
88pianokeys.me
�

Leila J Viss

Move Off the Bench and Make More Income

Are you considering technology?

Music teachers are dipping their toes into today’s technology and 
some are even jumping in with both feet. Are you afraid that if you try, 
you might sink instead of swim? Are you hesitant about “getting wet” 
because it might result in failure and loss of precious income? 
Although I can’t blame you for being intimidated by today’s slick 
devices, it’s important to consider the ramifications of your decisions. 
In a nutshell: If you think you can’t afford it, it probably means you 
need it. Think about your answers to these questions.

What’s your bottom line? 

I assume that making a living, a good living is a priority. You need to 
eat, sleep, clothe yourself and provide for your family which means 
you must make money. If you are a music teacher, this means you 
need customers who hire you as a teacher. The best way to attract 
customers and to retain them is to set your studio apart.

What will set your studio apart?

Some teachers excel at leading competitive students towards a first place medal. 
Others hold preschool music classes, offer group instruction with a keyboard lab, focus 
on teaching improvisation and composition and the list goes on. Potential customers 
usually seek out those particular options if that is what they know they want.

For the most part, your customers will be of a casual nature—looking to add piano 
lessons into the mix of after school activities, but will have little idea of what type of 
instruction is best. Customers will shop around and since there may be a pool of 
suitable teachers from which to choose, it will be important for their interview with you to 
be unique. It means you may need to broaden your approach and create an identity that 
is markedly different from the other teachers in your area.

If you find yourself dozing at Suzy’s lesson or worried about how to help Jimmy with his 
note names, it’s good to have a stash of ideas to energize your teaching, connect with 
your students and ultimately help them make progress. A toolbox packed with innovative 
resources including an iPad and apps coupled with your enthusiasm will retain students. 
Strong student family retention means more referrals will come your way.  
Think of it as an equation.

http://88pianokeys.me
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A well-stocked tool box 
A plugged in teacher
A studio set apart 
_____________________
More students 
More income

Perhaps you understand the math but are still hesitant about that “plugged in teacher” 
element—integrating savvy tools like the iPad into your lessons. Most likely your 
hesitancy boils down to fear. 

What do you fear?

#1: Time

Fear
There’s already too much to fit in a lesson and no room to add anything more.

Solutions
• Add more time with an Off-Bench addition to your lessons (see below for details.)
• Save time by planning Off-Bench time with all-studio themes.

#2: Cost

Fear
Devices, apps and the appropriate accessories can add up.

Solutions
• Cut the cost of technology by purchasing a recent iPad model with at least 64G and 

no cellular and begin with free apps.
• Cover the cost of your new technology by a slight increase in your lesson rate. 

Within a year you will recoup the expense with extra to spare for more apps, another 
iPad and even out-side of the studio expenses.

http://88pianokeys.me
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#3: Space: 

Fear
A private studio space is tight and there’s usually not a spare room to use in the house.

Solutions
• Designate a small area for Off-Bench activities within your studio space.
• Keep the work area close by so you can keep an eye on the student on the bench as 

well as the one off the bench.

#4: Technology: 

Fear
The learning curve can be intimidating and frustrating.

Solutions
• Technology is becoming more intuitive and fewer steps are 

needed to succeed. The iPad and apps are simple compared 
to the days of computers, hard drives, and CD Roms.

• Your students are able and willing to help when you run stuck.

What is Off-Bench Time?

Off-Bench Time which I formerly called “Music Tech Time” or “Lab Time” in my studio, is 
a 15-30 minute session added to a private lesson or On-the-Bench Time.

Two students arrive together and while one works with me at the piano for 30 minutes, 
the other completes assignments on the iPad, worksheets or the computer. Then the 
two students switch.

Advancing high school students spend 45 minutes with me and 15 minutes reviewing 
concepts with iPad app drills, listening to repertoire or completing theory worksheets.

To learn more about how this works and how to begin integrating this format into your 
studio, make sure to secure your copy of my book,  The iPad Piano Studio. Find it at 
your local music dealer or order it here.

http://ipadpianostudio.com/
http://ipadpianostudio.com/
http://88pianokeys.me
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What are Some Ideas for Off-Bench Time?

Perhaps the solutions provided above have allowed your fears to subside? The Off-
Bench Time is the perfect opportunity to begin integrating even byte-sized portions of 
technology into your lesson format.  This means you’ll need to create Off-Bench plans. A 
simple way to design activities is to first decide on a studio theme that lasts around a 
month to 6 months—your choice. This will help you:
• Plan specific assignments
• Stay organized
• Generate studio unity
• Guarantee progress.

A studio theme can be simple or as complex as you prefer.

1. Bass Clef: Since this clef is the “stumper” for most, create various ways for students 
to brush up on bass clef note recognition and reading.

2. Rhythm: Isolate this essential element away from the bench with assignments that 
help students recognize note values, count, and read rhythms. Here’s my post about 
my theme Rhythm: Make It Count!

3. Baroque: Not many students will ask to play repertoire from this rich style period so 
creating assignments around this period will enlighten and inform young pianists of 
important music composed centuries ago. You’ll find I’m posting a series of posts 
about my “Baroque Bash” at 88pianokeys.me. Don’t miss them!

There’s just too much material and ideas to share so make it a 
habit to visit my site, 88pianokeys.me for a continual feed of 
Off-Bench themes, activities and how to use staple apps.

What Resources are There for Off-Bench Time?

Once a theme has been chosen, take stock of your present studio inventory. What books, 
websites, board games, flash cards, devices, apps, etc., do you own or have access to that 
could contribute to your Off-Bench assignments? 

How are These Resources Implemented? 
There are three ways to implement of Off-Bench possibilities.

#1 Zero Technology Required

http://88pianokeys.me
http://88pianokeys.me/fresh-ideas/rhythm-make-it-count/
http://88pianokeys.me
http://88pianokeys.me
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If you’d rather not fuss with any tech tools or when there’s a thunderstorm and a
potential power outage is looming, it’s good to have these assignment options.

1.    Assemble and decorate practice pouches. Visit here to learn more.

2.    Highlight dynamics and other details in a score. Yellow highlighters are part
       of my students’ practice pouches and are reserved for dynamics only.

3.    Select a YOYO piece. Gather a collection of pieces in various levels from
       your library and create a YOYO box. YOYO stands for You’re On Your Own.
       Students must choose one piece each week to master on their own and be
       ready to play it for you at the next lesson. They learn very quickly to choose 
       pieces at their level. This gathers terrific information as you can immediately see
       their level of reading skills. No, I do not keep track of who takes what book home.
       It’s on the honor system. 

4.    Read information about composers, style periods, the piano, etc. Most likely
       you have a few books that students could read and research facts about
       their own repertoire. Take a peak at the stash I collected for my Baroque Theme.

5.    Complete theory books and worksheets. Finally, these WILL be finished
       because you’ll be an eyewitness to the completion!

#2 Limited Technology Required

If you already have a computer in your studio, take advantage of these suggestions that
require only Wi-Fi and a computer but no other device.

Online Instruction
Music theory sites offer a great deal of instructional videos, drills and lessons for
and many are free.

MusicLearningCommunity http://www.musiclearningcommunity.com/
8notesTheory Lessons: http://www.8notes.com/theory/
MusicTheory.net https://www.musictheory.net/exercises
MusicTheoryVideos: http://www.musictheoryvideos.com/

Video Options
There are several ways to use the vast array of videos now available.

1. Feature a flipped classroom approach in which students watch a video
      explaining a concept before you discuss it in a lesson.

http://88pianokeys.me/studio-management/practice-pouch-turn-practice-into-progress/
http://88pianokeys.me/fresh-ideas/go-baroque-with-these-timely-resources/
http://www.8notes.com/theory/
https://www.musictheory.net/exercises
http://www.musictheoryvideos.com/
http://88pianokeys.me
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2.   Search YouTube and locate appropriate videos for your students to watch
      featuring repertoire they are currently studying. This will help them hear the
      entire landscape of a piece. Finding a number of performances of the same
      piece that they are presently working on will help your students broaden their
      listening and discernment skills.

3.  Correlate your on-bench lesson plans with Alfred’s Premiere Piano
     Course. The method series has an expansive library of tutorials to accompany
     their books. 

4.   Inspire your students with intrinsic motivation by assigning them to watch
      performances of world-class musicians. Stickers are extrinsic
      motivators that inspire students to practice because they want the award.
      Intrinsic motivation occurs when pianists achieve and move forward just
      because they want to succeed as they observe others doing. In addition,
      where else will your students watch and learn about the top performers in our
      industry beyond the pop stars that seem to pervade the mainstream? 

FREEBIE ALERT! I decided to take full advantage of YouTube by creating various
episodes at 88pianokeys.me. The series is called Get Inspired! and the current
episodes are mostly related to my studio themes. They are free for you and your

students to use and enjoy!

Video Links: Alfred Music https://www.youtube.com/user/
AlfredMusicPiano/playlists
MusicTheoryVideos: http://www.musictheoryvideos.com/
Get Inspired! Episodes: http://88pianokeys.me/get-inspired/

#3 Unlimited Technology 

If you’ve been collecting devices and apps for a while, Off-Bench Time is the
place to use them!

Apps for First Time iPad Owners
It’s overwhelming so here is a slim list of my top five, go-to apps. Wow, this was
hard. Catch me on another day and the list could change.

#1 Piano Maestro is a free iPad app for all verified teachers and their students. It
reinforces reading skills, assists teachers preparing homework between lessons and so
much more. To learn ALL about it, read the definitive text by Becky Tapia Laurent.
Here’s the link to her book http: www.amazon.com/dp/B015L98YN4

#2 Flashnote Derby helps students master pitch names on the grand
staff within a horse-race setting—thus the name! There are plenty of

http://88pianokeys.me/get-inspired/
http://www.musictheoryvideos.com/
http://www.amazon.com/dp/B015L98YN4
http://88pianokeys.me
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other note name apps that are suitable but this one is my personal
favorite because I find it simple to use and students like it. You can isolate drills
down to TWO pitch names and it’s SO much more fun for students than
flash cards. Here’s my review of Flashnote Derby.

#3 Tenuto is well-suited for review of early to upper level theory and ear training. With
the ability to customize exercises, this one covers just about every theory concept
and ear training drill you can imagine. Follow this link for my unique thoughts on
ear training which includes more info about Tenuto.

#4 Sproutbeat is the perfect substitute for worksheet hard copies and
neglected theory books. Sproutbeat has a growing library of colorful and diverse
worksheets that students can complete on the iPad–no paper needed and
relatively inexpensive. You’ll definitely need a stylus for this app. I recommend an
inexpensive stylus like this.

#5 ForScore allows your to download and read PDF’s of scores from the iPad.
You can organize and annotate the scores and with the help of a blue tooth
pedal, it will automatically turn pages for you. Visit here for one of a number of
posts that I’ve written about the app. 

#6 Bonus! Understanding Intervals is a free, interactive ebook that I wrote
specifically for my students. It is divided into sections that gradually increase in
complexity. Beginners to advancing students will find this book helpful in 
mastering the sound and look of intervals. Follow this link to get the book. You 
will need to download the iBooks app to enjoy this ideal tool for a flipped
classroom approach during Off-Bench Time.

Follow this link to read more about all of my favorite apps.

App Links
Piano Maestro https://www.joytunes.com/apps
Flashnote Derby http://flashnotederbyapp.com/
Tenuto http://www.musictheory.net/products/tenuto
Sproutbeat http://www.sproutbeat.com/
Forscore http://forscore.co/
iBooks http://www.apple.com/ibooks/

Thank you for inviting me to share ideas with you!  

Inspire your lessons plans, unlock your creativity and reboot your studio.  
Find me at 88pianokeys.me  
Contact me at lviss@me.com 

http://88pianokeys.me/studio-management/whats-a-top-app-for-building-note-recognition-skills/
http://88pianokeys.me/musings/music-apps-for-building-ear-skills/
http://www.amazon.com/Purple-Stylus-Universal-Screen-Capacitive/dp/B0075XYS4E/ref=sr_1_3?ie=UTF8&qid=1443817409&sr=8-3&keywords=stylus++pen
http://88pianokeys.me/music-technology/four-favorite-features-of-forscore/
http://88pianokeys.me/sign-up-for-free-resources/
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/ibooks/id364709193?mt=8
http://88pianokeys.me/music-technology/got-an-ipad-got-piano-students-now-what/
https://www.joytunes.com/apps
http://flashnotederbyapp.com/
http://www.musictheory.net/products/tenut
http://www.sproutbeat.com/
http://forscore.co/
http://www.apple.com/ibooks/
http://88pianokeys.me
mailto:lviss@me.com
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