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Not a hobby job 

 

On professionalism in private piano teaching 

A personal view 

 

The Oxford Piano Group, 29 October 2014 

 

 

I am delighted to be able to contribute to this important discussion and would like to 

thank Sally Cathcart for inviting me to speak. I would like to stress at the outset that 

the views expressed in this presentation are my personal thoughts on this subject 

based on my own experience and discussions with friends and colleagues both 

inside and outside the profession. I have incorporated the results of a recent survey I 

conducted – Perceptions of Independent Piano Teachers – and these results form 

the basis of my discussion. 

*** 

A few years ago, the mother of a (now former) student of mine said to me “You’re so 

lucky to be doing your hobby for your job”. I was very surprised by this comment, and 

also quite insulted, as I had never regarded my teaching nor my study of the piano as 

just a “hobby”. The word seemed to devalue all that I do and suggested a total lack of 

understanding of what was involved in the job of teaching this woman’s daughter how 

to play the piano well. Piano teaching is my main job, and one I take very seriously: it 

also happens to be something I enjoy. 

 

This perception that because you are doing something you love, it cannot possibly be 

a serious job, simply an enjoyable pastime, dogs the world of music teaching and the 

wider world of working in music generally. It seems that whatever one does in music, 

it's difficult to be regarded by some as a 'professional', and many of us are regularly 

asked what our “real” job is. Because we enjoy our work and (often) work from home, 

it is not perceived as “a proper job”, and as such, we are often undervalued, 

expected to work for low or no pay, and our job is regarded as some kind of eccentric 

hobby. Nevermind that many of us have undergone a long and specialist training, or 

have years of experience, long-standing students and an impressive track record of 

success. 
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Private piano teaching is unregulated. This means anyone can set up as a piano 

teacher and recruit a few students. Other professionals – doctors, lawyers, 

accountants for instance – have their own professional/regulatory bodies, with 

professional exams, code of ethics, and so forth, which lends proper accreditation 

and gravitas to their role. Piano teachers can opt to join professional organisations 

such as the European Piano Teachers’ Association (EPTA) or the Incorporated 

Society of Musicians (ISM), but membership is not compulsory and these bodies do 

not “regulate” per se, nor inspect individual members. Membership of these bodies is 

quite small: in addition, these organisations are not particularly well-known outside of 

the profession, which means that the general public, one’s clients and prospective 

clients, may not realise that there are credible professional organisations for piano 

teachers. 

 

Nor is there a minimum standard qualification for private piano teachers: there is a 

huge range of qualifications on offer, from diplomas in teaching or performance, to 

degrees in music from university or conservatoire, post-graduate diplomas and other 

qualifications, the EPTA Piano Teachers’ course, the CT ABRSM…….. but no single 

qualification which is, as yet, recognised as a standard. And again, in my experience, 

not many people outside the profession recognise nor know about these 

qualifications, except perhaps for a degree in music (one of my students calls my 

Licentiate Diploma my “Grade 20”).  

 

The issue of qualifications is ongoing: there are people both inside and outside the 

profession who believe that only those with a music degree or a conservatoire 

education are qualified or able to teach. This is all very well, but it’s important to note 

that not all conservatoires teach piano pedagogy as a separate subject: at the Royal 

Academy of Music, for example, students may opt to take the LRAM as part of their 

studies; at Trinity-Laban there is a dedicated optional course on piano pedagogy). 

Conservatoires may produce fine musicians, but a musician who cannot 

communicate with students is not necessarily going to cut it as a good teacher (aside 

from all the other aspects of running a teaching studio), despite high-quality music 

education.  
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From a personal point of view, I did not feel fully qualified to teach beyond about 

Grade 6 until I had completed my first Diploma. This may sound silly: the level of 

expertise required to complete a performance diploma is way, way above Grade 6, 

but I felt I needed that total immersion in difficult and wide-ranging repertoire, 

together with a deeper understanding of performance practice and stagecraft, and 

guidance from specialist teachers and mentors which was involved in my study for 

my first Diploma, to enable me to teach higher grades with authority and confidence.  

 

I've studied for further qualifications to enhance and enrich my teaching, to reflect on 

and evaluate my teaching skills, and to further my development as a pianist, rather 

than to have fancy certificates on display by the piano to make me look a “better” 

teacher. In addition to these qualifications, I have learnt “on the job” - by taking 

lessons myself, observing others being taught, attending courses and masterclasses, 

reading and studying new thinking in piano pedagogy, interacting with others in the 

profession, at all levels, including teachers  in conservatoire and professional 

musicians, and remaining constantly open-minded and receptive to new ideas. 

 

In reality, I have never been asked about my qualifications by a prospective student 

or parent of a student.  

 

*** 

 

As part of my preparation for this presentation, I ran a survey to examine perceptions 

of independent piano teachers. The responses were very interesting, in particular to 

the question “When you think of the typical private piano teacher, who teaches 
at home, what image immediately comes to mind?”.  

 

Here is a selection of responses: 

 

• Middle-aged, technologically-challenged, loving, patient 

 

• A mum who used to play.......has kids and needs a bit of extra money 

 

• Oldish, fairly out-of-touch lady 
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• Someone who is keen to develop people in their creativity and understanding 

of music. They love what they do, and teach it because they themselves love 

to play and be creative. 

 

• An upholder of a tradition that survives in spite of itself. Often ill-equipped to 

start with, many become very capable and effective teachers who learn as 

they teach. They are often highly respected by students who realise, as they 

learn, how talented their teachers really are. 

 

• Lucky 

 

• Somewhat idiosyncratic (anywhere between slightly eccentric to downright 

odd). 

 

• Low wage, no social life, older, cardigans, cats. 

 

• Someone who is not really up to the job - who isn't fully trained or a 

professional musician and has realised they can make a quick buck teaching 

piano. Someone who is kind and nice to the children and parents but 

ultimately unaware that they are teaching bad technique often and not aware 

of the rigours of quality music-making. 

 

• Hobby job 

 

(There’s that word “hobby” again.) 

 

These responses don’t paint a particularly positive image of the private piano teacher 

– and the most troubling thing is that the majority of these views were expressed by 

piano teachers themselves (90% of respondents to my survey were independent 

piano teachers). 

 

I come up against these attitudes quite regularly (mostly from people outside the 

profession who do not have a correct understanding of what we do). It suggests one 
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is an amateur, that one is somehow doing the job “for fun”, and that it isn’t a “proper 

job”. Working from home also contributes to this misconception – because if you 

work from home, you cannot possibly be a “professional”, can you? (One colleague 

told me he is regarded as “lazy” because he works from home!) The fact that we 

teach from a home studio does not alter our training and expertise, and many of us 

teach from home because it is convenient and practical. Sadly, the old-fashioned 

stereotype of the local piano teacher with little or no training beyond grade exams, 

teaching kids for pin money still prevails. 

 

Another issue which contributes to the poor image of music teaching is that music 

education is not properly valued in our state schools and not recognised as useful or 

beneficial or sufficiently “academic” (take the former education secretary Michael 

Gove’s attempt to sideline arts education in our state schools). More often than not, it 

is treated as “a second-class” or “soft” subject, even at A-level, which leads parents 

and others to regard music (and other arts subjects) in this way too.  

 

*** 

	  

Alongside my survey, I also asked some professional pianists who enjoy busy 

performing careers and who also teach – one privately, one in a university music 

department - how they feel they are perceived:	  

 

My students and parents treat me as ‘highly professional’ due to the calibre of my 

performing engagements. This is completely unrelated, however, to any ability I 

might or might not possess as a teacher. The latter comes from studying and working 

in the field for over thirty years, from discussions with psychologists and other 

instrumental teachers – and trial and error. 

 

I find that generally (with a few exceptions) teaching within an establishment one 

does get the appropriate respect and indeed, as instrumental teachers, most of the 

students treat us as being on a par with the other academic staff. The only private 

teaching that I do (at the moment) is on a consultation basis, so people (generally 

parents of talented late teenagers or sometimes young professionals themselves) 

approach me because of what I’ve done or because they’ve actually heard me in 
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concert. I guess that generally means that one has already overcome the hurdle of 

being respected and the people involved do therefore treat one as ‘professional’. But 

this is less about qualifications/prizes won…. 

 

*** 

 

I seem to fit quite well into one of those stereotypes mentioned above – the mum at 

home. I didn’t choose to become a piano teacher; rather the job chose me when a 

friend of mine asked me to teach her daughter. I hadn’t really considered piano 

teaching: I have a degree in Medieval English and worked for ten years in art and 

academic publishing and bookselling before I stopped full-time work to have my son. 

I also stopped playing the piano for nearly 15 years after I left university, having 

completed all my grades before I took my A-levels. But music has always been a 

passion of mine. I was keen to pick up the piano again, and teaching felt like a good 

opportunity to develop new skills while reviving and improving my pianistic abilities. 

The work also fitted quite well around the school day and I could do it from home. At 

the time, I had no real teaching qualifications, beyond an ability to communicate, a 

passion for all things piano, good administrative skills - and a heartfelt desire not to 

imitate the tedious lessons I had endured as a child with my first piano teacher. 

 

From the outset, however, I was determined to run my teaching practice in an 

efficient and professional manner as I felt this would reflect well on me as a teacher, 

and would enable me to attract new students. Now, eight years on, I run a successful 

and over-subscribed studio with all the outward trappings of a small business – 

website, terms and conditions, student contracts, well-kept student records and so 

forth – oh and a clutch of students who are engaged and diligent (most of the time!) 

and a pleasure to teach. 

 

*** 

 

In my survey I asked the question Do you consider private piano teaching to be a 
“profession”?  91% agreed with this statement, while 7% did not. 2% responded 

“Don’t know”. When asked to qualify their responses, the following comments were 

made: 
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• It’s a hobby, even if a full-time living, and it never feels like a ‘real’ job. It’s up 

to the teacher to be self-motivated and conscientious if he/she wants to do a 

good job of it, though, but it’s increasingly a peripheral and quaint thing to do 

in life. 

 

• No [it's not a "profession"], in that there are no recognised entry qualifications, 

no regulation and no career progression. 

 

• It doesn’t command any respect, people think it’s a hobby, not a vocation. 

 

 

So how does the private piano teacher present him- or herself as a “professional”? 

And how do we turn these negative perceptions into a positive image of the 

profession? 

 

*** 

 

By definition the word “professional” suggests we are paid for what we do. It also 

implies we have professional qualifications and perhaps belong to a professional 

body. But because many of us have taken many different paths into piano teaching, 

these attributes may not be applicable to everyone. For me the definition of 

professional, in relation to piano teaching, goes much wider: 

 

From the outset, I feel a “professional” and successful teacher should adopt a 

professional demeanour in all aspects of running a teaching studio – good 

organisation, punctuality, good relations with students and their parents, dress 

appropriately, have a well set up studio space with a well-maintained instrument, 

develop and maintain proper studio documents such as contracts, lesson plans and 

student reports, good communication with clients, and potential clients, maintaining a 

studio website and using social media to market the studio 

 

• We should have high expectations of our students – and ourselves. A 

nurturing attitude, a positive approach, being supportive and encouraging, 
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while also refusing to accept mediocrity nor resting on the laurels of exam or 

festival successes. 

 

• We should employ effective business practices, including clear terms and 

conditions on fees and the subject of missed lessons etc, the proper issue of 

invoices and collection of fees, and pricing oneself intelligently according to 

the area in which one lives and one’s own experience. Clear policies like these 

give credibility and confidence by setting expectations from the outset and let 

everyone know they are being treated fairly. You can also refer to them in the 

future to clarify things for anyone who may have forgotten or who queries 

missed lessons, payment of fees etc. 

 

• We should engage in ongoing professional development – attending courses, 

observing others teaching, both peers and master teachers, reading 

professional journals and publications, studying, interacting with others in the 

profession and beyond, seeking out new repertoire, teaching tools and 

approaches to teaching. 

 

• Membership of professional bodies as these lend credibility to one’s role and 

help promote professionalism 

 

• Adding value to one’s teaching by offering students the opportunity to 

participate in other musical activities such as festivals and competitions, 

student concerts, masterclasses with visiting. Being willing to assist students 

with musical activities within their schools, including liaising over GCSE 

performance, auditions for music scholarships, preparing for school concerts 

and so on. 

 

• Personal development as a pianist – taking lessons and attending courses, 

masterclasses and conferences, learning new repertoire, performing, 

demonstrating to students that study does not end at Grade 8; that it is an 

ongoing process 
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• Feeling in charge of one’s own professional destiny and maintaining one’s 

integrity – for example, setting fees that reflect one’s worth, issuing terms and 

conditions to ensure fees are paid on time and stating missed or cancelled 

lesson policy, being honest with oneself about asking students to leave or 

taking on new students. (One of the single most important things I did recently 

which has increased my confidence and feelings of self-worth was taking the 

decision to ask a number of students to leave my studio and to be clear about 

what and who I want to teach. By taking charge of my teaching schedule, I felt 

my professional integrity improved hugely, in my own eyes and those of 

people who deal with me.) 

 

• Alongside the teaching, be well versed in administration, record-keeping and 

technology and use it effectively (a good, easy to navigate website, use social 

media).  

 

• And for me personally, being involved in the wider world of piano and music in 

general, through my blog, my reviewing, running a piano group and concert 

series, and interacting with a wide range of pianists – both professional and 

amateur - teachers and music enthusiasts. Remaining always curious and 

open-minded.  

 

• Finally, for me, the crucial aspects of my role as a professional piano teacher 

are:  

 

o giving my students a sense of empowerment and accomplishment at 

every lesson and equipping them with the tools and strategies to 

practise intelligently and independently 

o demonstrating my students’ abilities – and my own as their teacher - 

through consistently good exam results 

o “adding value” to the learning experience through visits to museums 

with musical connections (for example, a very successful trip to Handel 

House Museum where the children had the opportunity to play the 

harpsichord and receive specialist tuition) or classes in my home with 

visiting teachers 
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o organising student concerts and other performance opportunities, which 

demonstrate to the students and their families and friends that regular 

piano lessons lead to real accomplishment and public appreciation, and 

that making music is a not just “another after-school activity”. 

o sharing my passion for the piano and its literature 

 

So for me professionalism goes far beyond qualifications and membership of 

professional bodies. It is a holistic term, which encompasses a broad mindset and 

attitude – and I believe if we can embrace these aspects in our day to day working 

lives, we will present ourselves as capable and professional people who enjoy the 

respect and appreciation of others. 

 

Frances Wilson, October 2014 

 

 

 


