The repertoire is at the late elementary/early intermedi-

ate level, which makes it suitable for some continuing piano groups too. If  the teacher 

uses the MIDI accompaniments in class, they can be set to the exact tempo that will 

work for the group, providing extra fl exibility for each learning situation. 

  Returning to the Piano : A Refresher Book for Adults   

 Wendy Stevens & Hal Leonard 

 2 CDs included with the book. 

 This 100-page book can be a useful when working with adult leisure groups in which 

everyone has some piano background but gaps in knowledge and skills exist and the 

group is not ready for only ensemble or more challenging repertoire. Divided into six 

units, it features familiar tunes from movies, the hit parade (that the older generation 

would appreciate), and classical themes. Students need to be able to play elementary-

level repertoire with both hands, though technique, theory, reading from lead lines, 

and repertoire reinforce important concepts and skills. The CDs feature attractive 

orchestral accompaniments. The slower practice tracks include the piano solo, but 

the student part is omitted from the performance tracks, challenging students to 
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supply the melody by themselves. Teachers can easily incorporate these accompani-

ments into the in-class group work, but they will not be able to alter the tempi from 

those provided. 

 Handbooks for Teachers of  Adults 

  Making Music at the Piano: Learning Strategies for Adult Students  

 Barbara English Maris, Oxford University Press 

 Although this insightful book was written for adult students, I have known many 

teaching colleagues who have pored over this book and used it to enhance their work 

with adults and to facilitate communication between teacher and student. Written 

in two sections, Maris thoughtfully and eloquently explores the topics of  under-

standing learning, clarifying our goals, understanding the piano, moving effi  ciently 

at the piano, and playing musically in the fi rst section. The second section deals 

specifi cally with productive practice through eight thought-provoking chapters that 

cover how to prepare for practice, how to listen and evaluate eff ectively, preparing 

for performance, and ways to engage in music making even when formal lessons 

have ceased. There are four appendices with useful resources that adult students 

can consult when sight reading, preparing a new piece, practicing, and performing. 

There is a helpful list of  annotated resources, too. Throughout the book, there are 

activities for self-refl ection and keyboard skills. 

  Recreational Music Making Handbook for Piano Teachers  

 Brian Chung & Brenda Dillon, Alfred Music Co., Inc. 

 This 51-page, nine-chapter book provides a brief  overview of  the philosophy of  

RMM, highlights the diff erences between traditional and RMM lessons, and gives 

seven principles of  group teaching, tips for planning lessons, and suggestions for get-

ting started in RMM teaching. It is easy to read and provides two pages of  helpful 

resources for teachers interested in pursuing RMM. If  you are curious about teach-

ing RMM classes, this resource provides background and ideas for how to bring 

RMM into your portfolio of  studio off erings. 

 Pedagogy in Action 

 1. Imagine that you are teaching a class of  leisure adults in your studio or through 

the college extension courses. You will be teaching in a piano lab equipped with 

10 keyboards. You have nine students registered for the class, which meets for 

one 60-minute class per week and lasts 12 weeks. There are no exams or tests 

required at the end of  the semester. All of  the students who have registered are 
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beginners. You do not know their exact ages but expect that they will range in 

age between 35 and 55 years of  age. Choose the text or books that you will use, 2  

justify your choice, create a weekly outline of  your curriculum (you do not need 

precise lesson plans at this time, but include concepts addressed each week, units 

and pages covered in the book(s), and supplemental materials that you will use). 

Decide how you will assess, provide feedback, and maintain motivation for stu-

dents to practice between classes. 

 2. You have been hired by a local community music school to teach eight students for a 

12-week semester. The class will take place in a keyboard lab once a week, and each 

class will last for 50 minutes. The students have studied together for two semesters 

already. They enjoy working on ensemble repertoire. Which books, ensemble rep-

ertoire, and materials will you use? Create lesson plans for the first three classes. 

 3. You are preparing to teach a third-age piano class for the first time. Your group 

will meet at a local music store, where you will be renting the keyboard lab for 1 

hour each week. You have determined that the class will run 10 weeks and hope 

to continue the class in future semesters. There are 10 student keyboards in the 

lab, and you have students between the ages of  65 and 80 registered. They all 

have some past experience with piano. During your interviews with the students, 

you determined that they play at about level 2, but many have gaps in knowledge. 

They all seem interested in working on duet, trio, and ensemble repertoire and 

mainly want to learn new pieces. Briefly describe your philosophy for this class. 

Which materials will you use? Write out your 10-week outline for the class. 

 4. Choose one of  the four-part keyboard ensembles from the Hal Leonard Piano 

Library, level 3, 4, or 5. Remember that there are Christmas ensemble books, too. 

Assume that you will devote 15 to 20 minutes of  class to introducing and work-

ing on the piece with a group of  adults. Write out a rehearsal plan for the first 

rehearsal of  this composition. Consider where students might run into trouble, 

which parts may need to work together, and any other strategies you could use to 

promote effective music making. 

 Notes 

 1 To complete your own more thorough assessments of  these and other books, use the evalu-

ation form found in Appendix D.2. 

 2 Evaluation forms for group-piano texts are located in Appendix D.2. 
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 Objectives 

 By the end of  this chapter, you should have an overview of  important group music 

programs for children throughout the world. You will have ideas for ways to apply 

important concepts from each program to children’s group-piano classes that you 

teach. 

 Introduction 

 In this section of  the book, we will explore general group music programs for chil-

dren. Some of  these programs are suitable for young children and preschoolers. Oth-

ers are often associated with preschoolers but, in fact, can be used with older children 

(and perhaps even adults). Rather than providing comprehensive information about 

each program, this chapter is meant to give a general overview of  each program. 

The majority of  the programs require specialized teacher training and certifi cation 

before one can teach them. Many provide educational inspiration for the types of  

activities that we should be including in our children’s group-piano courses. If  we 

choose to incorporate best practices from children’s programs discussed in what fol-

lows, we must beware of  taking a piecemeal approach to highly sequenced curricula. 

If  students do not engage in the entire curriculum, they might not experience the 

purported benefi ts. The strategies that we use must integrate into our own group-

piano curricula and be scaff olded and reinforced weekly. 

 While a written description of  the programs can give us a flavor of  each, if  you 

have the opportunity to observe master teachers in any of  these programs, I would 

encourage you to avail of  it. For example, during my doctoral studies, I observed sev-

eral Kindermusik classes. Before I walked into the teaching environment, I couldn’t 

imagine ever including preschool teaching in my professional teaching portfolio. After 

just a few observations, I was captivated. Following extensive research about similar 

childhood music programs, I became a licensed Kindermusik educator. Even when I 

am not teaching Kindermusik classes, my training influences all of  my group-piano 

work with children, and my teaching is richer because of  these experiences. Had I 
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not been open to exploring a type of  group teaching that was not on my radar in the 

1990s, a rewarding segment of  my teaching would be missing today. We will begin by 

looking at European and Asian music educators (in order of  birth) that continue to 

influence music education and then explore popular contemporary music programs 

for children that were developed in North America. 

 Historic Group Programs for Children—European Influences 

 Dalcroze Eurhythmics 

 Emile Jaques-Dalcroze (1865–1950) was a Swiss music educator. Although piano 

pedagogues most often associate his work with pre-school music teaching, Dalcroze 

was a professor of  harmony and solfège at the Conservatory of  Music in Geneva 

(Conservatoire de musique de Genève) and developed his theories and approach 

while working with undergraduate music students. Although we are discussing Dal-

croze in the chapter on teaching children in groups, I have colleagues who use these 

strategies with adult group-piano students, and my own experiences as a Dalcroze 

participant have occurred during adulthood. Throughout this section, I encourage 

you to be mindful of  how you might transfer some of  the techniques discussed to 

age-appropriate activities for adult group-piano students. 

 Jaques-Dalcroze noticed several issues among the students in his classes that con-

cerned him. Although they could write complex harmonies and rhythms, they were 

not able to audiate, perform, or sing them with ease. The approach that he developed 

used eurythmics, solfège, and improvisation. As we will see, other educators have 

explored solfège and improvisation in their music programs. Dalcroze’s legacy has 

been his rather unique use of  eurythmics (Anderson, 2012). Activities employed in 

eurythmics classes include: 

 • free follow (in which students begin by simply stepping to the music but eventu-

ally adapt their movement to express changes in rhythm, dynamics, and tempo 

as the teacher plays the piano); 

 • quick-response activities (in which students quickly respond to the teacher’s vocal 

command or musical variation at the piano by changing rhythm or movement); 

 • interrupted, semi-interrupted, or continuous canon (in which students move and 

clap based on the teacher’s pattern, in canon); 

 • ball, balloon, and other exercises or activities (which explore anacrusis, crusis, 

and metacrusis). 

 Through eurythmic activities, students are encouraged to explore then refine musi-

cal expression, phrasing, and rhythm. This is first done intuitively through bodily 

expression before they have a chance to become mired in the mental processes 
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involved with writing and performing complex musical notation. Solfège and impro-

visation support the movement activities and the development of  musical expres-

sion. In essence, the body becomes the first musical instrument for children who 

learn using this approach. Dalcroze teachers are expected to be able to improvise 

music at the piano. 

 There has been a lot of  research, leading to useful suggestions about how Dalcroze 

can be incorporated into music instruction (Caldwell, 1993; Mead, 1996). Music 

educators have explored how eurythmic activities can be adapted for general music 

instruction by creating eurythmic games based on follow, response, and canon activi-

ties (Aronoff, 1983). Others have explored similarities between eurythmic instruc-

tion and traditional ways of  passing down folk music from one generation to the 

next. Both eurythmics and traditional teaching often include singing and dancing. 

Researchers have investigated how using Dalcroze eurythmics can facilitate learning 

of  complex rhythms found in multicultural music, such as that of  Africa (Phuthego, 

2005). Educators have also used eurythmics to increase musical awareness among 

tertiary music-education majors. It is noteworthy that music students and teachers 

who participate in classes run by experienced Dalcroze teachers report decreased 

body tension, improved listening, better understanding, increased musical awareness, 

and joyful music experiences (van der Merwe, 2015). 

 You will have a much better appreciation for the power of  Dalcroze eurythmics 

if  you can observe a session in which you hear lovely piano music and see chil-

dren moving to it. There are wonderful video clips of  children involved in Dalcroze 

classes in Geneva, published by the International Federation of  Eurythmic Teachers 

(FIER), on YouTube. I particularly like video clip number 5 because it shows vari-

ous activities piano teachers could apply in their classes (https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=TZwyX-jg12Y). I encourage you to watch this clip and others. Although 

many are in French, you will get a sense of  the types of  activities and how teachers 

introduce concepts during Dalcroze classes. The Dalcroze Society of  America (www.

dalcrozeusa.org) has useful information for American teachers regarding workshops, 

classes, training, and conferences for those who are interested in learning more about 

the approach or working toward Dalcroze certification. 

 Applications to Group Piano 

 Group-piano teachers can use one of  Dalcroze’s central ideas by having children 

experience and move to music in diff erent meters  before  they see it and learn about 

theoretical underpinnings. Free-movement activities can help students learn how 

to move through long notes or rests, how to move to various types of  articulation, 

and how to shape musical phrases, even before they are asked to do these things at 

the piano. If  we can help students internalize the pulse in simple and compound 

meters, feel the beat, and clap various rhythmic patterns, their musical reading and 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TZwyX-jg12Y
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TZwyX-jg12Y
http://www.dalcrozeusa.org
http://www.dalcrozeusa.org
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expression will have a strong foundation based on each student’s personal experience. 

When students move to music in a group, they learn from one another, and they can 

collaborate in certain rhythmic canon games and activities. 

 The Kodàly Method 

 Zoltàn Kodàly (1882–1967) was a Hungarian music educator whose work is famil-

iar to many Western-educated musicians. Kodàly, along with pianist Béla Bartók, 

are remembered as conservators of  folk music of  their country, as they travelled 

the Hungarian countryside collecting and recording folk melodies on wax cylinders. 

However, Kodàly’s most lasting contribution was to the music education system of  

Hungary. 

 He believed that all children should develop musical literacy as an integral part of  

their formal education. Using folk music, solfège (with movable  do , so that interval-

lic relationships with reference to the tonic would be learned), Curwen hand signs, 

and Chevé syllables for rhythms (i.e., ti-ti for two eighth notes), Kodàly developed a 

systematic music curriculum for the Hungarian nation. In his system, children began 

learning music at the age of  3, primarily through singing folk melodies, and eventu-

ally learned other instruments. You will find that Kodàly educators use tuning forks 

and pitch pipes in the classroom (to give pitches for singing) rather than relying on a 

piano. The world learned of  Kodàly’s system, which was demonstrably successful in 

his homeland, at International Society for Music Education (ISME) conferences in 

the late 1950s and 1960s. As a result of  Kodàly’s success in Hungary and his presen-

tations at prestigious music educator conferences, classroom music teachers adopted 

his approach throughout Asia, Australia, and much of  the Western world, using folk 

melodies of  their own cultures to develop musical literacy in children. 

 Many countries have Kodàly organizations, and teachers can work toward certifi-

cation. The Organization of  American Kodàly Educators (OAKE) states that its mis-

sion is “to support music education of  the highest quality, promote universal music 

literacy and lifelong music making, and preserve the musical heritage of  the people 

of  the United States of  America through education, artistic performance, advocacy 

and research” (www.oake.org). 

 Applications to Group Piano 

 While Kodàly discouraged the use of  the piano in teaching because he wanted chil-

dren to use their natural instrument fi rst, we can implement several of  his strategies. 

Group-piano teachers should encourage children to sing before they play and as 

they are learning melodies and rhythms. When playing music on the piano, they can 

sing along with the words provided in the method book, or they can create their own 

lyrics. Singing promotes musical phrasing and expressiveness. If  the children have 

http://www.oake.org
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learned the Kodàly approach to counting rhythm at school, using the same or simi-

lar syllabic approach in the group-piano class can reinforce what they have learned 

elsewhere. Just as Kodàly’s method enabled children to experience the rhythm fi rst 

through hearing, then clapping, recognizing, and writing the notation, we can engage 

students in similar activities in the group-piano setting (away from the keyboard at 

fi rst). Aural skills activities could include singing solfège and using hand signs to rein-

force intervals. Our goal should be to have students recognize patterns in the music 

(rhythmic, melodic, and even form). Incorporating some of  Kodàly’s methods can 

provide opportunities for deeper, more meaningful understanding and learning. 

 Orff-Schulwerk 

 Carl Orff  (1895–1982) was a German educator who was infl uenced by Dalcroze 

and other music educators in Europe at the time. He believed that free movement 

of  the full body and dancing to music could help reinforce rhythmic and melodic 

concepts. Like Kodàly, Orff  discouraged use of  the piano during instruction of  young 

children but employed mallet instruments for children to explore melody, harmony, 

and creativity. His approach, in collaboration with others, became known as the 

Orff -Schulwerk method and employs moving, dancing, singing, and playing percus-

sion and Orff  instruments. Performance and participation are central to becoming 

musically literate. Improvisation and composition are encouraged, and the method 

is popular among many music educators in public schools. Videos of  children using 

the Orff  approach are available on the American Orff -Schulwerk Association web 

site (www.aosa.org). 

 Applications to Group Piano 

 Like the Orff -Schulwerk method, we recognize that learning to play the piano is 

about more than simply mastering terms and displaying declarative knowledge 

about music. Being a musically literate pianist involves being able to play the instru-

ment with the correct technique. Learning about musical concepts through move-

ment activities and singing before applying those at the keyboard is essential for 

children. Providing opportunities for children to improvise and work together to 

create music is a valuable educational activity. Likewise, there may be opportunities 

within the piano class to avail of  Orff  instruments with which children would use 

larger motor skills and arm movements to explore concepts, before applying those 

ideas at the piano. The more ways a child can experience new concepts and elabo-

rate, generate, and create using those concepts, the more meaningful the learning 

will be. We must remember not to have children sitting at keyboards for the entire 

class but to permit a structured environment in which they can explore, improvise, 

and synthesize. 

http://www.aosa.org
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 Asian Influences 

 The Suzuki Method 

 Shin’ichi Suzuki (1898–1996) designed his program to teach violin to very young 

children and their families using what he called the “mother-tongue approach.” 

Although his formal training took place in Germany, Suzuki developed his method 

after working with a young violin student upon returning to Japan. He recognized 

that children learn language not by fi rst learning to read specifi c letters and words but 

by listening to the spoken language, by copying what their families say, and by being 

corrected by caring adults. Once they have an aural model and can speak with some 

fl uency, they learn to read and write that language. Thus, in the Suzuki method, ini-

tially music is taught to children by rote. They listen to high-quality recordings of  the 

piece throughout the week, and parents facilitate and encourage repetition at home. 

In essence, Suzuki was training the parent alongside the child. Today, core principles 

of  the program include parental involvement, encouragement, starting early, listen-

ing, repetition, learning with other children, playing carefully graded repertoire, and 

delaying reading until muscle coordination and technique have reached a certain 

level of  development. 

 At first, Suzuki designed the program for individual instruction, but today group 

programs are typical. Surely you have seen video of  dozens of  young violinists 

lined up performing the  Twinkle Variations  together. Suzuki education began with 

stringed instruments. Today there are about a dozen instruments taught using the 

Suzuki method. In the Americas, 40.1% of  Suzuki member teachers are violinists, 

while 15.1% are piano teachers. The Suzuki Association of  the Americas (www.

suzukiassociation.org) is an excellent source of  information. To become a certified 

teacher, several courses and levels must be passed and an audition is required. Suzu-

ki’s most famous book on his approach is entitled  Nurtured by Love  (Suzuki, 2012). A 

valuable resource for those wanting to learn more about Suzuki piano is  Studying 

Suzuki Piano: More Than Music  (Bigler & Lloyd-Watts, 1998). 

 Applications to Group Piano 

 As we have noted, we want to be cautious about applying just part of  a well-rounded 

and carefully sequenced program in our group-piano classes. While the Suzuki 

method books are available (these contain only the music), the music is likely to be too 

diffi  cult for most of  your beginning piano classes. More important lessons from the 

Suzuki program include using the mother-tongue approach, using repetition, hav-

ing students listen, enlisting parental support, and maintaining student motivation 

throughout the learning process. Many piano teachers choose to introduce reading 

and notation early in a child’s musical development. Even if  students learn to inter-

pret music notation early, the group-piano environment provides ample opportunity 

http://www.suzukiassociation.org
http://www.suzukiassociation.org
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to hear and experience music, to learn some examples by rote, to repeat and refi ne 

sections of  music or exercises until technique and tone production are secure, and 

to include meaningful listening activities. If  parents can be recruited to support stu-

dents at home by providing a quiet practice environment, supporting daily practice, 

and encouraging musical development, student progress and motivation are likely to 

increase. Then each student’s individual success will contribute to an engaging group 

environment. 

 Yamaha Music Education Program 

 Unlike the aforementioned programs or methods, which were developed by a single 

musician (albeit several benefi tted from state-sponsored support for teacher training 

and curriculum development), the Yamaha Music Education Program was designed 

by a group of  unnamed music educators. The chair of  the Nippon-Gakki Company, 

Ltd. (now the Yamaha Corporation) recognized that customers needed to learn how 

to play their instruments. He also believed that music education in Japan should 

be developed, promoted, and driven by local teachers (not European piano peda-

gogues). In the mid-1950s, he gathered top music educators from across the country 

to devise a suitable music curriculum, and by the mid-1960s, he had created the 

Yamaha Music Foundation to continue the work of  research and music education. 

Today, the Yamaha Music Education program, which includes classical and popular 

music, is taught in more than 40 countries and is designed to cultivate lifelong music 

involvement. 

 Trained Yamaha Music Education System (YMES) teachers work in approved 

Yamaha Schools, which house Yamaha piano labs. The YMES certification pro-

gram requires completion of  a candidate exam, several seminars, and practice 

teaching. The exam is extensive and includes keyboard performance, keyboard har-

mony, improvisation, sight singing and accompaniment, transposition, aural skills, 

and music theory. The student courses include Music Wonderland (for 3-year-olds), 

Music Junior Course (4- to 5-year-olds), Young Musicians Course (6- to 8-year-olds), 

Junior Extension Course (6- to 7-year-olds), Junior Special Advanced (6- to 7-year-

olds), and Junior Advanced Course (8- to 9-year-olds). Courses include listening, 

singing, moving, creating, and keyboard activities and contribute to social develop-

ment and cultivation of  the imagination. As students advance, they develop more 

specialized performance skills. The majority of  the courses last for 2 to 4 years, and 

some include optional or required private lessons in addition to the weekly group 

class. Parental involvement is required for the courses for children under the age of  

6. More information about the entire curriculum and about teacher training for the 

Yamaha Music Education Program can be found on the Yamaha web site. Be sure to 

consult the web site of  your home country. In the United States, information about 

the courses is found at http://usa.yamaha.com/music_education/yms/courses/. 

http://usa.yamaha.com/music_education/yms/courses/
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Yamaha also offers a Yamaha Graded Examination System, which is open to all 

teachers, students, and music professionals, not just YMES teachers and students. 

 Application to Group Piano 

 The Yamaha Education Program is comprehensive and based on solid educational 

principles. But because the materials are proprietary, it is diffi  cult for the non-YMES 

teacher to avail of  best practices from the program. Based on what we know about 

the philosophy of  the program and the skills required of  certifi ed teachers, it is safe 

to say that if  we include singing, movement, and keyboard activities that foster music 

exploration and creativity, along with parental involvement when children are young, 

we will be providing children with ways in which to engage with music for years to 

come. As children get older and develop piano technique, we must remember to scaf-

fold skills and introduce new learning sequentially so they can continue to develop 

music literacy and performance profi ciency. The program reminds us that the music 

does not necessarily need to be classical in order to foster a lifelong love of  music. 

So we might create group-piano curricula and RMM programs for children that are 

less classically oriented or include nonclassical and non-Western music in our exist-

ing curricula. 

 North American Influences 

 In addition to the programs explored in what follows, Harmony Road and Music 

Together are programs available for children up to the age of  4 and their parents. 

As with the other programs outlined, unless teachers are certifi ed, they will not have 

access to materials or be able to teach through the program. All of  these programs 

feature developmentally appropriate curricula and provide students with opportuni-

ties to explore musical instruments and sing and move to music, and often require 

signifi cant parental involvement. These basic philosophies should be explored if  one 

is considering teaching young beginners and preschoolers in a group-piano setting. 

 Kindermusik International 

 Inspired by German music-education programs, Dan Pratt, the American founder 

of  Kindermusik, designed an early-childhood music and movement curriculum that 

launched in 1978. The curriculum is infl uenced by music educators we have explored 

(Orff , Kodàly, and Suzuki) and developmental psychologists and educators who 

espoused discovery learning (Montessori), scaff olding (Vygotsky), and accommodat-

ing for children’s developmental and cognitive stages (Piaget). In 2005, Kindermusik 

began a Kindermusik@school program, in which teachers bring special curricula 

to students enrolled in daycare and early childhood development programs. The 
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majority of  Kindermusik’s programs, however, take place with the parents present 

for all or part of  the class time. The philosophy of  the program recognizes that a 

parent or caregiver is a child’s most important teacher, and the love of  music can be 

nurtured in the home if  parents know which activities to play and which songs to sing. 

 Kindermusik offers developmentally appropriate curricula from birth through 

age 7. Curricula are designed based on educational research and undergo extensive 

piloting with actual children before they are brought to the market. In recent years, 

curricula have been developed for children who are learning English as a second 

language and for children with special needs. During classes, children explore music 

through movement and singing and by playing age-appropriate instruments. There 

are musical accompaniments parents and teachers can access digitally, and stories 

and themes run through each individual curriculum. In the beginning, parents are 

present for the entire class (with infants, the parents may take turns swinging baby in 

a hammock while singing, and with toddlers, they sit in the singing circle with their 

child on their lap). As children get older and gain more independence, they work in 

groups with the teacher for a block of  time, say 30 minutes; then the parents enter 

the room and join their children for a recap of  the activities for the final 15 minutes 

of  class. Class meetings get longer as the children age. 

 Teachers purchase packets for each curriculum that contain all materials for each 

course, including detailed lesson plans. Teachers are encouraged to adhere to lesson 

plans, which have been carefully constructed. They work well, so there is no need to 

deviate from prescribed activities. Once families have registered for the class, teach-

ers purchase student kits containing codes for digital materials, simple instruments, 

songbooks, and other pertinent materials and distribute these to the families. Pri-

vate or studio Kindermusik educators who are not involved in the Kindermusik@

school program typically teach in community schools, churches, or commercial stu-

dio spaces where there is room for movement activities, waiting rooms for families, 

easy access, and ample parking. More information about Kindermusik International 

can be found at www.kindermusik.com. 

 Musikgarten 

 Musikgarten has music programs for babies and children through age 7 but also off ers 

curricula in group piano, adult group piano, sacred music classes, and piano partner 

lessons. Training can be done in person, through workshops, and through individual 

webinars, making it accessible for teachers who live in remote locations or far from 

scheduled workshops. The stated mission of  Musikgarten is to encourage children to 

develop a love for music and the ability to express it. Classes typically include singing, 

listening, movement activities, and use of  various instruments. Parents receive CDs 

of  the songs from class so they can be sung throughout the week, and guidebooks 

help foster the child’s love of  music and learning at home. The curriculum has been 

http://www.kindermusik.com
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adapted for use in about 10 countries across the globe. The original curriculum was 

designed by a music educator, Dr. Lorna Lutz Heyge, and Audrey Sillick, an early 

childhood specialist and Montessori teacher trainer. 

 The philosophy is similar to Kindermusik in that they believe that music is ben-

eficial for children, it is accessible to all children, and families should be involved in 

fostering the love of  music. They use a carefully sequenced curriculum, with quality 

musical instruments, and include movement and singing from the start. However, 

teachers are given more flexibility than Kindermusik educators with respect to devi-

ating from individual lesson plans. Many of  the programs offered for older children 

are specific to the piano. But if  a child wished to pursue another musical instru-

ment, the foundation of  music instruction in the early-childhood programs would 

be beneficial. More information can be found on the Musikgarten web site, www.

musikgarten.org. 

 Music for Young Children 

 Music for Young Children (MYC) is a program for children from ages 2 to 10 that 

was developed in the early 1980s by early-childhood specialists in Canada. There 

is currently a program for teens and adults as well. Students are taught in a group 

setting, and the piano is used as a vehicle for music making. MYC is taught on three 

continents, and there are almost 1,000 trained educators worldwide. Activities and 

experiences include singing, listening, rhythm ensembles, keyboard/piano activities, 

composition, and homework. 

 Although the “Sunrise” and “Sunshine” programs for preschoolers feature sing-

ing and movement activities, students are systematically prepared to use the piano 

as their primary instrument for musical expression in the Music for Young Chil-

dren program. A feature of  MYC is that it uses a “D-centered” approach to get 

students comfortable with the keyboard topography. By the time students complete 

the “Moonbeams 3” program (around the age of  9), they are ready to complete a 

grade 1 piano exam (in the Associated Board, Royal Conservatory of  Music, or other 

equivalent examination system). More information about Music for Young Children 

is available on their web site, www.myc.com. 

 Pedagogy in Action 

 1. Choose one of  the programs discussed in this chapter and learn more about it. 

Undertake detailed research about the program, including its methods, music, 

and overall philosophy. Where possible, read primary sources written by the pro-

gram’s founder(s) or scholarly sources written by music education specialists. Find 

journal articles that explore pedagogical implications and best practices associ-

ated with the program. Write a summary paper about what you have learned, 

http://www.musikgarten.org
http://www.musikgarten.org
http://www.myc.com
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then identify three specific techniques, strategies, or materials from the program 

that you could include in one or more of  your children’s group-piano classes. If  

you are still interested in the program, look into the process for teacher certifica-

tion or educational training and devise a timeline for how and when you would 

pursue this professional development opportunity. Be sure to consider expenses, 

including training and/or certification fees, annual certification renewal, and 

travel for training. 

 2. If  possible, find a certified educator for one of  the programs discussed in this 

chapter. Make arrangements to observe a class or two and conduct a brief  inter-

view with the teacher about the perceived strengths, weaknesses, and opportu-

nities the program provides for students. Be sure to ask about the training and 

certification process, too. Write a synopsis of  your findings. 
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 Objectives 

 By the end of  this chapter, you will have an overview of  three typical settings in which 

children’s group piano may take place, curricular considerations, materials that can 

be used, and strategies for evaluating books or materials that you wish to employ in 

children’s group-piano settings. 

 Overview of  Group Piano for Children 

 As we have discussed in previous chapters, teaching children piano in groups is an 

ideal way for them to explore concepts together, learn from one another, motivate 

each other, learn to perform for others, and make music collectively in piano ensem-

bles. Many teachers fi nd that working with beginning children in a group setting 

is more conducive to spiraling the curriculum and scaff olding concepts than the 

typical private lesson. That is not to say that in a private lesson we cannot scaff old a 

concept such as rhythm, fi rst by moving to it off  the bench while the teacher plays, 

then clapping it together, notating it on the staff , identifying it on a score, and fi nally 

playing it in a new piece. But because students in group classes expect to engage in 

off -bench activities and to work together, it can be easier to integrate such scaff olded 

activities into the lesson plan. Although off -bench activities are integrated into the 

curriculum, group classes should have students playing the piano at the core of  each 

class. Because there is a lot of  material in this chapter, after you have read the initial 

philosophy, types, curricular considerations, and method sections, you may wish to 

distribute your reading and detailed exploration of  the average-age methods and 

resources over several weeks. This can be done as you read other, shorter chapters 

in this text. 

 In this chapter, we will look at examples of  activities that encourage exploration, 

discovery, comprehension, and demonstration of  concepts. First, we will investigate 

materials that can be used in children’s group-piano classes and learn how to eval-

uate them for potential effectiveness with a group of  students. We will also look 
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at locations for children’s classes. Three typical venues where children might take 

group-piano classes include: 

 1. An independent studio that is equipped with multiple keyboards 

 2. A group-piano lab in a community music school or university 

 3. A group-piano lab in a K–12 public or private school 

 Depending on the setting for the group-piano class, there may be special curricu-

lar considerations. We will explore those as we look at methods and materials for 

students. Finally, while there are fewer group-piano classes offered for advancing 

students, some teachers do offer group-piano instruction at intermediate and more 

advanced levels. These classes can provide successful learning and performing oppor-

tunities for advancing pianists. 

 Philosophy and Theory of Teaching Children in Groups 

 Frances Clark correctly noted that teaching students in groups is a natural way to 

teach any subject (Goss, 1992, p. 183). Indeed, children are accustomed to learning 

in groups, both in school and in extracurricular activities, such as dancing, martial 

arts, and soccer. Even general music classes, choir, band, or orchestra rehearsals are 

conducted with groups of  students. Although teaching children piano through indi-

vidual lessons is ubiquitous throughout the world, many piano pedagogues believe 

that group piano is an effi  cient, eff ective, motivating, and exciting way to learn piano. 

Provided that all students have similar levels of  ability and lesson readiness, and if  the 

teacher is equipped with basic group teaching skills, strategies, and carefully planned 

lessons, children learning to play piano in groups can develop a lifelong love of  music 

and outstanding piano skills. I have come to believe that, taught well, group piano 

can be the best way for all music students to begin learning and to make beautiful 

music. I have also seen many students thrive musically with group instruction for 

many years. 

 However, group-piano teachers need to be aware that the group setting may not 

be the best learning environment for every student. This is why screening interviews 

are advisable. Some students may progress at a different pace than the others in the 

class and may need to be moved into a more appropriate group. Students need to 

understand the ground rules for the group, be willing and able to participate with 

classmates, and know that disruptive behavior will not be tolerated. In turn, teachers 

must make parents and students aware of  the ground rules, manage the class, and 

create an environment in which each child has an opportunity to participate, share, 

and learn. Teachers should devote time to analyzing and improving their group-

teaching techniques and prepare thoroughly for each class. The sequencing and 
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pacing of  activities is also very important when working with children in groups. 

We will explore these topics in  Chapter 12 , but if  you can provide opportunities for 

students to experience a concept broadly, in various contexts, and then specifically in 

their repertoire (with just the right amount of  time devoted to each activity), students 

will likely remain engaged, transfer learning, remain motivated, develop as musi-

cians, and stay on task during class. 

 Typical Types of Group Piano for Children 
and Curricular Considerations 

 As we saw in  Chapter 1 , there are many types of  groups for children. However, for 

children who learn piano only in a group setting, they are most likely to take lessons 

in an independent studio, through a community school or university, or in a K–12 

institution. Features of  these three types of  group-piano settings follow. 

 1. An independent studio that is equipped with multiple keyboards 

 Independent teachers who teach children only in groups tend to have space in their 

studio for a small electronic keyboard lab (sometimes with as few as four keyboards), 

or they have a hybrid studio equipped with several keyboards (which may or may not 

be connected by a controller system) and an acoustic piano or two. I have seen teach-

ers with both of  these studio setups in their homes, in a dedicated room for teaching, 

and in studios that are located in commercial spaces within their communities. Either 

setup can be effective, but the teacher should consider the types of  group activities in 

which students will engage, both at the keyboards and off  bench, to ensure that there 

is ample space for movement and keyboards are situated for optimal group work. 

 Generally, studio teachers cover the same basic concepts that they would in tradi-

tional private piano lessons, but there is added focus on group activities, on having 

students perform, listen, evaluate, and assess together, and on ensemble repertoire. 

Some teachers of  beginning group piano have students perform only ensemble rep-

ertoire at end-of-semester recitals. Others have children enter solo festivals and per-

form solo repertoire at the end of  each semester. I would suggest that all students in a 

group should be learning and performing solo repertoire for each other during class. 

If  these students will be performing solos at recitals and competitions, the teacher 

may need to devote more time during each class to perfecting and performing rep-

ertoire. It may be tempting to work on solo repertoire with students individually 

over headphones or individually at an acoustic piano while the other students are 

busy with another activity. Indeed, there can be some individual work. However, I 

have witnessed outstanding group teachers work on different solos with each student 

while the others listen and contribute to the evaluation and performance improve-

ments. Students who participate in evaluative activities tend to transfer these skills to 
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their individual practice at home, which makes them much more independent and 

autonomous learners than many of  their private-lesson peers. 

 Independent teachers who instruct piano in groups should carefully consider the 

concepts and skills that they want students to be able to demonstrate by the end of  

each semester and design the curriculum and individual lesson plans accordingly. 

Once a teacher knows which concepts need to be covered, she should review and 

evaluate potential methods and materials to see which will enable her to meet her 

educational goals for the semester. Most teachers find that they need to supplement 

with additional materials, either for repertoire, theory, or other musical skills. Thus, 

the best group teachers I have observed tend to use materials from two methods that 

complement each other. Finally, games and other supplementary resources will need 

to be gathered for each class. 

 2. A group-piano lab in a community music school or university 

 Group classes in community schools or universities tend to take place in digital piano 

labs. However, I have taught group piano in a community school, where we used several 

acoustic and electronic pianos. Regardless, the goals and curricular considerations in 

these settings are usually similar to those of  the independent studio teacher. The excep-

tion is that often, children’s groups in a university are demonstration classes, where 

pedagogy students are completing internships and learning how to teach group piano. 

Usually, these classes are led by experienced piano pedagogues. The pedagogy students 

observe and assist in the teaching and gradually prepare short instructional segments 

and practice teaching. The interns receive weekly feedback on their teaching and make 

adjustments throughout the semester. This setting is an ideal way for teachers to experi-

ence and learn how to teach group piano. Occasionally, there are time constraints, and 

these demo classes may only take place for a few weeks rather than the entire semester. 

If  that is the case, the goals and objectives for student learning will be adjusted to fit 

within the timeframe of  the class. If  you are a novice teacher or an experienced teacher 

who is considering becoming a group-piano teacher, you might inquire as to whether 

participating in such an internship at your local university is a possibility. 

 3. A group-piano lab in a K–12 public or private school 

 As we learned in our introduction to group piano, piano classes were first introduced in 

the public schools in the United States during the second decade of  the 20th century. 

While some independent teachers and community music schools continued to develop 

the pedagogy of  teaching piano in groups throughout the mid to latter half  of  the 20th 

century, group piano declined in the public schools during that time. However, piano 

class offerings in K–12 schools have experienced a resurgence and have become increas-

ingly popular among students in recent years. Because keyboard labs are technology 
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driven, principals can often locate funds to install them. Where money is not available, 

local business partners and music dealers are often willing to assist with setting up key-

board labs in public schools. I have seen such partnerships between local stakeholders 

who support music education for impoverished school districts flourish in my own com-

munity. Beginning piano classes can be offered starting in the elementary grades through 

high school. The age and developmental and intellectual abilities of  the children need to 

be considered as teachers choose books and materials to use in such classes. There are 

additional curricular considerations of  which teachers in K–12 schools should be aware. 

 Most countries have music or arts-educator organizations that outline core learning 

concepts and outcomes that must be met. In the United States, for example, music 

educators have a set of  guidelines from the National Association for Music Education 

(NAfME). Detailed criteria for each grade level, and specifically for the piano, can be 

found at NAfME’s web site www.nafme.org. Core musical competencies, often called 

standards, that students must display include creating, performing, and responding. 

NAfME published a list of  standards for keyboard and harmonizing instruments 

that sets forth 11 anchors around which students must display competency. Thus, 

teachers need to choose materials and design curricula that enable students to gen-

erate, develop, evaluate, and refine original work at the piano. They must also be 

able to choose, prepare, refine, interpret, and perform works by other composers. 

Thus, the K–12 group-piano curriculum may emphasize improvisation and student 

composition more than an independent studio curriculum does. Depending on how 

the music curriculum is integrated with other classes at a particular school, there 

may be special emphasis on non-Western music or music indigenous to the region 

or local culture. While independent studio teachers and group-piano instructors at 

universities and community schools might include such activities, generally there is 

less emphasis on such topics outside of  the K–12 environment. 

 Because many of  the traditional group-piano methods emphasize technique and 

repertoire from the Western classical canon, group-piano teachers in a K–12 school 

setting may need to create their own materials and find supplemental resources to 

address creative and non-Western cultural competencies. It is anticipated that during 

the next few years, some of  these teachers will begin to publish their useful materi-

als. Teachers will need to seek out and evaluate materials specifically designed for 

composing and improvising at the piano, use educationally sound resources from the 

web, and evaluate new comprehensive printed or online materials designed by music 

educators for the K–12 piano lab as they come into the market. 

 Methods and Materials for Children in Beginning Group Piano 

 Although competent group-piano teachers can make almost any piano method work 

for children learning in the group setting, there are materials that have been specifi -

cally designed and marketed for beginning group-piano instruction for children. 

http://www.nafme.org
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I will highlight several resources and off er an annotated bibliography of  the books 

and materials for the remainder of  this chapter. But the best way to discover each 

resource referenced is to spend time exploring the materials individually, playing the 

music, and trying some of  the activities with students or peers. Thus, having a gen-

eral template for evaluating group-piano methods is benefi cial for organizing one’s 

thoughts and perceptions. You will fi nd a template for evaluating children’s method 

books in  Appendix D.1 . As an example, I have completed sample evaluations for the 

Alfred Basic Piano Library (ABPL)  Group Piano Course . (See  Figure 9.1 ) 

 As you become more experienced with teaching group piano, you may choose to 

add categories to this evaluation template. As group piano for children becomes more 

Alfred’s Basic Group Piano Course, Books 1–4     Publisher: Alfred Publishing Co., Inc.
Ancillary Materials:  -  Accompaniment CDs/MIDI

 -  Musical Adventures Board Game 
 -  Game Cards for Books 1 & 2; Game Cards for Books 3 & 4 
 -  Teachers Handbook for Books 1 & 2; 3 & 4

Are the Concepts presented Systematically & Spiraled?     �     Yes     ____ No
Is there Ample Reinforcement within the text?     �     Yes     ____ No
Comments: The pace is slow. There is ample reinforcement for average students. Students who do not 
practice regularly might need additional reinforcement of these concepts.  

Level/Book: __________ (1 evaluation completed per book/level)
Overview of concepts in Book 1:

Reading Approach Off-staff black keys (4 units) 
Off-staff Middle C & C position (units 5-7)

Pitch & Interval/
Reading Concepts

Off-staff reading encourages intervallic reading (on black keys)
White-key names written in note heads (may discourage intervallic reading); Uses 
full range of the keyboard

Rhythmic 
Concepts

Quarter, half, dotted-half, and whole note patterns
4/4 meter throughout; 3/4 introduced in unit 6
Rhythm drill fl ashes in units 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, & 7

Aural Skills Integrated into each unit; Reinforces musical concepts

Sight Reading Integrated throughout; Short SR fl ashes in units 2, 3, 5, & 7
Reinforces reading & rhythm concepts

Technique Four units of black-key music (using fi ngers 2, 3, 4) encourages relaxed hand positions; 
Teachers can reinforce full-arm weight throughout; Specifi c technique pages in units 1, 

Musicality Several familiar tunes (i.e. Merrily We Roll Along, Alouette, & Jolly Old St. 
Nicholas) included; many original solos include words to help develop phrasing or 
reinforce concepts; accompaniments are simple and emphasize the meter, though 
not overly creative.
Teacher CD/MIDI accompaniments are attractive & motivating.
Four-part ensembles in units 3, 5, & 7 (great idea to have copies of these to use as 
supplements to other method books in a group class too!)

1

  Figure 9.1  Completed Children’s Method Evaluation for Alfred’s Basic Group Piano Course, 

Books 1, 2, 3, and 4 



  Figure 9.1  (Continued) 

Creativity Improvisation/Composition activities (that reinforce concepts) in units 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, & 7

Theory Short exercises directly related to the unit concept(s) integrated into each unit

Supplementary 
Materials

Musical Adventures Board Game (with Game Cards corresponding to each book) is 
fun but additional games and music that reinforces concepts will likely be needed.
Teacher Handbooks contain lesson plans & student assignment suggestions 
and provide valuable information about scheduling groups, organizing lessons, 
classroom management, and more. Info about MIDI technology is dated for 
contemporary keyboard labs.

Online Resources None at this time

Strengths of this Method: Systematic approach and gradual introduction and reinforcement of basic 
rhythmic, pitch, and musical concepts.
Potential Weaknesses of this Method: Additional musical and supplemental resources will be required for 
most student groups. Because each book has 7 units (and semesters tend to last longer than that), teachers 
may be able to get through 2 books per semester or need to slow the pace but add additional solo and 
ensemble repertoire. 
Additional Comments & Notes: This would be a good book to use at a week-long Piano Boot Camp or 
Summer Camp for beginners. 

Alfred’s Basic Group Piano Course        Level/Book: ______
Overview of concepts in Book 2:

Reading Approach Individual treble or bass staff (2 units) 
Grand staff Middle C & C position (units 2-7)

Pitch & Interval/
Reading Concepts

2nds & 3rds reinforced (units 1-5); 4ths (unit 6); 5th (unit 7)
Melodic & harmonic intervals

Rhythmic Concepts Quarter, half, dotted-half, and whole note & rest patterns; Ties
4/4 meter emphasized; 16 examples in 3/4 (units 3-7)
Rhythm drill fl ashes in units 3, 5, & 6

Aural Skills Integrated into each unit; Reinforces intervals 

Sight Reading SR fl ashes in every unit (more fl ashes than bk.1)
Reinforces intervallic reading & rhythm concepts

Technique More focus on fi nger independence; Legato introduced (unit 3);  Specifi c 
technique pages in units 3, 5, 6, & 7; SR makes good technique exercises; LH 
developed as much as RH 

Musicality Few familiar tunes; many original solos include words to help develop phrasing or 
reinforce concepts; accompaniments are simple but not overly creative.
Teacher CD/MIDI accompaniments are attractive & motivating.
Only 2 four-part ensembles (units 5, & 7)

Creativity Improvisation/Composition activities (that reinforce concepts) in units 3, 5, & 6

Theory Theory pages in each unit (directly related to the unit concept(s)

Supplementary 
Materials

Musical Adventures Board Game (with Game Cards corresponding to each 
book) is fun but additional games and music that reinforces concepts will likely 
be needed.
Teacher Handbooks contain lesson plans & student assignment suggestions 
and provide valuable information about scheduling groups, organizing lessons, 
classroom management, and more. Info about MIDI technology is dated for 
contemporary keyboard labs.

Online Resources None at this time

2



Strengths of this Method: Systematic approach and gradual introduction and reinforcement of basic 
rhythmic, pitch, and musical concepts.
Potential Weaknesses of this Method: Additional musical and supplemental resources will be required for 
most student groups. Because each book has 7 units (and semesters tend to last longer than that), teachers 
may be able to get through 2 books per semester or need to slow the pace but add additional solo and 
ensemble repertoire. 
Additional Comments & Notes: This would be a good book to use at a week-long Piano Boot Camp or 
Summer Camp for beginners starting 2nd year or for beginning-level transfer students. 

Alfred’s Basic Group Piano Course Level/Book: __________   
Overview of concepts in Book 3:    

Reading Approach Grand staff Middle C & G position (units 1-7)
Sharps & Flats (unit 2-7); More hand independence required

Pitch & Interval/
Reading Concepts

2nd through 5th reinforced throughout
Melodic & harmonic intervals

Rhythmic 
Concepts

Continuation of previous patterns; Half rest reinforced; Anacrusis
Beamed eighth-note pairs introduced (unit 7); 2/4 meter (unit 7)
Rhythm drill fl ashes in units 1, 2, 4, 5, & 7

Aural Skills Integrated into each unit; Reinforces scales, broken chords, sharps, fl ats, staccato, 
legato, crescendo, diminuendo, & eighths 

Sight Reading SR fl ashes in every unit 
Reinforces intervallic reading, rhythm, & new concepts

Technique Focus on fi nger & hand independence
Specifi c technique pages in units 1, 3, & 5, though may exercises develop 
technique throughout; LH developed as much as RH 

Musicality Solos still include words; Tempi (unit 6); Rit. & a tempo (unit 7) MIDI 
accompaniments & CDs similar to previous books
Only 2 four-part ensembles (units 3 & 7)

Creativity Improvisation/Composition activities (that reinforce concepts) in units 1, 2, 4, 5, & 7

Theory Theory pages in each unit (directly related to the unit concept(s)

Supplementary 
Materials

Musical Adventures Board Game (with Game Cards corresponding to each book) is 
fun but additional games and music that reinforces concepts will likely be needed.
Teacher Handbooks contain lesson plans & student assignment suggestions 
and provide valuable information about scheduling groups, organizing lessons, 
classroom management, and more. Info about MIDI technology is dated for 
contemporary keyboard labs.

Online Resources None at this time

Strengths & Weaknesses of this Method: Similar to books 1 & 2.

Additional Comments & Notes: This would be a good book to use at a week-long Piano Boot Camp or 
Summer Camp for students entering into their second year of piano study. 

Alfred’s Basic Group Piano Course Level/Book: __________   
Overview of concepts in Book 4:    

Reading Approach Grand staff; new G & middle D position; 8va sign (unit 1)
Half & whole steps (unit 4); Increased independence required

Pitch & Interval/
Reading Concepts

Tetrachords (unit 4): C & G octave scale (unit 5)
Identifi cation of notes all over grand staff

3

4

  Figure 9.1  (Continued) 
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Rhythmic Concepts Continuation of patterns; single eighth rest & note (unit 2)
Rhythm drill fl ashes in units 1, 4, 6, & 7

Aural Skills Several integrated into each unit; Reinforces scales, broken chords, sharps, fl ats, 
staccato, legato, crescendo, diminuendo, & eighths 

Sight Reading SR fl ashes (units 1, 3, & 6); SR required throughout
Reinforces intervallic reading, rhythm, & new concepts

Technique Focus on fi nger & hand independence; LH Alberti bass
Specifi c technique pages in units 1, 3, & 6, though many exercises develop 
technique throughout; LH developed as much as RH 

Musicality Pedal (unit 1); More movement around the keyboard; More intricate articulation 
(staccato & legato within a phrase)
Sonatina (unit 6); Accompaniments similar to previous books
Only 2 four-part ensembles (units 2 & 7)

Creativity Improvisation/Composition activities (that reinforce concepts) in units 1, 4, 6, & 7

Theory Theory pages in each unit (directly related to the unit concept(s)

Supplementary 
Materials

Musical Adventures Board Game (with Game Cards corresponding to each book) is 
fun but additional games and music that reinforces concepts will likely be needed.
Teacher Handbooks contain lesson plans & student assignment suggestions 
and provide valuable information about scheduling groups, organizing lessons, 
classroom management, and more. Info about MIDI technology is dated for 
contemporary keyboard labs.

Online Resources None at this time

Strengths & Weaknesses of this Method: Similar to fi rst three books.

Additional Comments & Notes: This would be a good book to use at a week-long Piano Boot Camp for 
second year students between fall & spring semesters. 

  Figure 9.1  (Continued) 

prevalent in our society, publishers will likely update and produce new materials, per-

haps even some that are culturally relevant for specific countries around the world. 

I encourage you to use the evaluation template to assess the strengths and weaknesses 

of  future materials. You will note that I have included a place to list the price of  each 

book on the evaluation form. I find it helpful to have this included in my assessments, 

as the price will be a factor when assigning books each semester. 

 Average-Age Beginning Methods 

  Alfred’s Basic Piano Group Piano Course  

 Willard Palmer, Morton Manus, Amanda Vick Lethco, Gayle Kowalchyk, & E. L. 

Lancaster 

 MIDI accompaniments and CDs available. 

 This all-in-one method is designed for use with either electronic pianos or acoustic 

instruments. Each book contains seven units that include theory, ear training, rhythm 
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drills, sight reading, composition/improvisation, technique, solos, and ensemble 

pieces. There are 74 to 75 student pages in each of  the four books. Pages are rela-

tively uncluttered but with attractive and relevant drawings. New concepts are intro-

duced in highlighted boxes and reinforced henceforth. Clever icons represent drills 

for ear training, rhythm, sight reading, theory, technique, and so on (i.e., big-eared 

rabbit for ear training). Teacher handbooks are helpful for novice group-piano teach-

ers. See  Figure 9.1  for completed evaluation forms for Books 1 through 4.   

  The Music Tree  

 A Time to Begin, Parts 1, 2A, and 2B (Book and Activities) 

 Frances Clark, Louise Goss, & Sam Holland 

 MIDI accompaniments available. 

 These materials may be used in a group or private setting. However, they were 

developed and tested at the New School for Music Study, where most students enroll 

for both weekly group and private lessons. I have found that the materials work very 

well in this format, where major concepts are introduced and music is explored 

together in the group, and ideas are reinforced later at a private or partner lesson. 

One of  the features of  this method is that it encourages whole-keyboard explora-

tion and large, relaxed arm movements from the start. Music can be taught by rote 

(sound before sight). 

 The pages are uncluttered, important concepts are highlighted and sequenced 

brilliantly, questions on the page encourage students to listen to and evaluate their 

sound, and ancillary materials and activities can easily be introduced to reinforce and 

spiral concepts. The reading begins with off-staff  notation. Since intervallic reading 

is encouraged, through the use of  landmark notes, pitches are first introduced on 

limited staves. In the last unit of  the first book ( A Time to Begin ), students are reading 

on treble, bass, and grand staves with the landmark G and F lines highlighted. The 

activity books correlate and encourage students to explore concepts in a variety of  

ways. Basic rhythmic patterns for 4/4 and 3/4 are used throughout the first book; 

rests are not introduced until  Music Tree Part 1 . When I use this method in my group 

classes, I tend to supplement with another book of  solos or ensemble music that 

incorporates a similar reading approach. This is an outstanding and pedagogically 

solid method book. However, teachers need to plan carefully for each class and for 

the entire semester, as the authors expect teachers to supply important information 

(not everything is on the page for the students). 

 Other Methods That May Be Used 

 As noted earlier, almost any method can be used in a group-piano class as long as the 

teacher gives thought and preparation to the sequencing, pacing, and supplementing 
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of  in-class activities. Apart from those mentioned already, several individual meth-

ods that excellent group-piano teachers have used with success include Bastien 

( Piano Basic  and  New Traditions All-in-One ),  Piano Adventures  by the Fabers, and the  Hal 

Leonard Piano Library.  Some teachers even use one method as the primary lesson and 

theory books but supplement repertoire or technique from another series. Please 

remember that you will need to evaluate each of  these resources carefully, keeping 

your targeted student group in mind, as the levels diff er among publications, and 

some reinforce concepts more completely or move more quickly than others. 

 Resources for Advancing Groups 

 As we have noted, many teachers like to keep students studying in groups throughout the 

elementary and intermediate levels in order to maintain motivation, to make the most 

of  teaching resources, and to foster student autonomy during practice. Method books 

can be used as students continue to progress. However, other resources are helpful as 

students advance. While not comprehensive, the following overview of  resources should 

provide you with information about the types of  resources that are available and where 

you might look to fi nd additional teaching aids and materials for your group classes. 

 Ensemble Resources 

 We begin our review with piano ensemble music, as I believe that students studying 

piano in groups should be making music together. The beauty of  piano ensembles is 

that for many of  the easier ensembles, students can be assigned music that is slightly 

easier than their technical ability. But because each student is responsible for a spe-

cifi c part, they are responsible to the entire group for learning it and performing it 

well. This is not unlike the expectations placed on wind and brass players in a band or 

orchestra. During rehearsals, students learn to listen to and respond to one another. 

Under the teacher’s guidance, they learn to communicate with each other about the 

music and through the music. Ensemble performances can be extremely rewarding, 

as the overall musical performance is often more musically sophisticated than any 

individual could accomplish by himself  or herself. 

  Alfred Basic Piano Library Ensemble  Books 1, 2, and 3   

 Palmer, Manus, Lethco, Kowalchyk, & Lancaster, Alfred Music 

  Complete Levels 2 and 3  book also available 

  Alfred Basic Piano Library Christmas Ensemble  Books 1, 2, and 3 

 Ancillary materials: MIDI accompaniments. 
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 These books were designed to supplement the Alfred’s Basic Piano Library (ABPL) 

by providing four-part keyboard ensembles children would fi nd fun and engaging. 

Each book contains about fi ve ensembles (the complete Book 2 and 3 contains 10 

selections) that correspond to concepts in the lesson, recital, theory, and solo books. 

There are simple line drawings for each piece that support the character or mood but 

that do not clutter the page. There are also suggestions for general MIDI sounds for 

each part in the ensemble. I fi nd that once students have rehearsed with the suggested 

sounds, they can explore other potential keyboard sounds that would work for each 

part, and we can discuss range, timbre, and balance and listen for those concepts. 

The MIDI accompaniments are attractive and add sophistication to the ensemble. 

These are useful resources for beginning students (all music is notated on staff  ). For 

similar off -staff  easy ensemble repertoire, the ABPL Group Piano books (see evalua-

tion earlier in this chapter) contain good ensemble repertoire. 

  Hal Leonard Student Piano Library Piano Ensembles  Books 1–5 Hal Leonard   

  Hal Leonard Piano Library Christmas Piano Ensembles  Books 1–5   

 Ancillary materials: MIDI accompaniments. 

 These books correspond to the lesson, solo, and other books in the Hal Leonard 

Student Piano Library series. Each of  these books contains between four and fi ve 

diff erent four-part ensembles. These can work on two or more acoustic pianos or 

keyboards. These arrangements are outstanding, engage students of  all ages, and 

work particularly well on electronic keyboards and digital pianos. I would also recom-

mend purchasing the MIDI accompaniments, as they add to the overall performance 

and help students as they collaborate on learning the music. I have seen teachers 

use these digital accompaniments as students perform on acoustic instruments. 

Each ensemble has an optional teacher’s accompaniment (in the conductor’s score), 

which is extremely useful. Especially at the beginning levels, the musical reading and 

concepts are simple enough for students to perform without becoming cognitively 

overloaded. Even the easiest ensembles are extremely musically satisfying. Having 

correlated Christmas ensemble books provides teachers with even more options to 

reinforce concepts. 

  Ogilvy Music Ensembles  

 Jim & Susan Ogilvy and others, www.sospace.com 

 More than 300 pieces of  keyboard ensemble music are available at the Ogilvy Music 

Ensemble Gallery web site. These keyboard ensembles range from early elementary 

to advanced, and most ensembles or arrangements have between 4 and 12 parts. 

http://www.sospace.com
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Concerti, two pianos and keyboard ensemble, and iPad ensembles are available also. 

There are suggestions for general MIDI sounds to be used for each part and accom-

paniments are available. The music is very eff ective with students of  all ages and 

abilities. 

  Ensemble Music for Group Piano , 4th Edition   

 James Lyke & Geoff rey Haydon, Stipes Publishing 

 While this book is for students who have been studying for at least one semester 

and is most often used in university piano labs, it can be used by independent 

teachers who teach children. Because this book was originally designed for use 

with adult students, there is no artwork cluttering the page. Eighty-one of  the 120 

pages are devoted to arrangements or original duets based on well-known classical 

melodies, and they become progressively more diffi  cult. While the authors claim 

that the last third of  the book contains multiple keyboard arrangements, most of  

these are essentially duets. There are six arrangements for three to six keyboards 

at the end of  the book. I keep multiple copies of  this book in the piano lab and 

have found that students of  all ages enjoy working on these ensembles. 

 PianoTeams® 

 N. Jane Tan, www.wppinstitute.com 

 There are several books (each with one ensemble piece) from the elementary to 

advanced levels available. These ensembles are designed to be played on acoustic 

pianos but can be used on electronic keyboards too. Some of  the arrangements are 

more eff ective than others. 

  World Gems  (see detailed description under music history and world music) 

 One of  the few resources featuring arrangements of  ensemble music from diff erent 

cultures. These are early-intermediate and more diffi  cult than the Alfred Basic Piano 

Library or Hal Leonard level 1 to 3 ensembles. 

 There are numerous other duet and trio books from various publishers available. 

Some of  these can be adapted or used in the group-piano setting. As these types of  

materials frequently go in and out of  print, they will not be reviewed here. Teachers are 

reminded to consider new ensembles for use in group piano as they come to market. 

 Games 

 While the majority of  class time should be devoted to making music at the piano, 

group classes provide perfect opportunities to enhance the learning and reinforce 

concepts through educational (and fun) group games. Theoretical concepts are often 

http://www.wppinstitute.com


137

THE INDEPENDENT STUDIO AND K–12 SCHOOLS 

featured in music games. In our evaluation of  Alfred’s Basic Group Piano books, we 

noted that there is an accompanying board game. 

 Many of  the best educational games and activities were designed by teachers who 

needed supplemental activities in their studios. For many years, these were available 

through the Music Educator’s Marketplace (which is located at the Keys to Imagina-

tion LLC web site). While Keys to Imagination (www.keystoimagination.com) also 

sells traditional games and manipulatives, this LLC was created by a piano teacher 

and features technology-driven activities that can enhance or supplement your cur-

riculum. Examples of  traditional manipulative games that can easily be incorporated 

into group classes include “Whirligig games,” which are short enough to be played 

in class, rely on knowledge rather than speed, and reinforce specific theory concepts. 

On the same web site, the “Double-Click Curriculum” is an example of  a technology 

enhancement that correlates with the  Faber Piano Adventures  and  Alfred Premier  meth-

ods. While probably not ideal for facilitating group work in a piano class, students 

could use the Double-Click apps and activities as at-home supplements to reinforce 

concepts learned in class. There are music history and world music resources too. It 

is recommended that you explore the Keys to Imagination web site to see videos of  

students using some materials and to discover new activities and curricula that might 

be useful in your piano classes. 

 The Three Cranky Women have created and published, through Kjos Music Com-

pany, almost 20 games and activities at all levels for use in group settings. They have a 

number of  videos on their YouTube channel that show students playing various games 

(https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCOT_0WFBWmOqYg3XTX5SoHQ ). 

The Music in Motion web site and catalog (www.musicmotion.com) also has many 

useful resources available for purchase. Among other teaching aids, they sell large-

sized floor keyboards and staves that can be used with younger children, games, 

whiteboards, and simple instruments that can enhance experiential learning in the 

group-piano class. For example, a one-octave stair-step bell set can help students see 

and hear the ascending notes as they play from left to right, ascending both the scale 

and the ladder. Since some of  these materials can be expensive, I find it helpful to 

keep a wish list of  games and resources. Each semester, I try to budget for the pur-

chase of  an item that will enhance the group experience for children in my classes. 

 Additionally, there are several books available that describe games and activities 

that can be used in a group-piano class. I have found that many games (including 

those not designed specifically for music) can be adapted for the piano class. I have 

had students create Jeopardy boards and various decks of  question cards related to 

musical concepts. Students can play these games in teams. I’ve seen local teachers 

use an “enhanced” Twister game to reinforce musical concepts. I’ve used homemade 

airy-fabric scarves to allow children to move to my playing and really feel how half  

notes and whole notes take up more “space” than quarters and eighths. The possibili-

ties are endless as long as we remain creative in our thinking. 

http://www.keystoimagination.com
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCOT_0WFBWmOqYg3XTX5SoHQ
http://www.musicmotion.com
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 Teacher Books on Games 

 These easy-to-use books can function as useful references for teachers looking to 

plan a short game that reinforces a specifi c concept during the piano class. Necessary 

materials or game pieces can be created from items in the studio. 

  101 Music Games for Children  by Jerry Storms 

  101 More Music Games for Children  

 As the titles suggest, there are 101 games per publication. These are designed for 

children ages 6 and older. The author provides a helpful table at the beginning show-

ing which games are appropriate for young children, older children, teenagers, or all 

ages. Some of  the games incorporate percussion instruments, props, or recordings, 

and many encourage collaboration among the students and develop listening and 

concentration skills. There are 10 categories of  games: listening games, concentra-

tion games, expression and improvisation games, rhythm games, sound games, dance 

and movement games, relaxation games, multicultural and intercultural games, game 

projects, and card and board games. 

  A Galaxy of  Games for the Music Class  by Margaret Athey and Gwen Hotchkiss 

 Although this book was published in 1975, these games still work well. They were 

designed to be used in school music classes (and are classifi ed according to grade 

level for age appropriateness) but work in the piano class. The games are grouped by 

category into 11 chapters: games for rhythmic response, reading and writing rhythm, 

reading and writing melody, learning music notation, ear training, developing sing-

ing, games for learning about composers and literature, musical instruments, for 

general review, musical word games, and games just for fun. The table of  contents 

makes identifying a useful game easy, with information about the grade level, number 

of  players, equipment required, and skill involved. The appendix provides detailed 

information about playing cards teachers can make for the games. 

 Useful Books for Theory, Improvisation, Composition, 
and Music History 

 General Resources for Teachers 

  101 Ideas for Piano Group Class  

 Mary Ann Froehlich, Summy-Birchard/Alfred Music 

 The author of  this 84-page book (Froehlich, 2004) clearly states in the introduction 

that she believes serious piano can only be taught in a one-on-one setting and that 



139

THE INDEPENDENT STUDIO AND K–12 SCHOOLS 

the ideas are not intended for piano-lab-type settings. However, the fi ve chapters at 

the core of  her book off er some suggestions for topics or themes of  monthly or every-

other-month group classes. Many of  these suggestions are repertoire or music history 

oriented, though there are brief  references to ensemble and improvisational activities 

for more advanced and older students. There are accessible introductions to coopera-

tive learning, traditional children’s music programs, and inclusion of  children with 

special needs. As the author was a Suzuki piano teacher and music therapist, some 

teachers may wish to peruse this volume. 

 Theory 

 Resources for Group-Piano Teachers 

  Music MasterMINDS: The Ultimate Cross-Curricular Connection of  Music Puz-

zles and Games  

 Cheryl Lavender, Hal Leonard 

 This activity book contains about 60 pages of  puzzles and answer keys to engage 

students in group classes. The book is designed for teachers. The author (Lavender, 

2006) gives teachers permission to reproduce all pages for in-class student activities. 

Topics include tone color, tempo and dynamics, rhythm, lyrics, pitch and melody, 

symbols and terms, composers and styles, and music careers. 

  Piano Teacher’s Resource Kit  

 Tic-Tac-Toe Music Games 

 Karen Harrington, Hal Leonard 

 Created by a piano teacher (Harrington, 2008, 2010) who recognized that students enjoy 

and need engaging activity pages that reinforce musical concepts, these books contain 

“reproducible” games.  Tic-Tac-Toe Music Games  includes 10 game cards for each of  the 

following theory concepts: symbols, notes, rhythm, intervals, key signatures, and tempi. 

The  Piano Teacher’s Resource Kit  contains diff erent types of  worksheets, games, and puzzles 

(including numerous sudokus and crosswords). There are more than 80 diff erent 

pages that encompass fi ve grade levels. I use these pages as supplemental material when 

groups need specifi c concepts reinforced throughout the semester and have even assigned 

diff erent pages to students within the group as homework, based on individual needs. 

 Books for Students 

  Theory Gymnastics , 11 Levels (for Diff erent Ages and Paces)   

 Laura Zizette, Charlene Z. Shelzi & Kathleen Lloyd, Kjos Music 
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 These books, authored by the teachers also known as the Three Cranky Women 

(see game section earlier in this chapter), work exceptionally well because teachers 

can choose a book that is not just at the appropriate theory level but also the right 

age level. Book titles have attractive musical names such as  Spirito ,  Con Moto , and 

 Con Fuoco . While there are 11 unique books, with corresponding teacher guides, 

teachers should carefully research which book will work for each piano class. For 

example, at the beginning level (Level A), there is a  Brillante  book for students aged 

4 to 7 but an  Animato  book for students aged 8 to 11. While each of  these books 

covers the same concepts, materials, page layout, and activities are age appropri-

ate. Additionally, there is an  Accelerando 1  that covers levels A and B at an acceler-

ated pace. 

 While some of  these pages can be undertaken as in-class activities, I have also seen 

group teachers use them effectively as at-home workbooks in which they assign 2 

weeks of  homework pages, collect the books at the beginning of  class for individual 

grading, and return them with the next 2-week assignment at the following group les-

son. There are age-appropriate activities, appealing characters, drawings, and visuals 

that reinforce important concepts throughout. 

  Piano Bridges , Books 1 and 2   

 Meg Gray, Alfred Music 

 Written by a group-piano teacher, each book contains 40 pages of  activities that rein-

force reading, writing, listening, and playing skills. There are 36 projects in Book 1. 

These could be used during the fi rst year of  on-staff  study or as an activity book during 

a piano camp during the summer before the second year of  study. Book 2 has 45 proj-

ects, many of  which focus on intervals up to an octave, C, G, D, A, and F fi ve-fi nger 

patterns, musical expression markings, and staccato and legato articulation. Book 2 

could be used during the second year of  study or during a boot camp prior to the third 

year of  piano study. 

 Improvisation 

  Pattern Play , Books 1–6   

 Forrest Kinney, Fredrick Harris Music 

 Forrest Kinney’s series of  six progressive books provides students with experiences 

that encourage them to expound upon their knowledge of  scales, chords, and modes 

through creative improvisation. Students can play and experiment in pairs (duets) 

and trios, where they take turns playing patterns. Then they are encouraged to go 

on “vacations” from those models, listening and responding to one another. In the 
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fi rst books, students arrange familiar tunes with various triads, inversions, and sev-

enth chords and improvise on black-and-white keys and special scales. By the last 

book they are experimenting in various modes, keys with up to three sharps or fl ats, 

and more complex harmonies such as 11th and 13th chords. There are many help-

ful ideas, pictures, and quotes for student refl ection interspersed throughout. These 

books could be started in the third year of  a children’s group or possibly sooner with 

teenagers and adults. 

  Creative Chords: Keyboard Improvisation Method , Books 1 and 2   

 Bradley Sowash, Kjos Music 

 These books include the “interactive practice studio” at the publisher’s web site, 

where, after entering a code found in the book, students can access some video les-

sons, backing tracks (accompaniments) for every piece and most exercises, record and 

save fi les of  their playing, and download and print extra worksheets or information. 

Each book contains theory tools, practice steps, workouts, and new or familiar tunes 

that elaborate upon core concepts. Students are encouraged to P-L-A-Y (Prepare-

Learn-Add-Your Way) during each unit. In Book 1, students learn about and elabo-

rate upon primary chords and inversions, pentascales and octave scales in C, G, and 

F, and learn several accompaniment styles and rhythm ideas for 4/4 and 3/4 meter 

over the course of  fi ve units. Book 2 contains six units and introduces A, D, and E 

minor scales, minor, augmented, and diminished chords and inversions, reading slash 

chords and lead lines (fake book style), and improvising with various accompaniment 

patterns, and has students creating accompaniments for well-known classical and folk 

melodies. They also embellish melodies. Book 2 is more challenging than Book 1, so 

teachers may want to take time off  to help students increase core technical and theo-

retical skill sets before introducing the second book into the group-piano curriculum. 

 Composition 

 Books for Teachers 

  Piano Teacher’s Guide to Creative Composition  

 Carol Klose, Hal Leonard 

 Authored by the late composer and pedagogue Carol Klose (2011), this book is an 

80-page guide for teachers who wish to learn more about the compositional process 

in general. The book contains fi ve parts that cover the broad topics of  laying the 

groundwork for creative composition, student’s library of  compositional tools, map-

ping a composition, lesson plans, and refi ning a composition. 
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 There is also an appendix containing six pages of  useful resources. This book is 

a concise but comprehensive resource for teachers and contains numerous interme-

diate to advanced examples of  compositional styles and activities. While there are 

some elementary activities, the book is aimed at broadly exploring important topics 

at various levels rather than covering specific topics in depth. There is a five-page 

“composer’s toolbox” that covers basic topics such as form, rhythm and meter, pitch, 

melody, and harmony and expanded elements including character, transitional tech-

niques, and special effects. While this book might work for some more advanced 

students, I would suggest that the resources covered in this book are more useful for 

the teacher who teaches composition as part of  the group-piano curriculum. Also, 

this book would be an excellent resource for teachers wishing to explore ways to add 

compositional activities to the weekly lesson. 

 Books for Students 

  Creative Composition Tool Box , Books 1–6   

 Wynn-Anne Rossi, Alfred Music  

 These are excellent workbooks for student composers. The books range in dif-

fi culty from “early elementary” (beginning with creative off -staff  piano notation) 

through “late intermediate” (where students begin to compose using secondary 

dominants, modulation, lead sheets, and even in canon)! The books are sequen-

tial, building gradually upon concepts that have been explored previously. Activi-

ties are simple and straightforward enough to take up minimal lesson time. Each 

compositional activity is preceded by a “model” composition written by Rossi 

so that the student can explore the concepts within the context of  an elemen-

tary work. Then, through a series of  succinct directions, students create their 

own piece. Manuscript and measures are provided, along with helpful param-

eters (e.g., starting pitches or motives). Each piece contains a “toolbox tip” and a 

“composer connection,” in which a few sentences describe important composers 

in history. 

 These books are designed to be integrated into any well-sequenced piano curricu-

lum, and concepts used in each composition reinforce concepts that are likely being 

explored during the regular group class. Composition pages may also be assigned 

for homework, as the activities are so well designed and thought out that students 

should achieve success and thus be motivated to complete the activities and explore 

composition at home. I have found that when students share their compositions 

with the group during class, they get ideas from each other and learn more than 

in a typical individual lesson. Sharing compositions or working on small-group 

compositions can also help students who are less comfortable exhibiting creativity 

and risk taking at the piano. 
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 Music History and World Music 

 More than 25 years ago, when I fi rst started off ering group-piano classes, I began 

with monthly music history and performance classes. We would feature a composer 

of  the month, display pictures of  the composer and maps of  his or her homeland 

throughout the studio, engage in games related to that composer or signifi cant com-

positional styles of  the time, and perform his or her music for each other. Later, I 

began including an occasional world music class, in which we would listen to tradi-

tional music on authentic instruments, learn a folk song or two, and perform ensem-

ble arrangements from that country. 

 Now, I incorporate music history and world music into my curriculum through 

regular (if  not weekly) segments in my lesson plans. You may still wish to gradually 

collect books about famous composers (written for various ages of  children and com-

prehension levels) and have a selection of  representative print and recorded music, 

along with traditional instruments, available for these segments. But, there are several 

excellent materials available, and more continue to be printed as publishers recognize 

that piano teachers want to include music history activities and world music experi-

ences into their curricula. 

  Meet the Great Composers— Books 1 and 2 by June Montgomery & Maurice Hinson, 

Alfred Music 

  Meet the Great Composers Repertoire— Books 1 and 2 (composers correspond to the main 

books) 

 Supplementary materials: CDs of  musical excerpts and repertoire available. 

 Each book contains 17 units, with one composer featured per unit. Units begin with 

a “story” of  the composer, representative music or pertinent information about the 

time period and keyboard instruments of  the day, and an activity that tests the knowl-

edge acquired in the unit. The title page of  each unit contains an attractive sketch 

of  the composer, birth and death dates, major compositions, interesting facts, and 

suggested listening. While the fi rst book contains only white, male (mostly European) 

composers, the second book includes several American composers and females such 

as Gershwin, Barber, Clara Schumann, Fanny Mendelssohn, and Amy Beach. At the 

end of  each book is a music history timeline that places these composers in context. 

The repertoire books correlate with the main books. They feature an intermediate 

one- or two-page original or arrangement of  a composition widely associated with 

each composer. 

  My Own Music History  

 Karen Koch, Music Educators Marketplace; Keys to Imagination 
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 Teacher version, teacher consumables pack, and downloadable student packs. 

 This is an expandable kit that centers around a timeline of  history, where students 

place important events in American history alongside the composers about whom 

they are learning. At the core, students each have a binder with their timeline on 

the cover and information pages that they complete and create for each composer 

studied. The music periods important for keyboard instruments (Baroque, classical, 

Romantic, and contemporary) are color-coded, and students complete repertoire 

sheets for each time period as they learn repertoire. I think of  this binder as each 

student’s core music history reference. As they collect materials, learn about new 

composers, and expand upon what they already know, they hang that new history 

information onto the core music history “hooks” within each section of  the binder. 

Rather than making music history abstract, these materials allow students to link 

new knowledge to previously learned historical facts, both musical and general.  Meet 

the Great Composers  can easily be incorporated into this curriculum, as can any other 

resources that a teacher chooses to use. There are composer stickers, color-coded 

highlighters, and other materials available in the teacher consumable packets. 

  The World at Your Fingertips,  Books 1 and 2   

 Deborah Brener & Tom Gerou, Alfred Music 

 Divided into six units per book (one unit per country), these books explore the country, 

culture, music, and instruments of  each country. There is an activity page at the end 

of  each unit and an intermediate piano arrangement of  a traditional folk song. While 

our colleagues in the world of  general music education have been teaching students 

about music of  diff erent cultures for years, piano teachers have had few resources 

specifi cally suitable for piano students. These books fi ll this gap in resources. 

  World Gems: International Folksongs for Piano Ensembles  

 Amy O’Grady, Hal Leonard 

 While this is actually a piano ensemble book (two- and three-part keyboard or acous-

tic piano arrangements), the six ensembles represent music from Africa, Haiti, the 

Andes, Mexico, Japan, and China. There is a short paragraph about the origin of  

each selection, and each piece gives intermediate-level students an opportunity to 

experience rhythms and scale patterns unique to each culture. 

  Journey Around the Globe—Are We There Yet?    

Michelle Sisler, Deborah Brener, & Portia Johnson, Keys to Imagination

 This is an interactive curriculum about music in diff erent cultures that is used by 

general music educators. There is an impressive video, audio, and interactive Smart-

board component, which makes the overall classroom version and teacher kits quite 
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expensive. However, there are also $10 piano books or piano accompaniment books 

available that could be useful during group classes. 

 Materials Designed for Group-Piano Camps 

 While any of  the aforementioned materials can be used by teachers who off er and 

create week-long piano camps for their students, there are some commercially avail-

able materials of  note. 

  Piano Camp , 5 Books (Primer through 4)   

 June C. Montgomery, Alfred Music 

 As the title implies, these books are designed for week-long piano camps that would 

last about 2 hours per day. There are eight pages per day that include an introduction 

of  core concepts, activity pages, sight reading, aural skills, solos, and ensemble music. 

Students would work through the entire book by the end of  the week. Montgomery 

provides one page of  helpful suggestions at the start of  each book. These materials, 

she says, could be used as a prefall boot camp to remind students about concepts 

learned during the previous year or even during the break between fall and spring 

semesters. The primer level begins with off -staff  reading and moves to the staff  by 

day fi ve, while Book 4 is deemed early–intermediate. These books correlate with the 

Alfred’s Basic Piano Library (ABPL). Teachers will need to have additional materials 

and activities available and carefully prepare the lesson plans for each of  the classes 

to ensure maximum student engagement and learning throughout the class. 

 Books Specifically for K–12 Piano Classes 

 While current online searches do not turn up any readily accessible results for student 

books for K–12 group piano classes, I know several teachers who have created their own 

curricula, and I have reviewed new materials for potential publication that use chords to 

improve creativity and improvisation during class. So if  you teach in this setting, be on the 

lookout for new resources and keep in touch with colleagues. Due to the arts standards, 

which emphasize demonstrating competency of  musical concepts through creating and 

performing, even independent studio teachers would fi nd these materials useful for impro-

visation and creative activities as they become available to the general public. 

 Pedagogy in Action 

 1. Review two levels of  June Montgomery’s  Piano Camp  using the Group Method 

Evaluation Template ( Appendix D.1 ). Be sure to play the music (including any 

accompaniments) as you assess how motivating the music might be for students 
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to play and how it might contribute to their development of  musicality. Sing the 

words as you play to discover if  they might help students with appropriate phras-

ing, musical line, and motivation. 

 2. Choose one of  the books that you reviewed in #1 and design a curriculum for 

a 5-day children’s piano camp. Write a detailed lesson plan (including time you 

expect to devote to each activity) for each day of  your camp. If  you need supple-

mental resources, include those in your plan. 

 3. Gather four (or more) of  your classmates and do a peer-teaching demonstra-

tion of  your first lesson plan (from question #2). Video yourself  and review it 

within 24 hours of  your peer teaching. Use one of  the self-assessment forms from 

 Appendices E.1 through E.5  to evaluate your teaching. Interview your peers to 

see what they felt worked well during your teaching demo and if  they have any 

suggestions to improve a specific teaching strategy. 

 4. Explore either of  the music-game books to identify a game that would be useful 

in your class. Create/find any of  the materials needed and try to play it with your 

peers. Alternatively, purchase one of  the commercially available games and play 

it with your peers. Once you have played the game, make a list of  skills and/or 

music concepts that students would develop by playing this game. 
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 Objectives 

 By the end of  this chapter, you should be able to list advantages and disadvantages of  

teaching group piano from the instructor’s perspective and describe ways to provide 

eff ective instruction. You should understand how to assess students in groups. 

 Advantages of  Group-Piano Teaching 

 Throughout the fi rst three sections of  this book, we have explored many of  the 

advantages of  learning to play piano in groups. We have noted that for almost a 

century in the United States, some children have been exploring the fundamentals 

of  piano technique and repertoire in group settings. We have also seen that the 

activities included in a comprehensive group-piano curriculum for children are not 

unlike what they might experience in a school music classroom. In group piano, they 

explore fundamental musical concepts using the keyboard as the vehicle for expres-

sion. We have also explored how excellent group-piano teachers avail of  research 

and techniques from learning and group theories and put group dynamics to use in 

the piano class. It has been noted that children and adults who study in the group-

piano environment often progress more quickly, cover more topics more deeply each 

semester, can perform as well as peers studying individually, and remain motivated 

to practice in preparation for weekly classes. But we have not looked closely at group 

piano from the perspective of  the instructor. 

 Because teaching piano to groups of  students requires the development of  a spe-

cific skill set (see  Chapter 11  for characteristics of  effective group-piano teachers), 

this teaching format may not be for everyone. However, many teachers note that 

the challenges and the adventures experienced in the piano lab make the experience 

worthwhile. The ability to reach more students each week than would be possible 

through private lessons is one advantage of  teaching piano in groups. Another often-

cited benefit is increased income. Teachers should be aware, however, that teaching 

groups of  students requires as much or more preparation time as teaching the actual 

class. So once preparation time is factored in, increased income may actually be a 
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myth. What is true is that group-piano teachers likely have less student-contact time 

than they would teaching the same number of  students individually. Without hav-

ing to teach long hours during traditional vacation times, teaching group piano by 

offering piano camps (i.e., during the summer or holidays) can be an effective way 

to keep most students engaged in music making during times when they would nor-

mally take a break from the instrument and lose valuable skills attained throughout 

the school year. 

 The challenge of  creating lesson plans and engaging students throughout the entire 

instructional period is a gratifying creative activity for many group-piano teachers. 

Because there are so many combinations of  student personalities and learning styles, 

no two classes are ever the same, which creates a stimulating environment for the 

teacher. Witnessing groups of  students (at any age) work together, learn together, and 

make music together is rewarding. Because most scenarios in which we teach group 

piano involve some technology, learning about and staying up to date with educa-

tional technology trends is also exciting for many group-piano teachers. 

 In short, group-piano teachers can never rest on their laurels. There is always more 

to learn and ways to improve our group-teaching technique. Although the musical 

concepts that we teach remain constant, group teachers tend to be innovative, cre-

ative, and deeply concerned about finding meaningful ways to connect with every 

student in their classes. Effective group-piano teachers are true lifelong learners who 

enjoy assessing their skills, evaluating the effect their strategies are having on their 

students’ learning, and modifying their techniques to maximize their efforts. To that 

end, many teachers work to increase their teaching skills and achieve the Group 

Teaching Specialist designation through MTNA (Music Teachers National Associa-

tion. Group Teaching Specialist Program, n.d.). This designation shows potential 

and current students that the group-piano teacher has successfully completed proj-

ects related to teaching philosophy, lesson planning for the group, and understanding 

the group and has demonstrated successful group teaching through video examples 

evaluated by national specialists in the field. More information about the MTNA 

Group Teaching Specialist Program can be found at (www.mtna.org). 

 Disadvantages of  Teaching Group Piano 

 Many of  the reasons cited as benefi ts of  teaching group piano can be seen as draw-

backs by some teachers. Thus, before embarking upon group teaching, both the 

positive and negative aspects of  working with students in groups should be consid-

ered. Although it may be possible to teach more students per week, scheduling and 

fi lling classes can be problematic, especially if  one’s studio is not well established. 

Students today are busier than ever, and the times at which you off er specifi c classes 

and levels may not be convenient for everyone who is interested in those courses. 

Thus, teachers need to decide what the minimum student enrollment will be in 

http://www.mtna.org
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order for the class to be viable. For example, you might ask yourself  if  partner and 

trio lessons will work for the curriculum that you have planned. Or will you only 

run a class if  there are at least four or six students enrolled? Income also factors into 

this decision. If  you off er group classes at a signifi cantly lower rate than your private 

lessons, how many students will you need to earn the same amount of  income for 

an hour of  instruction? 

 Two other critical factors that impact enrollment are studio space and technology, 

both of  which can be expensive. Some teachers who have studios in their homes 

have enough space to teach groups of  students effectively. This includes room for 

pianos and keyboards, room for movement activities (especially with children), por-

table whiteboards or other means of  conveying visuals to the group, and tables for 

writing and games. Many teachers cannot accommodate such a teaching setup in 

their home. Additionally, if  groups of  adults need to park automobiles or children 

are being dropped off  and picked up by parents at the same time, parking space and 

neighborhood traffic or zoning restrictions must be considered. 

 Due to limited studio size and zoning restrictions, many group-piano teachers 

purchase or lease studio space outside of  the home, often in commercial buildings 

where they can renovate the teaching space to suit their needs and where there will 

be ample parking and easy access to the studio. Such property can be expensive, 

however, and this may not be a viable option for all teachers. In my local community, 

I have colleagues who have formed teaching consortia so that they can pool teaching 

resources and share studio expenses, such as leasing pianos and building space. If  

one wishes to teach using a piano lab, with multiple digital pianos that are connected 

to the teaching console via a controller, this technology is expensive to purchase, and 

a maintenance budget will be necessary. While digital pianos do not require regular 

tuning, the initial start-up costs can be more than anticipated. Teachers should have 

a contingency fund for repairs, which will be needed if  the lab gets regular use. While 

I believe that a business plan and annual budget are important for all professional 

piano teachers, it is critical for group-piano instructors. 

 Group-piano teachers must remain organized from a preparation perspective, stay-

ing on top of  all curricular issues, tracking and adapting multiple lesson plans, and 

doing preparation work outside of  class, such as theory grading and selecting or cre-

ating ancillary activities. But they must also keep organized business records, which 

can be numerous when teaching large numbers of  students. During actual classes, 

group teachers must be able to multitask, sequence and pace learning experiences, 

keep all students engaged in group work, keep students on task throughout the entire 

class, facilitate learning of  individuals within the group, and assess individual prog-

ress, often while students are participating in group music-making activities. Some 

teachers thrive in this kind of  environment; others wisely recognize that the group 

instructional setting may not be for them and leave this important work to those who 

are willing to develop and hone their group-teaching skills. 
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 Assessment 

 Throughout the fi rst three sections of  this book, we have discussed competencies 

that students should meet in various group-piano contexts. However, it can be chal-

lenging to know whether our students are actually learning in our classes. Assess-

ment and accountability have become buzzwords of  the 21st century. In general 

education, schools and teachers are rewarded based on how their students score on 

various standardized tests. By now, you are likely familiar with the proposition that 

teachers “teach to the test,” since that is how student learning tends to be measured 

in our culture. However, most thoughtful educators agree that how students apply 

and transfer their knowledge is a more accurate assessment of  student learning. But 

this type of  assessment can be more challenging to carry out in large groups. In fact, 

even in higher education, I would argue that some intelligent students learn how to 

study and meet the expectations for each of  their professors. They excel, passing all 

of  our quantifi able means of  assessment, without really digesting the new material 

or applying the new information in meaningful ways. We want to avoid this surface 

learning in group piano. 

 Think for a moment about our own profession of  piano teaching. Many of  the 

common means that parents and students use to evaluate our teaching do not reflect 

the process of  learning that takes place. Positive or negative evaluations of  our teach-

ing are most frequently based on how well our students perform at contests or in 

recitals. In other words, our teaching is being evaluated  solely  based on how well a 

student performs in any given instance. While assessing performance is important in 

a performance-based medium such as music, it does not necessarily reflect how well 

someone has internalized or learned musical skills and concepts. It may represent 

how well a student has learned how to execute a specific skill or piece of  repertoire 

at the piano, but it does not tell us if  that student will be able to apply that particular 

skill in a similar situation on his own in a future musical encounter. I can think of  

many students who learned to perform four or five pieces well in one year but who 

could not sight read or learn any other music on their own. Therefore, I would ques-

tion how much that student had really learned. Meanwhile, a lot of  good learning 

that may not lead to the ultimate performance might be occurring in our studios. We 

should consider how we measure deep learning and how we convey its importance 

to our students and their families. 

 That is not to say that we or our students should not be judged on how well they 

perform. A recital performance  can  be a relevant display of  how well various skills, 

concepts, and techniques have been synthesized. But it should not be the  sole  or only 

means of  evaluating whether learning has taken place, especially if  the student did 

not arrive at any of  the creative or musical decisions on her own. Dutifully following 

a teacher’s instructions or replicating a master performance of  another displays a 

kind of  procedural knowledge, but it does not necessarily demonstrate that learning 
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has taken place. Robert Duke (2005) offers a helpful definition of  learning. He states 

that learning “requires that the student apply knowledge or skill or both in some 

meaningful way” (p. 12). In other words, the new material must be worked with, 

manipulated, and made meaningful to the learner in working memory and subse-

quently stored in long-term memory where it will later be retrieved and applied in a 

related application, processed again, and stored even more completely. 

 In the case of  learning to play the piano, there is the added burden of  not only 

understanding how and when to apply the declarative knowledge but then apply-

ing this information procedurally. Ultimately, knowledge exhibited through complex 

motor skills, which must be developed based on auditory and kinesthetic feedback 

from the student and possibly from the teacher, is then rehearsed until the new musi-

cal gesture becomes automatic during performance. A student may understand key 

musical concepts but still be working on the associated motor skills associated with 

them. At this stage in the learning process, it would be a mistake to say that learning 

has not taken place, for the student may have a fine understanding and declarative 

knowledge base for the new concept. However, a traditional performance would not 

reveal the student’s understanding of  the technique or concept since the associated 

motor skills have yet to be refined. 

 Thus, what we must do as music educators is learn to evaluate students’ learning 

“along the way” so that flawed learning is not reinforced. We must remain cognizant 

of  each student’s physical abilities throughout the learning process and acknowledge 

successful learning at its various stages. Learning to play the piano is not a linear 

process, and our evaluation of  a student’s learning must reflect this. Group-piano 

teachers must continually evaluate, assess, and provide appropriate feedback both 

to the group and to individuals. This type of  individual assessment within the group 

context is a skill that is developed gradually and over time. Thoughtful self-reflection 

and video assessment of  our teaching can help group-piano teachers improve assess-

ment and feedback techniques. 

 Our teaching philosophies and evaluation practices should account for and reflect 

the learning that is exemplified through performance, as well as the incremental and 

critical learning that takes place when concepts are strategically and meaningfully 

scaffolded onto a student’s prior knowledge base. With our adult students, we can 

explain that learning is not linear, due in part to the complex motor skills that must 

be refined throughout piano study. With our younger students, we avoid the pitfalls of  

discouragement during the slow pace of  motor-skill development by designing new 

tasks and learning activities that build upon the previously learned skills and that can 

be achieved with some degree of  success at regular intervals by the students. In other 

words, we design our curriculum in such a way that students can achieve short-term 

objectives and experience success at the piano while in the pursuit of  the long-term 

goals they will need to rehearse and internalize for many days or weeks before they 

will synthesize and demonstrate complete success through performance of  repertoire. 
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 Pedagogy in Action 

 1. Consider how much you will charge for private and group instruction. You may 

consult web sites of  teachers in your region for typical rates. Create a projected-

income spreadsheet that shows how much you expect to earn from each type of  

lesson, how many students you need to enroll to make group piano viable, and 

expenses associated with teaching groups. 

 2. Using the self-evaluation form in  Appendix E.4 or E.5 , watch a recent group-

piano class and evaluate how well you assessed individual and group learning. 

Briefly describe three ways in which you will work to improve student assessment 

in future classes. 

 References 

 Duke, R. A. (2005).  Intelligent Music Teaching: Essays on the Core Principles of  Effective Instruction . 

Austin, TX: Learning and Behavior Resources. 

 Music Teachers National Association. Group Teaching Specialist Program http://www.

mtna.org/programs/teaching-specialists/ 

http://www.mtna.org/programs/teaching-specialists/
http://www.mtna.org/programs/teaching-specialists/


155

 Objectives 

 At the conclusion of  this chapter, you should be able to list the characteristics of  eff ec-

tive group-piano teachers, identify traits you wish to develop, and know of  resources 

for improving group-teaching techniques. 

 Effective Group Teachers 

 Teaching piano to students in the group setting can be an excellent way to reach large 

numbers of  students each week, introduce more material during each lesson, and 

involve students in collaborative learning techniques. However, simply purchasing 

requisite technology and scheduling students into group time slots does not guaran-

tee an optimal experience for the students or teacher. In previous chapters, we have 

considered theories of  learning, group techniques, group dynamics, philosophies for 

various age groups, psychosocial, cognitive and developmental characteristics, and 

desired outcomes with respect to grouping students and choosing materials. But how 

does this knowledge translate into eff ective group teaching? 

 In this chapter, we will explore these ideas through the lens of  identifiable char-

acteristics of  effective group-piano teachers. In  Chapter 12 , we will approach this 

topic from the flip side and explore typical mistakes that novice group teachers make 

and how we can avoid them. We will begin this exploration by categorizing traits of  

effective teachers and learners in their classes and pinpoint specific attributes we can 

develop in our own teaching. Broad categories into which we can cluster effective 

teaching characteristics include curriculum, lesson planning and realization, group 

engagement, measurement of  individual outcomes, and student motivation. We 

will explore these using examples from actual classes and examine specific strategies 

teachers use effectively with various groups. 

 Curriculum 

 A well-designed music curriculum organizes and sequences musical experiences so 

students will develop understanding and performance skills (Colwell, 2011). Eff ective 
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group teachers create and provide a curriculum of  comprehensive musicianship from 

beginning through advanced levels. Further, they have clear, well-articulated, long-

term goals for the anticipated progress of  the group for the entire year (ordinarily 

two semesters). Then they divide each of  these goals into manageable weekly objec-

tives and have benchmarks against which they can measure the results. They choose 

a method and ancillary materials that will allow them to accomplish their objec-

tives and spiral the curriculum so students have opportunities to construct their own 

meaning or understanding and to elaborate and expand upon previously learned 

musical concepts. Good musical technique and pedagogically appropriate repertoire 

are at the heart of  this curriculum. 

 Comprehensive musicianship implies that students are doing more than just learn-

ing specific pieces each week. Rather, through their individual work at home and 

their group activities during class, they are developing technique, sight reading, aural 

abilities, harmonization, improvisation, and other essential musicianship skills. Then 

they transfer these skills to new musical learning and situations. Thus, teachers must 

clearly articulate end goals for the students and work backward to figure out how to 

create a curriculum and learning activities that will develop the necessary skill sets. 

As we saw in  Chapter 9 , teachers in public K–12 schools have national standards 

and guidelines for what children should be able to do at each grade level. In college 

music classes, group-piano teachers have a set of  loosely agreed-upon competencies 

that all music majors must meet at the piano (see  Chapter 5  for specifics). However, 

since independent studio teachers and group teachers of  non-music major adults do 

not have an overarching set of  national standards to which they must adhere, there is 

more autonomy and flexibility. However, as we see with beginning students learning 

to improvise, sometimes too few guidelines can lead to incoherent or underdeveloped 

curricula. The default some teachers use is to pick a method book and design the cur-

riculum around it. This is not an unreasonable place for novice group-piano teachers 

to begin. However, if  we choose our method book first and develop the curriculum 

second, we run the risk of  passively accepting the musical and curricular goals of  

the book’s author(s). Since few method books are as comprehensive as we might like 

for the group-piano class, I encourage all novice group-piano teachers to write down 

their broad curricular goals first then choose the method books that will provide the 

most tools and exercises to help the students achieve those goals. 

 Since this can seem like a daunting task, I recommend taking the broad categories 

of  musical skills and concepts (such as sight reading, aural skills, technique, harmo-

nization/improvisation, theory, and specific musical goals that would be displayed 

through performance) and setting reasonable goals for each of  these for the end 

of  the semester. For example, one technical skill I might want a beginning group 

of  middle-aged adults to be able to do by the end of  the semester includes pri-

mary chord progressions. Let’s assume that by the end of  the 14-week semester, 

I want them to be able to perform melodies with block or broken primary-chord 
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accompaniments in the keys of  C, G, D, and F. This competency includes both 

declarative and procedural knowledge. In this case, declarative knowledge includes 

basic theoretical understanding of  primary chords and recognizing which chords 

are appropriate for a given melody. The procedural knowledge includes being able 

to perform the primary chords in any of  these keys, being able to read and play 

the melody, and finally, the ability to perform the specific example with the cor-

rect left-hand chords and accompaniment pattern. In order to help students develop 

the requisite skills, I would look at how the written theory, technique, sight reading, 

harmonization, improvisation, and repertoire chosen for each class and weekly prac-

tice assignments support the development of  that goal throughout the semester. I 

begin by outlining the correct sequence of  activities that will help students learn and 

increase understanding and technical abilities, from the first class through the last 

class of  the semester. Then, after consulting the method book chosen for the course, 

I usually find (or create) supplemental activities to support the motor skill acquisition 

and development. We will discuss how to create meaningful lesson plans that include 

these activities in the next section. 

 While piano performance should be at the center of  the curriculum, teachers need 

to accommodate the age or developmental stage of  each group by choosing appro-

priate materials, activities, and teaching strategies. Thus, while the musical outcomes 

might be similar for a beginning group of  20-year-olds and another group of  6-year-

olds, the curricular design would be different for each group. Using the harmoniza-

tion exercise as an example, most 6-year-olds cannot develop the manual dexterity 

to form a full three-note-chord within one hand by the end of  the semester, so unlike 

the adults, I might only ask for a single-note tonic or dominant (or a harmonic fifth 

and sixth if  the students are a little older) to harmonize the melody. See  Figure 11.1  

for examples of  how different age groups might be expected to harmonize the same 

melody by the end of  a semester.   

 Developing such a detailed and structured curriculum takes an inordinate amount 

of  time and work. Teachers who are new to the group-piano format should not 

underestimate the preparation time required. Even master group-piano teachers 

who have taught successfully for decades report spending a lot of  time planning cur-

ricula and preparing for individual lessons. 

 Lesson Planning and Realization 

 Incorporating various activities and exercises takes thoughtful planning. While our 

piano method books tend to be sequenced superbly, do not assume that you can just 

turn the page and the students will be able to achieve competent performance with-

out intermediary learning activities. Students should not move haphazardly from 

one activity to the next. Rather, each activity should set the student up for success by 

being scaff olded onto already known concepts and skills. Additionally, exceptional 



  Figure 11.1  Examples of  Appropriate Harmonization Exercises by Age-Group and Motor-Skill 

Development 
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group-piano teachers tend to consider the individuals and the dynamic of  each group 

when planning weekly lessons. Personally, although I now have a general set of  lesson 

plans for each age group of  beginning students I teach (developed through extensive 

self-observation, feedback, and “tweaking”), I still modify the specifi c activities and 

consider how I will partner or group students for exercises within each lesson so that 

they achieve success. 

 The sequence of  activities in the lesson should flow logically from one activity or 

musical example to the next without the students feeling as though one segment of  

the class has ended and now they are moving on to something different. For example, 

let’s imagine that I want to introduce a new rhythm to my group of  7-year-olds. Note 

that they know each of  the individual note values that they will encounter; they will 

just experience them in a new rhythmic pattern. At the start of  class, I may gather a 

group of  second-semester, beginning 7-year-olds around the white board to march 

and learn a new chant by rote. After we have learned the chant, we try to clap the 

rhythm of  the chant while marching to the beat. Once I see that they have performed 

it successfully, I invite each student to notate a measure of  the rhythm of  the chant on 

the board. (Note: My chant has been chosen because it will lead to the next activity, 

but it must be long enough to give all students an opportunity to notate the rhythm.) 

As students write, everyone is encouraged to check the work for accuracy, and we 

might review the chant periodically to ensure that we are recalling it accurately. Once 

we have the rhythm notated, we clap and chant again, this time marching in place 

and following the notation (I point to the notes on the board as we chant and clap). 

Then I might circle a specific two-measure motive on the board and ask them to clap 

this isolated rhythm. I suggest that they memorize the rhythmic pattern because they 

will need to identify it in a new piece in a moment. Then I give them 30 seconds to 

quickly walk to their pianos, put on their headphones, and find the rhythmic exam-

ple. Once they have found it, they may circle it. I give them another 30 seconds to try 

to locate the pitches on their keyboards and to play it on their own. Then I pair them 

up, and they compare performances for both rhythmic and pitch accuracy. Finally, 

together over headphones (with me playing the model and each student listening to 

himself  or herself  on headphones), we sight read the entire phrase. 

 I would never ask students to quickly find the pitches if  they hadn’t previously dem-

onstrated that they could locate their hand positions and starting notes. Everything I 

did prior to moving to the piano was to help them experience the rhythm. First, they 

marched to the big beat then chanted the rhythm while marching. This was followed 

by clapping and chanting to the beat, then trying to identify and write the symbols 

that we use to notate the rhythm. They experienced the rhythm through their bodily 

movements first, they clapped it (sound before sight), then they notated it, before 

identifying and performing it to specific pitches in a new piece. The entire string of  

activities was sequenced for student success and allowed the students to make mean-

ing of  the rhythm through kinesthetic, aural, and visual modes. The entire learning 
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experience only lasted about 6 minutes. I didn’t waste time with lengthy explana-

tions; rather, I modeled and they copied, and because the activity was sequenced 

well, they remained on task and succeeded at each step in the process. The lesson 

plan for the class from which this segment was excerpted is shown in  Figure 11.2 . 

Video segments of  appropriate sequencing with a beginning children’s class are avail-

able online (www.pameladpike.com).   

 Pacing is usually appropriate for each group when effective teachers begin the 

class by introducing the most important concept for the day. Then they lead students 

through discovery activities in which they master small components of  the concept 

and immediately apply them to the next musical puzzle, building upon prior knowl-

edge. Good teachers know that students tend to focus (and remember) best at the 

Concept: quarter notes and half notes
6-Minute Teaching Segment with 7-year-olds: 
Experience rhythmic patterns through: chanting; movement; clapping; notation; recognition/identifi cation; 
playing
Book: Music Tree: Time to Begin by Clark, Goss, & Holland

Book & Page/Activity Plan Assessment/Objectives Met
p. 12 – New Kite chant Entire Group:

• demonstrate chant by rote
• have group move and chant in 

circle
• have group march & clap with 

chant

• all will chant correctly
• all will clap correctly

• students feel pulse while 
chanting & clapping

Notation of chant Entire Group:
• invite students to write one 

measure each (2-3 notes/
person) one whiteboard

• others evaluate & correct work

• students notate correctly

• students catch mistakes

• Clap notated rhythm
• Identify patterns of quarter 

and half note groupings

Entire Group:
• Everyone claps & chants
• Circle 2 rhythmic groupings
• Challenge: go to pianos & fi nd 

those patterns on p. 6 & circle 
each

• all clap correctly

• students quickly move to 
pianos & correctly identify 
patterns

p. 6 – In a Canoe Individuals/Pairs:
• Find hand position & play on 

own
• In Pairs: play for each other & 

compare (correct mistakes); 
move lower on keyboard

• Entire Group: Play over 
headphones (I demo correct 
model with them as they play)

• students fi nd correct hand 
positions

• students perform for each other 
and evaluate correctly

• students follow my example & 
relaxed technique (large-arm 
movements)

• students play correctly

  Figure 11.2  Sample Lesson Segment Reinforcing Rhythmic Patterns and Pulse through Various 

Activities 

http://www.pameladpike.com
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beginning of  class. After initial priming activities or brief  review of  concepts that 

were practiced throughout the week, effective teachers dive into the most challenging 

material first. But they break it down so students achieve success along the way. When 

you observe classes with effective teachers, students remain engaged and on task, in 

part because they are experiencing success, but also because the pacing is appropri-

ate. Many teachers teach in 20-minute segments with a 10-minute focused activity, 

a complementary 3-minute downtime or movement activity, and then a 7-minute 

focused segment again. Young children cannot focus for as long as older children (or 

most adults). A good rule of  thumb is that children can usually focus for the same 

number of  minutes as their age. Be sure to consider this when working with 5-year-

old beginners! 

 One final note about pacing pertains to transfer of  learning and skills. Successful 

group teachers ensure that students have mastered a small concept before introduc-

ing the next step. As students meet with success, they are encouraged to apply the 

concept in various contexts. This keeps them engaged as the level of  difficulty gradu-

ally increases but maintains their focus as they meet with success and the activities 

integrate seamlessly from one to the next. Teachers may have up to 11 activities from 

which they can choose to reinforce new ideas including technique, harmonization, 

transposition, improvisation/composition, sight reading, aural skills, score prepa-

ration, solo repertoire, ensemble repertoire, theory, and games (Pike, 2013). While 

teachers do not use all of  the activities at each class, they do cycle through many of  

these regularly throughout the semester. Because group classes tend to be longer than 

private lessons, they can explore more material each week. 

 Good teachers know what the students must master during the instructional period 

in order to successfully complete the assignment and ensure that they have expe-

rienced success before they leave the class. Rather than trying to cover too many 

concepts or pieces at a surface level, they have students work deeply with these skills. 

Generally, students who have worked together and who have discovered concepts for 

themselves (with guidance) are empowered and successfully practice throughout the 

week on their own. 

 Due to the need for student success to be experienced, effective group-piano 

instructors create detailed lesson plans, and they ensure that every activity addresses 

the concepts and skills that are the focus of  that class. While they are willing and 

able to deviate from the plan as needed, they know what students must accomplish 

and set them up to attain the weekly objectives. Stated simply, clear goals and 

objectives for the curriculum translate into specific objectives for each class. I list 

my main objectives for the class at the top of  each lesson plan. I know that regard-

less of  how the class unfolds, students need to demonstrate understanding of  these 

objectives if  they are to be successful practicing on their own at home. Then if  I 

modify my plan, I know that the students will still be able to practice effectively 

throughout the week. 
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 Group Engagement 

 Good group-piano teachers engage students in group work for the majority of  the les-

son time. Even if  they are working on solo repertoire, they include the other students 

(or small groups of  students over headphones) in the evaluation and problem-solving 

process rather than simply spending time with individuals while the other pupils also 

work individually. If  individuals spend time working alone during class, usually they 

are involved in some sort of  quick preparation that will subsequently be used for a 

small-group activity in which group success depends on preparation of  each student. 

 Group engagement throughout the class serves several purposes. First, it permits 

students to learn with and from one another. They make meaning of  new material 

together, thereby constructing meaning collectively. This is a much more effective 

teaching strategy than simply telling students what to do and tends to lead to greater 

understanding over time. Second, if  each student has a role to play in the activity, 

they are more likely to remain on task and focused throughout the class. Third, stu-

dents become better listeners, evaluators, performers, and collaborators. Many of  

the components of  these skills are required for problem solving, learning, and self-

regulation when practicing at home. Finally, when each person is responsible for the 

group outcome, it keeps individuals motivated to focus, practice, and learn. Many 

students find working together to be inherently more enjoyable than working alone, 

which also improves motivation and learning. They usually spend 6 days practicing 

alone at home, so they look forward to the opportunity to engage in group work 

during the piano class. When performing ensemble music, the final product is more 

musically satisfying than anything the students would be able to achieve individually. 

Being able to explore music and concepts together with others in the group setting 

provides balance between solo homework and in-class group work. Performing with 

others also takes some of  the spotlight off  of  individuals; many students appreciate 

this when playing for audiences. 

 Measurement of Individual Outcomes 

 Although the students do much work together, eff ective group teachers are keenly 

aware of  the individual progress and learning outcomes of  each student in the class. 

Although the lesson generally moves at the pace of  the average student in the class, 

group activities are tailored to involve faster and slower learners, making the most of  

their abilities and giving them opportunities to excel. Eff ective group teachers do not 

include games or activities just for the sake of  entertaining the students. Rather, each 

endeavor undertaken during class is purposefully chosen to facilitate and improve 

student understanding, skill, and knowledge. Activities may be enjoyable and engag-

ing, but the educational purpose and learning outcome for each student in the group 

has been considered before the task was chosen for inclusion in the lesson. As we 
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noted in  Chapter 3 , in order for group work to be eff ective, students must be held 

accountable for both individual and group work (Cohen & Lotan, 2014). In K–12 

and classes for college credit, there is formal assessment. The majority of  these assess-

ments are of  individual work, but group work can be included in the fi nal grade. For 

example, while my students engage in group work in every class, the majority of  their 

grade is derived from individual performance assessments. However, I assign about 

15% of  the group-piano course grade to collaborative assignments in which success 

depends upon the students working together, even if  they are still graded individually. 

 In private studios or recreational classes, where formal assessment is less likely to 

occur, outstanding group-piano teachers are keenly aware of  how each individual is 

performing, and individual outcomes are assessed informally during class in order to 

know when students can move from one activity to the next. Some group-piano teach-

ers choose to have students perform solos in recitals and festivals, and their individual 

performance preparation is incorporated into the group work during class time. At 

the beginning stages, I like to have students perform ensemble music only at recitals, 

but they are still encouraged to perform repertoire for one another and engage in 

reflective evaluation during class. See Appendix A.1, A.2, or A.3 for sample assess-

ment pages that children at various ages can use when first learning to listen to and 

evaluate peer performances. In classes in which outstanding group-piano teachers 

are guiding students, I have noticed an interesting (and perhaps unexpected) effect 

of  group work. Although the majority of  the in-class activities are undertaken by the 

entire or small subgroup, the students display individual understanding and learning. 

That is, when students engage in musical activities together and help one another, 

they assimilate the information in meaningful ways and believe in their individual 

ability to learn music. High levels of  self-efficacy among individuals within the group 

are particularly striking during the beginning stages of  group-piano study, whereas 

students in traditional private lessons learn to rely on their teacher to teach them 

directly and tend not to develop independent problem-solving or self-regulation skills 

until they become more advanced. 

 Student Motivation 

 We mentioned motivation under the “group engagement” heading. From a basic 

human psychology standpoint, when we must prepare our portion of  the work 

thoroughly in order for the group to succeed, we tend to practice better. My experi-

ence has not been that individuals depend on others for their learning to occur but 

that they rise to the occasion so they can succeed alongside of  their peers. Initially, 

teachers may need to facilitate group work and encourage all students to engage 

with the group through structured activities, but students quickly learn about the 

in-class expectations and responsibility to the group. The adage “success breeds 

success” has been quoted in numerous educational and popular-level articles about 
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motivation and learning. As this catchy saying suggests, good group-piano teachers 

know that if  we set up our students to experience success with one task and they 

attribute their success to specifi c steps they took during the learning process, they 

will believe they can be successful at a related activity (Sousa, 2006). When students 

attain the objectives set in class, because they have applied their knowledge and 

skill, they become empowered to continue problem solving and thus develop their 

skills even more. 

 Carol Dweck (2008) has referred to attribution of  success due to effort as a growth 

mindset rather than a fixed mindset. Many people in the general population assume 

musicians possess some sort of  supernatural talent rather than having honed skills 

through years of  disciplined practice. Attributing success to an inborn ability con-

tributes to a fixed mindset, which can discourage and demotivate students when they 

must persevere through challenging learning tasks, such as developing piano skills. 

Astute group-piano teachers help students develop a growth mindset that leads to 

success and motivation. During class, they praise students for their efforts throughout 

the process of  learning and encourage them to enjoy musical challenges. The stakes 

of  each task are relatively low. In other words, if  students fail at the task initially, all 

is not lost, and they will be encouraged to try to solve the problem again in new ways 

with their peers (Duckworth, 2016). For example, a solo performance in a recital or 

at the end of  class time should not be the first time a student has an opportunity to 

succeed or fail with that musical task. Such a goal is likely too big and the stakes too 

high. However, some of  the most inspiring group-piano teachers I have observed 

have fostered an environment in which the group thrives on the musical tasks that 

require effort to solve. I’ve watched groups enjoy the process of  experimenting with 

ways to solve the musical challenges and seem undaunted by the task. These teachers 

help students attribute their success to the effort that they put into the task. Thus, all 

students experience and recognize that mastering the piano takes purposeful prac-

tice, not a magical ability called talent. 

 Conclusions 

 In this chapter, we have explored attributes of  successful group-piano teachers. While 

something as complicated as teaching human beings cannot be easily broken down 

into discrete components, there are some common features of  eff ective group-piano 

instructors. First, they take time to develop a comprehensive music curriculum. Then 

they create lesson plans that will permit students to explore making music at the 

piano through appropriate pacing, sequencing, and reinforcement of  concepts. Then 

eff ective teachers engage students in valuable group work and musical activities but 

also remain cognizant of  individual learning outcomes within the context of  the 

larger group. Finally, through group work and reinforcement of  appropriate attribu-

tions, excellent group-piano teachers foster an environment in which students are 
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motivated to support each other and to work intelligently to achieve success, both 

within the group and individually. 

 With the exception of  group work, I would argue that all of  the skills exhibited by 

exceptional group-piano teachers are the same as those employed by outstanding 

individual instructors. The difference is that in a group setting, one cannot slide by 

with subpar curriculum design, lesson planning, preparation and realization, group 

engagement, assessment of  individual outcomes, or strategies that increase students’ 

intrinsic motivation and self-efficacy. Without planning for all of  these elements, stu-

dents in the group setting may not develop musical skills and performance abilities. 

 Pedagogy in Action 

 1. Explore some of  the references and resources from this chapter. Choose one 

topic (i.e., developing intrinsic motivation, assessing performance outcomes, 

developing a growth mindset, encouraging grit and perseverance) and read sev-

eral sources related to it. Then list 10 concrete steps or actions you could make 

in your group-piano classes to increase student learning and outcomes related to 

your topic. 

 2. Choose a musical skill or component noted in this chapter (i.e., a specific technical 

skill, sight reading, harmonization, or improvisation) and create a timeline for how 

you would have students develop and reinforce this skill over a 14-week period. 

 3. Take your musical skill from #2 (or choose a different musical skill) and create a 

10-minute sequence of  activities that would help students develop this skill dur-

ing a group-piano class. Decide upon the age and level of  your students and the 

desired learning outcomes before deciding upon activities. List age, level, and 

outcome on your page, then describe the sequence of  activities. 

 4. Observe a group-piano teacher in your community. Using an appropriate group-

teaching evaluation form (Appendix E.1, E.2, or E.3), make a list of  the top five 

best teaching strategies or practices you observed and briefly discuss how you 

could implement each of  these in your own group teaching. Following the obser-

vation and evaluation, discuss your observations with a peer or pedagogy teacher 

if  you have the opportunity. 
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 Objectives 

 By the end of  this chapter, you should be able to list common pitfalls encountered by 

group-piano teachers and have strategies to prevent these common mistakes. 

 Introduction 

 Many teachers did not have the opportunity to participate in high-quality group-

piano classes during their formal education. Others did not consider teaching piano 

in groups until they were removed from educational settings. As a result, these teach-

ers often make common mistakes when they fi rst start teaching group piano. Unfor-

tunately, these mistakes can lead to ineff ective teaching and learning, which can result 

in student attrition, teacher burnout, or complete abandonment of  group teaching 

altogether. Since there is a considerable up-front investment in teaching space and 

technology required for a group-piano studio, it would be benefi cial for novice teach-

ers to be aware of  and prevent some of  the more common group-teaching pitfalls. 

In this chapter, we will explore common diffi  culties experienced by beginning group-

piano teachers and suggest ways to avoid falling into these traps. 

 Policy and Procedural Issues 

 Several of  the problems that surface in classes taught by novice group-piano teachers 

result from ineff ective or unenforced policy and procedures within the studio. 

 Lesson Scheduling and Length of Term 

 Scheduling the wrong amount of  time for classes or the incorrect number of  classes 

within a semester can result in an inability to achieve stated goals and trouble attain-

ing appropriate student outcomes. Generally, group classes will be longer than the 

typical private lesson. However, consider the age of  the students with whom you 

will be working. If  you schedule an hour-long piano class for a group of  beginning 
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6-year-olds, you are likely to discover that regardless of  how many activities you 

plan, you will not be able to keep them engaged for the entire time. For average-aged 

beginning children and novice teachers, a 40- to 45-minute class is a good starting 

point. As children get older and become more technically advanced, group teachers 

typically off er 60- to 90-minute classes. 

 Beginning adult classes tend to last from 50 to 60 minutes, in part because the 

attention span of  adults is longer than that of  children. However, you will still need 

to remain cognizant of  keeping each adult student’s attention throughout the instruc-

tional period. Refer to  Chapters 2 ,  4 , and  11  for tips on pacing and keeping stu-

dents engaged during class. As adult groups advance or spend more time working on 

ensemble repertoire, it is not uncommon for instructional periods to last for 2 hours 

(with short breaks and changes in activity). There is more information about schedul-

ing group classes in  Chapter 14 . 

 Another benefit of  group teaching, often referenced in texts, is that students prog-

ress more quickly than they might in private lessons. However, this does not neces-

sarily mean that you can plan on offering shorter semesters. If  you do choose to 

have abbreviated semesters or short, week-long piano camps, expect to adapt your 

learning goals and outcomes accordingly. Teachers sometimes offer an abbreviated 

semester to introduce beginners to the piano and to provide them with an opportu-

nity to discover if  they would like to continue with lessons. Experienced group-piano 

teachers set appropriate learning objectives and tailor the curriculum for such classes. 

I have observed numerous novice teachers offering such experiences in which the 

curriculum and materials did not match the stated goals. Even if  students cannot 

articulate why such classes don’t work, they recognize that the learning experience 

does not live up to its potential, and often these students do not continue with lessons. 

 The final issue with scheduling has to do with finding enough students to make 

the class feasible. When teachers first begin or switch to the group format, they may 

have trouble finding enough students at the same level who are available at any given 

time to participate. As a result, it can be tempting to place multiple levels in one 

group or to not do student placements to ensure that everyone is at the same level. I 

have taught at community schools in which a director or coordinator scheduled the 

groups, and I had to make the best of  it when students clearly were not operating at 

the same level (developmental or musical/technical). This situation is not ideal, and 

even experienced group-piano teachers have trouble creating effective learning situ-

ations for all of  the students in this environment. 

 Novice group-piano teachers should avoid such situations. It is hard enough when 

we first begin teaching group piano to design effective lesson plans, monitor pac-

ing and student learning, and keep all students on task—even when all students are 

equally matched. The task becomes almost impossible if  students are not grouped 

appropriately. I believe that it is better to have small groups of  well-matched students 

when you first start teaching group piano (and teach more classes each week) than to 
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have fewer teaching hours (i.e., fewer classes) of  mismatched students. You may earn 

less income initially, but the positive teaching experiences will allow you to become a 

better group-piano teacher, and in the long run, you will have the potential to earn 

more income, be a better teacher, and have more satisfied, competent, and returning 

students. 

 Unclear or Unstated Expectations for Students and Families 

 Because you will be expecting students to work independently during the week and 

together during class in order to accomplish objectives, you will need to clearly com-

municate your expectations for students and families prior to the fi rst class. You may 

fi nd that you need to reiterate and reinforce these expectations periodically through-

out the semester. Many times when I have observed group-piano classes in which 

novice teachers struggle to maintain student attention and focus, the trouble stems 

from not setting ground rules from the outset (Pike, 2014). If  you expect students to 

arrive on time, not miss classes, and prepare practice assignments so they will be able 

to complete in-class and group activities, they must be made aware of  their respon-

sibilities before the class starts. 

 In children’s classes, parents must assume some of  the responsibility for ensuring 

that their children attend class regularly and arrive prepared to participate. You must 

enforce these expectations. If  children are frequently absent, they can delay the prog-

ress of  the group or not assimilate within the larger group. Speaking with parents 

outside of  class to find ways to prevent absences and tardiness is imperative. Find 

ways to make your families partners in the learning process. Additionally, there must 

be ground rules for participation during class. If  students exhibit disruptive behav-

ior, teachers need to patiently but vigorously stop the inappropriate behavior. Often, 

when students exhibit poor behavior during class, it is because they are not engaged, 

do not understand the task, the activity is too hard or too easy, or the time allotted 

for the activity is too long. Teachers will need to thoughtfully reengage a disruptive 

student as soon as possible. After exploring and modifying the learning environment, 

if  the child is not able to follow the rules, he or she may need to switch from a group-

piano class to a private lesson in which the full attention of  the teacher can be given 

to that student for the entire time. 

 If  you teach a college class, ground rules should be outlined in the class syllabus. If  

you expect students (and you should) to prepare practice assignments prior to coming 

to class, then testing them on exercises from the assignment and having them engage 

in group work should begin at the second class. Our students learn a lot about what 

we expect of  them based on what we do during class. If  students do not practice 

and you regularly give them time to practice in class, they soon learn that they do 

not have to prepare outside of  class time. If  you ask a question and immediately 

provide an answer, they learn that they do not have to think about or give an answer. 
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Be thoughtful about what you expect of  your students, and be consistent in reinforc-

ing those expectations for the duration of  the semester. 

 Curricular Issues 

 Inappropriate Methods and Materials 

 Even once the scheduling issues have been fi gured out, I believe that the biggest 

source of  teacher and student dissatisfaction with group-piano arises from choosing 

and using inappropriate methods and materials. I would recommend revisiting  Sec-

tion II  of  this book to locate the chapters that deal with method and materials that 

work with specifi c age groups and situations. Then take time to carefully consider 

and evaluate the materials and supplements that you will use with each of  your 

groups. When children are not captivated by the materials or able to accomplish 

performances of  the music, they lose focus, motivation, and self-control, both in and 

out of  class. When adults do not fi nd the materials or music engaging, they are more 

likely to discontinue lessons or look for another teacher. 

 Lack of Specific Long-Term Goals and Objectives 

 We explored the need for defi ning clear short-term objectives and long-term goals for 

group-piano classes in  Chapter 11 . Novice group-piano teachers who have trouble 

designing curriculum or individual lesson plans or maintaining student attention 

during class often lack clear goals and objectives. Each and every activity during class 

and assigned for at-home practice must contribute in a clear and measurable way to 

the weekly objectives and, ultimately, to the long-term goals that the teacher has set. 

If  teachers remember that objectives for each class should be well defi ned, possible 

within the time-frame allotted, and measurable, planning curriculum, lessons, and 

activities becomes more focused and sustainable. If  students are not meeting these 

objectives, teachers should pivot to another teaching strategy and refl ect upon how 

the next lesson can be improved. 

 Inadequate Reinforcement 

 As we have noted throughout this book, providing ample opportunities for reinforce-

ment is essential for eff ective student learning. Rarely do methods provide ample 

examples or enough diff erent ways for students to experience musical concepts. This 

is not a critique of  method books. Rather, teachers will know much more about the 

types of  activities, music, and materials that should help their specifi c students learn 

eff ectively. However, novice group-piano teachers sometimes forget to include var-

ied activities or additional music that would provide students with opportunities to 
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experience concepts in numerous ways. As a result, some of  the weaker students or 

those who learn diff erently from the majority of  the group members sometimes do 

not achieve mastery of  a concept. Even those students who do exhibit adequate pro-

cedural knowledge may still benefi t from additional and varied experiences. Recall 

that knowing is not the same as understanding. Any time we provide students with 

opportunities to apply knowledge in many contexts, elaborate upon their skills, and 

demonstrate their understanding in novel ways, we are off ering them a chance to 

make the musical concepts personally meaningful and applicable to future situations. 

 Teaching Difficulties, Issues, and Assessment Concerns 

 In a large study that looked at preservice and experienced teachers’ beliefs about the 

importance of  musical, personal, and teaching skills (Teachout, 1997), experienced 

teachers ranked two musical skills (maximizing time on task and maintaining stu-

dent behavior) and two personal skills (being enthusiastic and being patient) much 

higher than novice teachers did. It was noted that music education programs do a 

good job of  preparing young teachers for initial success when they begin teaching. 

Piano pedagogy classes familiarize students with methods and materials they will use 

when teaching privately. Good programs provide supervised teaching experiences in 

which students receive feedback. However, many schools are not equipped to off er 

students the opportunity to practice teaching piano in groups. Additionally, many 

undergraduate piano majors do not realize that group teaching is a viable option; 

thus, they do not avail of  opportunities to learn about or develop eff ective teaching 

techniques for group piano during their formal education. 

 Good teaching is good teaching, regardless of  the environment. However, many 

teachers who have not developed strong teaching skills in private lessons struggle to 

maintain student attention, focus, and motivation during group instruction. Expert 

teachers set up specific tasks for students, provide precise and concise explanations, 

ask questions that require thoughtful responses, listen to student performances and 

responses, and provide immediate and specific feedback to students. In music edu-

cation, this is known as a complete pattern or sequence of  direct instruction. It has 

been shown that expert teachers complete more of  these teaching sequences than 

teaching interns or novice teachers, and they place more emphasis on expressive per-

formance during rehearsals (Goolsby, 1997). In private piano lessons, more effective 

teachers model and provide more feedback to students, and the pace of  the lesson 

moves faster, often with students performing shorter segments of  music but receiving 

precise and immediate feedback (Siebenaler, 1997). In group-piano settings, keep-

ing students engaged in specific tasks and encouraging them to become involved in 

evaluation will maintain attentiveness. 

 The remaining pitfalls are related to teaching techniques and assessment. One 

of  the biggest issues for novice group-piano teachers is that they teach the group 
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much as they would a private lesson. They tend to lecture, be unclear or inconcise, 

or diverge from the immediate task, and not engage students in enough discovery 

learning. We will look at several common issues briefly. 

 Telling, Not Teaching 

 Frances Clark used to say, “telling is not teaching.” Unfortunately, new group-piano 

teachers fall into the trap of  lecturing or of  telling students everything they need to 

know rather than leading them to discover concepts and ideas on their own. This 

happens sometimes when the teacher teaches as she would in a private lesson, where 

she gets individual feedback from the student. Teachers often continue to teach in 

the same way, but the individual feedback is diffi  cult to discern in the group-piano 

setting, so they are not fl exible in adapting to students’ needs. 

 Pacing, Flexibility, and Wasted Time 

 Unfortunately, when teachers are lecturing, students’ attention will wander, and they 

become disengaged. If  tasks are too hard, too easy, or not specifi c enough, they will 

move off  task. If  the pacing is too slow, students will divert to off -task and potentially 

disruptive behaviors. Teachers should plan how they will switch from one activity to 

the next so that there are no opportunities for students to lag behind or waste time. If  

students understand what is expected of  them and know they have a limited amount 

of  time to accomplish the goal, they will stay focused until it is complete. 

 If  teachers watch videos of  their classes, they should note the number of  total 

minutes when they talked and the number of  total minutes in which students were 

playing or engaged in musical activities. Teachers may even notice students engaged 

in off-task behavior on the video that may have gone unnoticed during the actual 

class. Too much talking and off-task behavior creates a less-than-optimal learning 

environment. When observing your teaching video, look for activities that were too 

hard or too easy, for nonspecific instruction and feedback, or for other cues that lead 

to poor use of  class time and work to prevent these problems at future classes. (See 

 Appendix E.4 and E.5  for self-evaluation forms.) 

 Too Few Group Activities and Little Serious 
Learning or Musicianship 

 A group-piano setting provides a unique opportunity for students to work and learn 

together. Therefore, it should not look like a private piano lesson. Students should not 

spend excessive amounts of  time working individually over headphones. They should 

be exploring concepts in diverse ways and engaging in group music making. Teachers 

need to have contingencies for keeping everyone involved in the activity. For example, 
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if  a student masters a concept well before her classmate, the teacher should give her 

a specifi c but related task to keep her working on the problem. It might involve help-

ing a peer. Depending on your goals and learning outcomes, students of  like abilities 

can be partnered for an activity, or students of  varying abilities can work together on 

a task, provided they each understand their specifi c roles. Likewise, if  a student lags 

behind, the teacher should fi nd ways to simplify the task so that he can continue to 

work with the group. 

 Ensemble music, with parts of  varying technical levels, is particularly effective 

at engaging all students in listening to each other, responding to one another, and 

evaluating the overall expressiveness while participating at their own skill and com-

fort levels. For each of  the activities during class, teachers should plan contingencies 

to accommodate different learning styles, preferred learning modes, and individual 

variability. 

 Novice teachers sometimes do not avail of  technology and materials to full effect. 

Often, technology in the piano lab can facilitate group work, evaluation, and feed-

back. Students can work in small groups over headphones. They can record their 

performance, listen to and evaluate it, and then suggest ways to help one another 

improve. Using different MIDI sounds can promote accurate articulation. Nontech-

nological materials such as rhythm instruments, flashcards, games, and ensembles 

can be created to elaborate upon skills and generate new ideas. Group piano should 

engage students in activities that could not occur during typical private piano lessons. 

 Some new teachers want students to have fun during class and resort to providing 

too few serious learning or musicianship opportunities. After several classes, the result 

is usually opposite the teacher’s intention. Students who are not engaged in serious 

learning and who are not stretched to become better musicians often become demoti-

vated, do not practice or seek to improve piano skills, and even exhibit poor behavior 

during class. Learning can be fun and engaging, even if  it requires some effort. The 

group-piano setting is a wonderful place for students to discover and develop musical 

and general learning techniques that can be applied to other areas of  life. 

 Classroom Management 

 Classroom management can be one of  the most diffi  cult tasks facing a young, inex-

perienced group-piano teacher. Teaching a group-piano class requires personal 

traits such as leadership skills, maturity, confi dence, and organization. Teaching 

skills include setting expectations and maintaining appropriate student behavior, 

maximizing time on task, motivating students, maintaining positivity, and involving 

students in the learning process, preferably through discovery. Musical skills instruc-

tors must demonstrate proper piano technique, musicality, singing, movement, and 

aural skills. Feedback about musicality and technique should be immediate and 

precise so students can improve. Being less absorbed in one’s lesson plan and more 
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focused on the students’ actions and musical expression contributes to class man-

agement. Every student deserves a safe, secure learning environment. The teacher 

is responsible for getting all students to follow her lead, engage in all activities, and 

become the best musicians possible. 

 Individual and Group Assessment 

 Many of  the issues outlined here are rooted in the fact that teachers are not assessing 

individual competency accurately. Beware of  simply having students do activities and 

assessing their enjoyment rather than skill level. Your expectations also have a great 

impact on students. If  they receive general praise or compliments for substandard 

work, students quickly learn that they do not have to give their best eff ort, and they 

gradually lose motivation to improve. Much off -task behavior occurs when students 

are not challenged enough or if  the challenge is perceived as being too great. There-

fore, teachers need to know what each individual is capable of  (at any given time, 

with any given discrete musical skill) and set up the learning tasks appropriately. 

When working on ensemble music or even individual solos, accurate assessment of  

musical performance and precise feedback is imperative. If  you provide good feed-

back, your students will learn from your example and become better listeners and 

better learning partners for their peers. 

 Final Thoughts and Ideas 

 While there are any number of  mistakes that we can make when we begin teaching 

group piano, I have tried to highlight some of  the more common pitfalls and actions 

that can be taken to avoid them. By carefully planning and strategizing before teach-

ing your fi rst class, you will avoid some of  these problems. Yet regardless of  how 

much you prepare, as with any new learning or endeavor, there will be setbacks along 

the way. The fi rst step is to identify your particular challenges. Remember that you 

will not be able to fi x all problems in your teaching immediately. Rather, identify the 

top three issues and set clear objectives for how you will fi x each. Work on one prob-

lem at a time, but be persistent and deliberate as you work to change your teaching 

behaviors. I recommend videoing your teaching and taking notes as you watch the 

video soon after the class (see  Appendix E.4 and E.5  for evaluation forms). Then you 

will be able to identify and work toward fi xing perceived teaching concerns. 

 Some novice teachers find watching their videos to be discouraging at first, as 

they notice student and teacher behaviors that had gone undetected while teaching. 

However, many of  us frame such video evidence as empowering and recognize how 

valuable videographic evidence can be—it can lead us to clarify problems and help 

us to improve our teaching technique. Before you video your teaching, however, you 

should obtain written consent from the students and their parents (if  the students are 



175

COMMON PITFALLS OF BEGINNING INSTRUCTORS

minors). Even if  you are only using the video for your own professional development, 

obtaining student/parental consent and child assent is a professionally responsible 

action. A sample consent form can be found at the MTNA web site: http://www.

mtna.org/media/24961/videoauthorization.pdf. 

 If  you are fortunate to live close to a college or university where group demon-

stration classes take place, you might consider enrolling for continuing education or 

certification credit. When you have the opportunity, observe master group-piano 

teachers in person or on video. Use the group-teaching evaluation form to assess 

the teaching and learning, and be sure to list your takeaways: what do you wish to 

improve, what will you work on, and how will you go about making these improve-

ments? Be specific in your self-feedback and in your observation of  others and work 

gradually and persistently on your stated goals. With time, practice, and reflection, 

your group-piano teaching will improve. 

 Pedagogy in Action 

 1. Imagine that you are about to start teaching a class of  beginning 7-year-old 

students. You have completed interviews with each student, and you believe that 

they will be capable of  working together and learning piano in the group set-

ting. Compose a one-page handout you will give students to take home following 

the interview that outlines expectations for members of  the group (and their 

parents). Think of  this handout as preparation for the norming stage (see  Chap-

ter 3 ); it should establish the guidelines for participation in the group-piano class. 

You might call this policy page “rules of  engagement” or create a clever title that 

will capture your students’ attention and encourage them to embrace proper 

group participation. 

 2. Create a similar one-page set of  guidelines for a beginning group of  30-year-old 

students who have registered for your piano class. This class is not for credit. 

 3. Share your “rules of  engagement” with a classmate and discuss similarities and 

differences in your policies. Be sure to assess whether your statements were age 

appropriate, were clear enough, and didn’t come across as too negative. Be 

sure to adapt your policy page if  you discovered some good ideas from your 

colleagues! 

 4. Observe a group-piano teacher in your community. Use an appropriate group-

teaching evaluation form from  Appendix E.1, E.2, or E.3 . Without being overly 

negative, note one strategy that you observed that might not have had the 

intended effect during the instructional period. Briefly discuss what you think 

the teacher was trying to accomplish and why it might not have worked and give 

one possible option you think might have worked in this instance (and explain 

why). Following the observation and evaluation, discuss your observations with a 

peer or pedagogy teacher to flesh out your observations and ideas. 

http://www.mtna.org/media/24961/videoauthorization.pdf
http://www.mtna.org/media/24961/videoauthorization.pdf
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 Objectives 

 By the end of  this chapter, you should have an understanding of  how to create an 

environment in which you can facilitate eff ective group work and have ideas for col-

laborative activities. 

 Introduction 

 At a keynote plenary session at the 2015 National Conference on Keyboard Peda-

gogy, Jane Chu, the 11th chairman of  the National Endowment for the Arts, remi-

nisced about her college group-piano classes. She said, “I quickly saw that the piano 

classes .  .  . were able to bring people together socially while they simultaneously 

learned from each other” (Wachter, 2016, p. 32). Within the context of  general music 

classrooms, practitioners and researchers have noted that exploring creativity and 

group music making is critical for helping students develop their social and musical 

skills, but the teacher provides a crucial learning link for the students (Burnard, 2013). 

Regardless of  the age of  the students in your piano group, if  they do not believe the 

environment is a safe space in which they can experiment with others and succeed 

or fail together, eff ective group work will not be possible. Group work, in which stu-

dents learn together and from each other, enables students to process new concepts 

and information more meaningfully than they typically would individually or in a 

teacher-centered environment. 

 Teacher’s Role 

 Learning to set up and facilitate eff ective group work takes preparation and practice. 

Initially, you may not be completely successful at assigning and facilitating group work. 

Following each class, refl ect on what worked and what did not and persevere in your 

use of  group activities. I have observed many novice group-piano teachers give up 

on group work prematurely when their initial attempts to engage the students were 

met with resistance or were not as eff ective as they might have been. I encourage 
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instructors to record their classes and review the video before planning the next les-

son. If  the camera captures a wide-angle view of  the room, teachers often see student 

behaviors or problems that went unnoticed during class. Then these issues can be 

addressed and prevented at the next session. 

 Students do not necessarily come to class equipped with the skills necessary to com-

municate with each other and to collaborate effectively. But they can develop these 

skills. The first step, I believe, occurs during the initial student interview. Among the 

requisite skills you are assessing during the placement is the ability of  the student to 

follow directions and work with another person at the piano. During the interview, 

providing opportunities for the student to improvise or make music with you, respond 

correctly to rhythmic clapbacks, and execute simple playing tasks will help you to 

discover if  he or she will be well-suited for the group. Not all students work well in 

a group-piano setting. Although many can learn to function within the group, the 

interview should serve as a chance to discover if  the student will be able to function 

musically with others. It is better to provide an opportunity for individual instruction 

to students who will not be able to focus on the assigned task or who appear to need 

a great deal of  individual attention in order to function at the piano. 

 The placement interview is also a time to educate the student (and his or her par-

ents if  the student is a child) about the expectations of  at-home and in-class work 

and about what happens during classes. Most of  the group activities my students 

engage in during class require that they have mastered the materials and skills from 

the weekly practice assignment. If  the students do not practice, they will not be able 

to participate fully in the group work and may actually hold back their peers. My 

students take this responsibility to the group seriously and complete their weekly 

practice assignments, in part because this is a basic expectation for participation in 

the class but also because they enjoy working with their peers. Initially, many students 

do not know what to expect during piano classes, so the teacher’s explanations can 

alleviate concerns or fears and create a sense of  excitement about the group-piano 

environment. 

 At the very first class, teachers should be mindful of  including group work in which 

the students can be successful. But it should be implemented from the outset so that 

students understand that working with others will be an expectation. With children, I 

like to incorporate group activities that include everyone so that I can foster coopera-

tion and gently redirect any inappropriate behavior from the outset. At the very first 

class, I use music games and group “skillbuilder” activities (Cohen & Lotan, 2014) 

that encourage the students to communicate with each other and become comfort-

able expressing themselves through music. In my adult classes, I introduce partner 

work (over headphones) during the initial class meeting. Even though most adults 

have engaged in group work in other settings, their experiences and opinions of  it 

may be varied. So I listen in to groups and give prompts over the headphones, or I 

walk around and provide feedback while standing next to groups. I find it essential 
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to monitor the groups vigilantly during these first sessions, keeping individuals on 

task, keeping everyone engaged in the group activity, modeling appropriate verbal 

responses, and ensuring that the group space feels safe for each student. If  students 

feel threatened by their peers or the teacher, they will be less likely to engage in and 

learn during group activities. 

 One of  the most important benefits for piano students engaged in group work is 

that they share the cognitive load (thus, can process information more effectively), they 

learn to listen critically and assess playing, and they learn to create solutions to the prob-

lems they have identified. These are all skills essential for effective practice during 

the week. Offering constructive criticism is a skill that must be learned. If  criticism 

is given thoughtlessly, it can cause some students to feel uncomfortable working with 

the group. Consider ways you provide feedback that is both encouraging yet honest. 

Then model this behavior to your students during class and help them learn to give 

similar feedback to their peers. In some of  my classes, I engage the group in com-

ing up with a list of  acceptable phrases that we will use when pointing out errors so 

that we are kind and respectful of  each other. I am gratified when I hear students 

communicating using “I feel” or “I think” statements to defuse conflict or to discuss 

errors that they have detected in others’ playing. If  a student hears a mistake, effec-

tive feedback might be, “I think that you played a dominant instead of  a tonic chord 

in measure 4” or “I thought I heard you play an F# in measure 2, is that correct?” 

Such carefully worded phrases will elicit more effective communication and team-

work than bluntly saying, “You played the wrong chord in measure 4” or “Don’t 

play F# in measure 2.” 

 When assigning group work, it is essential that students know what the objective of  

the exercise is, how long they will have to work on it, how it will be assessed (or how 

they will know that they have completed the task successfully), and what each indi-

vidual’s role is within the group for creating the final product. Initially, you may need 

to assign specific roles to individuals, though it may be more helpful to guide a dis-

cussion among the students in which they have to figure out how to break down the 

project into manageable tasks and who might be best suited to each role within the 

group. I try to remember that from the first group activity, I am laying the foundation 

for future work, so I want to avoid making students dependent upon me. Anything I 

can do to enable student independence and facilitate effective communication and 

collaboration among group members expedites effective group development. Also, if  

the students know they have a limited amount of  time to complete the group work, 

they can prioritize objectives and procedures to facilitate their work. This tends to 

create effective learning outcomes and successful group projects. 

 When students experience success working together, they become more resilient 

and eager to try increasingly complex group work. Some subgroupings of  students 

work more effectively than others, in general, but the type of  task may also have an 

impact upon which students will work well together. While I offered some suggested 
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groupings based on different processing and learning styles in  Chapter 4 , I would rec-

ommend observing which student groups work well together within any given class 

and experiment with different groupings for different types of  activities (i.e., sight 

reading, improvising, harmonizing, etc.). As students mature and become accus-

tomed to working together, you will likely find that most student combinations for 

collaborative work will be effective. 

 Sample Student Activities 

 Although the types of  activities and group work you design are only limited by your 

imagination, there are two criteria that typically exist with eff ective group learning 

activities: 

 1. The learning requires conceptual thinking. 

 2. The group has the resources and skills necessary to complete the task, though 

they may not be able to do so individually. 

 (Cohen & Lotan, 2014, p. 9) 

 Additionally, practitioners and scholars (Kagan & Kagan, 1994) point out that group 

work is generally most effective when the individuals: 

 • are participating equally and simultaneously 

 • are individually accountable to the group 

 • are dependent upon one another for successful completion of  the task 

 Rehearsing Ensemble Repertoire 

 One example of  such group work in the piano lab would be having students prepare 

a short ensemble piece to perform for the class. This project meets the basic criterion 

for an eff ective group project because it is conceptual in that the students will have 

to listen to and assess their performance and work on fi ner points of  musical expres-

sion together, and no individual would be able to perform all parts individually. We 

are assuming that the students have experienced a successful modeling of  ensemble 

music previously, probably with the teacher soliciting student feedback and helping 

them tease out the problems and identify how to fi x specifi c problems. As the students 

work together on the ensemble, because each part is equally important, they are 

accountable to the group and positively dependent upon each other for a successful 

performance. 

 In a group of  eight students, I would begin by assigning each group a short four-

part ensemble (such as one of  the ensembles that we referenced in  Chapter 9 ). 

Depending on the makeup of  each group and the difficulty of  each part, I might 



181

ESTABLISHING TRUST WITHIN THE GROUP 

assign individual parts or let the students choose their own parts once they begin 

working together. I would group each quartet together over headphones and then 

monitor their progress. Initially, they would need to work on simply getting the parts 

together, with everyone playing the correct notes and rhythms. I would encourage all 

members to participate in identifying problem spots and potential group rehearsal 

strategies. Then I would encourage the students to work on musical aspects of  the 

repertoire, such as articulation, phrasing, dynamics, and other interpretive details. 

Students would need to work together to solve any number of  musical issues that 

might arise. 

 One musical problem could be a ritardando indicated on the score. Students would 

need to decide who should serve as the leader and determine this based on the musi-

cal inferences in the score. So if  three of  the four parts are holding half  notes at the 

cadence where the ritardando is indicated, but one person is playing a melody in 

eighths or quarters, the students should figure out that the group member playing the 

melody will need to be in charge of  leading the group slowing. Other group mem-

bers could provide feedback to the leader on the appropriateness of  the pace of  the 

deceleration and on the effectiveness of  the musical cues. In effect, they would all be 

experiencing and learning this skill because they would each be actively engaged in 

the learning process. After solving this musical problem, the group might experiment 

with alternate instrumentation for each part and work together to achieve optimal 

balance and musical expression. Finally, the group will perform its ensemble out loud 

for the rest of  the class, and the students who are listening can provide feedback on 

technical and musical aspects of  the performance. 

 Improvising Accompaniments 

 Another example of  an eff ective group activity might be having students work on 

improvising two-hand accompaniments in pairs. Each group might proceed using 

diff erent steps, depending on their abilities, learning preferences, and needs. For 

example, one group might decide to play the melody together fi rst, then talk through 

possible chord choices. After settling on a chord progression, they could play the 

chords together before fi nally splitting up and taking turns playing the melody and 

accompaniment. Another group might decide to record the melody on one of  the 

keyboards and then experiment with potential chord options. A third group might 

begin with one student playing the melody while the other improvises an accompani-

ment. Then the person playing the melody could point out passages that worked well 

or not and off er potential solutions for the problem spots. Finally, they could switch 

roles. Groups that quickly complete the exercise might decide to alter instrumenta-

tion, articulation, or even the accompaniment pattern in order to expound upon the 

exercise. Others might decide to challenge themselves by transposing the exercise to 

distant keys. Regardless, the pairs are working together, learning from one another by 
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completing the feedback loop, deepening understanding and meaning, and creating 

a product that would not have been possible individually. 

 For additional activities, see Fisher’s (2010) instructional strategies, which he has 

divided by category into beginning, intermediate, and advanced activities. The point 

of  suggesting ways teachers can foster effective collaboration and mentioning sample 

group activities for the piano class is to remind us that in order for effective group 

work and learning to take place, each person in the group must feel like he or she has 

something of  value to provide to the project, the learning, and the finished product. 

If  a student does not feel safe in sharing opinions, concerns, and successes with his or 

her peers, effective group work will not take place. If  groups are operating optimally, 

students are more engaged in the project or task, they take command of  their learn-

ing, they learn skills and concepts more completely, their individual musicianship 

improves, and they will be motivated to take responsibility for their practice outside 

of  class and to contribute to the group during class. Effective group work allows stu-

dents to benefit not only from an educational standpoint but provides opportunities 

for students to make music with others—which many pianists who take individual 

lessons rarely experience. 

 Pedagogy in Action 

 1. When you facilitate group work, you will need to monitor multiple groups simul-

taneously and be ready to offer suggestions and prompts quickly and efficiently. 

If  you have some prompts prepared for various situations, you will be able to 

focus more on the students in your class. Prepare a list of  five prompts or sugges-

tions for students that will facilitate in-class group work for each of  the following 

situations: 

 • Harmonization exercise 

 • Improvisation exercise 

 • Sight-reading exercise 

 • Simple accompaniment exercise 

 • Short four-part keyboard ensemble 

 2. Imagine that you are starting a beginning piano class with 7-year-old students. 

There are eight students registered for the class. Six of  the students attend the 

same school and know each other well, while the other two students attend dif-

ferent schools during the day. Create and describe three group activities you 

will use during the first class meeting to help all students get to know each other 

(especially the two students from different schools). Be specific about the actual 

game or activity, what the students will do, and how you expect it to foster student 

interaction. 

 3. Write down five phrases you will encourage children in your group-piano classes 

to use when they communicate with one another about perceived errors or 
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misunderstandings. Will these phrases work with adults, too, or should the lan-

guage be adapted? If  you need to adapt these sentences for adult students, write 

these down too. 

 4. Write a brief  script for how you would quickly defuse the following situations. 

 • In a first-semester music-major college class, you have paired students to 

work on improvisation over headphones. Even though the students can hear 

one another, they do not look at each other or speak but instead practice on 

their own individually. 

 • In an adult leisure class, you group three students to work on an ensemble 

piece. One student seems to be taking charge, making all of  the sugges-

tions and correcting the others. Meanwhile, the other two students seem to 

be taken aback by the self-appointed leader’s brashness and appear to be 

uncomfortable with the situation. 

 • In a group of  8-year-old beginners, you put them into subgroups of  four to 

work on rhythm ensembles at their keyboards (over headphones). One stu-

dent has turned his keyboard up to a loud volume, has chosen an obnoxious 

percussion sound that is drowning out the other students, and is refusing to 

listen to and play in time with the others. 
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 Objectives 

 By the end of  this chapter, you should have concrete ideas about scheduling and mar-

keting group-piano classes and understand how to maintain a studio environment 

that is conducive to learning. You will know which ancillary materials can be useful 

and where to fi nd them. 

 Scheduling 

 Surveys 

 Scheduling group lessons can be one of  the trickiest activities for the novice group-

piano teacher. Some teachers ask parents to complete surveys, highlighting times 

when their children are available. This can be done during the interview using a 

paper survey or online via a free Doodle-type poll (i.e., www.doodle.com). If  you have 

a returning group of  students who want to remain together, a survey may be an eff ec-

tive way to identify mutually agreeable times, as these families are often motivated 

to be fl exible with their availability in order to keep the children together. However, 

you may fi nd that you are still unable to accommodate everyone or that you need 

to spend some time negotiating with a family or two in order to fi nd a suitable time. 

 Optimal Time of Day 

 I prefer to think about days and times that I would like to off er a particular class and 

set those in my schedule fi rst. I then work private students around the group times. See 

 Figure 14.1  for a sample weekly group schedule. Some teachers like to avoid Mondays 

for group classes, since many national and civic holidays fall on Mondays. If  you are 

only teaching a class once a week, it should be possible to avoid such teaching disrup-

tions. If  you are fortunate enough to off er a class twice each week, try to schedule it so 

that there are about the same number of  practice days between classes. For example, 

you might schedule the group for the same time on Tuesdays and Fridays. 

 14 
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 You will find that there may be optimal times of  day for various age groups to engage 

in intensive learning activities. Thus, I take time of  day and age of  the group into con-

sideration when setting times. For example, I prefer to offer my beginning classes for 

children shortly after school, before the evening meal, so that I am not teaching young 

people when they are tired or hungry. Classes with only home-schooled students may 

be scheduled during morning or afternoon hours if  parents view group-piano as a 

critical component of  their child’s overall education. I schedule many of  my adult 

classes after evening dinner, when they are more likely to be free of  family obligations. 

Third-age classes for retirees can be offered earlier in the day, when many of  them 

prefer to engage in activities and so they won’t have to drive after dark.   

 In the example in  Figure 14.1 , you can see that the majority of  my weekly teaching 

is done in a group setting. I have two groups of  first-year and second-year students, 

grouped according to age. By year three, I only offer one group-piano class. There 

may be some attrition by year three, but other students are better served by moving 

into private lessons at this time. In my studio, private students are still expected to 

participate in regular performance classes, but I hold those during the weekend. I 

work all of  my private lessons around the group schedule. 

 In this scenario, I only allow a 10-minute break between two of  the classes. This 

keeps students moving but gives them a few minutes to greet each other as they enter 

and leave the studio. I have ample parking and space for the class change. But it can 

be mentally taxing to teach two groups back to back. I suggest that novice teach-

ers allow a little downtime for rest and review of  the lesson plan between classes. I 

should also note that if  I have a group of  students that will continue together from 

one semester or one year to the next, I keep them in the same time slot. So I may 

have to adjust the times of  my year one and year two classes on my master schedule 

from one year to the next. I have found that parents will work other activities around 

effective and enjoyable piano classes. However, I recommend setting the dates and 

times early and publicizing those well before the registration deadline. I send home 

paper reminders about scheduling to returning students. I include class schedules in 

my online newsletter, and these are posted prominently on my studio web site. 

Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Saturday
10-11 a.m. Third-Age Third-Age Year 3 

10-year-olds

3:30-4:30 p.m. Year 1 (group 1) 
6-year-olds

Year 2 (group 1) 
7-year-olds

Year 1 (group 2) 
8-year-olds

Late-Interm 
Perf Class

4:40-5:40 p.m. Year 3 
8-year-olds

Year 2 (group 2) 
9-year-olds

Advanced Perf 
Class

7:00-8:00 Year 2 
Adult Class

Year 1 Adult 
Beginners

  Figure 14.1  Sample Weekly Group Schedule 
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 If  you offer occasional group classes in conjunction with private lessons or regu-

lar group theory classes, you may find that a weekend class is easier to schedule. If  

publicized in advance, parents can put these classes on the family calendar and work 

other activities around the group-piano class. Scheduling all lessons and classes early 

is particularly important if  you do not offer private lessons during the week of  the 

group meeting. A benefit for the teacher of  this type of  scheduling is that he or she 

will have time during the week, when lessons typically occur, to prepare for the group 

classes. Many teachers also use this time to practice and pursue professional develop-

ment activities. 

 Some teachers set up their weekend groups with some flexibility for families. For 

example, if  the Saturday sessions are performance classes and the studio is large 

enough, there may be several classes from which parents can choose (say an interme-

diate-level class at 10 a.m. or another at 2 p.m.). I like to have about the same number 

of  students at each class, so I recommend having families sign up for specific classes if  

you choose this approach. Then you can avoid having 3 students at the 10 a.m. class 

and 10 at the 2 p.m. session! Some teachers who are willing to work on Sundays find 

that Sunday-afternoon groups are easier for families to accommodate. Regardless of  

the type of  class offered (performance, theory, group lesson) you will want to have the 

correct number of  materials prepared and have games and activities that will work 

with the number of  students in the class. Thus, having firm numbers ahead of  time 

is essential for preparation and learning success during class. 

 Finally, teachers need to remember that group teaching is hard work. While it can 

be tempting to schedule classes for every day of  the week, few teachers can sustain 

this level of  preparation and intense teaching in the long term without suffering from 

professional burnout. Even if  teaching group piano is among your favorite activities 

(as it is for me), remember to schedule downtime and rest for yourself. In the long 

term, you will be able to maintain higher teaching standards, intensity, and motiva-

tion if  you work rest into your weekly schedule. 

 Marketing 

 When fi rst starting your group-piano studio, marketing will be crucial. You will want 

to explore numerous ways of  advertising and letting potential students know that you 

are off ering classes. Furthermore, the marketing needs to occur as early as possible so 

you know whether a class can happen (and you will have time to make accommoda-

tions for students who have registered if  the class does not have adequate enrollment). 

While one type of  marketing may be more eff ective than others in your particular 

community, you will want to get the word out using several diff erent venues. The 

timing of  advertising may vary slightly depending on the venue. 

 Advertising in neighborhood newsletters or newspapers during the summer months 

can be effective, whereas these sorts of  print ads may be less cost-effective during the 
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school year. You will want to be sure that your upcoming class schedule is promi-

nently featured on your studio web site. Post flyers in music stores and other places in 

your community where future students congregate. Consider reaching out to school 

music teachers too, as parents sometimes ask for referrals. And be sure to let your 

local music teachers’ association colleagues know that you are offering group-piano 

classes. Some organizations have teacher-finder tools on their web sites, and many 

established teachers are delighted to refer parents to young colleagues who are just 

starting out and building studios. Some teachers set up information booths at local 

farmers’ markets or arts fairs, or offer short, free introductory classes to give students 

a sample of  what group piano is like. 

 Depending on where and how you advertise, you will need different materials 

(which all convey the essential information in different ways). For example, you may 

need trifold brochures for an arts fair, a camera-ready ad for a community newspa-

per, and business cards and a set of  materials for each student at a demonstration 

class. There will be a cost associated with purchasing booth space or ad space in 

newsletters. Keep track of  your expenditures and reassess your marketing strategies 

at least twice per year to ensure that you are making the most of  your marketing bud-

get. It can be difficult to know how effective your efforts are, so always ask students 

and parents who email or call with inquiries about classes how they found out about 

you. Knowing which methods are effective in your community can help you make 

future marketing decisions. Regardless, you will want to factor costs associated with 

advertising into your annual studio budget. Once your group-piano studio has been 

well established, your marketing may shift from actively pursuing new students to 

keeping the studio on the radar of  members of  your community. 

 Space in the Studio—Considerations 

 When deciding on how many students to accept into each class, teachers should con-

sider their ability to engage, supervise, and assess students at any given age. Teaching 

your best should take precedence over making money. Students and families who are 

pleased with their group-piano instruction will spread positive comments about your 

studio throughout the community. It is better to have smaller but well-taught classes 

at the beginning than larger classes of  students who do not learn much and who are 

not satisfi ed with their experience. Your reputation as an eff ective teacher is on the 

line. At the beginning, working with groups of  three or four students can be a good 

way to develop group-teaching skills. 

 Once you have discerned your comfort level with teaching groups of  students, 

the actual studio layout, equipment, and supplies you own will need to be taken 

into account when considering optimal enrollment. 1  In this regard, physical space 

in the studio and the layout of  the space should be of  primary concern. Consider 

movement activities and games in which the students will engage. While a single 
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acoustic piano can be used to teach small groups of  young students, they will need 

room to work safely with manipulatives and games. Too much space or clutter can 

also be a problem. I once taught general music in a large classroom shared with the 

art teacher. The many art supplies, brightly colored artwork, and tables provided 

too much stimulation for some students. So the careful placement of  room dividers, 

musical instruments, and games became critical for student engagement. 

 Even now, in my ideal studio, I use Mylar dots with students’ names to assign seat-

ing in our activity circle. Some teachers use carpet squares to help children know 

where their “spot” is. We use this floor space for many of  our movement explora-

tions, rhythm activities, and games. When students enter the room, I have only mate-

rials that I will use during each class available, and these are not always out and on 

display when students arrive. I find that if  they follow my cues, young children are 

very intrigued and stay focused as I create a Velcro staff  on the floor, for example. 

Thus, this does not necessarily need to be set out before class begins. 

 I have big baskets in my studio in which I keep the materials that we will need for 

each class. I also have smaller baskets and containers for student supplies such as pen-

cils, crayons, and writing materials so they can quickly and easily return everything to 

the proper place. The actual physical environment should be free of  clutter and be a 

safe space for everyone. I also ensure that students have a task for every minute of  the 

lesson. For example, you will need to consider how you will keep children focused on 

a task as they move from a floor activity to the piano. The more directly and quickly 

they can move from floor to piano, the more on task they are likely to remain. Thus, 

having a really large space is not always ideal. Ask yourself  what Goldilocks would 

want in a studio; given the size and age of  your group, how can you set up the space 

so that it is “just right” for optimal student learning? 

 Ancillary Materials 

 Books and Multiple Copies of Music 

 Most teachers do not ask students to purchase a lot of  extra materials beyond the 

method books and ensemble book each semester. But there are many times when 

supplemental materials will be needed when working with the group. It can be help-

ful to have multiple copies of  frequently used supplemental music or books available 

for each student during class. For example, I like to have enough copies of  sight-

reading and ensemble music for each student so we can work on these activities 

during class time. These are not items that I expect them to practice at home, so 

they do not need to purchase these. Rather, I have several copies of  each book that 

I can recycle from one semester to the next with many student groups. I have some 

resources specifi cally for adults, as I don’t like them to have to play from children’s 

materials (with pictures and childish writing). I have also created numerous exercises, 
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harmonization, and sight-reading examples of  my own over the years. I have these 

examples stored on my computer as Finale fi les but always have enough printed 

copies available for student use. If  single sheets, such as these, will get a lot of  use, I 

have them laminated or mounted on stiff  cardboard so they do not fl op around on 

the music stand, and they last for several years. Having fi ling cabinets or shelves 

where these materials can be easily accessed but stored out of  sight is important. I also 

have my sight-reading and harmonization creations fi led on my teaching computer 

and project those to monitors at each student keyboard when needed. 

 Games and Manipulatives 

 When working with groups of  beginning children, I have numerous games, fl ash-

cards, and items that can be reused with various groups or employed over several 

weeks with specifi c groups. At fi rst, I created many of  these items myself   (Athey & 

Hotchkiss, 1975; Harrington, 2008; Storms, 2001) . For example, large foam poster 

boards can be used to create stock game boards for Jeopardy or tic-tac-toe, and 

index cards can be used to create questions sets for various concepts or age groups. 

This is cost-eff ective, and it ensures that every activity meets the specifi c needs of  my 

students, my teaching preferences, and my individual curriculum. Again, laminate 

anything (such as game pieces or cards) that will be handled by many students to 

increase the longevity of  these manipulatives. 

 Having various rhythm instruments and a set of  resonator bells can be an asset 

when working with young children. Individual 9 × 12 magnetic/dry-erase white-

boards (which have the grand staff  on one side and space for rhythm work on the 

other) can be used during group classes, too. Some teachers have just one of  these 

boards, and students take turns using it to solve problems, while other teachers 

like each student in the class to have their own board. Commercial versions of  

these boards range anywhere from $6 to $25. As the quality of  these products may 

vary, consider the frequency with which you will use these objects, as you may need 

them to stand up to a lot of  use. I have found that purchasing high-quality equip-

ment and materials pays off  in the long run when I do not have to replace them. 

 See Music in Motion or Keys to Imagination web sites to purchase high-quality 

materials.  

 Large-scale floor keyboards and staves with plastic musical alphabet letters and 

dots for notes are also a must in classes for young children. There are several differ-

ent brands available for purchase, some that are made from cloth and others made 

from vinyl. Both of  these materials enable regular cleaning, which is recommended 

so that your studio does not become an incubator for germs. Having a large dry-erase 

board with staff  lines is also important when teaching groups. Some teachers begin 

by making their own chalk boards with special paint created for that purpose until 

they can afford to purchase a commercial-grade board. Other teachers use software 
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that allows them to show staves and keyboards, but a projector or large screen/moni-

tor will be necessary for display. When first starting out, I suggest that teachers keep 

a “wish list” of  potential teaching aids and prioritize those wishes based on necessity. 

Then each semester, part of  the student registration or studio fee can be put toward 

building the library of  teaching tools, games, books, and manipulatives that will be 

enjoyed by all students. 

 Pedagogy in Action 

 1. Imagine that you are going to offer three group-piano classes in your studio next 

semester. Think about which classes (age, level, etc.) you will offer and when you 

will schedule each. Create a chart that shows when these classes will be offered. 

Next, create a multipronged marketing strategy. List at least three different ways 

you will get information about your classes out to the surrounding community. Be 

sure to list the budget for each of  these, the materials that will be necessary, and 

a timeline for effective marketing with each strategy. Create a set of  marketing 

materials for at least one of  these venues (i.e., camera-ready ad, brochure, web 

site content, etc.). 

 2. Share your schedules and marketing materials and strategies with your peers and 

discuss what is effective and what might be less effective. Make any necessary 

changes to your materials based on your group reflections. 

 3. Create a wish list of  materials you would like to have in your ideal studio. Check 

local music stores and online music educator sites for prices and include these in 

your wish list. Then think about your teaching needs (or anticipated needs) and 

prioritize your list for future purchases. 

 4. Identify a specific group class or age group that you are teaching and create a 

game you can use for several weeks with that specific class. (Reminder: there are 

more ideas about games in  Chapter 9 , or refer to the reference list at the end of  

this chapter.) 

 Note 

 1 See Chapter 15 for discussion about music technology and equipment for the group-piano 

studio. 
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 Objectives 

 By the end of  this chapter, you will know about basic technology and software that 

can be useful in the group-piano setting. You will have thought about how to bud-

get for technological purchases and maintenance and know how to keep abreast of  

changes in educational music technology. 

 Introduction 

 When group-piano teaching began in public schools in the 1930s and ’40s, the class-

rooms equipped with MIDI technology and digital pianos that have become ubiq-

uitous with group-piano labs in the 21st century were not available. I remember 

in graduate school in the 1990s watching video of  Frances Clark and Louis Goss 

teaching group piano at the New School for Music Study, where students rehearsed 

new techniques at desks using plastic silent keyboards and then gathered around an 

acoustic grand piano to take turns trying out the fi nger patterns and music. Even a 

few years ago, I observed one of  the best group-piano teachers that I have ever seen 

teaching a group of  beginning 6-year-olds using mostly a single grand piano. 

 Although outstanding group-piano teachers can design innovative, creative, and 

stimulating educational experiences in almost any setting, and some individual stu-

dio teachers avail of  technology, we are likely to find more technology used in the 

group-piano studio than in many private studios. However, before deciding on which 

technological components you will purchase, lease, and integrate into your group 

classes, remember to consider the educational benefits or drawbacks. Technology 

can be a powerful learning tool in group-piano instruction and learning. But it should 

not be used for its own sake. Rather, it should only be employed if  the teacher can 

clearly articulate the benefits for the students of  integrating technology into the cur-

riculum. A digital keyboard lab permits students to collaborate with one another if  

used properly. Other technology may promote interaction, but for some students, it 

may be superfluous or even distract from the learning. In this chapter, we will look 

at technology that many group-piano instructors use and discuss ways teachers can 

keep abreast of  a medium that changes quickly. 

 15 
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 Basic Technology 

 Digital and Electronic Pianos 

 I consider the modern acoustic piano, with hundreds of  intricate moving parts, 

to be a technological wonder. However, it may not be the fi rst instrument that 

comes to mind when we think about group-piano teaching. Consider the piano 

lab, where students can work on digital pianos, individually or in small groups, 

using headphones. In such a piano lab, there are some basic components to the 

setup. These include digital pianos for students and the teacher, MIDI technol-

ogy, and recording devices. There will be student keyboards—anywhere from 2 to 

6 keyboards in an independent studio and somewhere around 16 in a university or 

community school piano lab. The student keyboards should be touch sensitive so 

that proper technique, dynamics, and musical nuance can be pursued and assessed 

during classes. There is a teaching console, which consists of  a digital piano for the 

teacher, and a controller. Most digital pianos today have onboard MIDI sequenc-

ers, players, and rhythm machines. In older labs, or with less sophisticated key-

boards, the teaching station may have separate MIDI player and drum machine 

components. Including a controller in the setup allows students to work together 

in small groups or pairs over headphones without disturbing other groups. The 

MIDI player allows the teacher to play MIDI accompaniments or rhythm tracks 

at varying speeds as the students play. If  everyone is working over headphones, the 

teacher can also confi gure the sound so that each student can hear himself  and 

the teacher. This provides students with critical feedback as they compare their 

playing to the teacher’s model without having to play aloud with the entire group. 

One additional benefi t of  using digital pianos is that students can experiment with 

diff erent instrumental sounds, textures, and timbres. Even though students enjoy 

playing with these, I fi nd that specifi c instrumental sounds can help students hear 

articulation more accurately and improve. For example, a woodwind instrument, 

whose tone does not decay as quickly as that of  a piano, can help students to hear 

slurs, legato, and staccato and adjust technique accordingly. Choosing appropriate 

instrumental settings also makes the experience of  playing high-quality keyboard 

ensemble music more musically satisfying and fulfi lling for both performers and 

audience members. 

 Current digital pianos permit students to record their playing and listen to it, which 

can help with self-evaluation. Students can create and record their own compositions 

through simple one-button recordings or by setting down more sophisticated layers 

of  MIDI tracks. Recall that MIDI stands for musical instrument digital interface, and 

it allows various instruments and computers to communicate with each other across 

platforms. When stored, standard MIDI files take up relatively little space, making 

them convenient for file sharing among musicians, educators, and publishers. Most 

group-piano texts and many individual methods come with MIDI accompaniment 
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files (often available through an online app) that students can play along with at the 

tempo of  their choosing. 

 Group-piano teachers find that MIDI accompaniments can be useful for motivat-

ing students, for filling out simple-sounding elementary pieces, and for developing 

a sense of  pulse and rhythmic continuity in students’ playing. Thus, many teachers 

who do not teach in digital keyboard labs have at least one instrument in the studio 

capable of  MIDI playback. Another option for teachers who have electronic key-

boards without onboard sequencers is to import and playback MIDI files using the 

Home Concert Xtreme computer program (available for less than $100 from www.

timewarptech.com). MIDI files are displayed on a score on the computer screen, 

but more importantly for group teaching, the tempo of  the audio can be adjusted to 

match student needs. 

 Computers and Audio and Visual Aids 

 Audio and video recorders and playback devices can also be assets when teaching 

group piano. Not long ago, this meant investing in expensive equipment. Today, even 

students have recording devices in their pockets. If  teachers use mobile phones, com-

puters, or tablets for recording purposes, they may wish to have a good-quality Blue-

tooth speaker in the room so students hear high-quality audio. Some teachers like 

to have a computer/tablet station (or two) that students can use to work on theory, 

aural skills, sight reading, and other skills using online apps or specialized software. 

In a group setting, it is important for students to work collaboratively. This should 

be taken into consideration before teachers purchase computer stations. Often there 

are relatively inexpensive apps or other types of  nonvirtual games that can be just as 

engaging, educational, and more conducive to group interaction. 

 In college-level classes, I have found that having a computer and a Smartboard or 

an ELMO document camera connected to a data projector at the teaching station is 

beneficial. This allows me to project important visual information, preview and mark 

scores, and conduct any number of  teaching activities from the front of  the room. 

I keep extra manuscript paper on hand to project notation, making the whiteboard 

obsolete. Similar visual technology is useful in K–12 piano labs. Smartboards and 

data projectors are commonplace in many schools, and some school districts have 

special funds for teaching technology. 

 For the majority of  teachers who run independent studios or work in community 

schools or in music stores, Smartboards, ELMOs, and data projectors are not eco-

nomically feasible. Because having large-scale visuals of  the keyboard and grand staff  

is so valuable when teaching, savvy teachers have created reasonably priced software 

that can be used in place of  Visualizers and data projectors. As previously noted, 

Timewarp Technology (www.timewarptech.com) has several software programs that 

are Mac or PC compatible and work well in the group-piano lab. Classroom Maestro 

http://www.timewarptech.com
http://www.timewarptech.com
http://www.timewarptech.com
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retails for under US$70. It runs on a computer, connected to a MIDI keyboard using 

a USB-MIDI cable, and shows the keyboard and notes on the staff  as they are being 

played. See  Figure 15.1  for a screen shot of  Classroom Maestro. The display, which 

is a virtual whiteboard, can be used to show single notes, scales, chords, progressions, 

even hand positions on the keyboard. In college classes, teachers project the display 

from a data projector. Many independent studio teachers connect their computer 

to a large-screen television display to project the images. This is much more cost-

effective than purchasing a data projector, and it works quite well.   

 Finally, for both adult and children’s classes, I believe that having an acoustic piano 

in the lab is essential. Even though digital piano technology has improved dramati-

cally and there are many benefits to using it for the majority of  class, students need 

the opportunity to perform for each other on an acoustic instrument. 

 Additional Technology to Enhance the Learning Experience 

 While not required, many college-level group-piano teachers have individual com-

puters and monitors at each student piano, essentially creating individual student 

learning stations. Some instructors use online or e-books or practice apps in their 

classes, where students work on materials over the Internet via each computer. One 

  Figure 15.1  Screenshot of  Classroom Maestro Intelligent Music Display Software 
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such set of  multimedia materials that features online video tutorials, audio fi les, exer-

cises, fl ash cards, printed drills, and assignments to develop keyboard skills is eNova-

tive Piano (www.enovativepiano.com). Other teachers who work in labs where each 

student has a computer and keyboard at her station post lessons and assignments for 

students in individual folders on each computer desktop. Some even use programs 

or apps that monitor individual student achievement throughout the class or during 

extra lab time. Practice apps that are commonly used in the group-piano setting 

(especially for individual lab time) include Piano Marvel and Piano Maestro. 

 As you can imagine, there are benefits to students being able to work and learn in 

such a personalized environment. The caveat with respect to these types of  lab setups 

is simply that there is the risk of  the class becoming individual lab time rather than a 

collaborative group-learning and music-making experience. Having individual com-

puters at each student station is also expensive. In my university lab, I have individual 

video monitors daisy-chained from my teaching-station computer to each student 

keyboard. I use the monitors to provide supplementary materials for students to work 

on together during class, such as sight-reading examples or flashes, harmonization 

examples, score-reading exercises, and other musical materials as needed. This saves 

me from having to purchase extra copies of  materials and provides me with freedom 

to adapt my teaching to the needs of  specific classes. 

 Many K–12 and independent studio group-piano teachers will want to incorpo-

rate creative and compositional activities into the curriculum. Individual student 

computer/electronic keyboard stations with sequencing, MIDI, and music-notation 

programs can be a real asset in such group-piano environments. For sugges-

tions on technology and activities that can be used in K–12 piano labs, Barbara 

Freedman’s (2013) book contains numerous suggestions and solutions. Indepen-

dent teachers often find resources and suggestions from other teachers within their 

communities or states. Some teachers find that they can use multiple digital pianos 

for the majority of  the instructional time and only need one computer with nota-

tion software that can be shared by all students during the final stages of  each 

compositional activity. 

 Keeping Up with Technological Change 

 We live during an exciting time when technology has become integrated into our 

lives so fully that it ceases to be novel. This is particularly true for our younger stu-

dents. For teachers who make the investment of  education, time, and money to set 

up a digital piano lab in their studios, it can be easy to get comfortable with the 

technology we use daily and not keep up with emerging trends. I am not suggesting 

that we need to become early adopters, adding another technological element every 

time something new is released. However, even top-of-the-line technology will age 

and need upgrading. And we need to be aware of  trends and advances in our fi eld. 

http://www.enovativepiano.com
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This way, when we must upgrade or require a new program to enhance the learning 

experience, we will know what we need and how much it will cost. 

 The piano magazine  Keyboard Companion  and journal  American Music Teacher  both 

feature short, regular technology columns written by leaders in the field of  piano 

pedagogy and technology. As technology becomes increasingly important in day-to-

day life and educational settings, these periodicals often feature full-length articles on 

practical applications of  music technology for piano teachers. Since both of  these 

are recommended reading for all piano teachers, these columns can serve to keep us 

aware of  important innovations and educational uses of  music technology. 

 The more scholarly  Journal of  Music, Technology & Education  features research arti-

cles by educators from around the world who are integrating technology in both 

classroom and private-lesson settings, and the  MTNA e-Journal , while not specifically 

geared toward technology, often publishes articles related to technology and group-

piano teaching. Many independent teachers find blogs and online teacher groups 

to be useful sources of  information on technology that can be used in group-piano. 

While new sites come online from time to time, at the time of  this writing, there 

are many popular and useful groups that are curated by educators and technol-

ogy enthusiasts. The September/October 2016 volume of   Keyboard Companion , for 

example, included a brief  article that evaluated 25 teacher Facebook groups (Haxo, 

Huston, Reinhardt, & Thickstun, 2016). 

 Finally, pedagogy-related conferences such as the Music Teachers National Asso-

ciation national and state conferences, the National Conference on Keyboard Peda-

gogy, and the Group Piano—Piano Pedagogy (GP3) Forum regularly feature sessions 

(if  not entire day-long workshops or preconference sessions) on technology that can 

be used in teaching group piano. While attending these conferences takes an invest-

ment of  time and money, the expenses are often tax deductible, and the professional 

development experience will enhance your teaching, the effective use of  technology 

in your classes, and your students’ learning outcomes. I recommend making a com-

mitment to attend one or several of  these conferences regularly. 

 Pedagogy in Action 

 1. Research equipment you would need for a six-student electronic piano lab. Visit 

your local music store or piano retailer and explore technology web sites. Com-

pare prices for several types of  digital pianos you could use (remember to think 

about the type of  teaching console you would like and cables and controller 

systems that will be needed to connect the keyboards together.) Consider if  you 

will use software such as Classroom Maestro or online books and tutorials in your 

studio. Create a master list of  the technology you envision needing, along with a 

price list. Write a detailed plan for how you will purchase or lease and upgrade 

essential equipment. 
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 2. Make arrangements to visit a piano lab at a local college, music store, or inde-

pendent studio and meet with the teacher. Observe a class, if  possible, to see how 

the teacher uses the technology throughout the class. Then interview the teacher 

about which technology he or she uses regularly and regards as critical for effec-

tive group teaching. Write a summary exploring what you have discovered and 

explain how this field trip has affected your technology wish list for your own 

group teaching. 

 3. Find three articles or columns about teaching technology in any of  the journals 

referenced in this chapter. Summarize each article and note which journal or 

magazine you think will help you keep abreast of  technological change. 

 4. Spend time investigating the National Conference on Keyboard Pedagogy and 

the MTNA National Conference technology offerings. Using conference web 

sites, conference proceedings, and affiliated journals from the past few years, 

explore technology offerings and sessions at national music conference pro-

grams. Decide which conference would be most beneficial for your professional 

development in terms of  using technology effectively, look into expenses associ-

ated with that conference (registration fee, airfare/transportation, hotel, meals, 

etc.), and create a travel budget. Remember, some preconference workshops, 

in which day-long technology sessions are offered, require an additional reg-

istration fee. Describe how you could budget to make conference attendance 

possible. 

 References and Teacher Resources 

 Books and Articles 

 Be aware that these become quickly outdated with technological advances, but they 

can provide good educational overviews of  how to incorporate technology in the 

group-piano or computer lab. 

 Freedman, B. (2013).  Teaching Music through Composition: A Curriculum Using Technology . New 

York: Oxford University Press. 

 Haxo, C., Huston, A., Reinhardt, J. L., & Thickstun, K. (2016). Problem Solved! Seeking 

Solutions Online: Facebook Groups for Teachers.  Keyboard Companion ,  8 (5), 46–49. 

 Journals 

  American Music Teacher  (peer-reviewed journal published 6 times/year by MTNA). 

  Clavier Companion  (piano magazine published 6 times/year by Frances Clark Center for Key-

board Pedagogy). 

  Journal of  Music, Technology & Education  (peer-reviewed journal published 3 times/year by 

Intellect Books). 

  MTNA e-Journal  (peer-reviewed journal published 6 times/year by MTNA). 
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 Software and Online Teaching Tools 

 The following is only a sample of  programs and apps on the market. These are used 

extensively by teachers at the time of  this writing and have received good reviews 

from educators. 

 Classroom Maestro & Home Concert Xtreme www.timewarptech.com 

 eNovative Piano online multimedia resource www.enovativepiano.com 

 Piano Maestro (assessment/practice software) www.joytunes.com 

 Piano Marvel (assessment software) www.pianomarvel.com 

 Professional-Development Teacher Conferences 

 Music Teachers National Association (holds national conference annually, sponsors the GP3 

Forum in even-numbered years, and an annual collegiate symposium): www.mtna.org 

 National Conference on Keyboard Pedagogy (meets every other year, in odd-numbered 

years) and is sponsored by the Frances Clark Center for Keyboard Pedagogy: www.

keyboardpedagogy.org 

http://www.timewarptech.com
http://www.enovativepiano.com
http://www.joytunes.com
http://www.pianomarvel.com
http://www.mtna.org
http://www.keyboardpedagogy.org
http://www.keyboardpedagogy.org
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Performer Name: _____________________ Date: _____________________

Your Name:  _____________________

   1. Circle the  tempo  of  the piece. 

 Fast  Slow

    2. Circle the  dynamic  at the  beginning . 

 Loud    Soft

  

  3. Did the piece start  high  or  low ? 

High   Low

 Appendix A.1 

 STUDENT PERFORMANCE 
EVALUATION SHEET 

 Young Beginners 
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    4. Circle the  dynamic  at the  end . 

   Loud        Soft

    5. Was the piece  staccato  or  legato ? 

   Staccato   Legato
 

   6. How was the  bow ? 
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 Performer Name: _____________________ Date: _____________________

Your Name:  _____________________

  Read the Questions and Circle What You Heard! 

 1. What was the  tempo  of  the piece? 

 Slow    Moderate    Fast 

 2. What was the  dynamic  at the  beginning ? 

 p    mp    mf     f  

 3. Did the piece start  high  or  low ? 

 4. What was the  dynamic  at the  end ? 

 p    mp    mf     f  

 5. Was the piece  staccato  or  legato ? 

 6. How was the  bow  at the end of  the piece? 

 Keep Working!    Fantastic! 

   Appendix A.2 

 STUDENT PERFORMANCE 
EVALUATION SHEET 

 Average-Age Beginners 

© 2017, Dynamic Group-Piano Teaching, Taylor & Francis



204

 Performer Name: _____________________ Date: _____________________

Composer Name & Title of  Composition:  _____________________

Your Name:  _____________________

  1. Describe the character or mood conveyed by the performer. If  it changed during 

the piece, list each change. 

 2. Was there a melody throughout? If  so, which hand was it in? Did the performer 

project the melody? 

 3. If  there was no melody, what was the main feature of  the piece? (Arpeggios? 

Chord progression? Other?) Describe this feature and how the performer brought 

it out. 

 4. Were there any sudden dynamic changes? Where did they occur? 

 5. Did the performer use pedals? 

 6. Describe the best thing about this performance. 

 7. If  you have a tip for the performer, list it here (remember to use positive 

statements). 

 Appendix A.3 

 STUDENT PERFORMANCE 
EVALUATION SHEET 

 Late-Elementary and Intermediate Students 

© 2017, Dynamic Group-Piano Teaching, Taylor & Francis



205

 Appendix B 

 RESOURCES FOR PIANO CAMPS 

 Books and Methods for Children’s Beginning and Elementary 
Levels—Ideal for Camps 

 •  Alfred’s Basic Group Piano Course , Books 1–4 (Alfred Music) 1  

 •  Piano Camp , Books Primer–4 by June C. Montgomery (Alfred Music) 

 Ensemble Music for Electronic Keyboards 

 •  Alfred Basic Piano Library Ensemble , Books 1, 2, and 3; complete Book 2 and 3 also 

available (Alfred Music) 

 •  Alfred Basic Piano Library Christmas Ensemble , Books 1, 2, and 3 (Alfred Music) 

 •  Hal Leonard Student Piano Library Piano Ensembles , Books 1–5 (Hal Leonard) 

 •  Hal Leonard Piano Library Christmas Piano Ensembles , Books 1–5 (Hal Leonard) 

 •  Ogilvy Music Ensembles  by Jim & Susan Ogilvy and others (www.sospace.com) 

 Games, Creativity, Improvisation, and Activity Pages for Groups 

 •  Creative Chords: Keyboard Improvisation Method , Books 1 and 2 by Bradley Sowash 

(Kjos) 

 •  Creative Composition Tool Box , Books 1–6 by Wynn-Anne Rossi (Alfred Music) 

 • Evaluation Pages for Peer Performances ( Appendix A ) 

 • Keys to Imagination web site for Music Educator’s Marketplace and other mate-

rials (www.keystoimagination.com) 

 •  Meet the Great Composers , Books 1 and 2 by June Montgomery & Maurice Hinson 

(Alfred Music) 

 • Music in Motion web site for various teaching products (www.musicmotion.com) 

Especially useful resources: 

 • Keys to Music Activity Kit (floor keyboard, beanbags, musical alphabet) 

 • King Keyboard and Music’s My Bag (floor keyboard and grand staff  with 

accessories) 

 • Re-Markable Staff  Boards 

 • Color Dots Spot Markers 

© 2017, Dynamic Group-Piano Teaching, Taylor & Francis
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 • Step Bells and Rhythm Instruments 

 • Games for Groups (Velcro KidsPlay name-a-note and symbol games, mag-

netic boards and games, cubes/dice, etc.) 

 • Music history DVDs 

 • Studio posters, flashcards, and so forth 

 • Scarves for movement 

 •  Music MasterMINDS: The Ultimate Cross-Curricular Connection of  Music Puzzles and 

Games  by Cheryl Lavender (Hal Leonard) 

 •  My Own Music History  by Karen Koch (Music Educator’s Market Place/Keys to 

Imagination) 

 •  Pattern Play,  Books 1–6 by Forrest Kinney (Fredrick Harris Music Company, Ltd.) 

 •  Piano Bridges , Books 1 and 2 by Meg Gray (Alfred Music) 

 •  Piano Teacher’s Resource Kit  by Karen Harrington (Hal Leonard) 

 •  The World at Your Fingertips , Books 1 and 2 by Deborah Brener & Tom Gerou 

(Alfred Music) 

 • Three Cranky Women games, over 20 games of  various types, concepts, and 

levels (Kjos Music) 

 •  Tic-Tac-Toe Music Games  by Karen Harrington (Hal Leonard) 

 •  World Gems: International Folksongs for Piano Ensembles  by Amy O’Grady (Hal Leonard) 

 Books on Games 

 •  101 Music Games for Children  by Jerry Storms (Publishers Group West) 

 •  101 More Music Games for Children  by Jerry Storms (Publishers Group West) 

 •  A Galaxy of  Games for the Music Class  by Margaret Athey & Gwen Hotchkiss (Parker 

Publishing Company) 

 Note 

 1 There are annotated references for many of  these resources in Chapter 9. 
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Name: _____________________ Date: _____________________   

 1. I prefer to work with classmates when working on new material in class. 

 ___ Yes   ___ No 

  2. When working with others on new material in piano class (sight reading, har-

monization, transposition, improvisation), I prefer to think through the theory 

behind the material before or as I am working on the material. 

 ___ Yes   ___ No 

  3. When working with others on new material in piano class (sight reading, harmo-

nization, transposition, improvisation), I prefer to play on the keyboard as I am 

working on the material. 

 ___ Yes   ___ No  

 4. When working with others on new material in piano class (sight reading, harmo-

nization, transposition, improvisation), I prefer to play on the keyboard  and  use 

my ear as I am working on the material. 

 ___ Yes   ___ No 

  5. I prefer to work on my own when working on new material in class. 

 ___ Yes   ___ No 

  6. When working on new material on my own in piano class (sight reading, har-

monization, transposition, improvisation), I prefer to think through the theory 

behind the material before or as I am working on the material. 

 ___ Yes   ___ No  

 7. When working on new material on my own in piano class (sight reading, harmo-

nization, transposition, improvisation), I prefer to play on the keyboard as I am 

working on the material. 

 ___ Yes   ___ No 

 Appendix C.1 

 GROUP-PIANO LEARNING STYLE 
PREFERENCE SURVEY 
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  8. When working on new material on my own in piano class (sight reading, harmo-

nization, transposition, improvisation), I prefer to play on the keyboard  and  use 

my ear as I am working on the material. 

 ___ Yes   ___ No 

 

 9. When working on new material in piano class, I may not always be able to explain 

what I am doing, but I know when something sounds correct. I enjoy brainstorm-

ing at the piano with peers. 

 ___ Yes   ___ No 

 10. When working on new material in piano class, I prefer to brainstorm with peers, 

trying lots of  different options, but I like to think about the best solution from our 

options. 

 ___ Yes   ___ No 

 11. I prefer to know the goals for the in-class exercise, figure out the needed steps and 

required technique, and then work through it on my own. 

 ___ Yes   ___ No 

 12. I prefer to know the goals for the in-class exercise, then work with a partner or 

group and experiment with ways to complete it. 

 ___ Yes   ___ No 

 13. I am comfortable completing improvising activities in the textbook. 

 ___ Yes   ___ No 
 

14. I am not comfortable completing improvising activities in the textbook. 

 ___ Yes   ___ No 

 

15. Place an “x” next to one statement below that best describes you in piano class: 

 (a)   ___ I enjoy using imagination at the piano, I am comfortable trying differ-

ent solutions to problems while practicing, I enjoy brainstorming with others 

during class, and I can often see several ways to solve harmonization/impro-

visation problems. 

 (b)   ___ I enjoy using imagination at the piano, I do not need to understand why 

certain strategies work as long as they sound correct, I enjoy brainstorming 

with others during class, and I prefer to play through examples rather than 

thinking about them away from the keyboard. 

 (c)   ___ I enjoy trying (playing and hearing) different solutions to a problem while 

practicing, I prefer practicing alone to working with others during class, and 
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I can often see several different ways to solve harmonization/improvisation 

problems. 

 (d)   ___ I enjoy thinking through different solutions to a problem before practic-

ing, I prefer practicing alone to working with others during class, and I can 

often see several ways to solve harmonization/improvisation problems. 
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  Questions 1–4:  (likely comfortable with active experimentation at the piano) 

  You could have those who answer  yes  to #1 skip to question 5. Those who answer #2–4 will 

be Accommodators and Divergers.  

 #1: Accommodators and Divergers will answer  yes  to enjoying group work. 

 #2: Divergers (more likely); Assimilators may answer yes 

 #3: Accommodators (more likely); Convergers may answer yes 

 #4: Accommodators 

  Questions 5–8:  (likely comfortable with reflective observation before playing the 

piano) 

  You could have those who answer  yes  to #5 skip to question 9. Those who answer #6–8 will 

be Convergers and Assimilators.  

 #5: Convergers and Assimilators will answer  yes  to preferring thinking/observing 

and not necessarily relying on group work. 

 #6: Assimilators (more likely); Divergers could answer yes 

 #7: Convergers (more likely); Accommodators could answer yes 

 #8: Convergers 

  Questions 9–14:  If  the answer is  yes,  they are likely the type listed next to each 

question. 

 Question 9:  Accommodator 

 Question 10: Diverger 

 Question 11: Assimilator 

 Question 12: Converger 

 Question 13: Accommodators 

 Question 14: Divergers 

 Questions 3 and 7:   Convergers and Accommodators (enjoy active experimenta-

tion at the piano) 

 Questions 2 and 6:    Divergers and Assimilators (enjoy objective reflection before 

playing) 

 Appendix C.2 

 GROUP-PIANO LEARNING STYLE 
PREFERENCE—ANSWER KEY 1  

 For College-Aged and Adult Students 2  
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 Question 15: Self-Assessment of  Learning Style 

 (a) Diverger 

 (b) Accommodator 

 (c) Converger 

 (d) Assimilator 

 ( You may observe different reactions in class; however, this is a good place to start at the beginning 

of  the semester. ) 

 Notes 

 1 See Chapter 4 for ideas about how to pair these learners for specifi c group-piano activities. 

 2 Keith Golay (2003) off ers quick tools for teachers to assess the learning and temperament 

styles of  children. 
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Student Name: ______________________ Date: ______________________

Composer & Piece: ________________________________________________  

 ( Make notes for the student in the appropriate box. )  

Excellent Improving Needs Work

Technique

Pitches, Rhythms, & 

Continuity

Dynamics, 

Articulation, 

Expressive Markings

Musicality & 

Artistry

Other

 

 Appendix C.3 

 PERFORMANCE ASSESSMENT RUBRIC 

 Elementary and Intermediate Repertoire  
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  Name of  Method  

  Publisher  

  Book Levels   Price  

  Ancillary Materials   Price  

 For each book/level, complete the following: 

 Are the  Concepts  presented  Systematically  and  Spiraled ? ____ Yes ____ No 

 Comments 

 Is there  Ample Reinforcement  within the text? ____ Yes ____ No 

 Comments 

  Level/Book: __________    (You may wish to complete 1 evaluation per book/level.)  

  Overview of  concepts at each level:   

Reading Approach

Pitch & Interval/Reading Concepts

Rhythmic Concepts

Aural Skills

Sight Reading

Technique

Musicality

   Appendix D.1 

 GROUP PIANO METHOD EVALUATION 
TEMPLATE FOR CHILDREN’S BOOKS 
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Creativity

Theory

Supplementary Materials

Online Resources

   

  Strengths of  this Method:  

  Potential Weaknesses of  this Method:  

  Additional Comments and Notes:  
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  Title of  Book:  

  Authors:  

  Date of  Publication/Edition and Publisher:  

  Intended Audience for the Book  (i.e., music majors, college non-majors, leisure 

students, RMM, etc.): 

  Number of  Pages and Units of  Material  (this can help you discover if  there is 

enough material for one or more semesters): 

  Supplementary Material  (include online tutorials and additional books): 

  Recordings  (list whether CD only or MIDI or both; note musical features of  the 

recordings): 

  Teaching Aids  (i.e., instructor’s manual—note: you might find these online at the 

publisher’s web site): 

  Topics Addressed  (include SR, harmonization, transposition, improvisation, score 

reading, accompaniments, repertoire, and approximate level): 

  Strengths of  the Book:  

  Weaknesses of  the Book:  

  Other:  

 Appendix D.2 

 GROUP PIANO METHOD EVALUATION 
TEMPLATE FOR ADULT BOOKS 

© 2017, Dynamic Group-Piano Teaching, Taylor & Francis



216

Children’s Class

Level/age of  students in group-
piano class: _______________

Length of  Class: ________________

Number of  students in class: _________ Teacher: _______________________

Books used: ____________________

    List activities covered and number of  minutes spent on each segment (i.e., SR, 

harmonization, etc.) 

Activity: Time: Interesting teaching techniques:

 

   How did the teacher keep all students attentive throughout the class? 

 If  students got off  task at any time, how did the teacher direct them back toward the 

group activity? 

 How did the teacher address different personality styles of  the learners in the class? 

 Additional materials (books, materials, sound accompaniments, collaborative learn-

ing, games, etc.) 

 Could you discern clear learning objectives? If  not, how could these have been clearer? 

 Please use this page for any additional notes, thoughts, significant teaching strategies 

you observed, or techniques you’d like to remember for future reference. 

 

Name of  observer: ______________________ Date: ______________________

 

 Appendix E.1 

 GROUP-PIANO OBSERVATION FORM 

 Children’s Classes 
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Check one: __ College Music Majors __ College Non-Majors __  Leisure/
RMM

Level of  group-piano class: _______ Instructor: _____________________

Number of  students in class: ____ Text used: ______________________

   List activities covered and number of  minutes spent on each segment (i.e., SR, 

harmonization, etc.)  

Activity: Time: Interesting teaching techniques:

 Note any special strategies the instructor used to address various types of  learners in 

the class. 

 Additional materials (books, overhead materials, sound accompaniments, collabora-

tive learning, etc.) 

 Could you discern clear learning objectives? If  not, how could these have been clearer?

 

 Please use this page for any additional notes, thoughts, significant teaching strategies 

you observed, or techniques you’d like to remember for future reference. 

 Appendix E.2 

 GROUP-PIANO OBSERVATION FORM 

 Adult Classes 
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Check one: __ College Music Majors __ College Non-Majors __  Leisure/
RMM

__ Children’s Class __ Age __ Level

Number of  students in class: Instructor: 

 

  The purpose of  this observation of  an eff ective group-piano teacher is to note how the teacher commu-

nicates with the students, how he/she relates to all students in the group, how he/she engages students 

throughout the class, and how students work together and communicate with each other.  

 1. How did the teacher greet the students upon entering the class? Did there seem 

to be a routine at the beginning of  class that prepared the students for piano? 

 2. How did the teacher include quieter learners throughout the class? 

 3. How did the teacher keep more vocal students from dominating class discussions 

and activities? 

 4. How did the students respond to one another when working collaboratively on 

projects, activities, and musical performance? Did the teacher do anything to 

facilitate these interactions? 

 5. Did the teacher seem to design the class to appeal to different learning styles and 

different modes of  learning and to reinforce concepts through varying activities? 

If  so, be specific about what appeared to work well. 

 6. List the ways students worked collaboratively (in large or small groups) during the 

class. What skill, concept, or technique did they reinforce or develop as a result 

of  the group work? 

   Appendix E.3 

 GROUP-PIANO OBSERVATION FORM 

 Interpersonal Communication of  Effective Teachers 
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OBSERVATION FORM: COMMUNICATION

 7. Check the types of  teaching and learning that you observed and note below how 

engaged students were for each. 

 ___ Lecture-Type Explanations ___ Discovery Questions 

 ___ Guided Discovery Activities ___ Student Assessment of  Playing 

 ___ Student Demonstration of  Concepts ___  Visual Contact (Between Teacher 

and Students) 

 ___ Interaction with Peers through Music ___  Student–Teacher Interaction 

through Music 

 8. Note any other observations worthy of  mention, especially skills you would like 

to develop as a group-piano teacher. 

 Name of  observer: ______________________ Date: ______________________
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Name:   Date: 

_____ Adults ______ Children _____ Level of  Group _____ Approximate Ages

 Specific Teaching Assignment 

 1. As you observe, keep a list of  all lesson activities and note beginning and ending 

times. You will want to list these in several columns. Be sure to be specific (i.e., 

teacher explains sharps—timing; student finds and plays sharps—timing; name 

of  piece that uses sharp concept—timing). This chart should give you play-by-

play notes of  what happened at the lesson. 

 2. Looking at your chart, describe the strengths and weaknesses of  your pacing. 

 3. Compare the overall amount of  time that you spent talking and the overall time 

that the students spent playing. Discuss positive and negative implications or 

other concerns you have after comparing these times. 

 4. Discuss strengths and weaknesses of  your concept and skill sequencing through-

out the lesson. 

 5. Describe creative activities you included during the lesson and how they appeared 

to benefit the students or group. 

 6. Describe how effectively you integrated discovery learning into the lesson. 

 Appendix E.4 

 GROUP-PIANO TEACHING VIDEO SELF-
ASSESSMENT FORM 1 
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 Appendix E.5 

 GROUP-PIANO TEACHING VIDEO 
SELF-ASSESSMENT FORM 2 

 

Name:   Date: 

_____ Adults _____ Children ___ Level of  Group ___ Approximate Ages

   Specific Teaching Assignment 

Since space is limited, answer the following questions on a separate page.

 1. As you observe, keep a list of  all lesson activities and note beginning and ending 

times. This chart should give you play-by-play notes of  what happened at the 

lesson. Compare this chart with your lesson plan. In a paragraph, describe why 

you made alterations from your intended plan and how effective or ineffective 

these were and why. 

 2. Notice the students throughout the video. Were there specific times or activities 

in which they were inattentive or off  task? Speculate on why and describe how 

you will prevent the off-task behavior at the next class. 

 3. Were there any specific times when students demonstrated misunderstanding 

(through their questions, responses, or inability to complete tasks)? If  yes, list 

these and describe how you could have been clearer in your preparation or 

teaching. 

 4. During which activities did the students appear to be actively engaged? Speculate 

as to why (activity, time in the lesson, preparation, etc.) and describe how you 

could facilitate this kind of  engagement at other points during the class. 

 5. Did the students display improvement or mastery as a result of  the in-class activi-

ties? Reflect on why or why not. 
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APPENDIX E.5

 6. Did each in-class activity contribute to the students’ development of  a skill or 

concept? If  not, what would you leave out or alter to increase the educational 

value for the students? 

 7. List specific group or collaborative activities in which the students participated. 

 8. List three aspects of  your teaching you wish to improve. Give three concrete 

strategies you will employ for each. 
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