Principles for Teaching Private Lessons


Put the student at ease.  Introduce yourself.  Find a common interest.  Ask the student how he or she feels about Strings and what he or she would like to work on.  Smile!


Identify an area for improvement.  Often a student is referred for mentoring because of a specific area for improvement, for instance, reading music or developing the bow hold.  Ask the parent or Strings teacher before the first lesson if this is the case.  If no area is identified in advance, begin the lesson by hearing the student play a piece of music from school.  Let them play a complete phrase, section or piece.


Be positive and specific.  After a student plays, give a specific compliment.  "You really know those notes and rhythms..."  "You've got a good position of..."  "Good job with..."  Hearing something encouraging makes it easier to accept constructive criticism.  Constructive criticism must be specific as well.  For example, say "your bow is going crooked" instead of "your bowing is bad."


Isolate a technical or musical problem.  Choose one issue at a time to address.  Make sure the student knows what problem is being addressed. 


Prescribe a direct exercise or solution.  Younger students may not know how to fix a problem that the mentor identifies.  For example, if weak tone is an issue the mentor needs to be specific about a technical solution using arm weight, contact point and bow speed appropriately.  Sometimes useful exercises do not involve playing at all, such as chanting rhythms or note names.  Be creative!  See your notes from the training session for ideas.


Have clear goals for every repetition of a piece or exercise.  Every time the student plays a piece after the initial performance, he or she should have one thing in mind to improve from the previous performance.


Whole-Part-Whole.  Begin addressing a piece of music by hearing a large section or entire piece (the "whole" music).  Choose a smaller section to improve ("part" of the music).  When the student has reached the goals with that section, put it back in the larger context, playing the music before and after that section (back to the "whole" music).

Solidify rhythms before pitches.  Pitches and rhythms can be isolated from one another.  Use "ta" and "ti-ti" and "tiri-tiri" to review rhythms (students know these from Strings and General Music).  When learning pitches, pizzicato can help to simplify the playing process.


Keep the standards high.  For many playing issues that elementary students encounter, there is a clear 'correct' way.  Make sure that the student has good posture and position at all times.  A student should not be considered 'done' with a piece until they have performed it with perfect position.


"I believe that you can do it."  Studies have shown that the one thing a teacher can do to most improve a student's chance of success is speak these words.  Always show confidence in your student's abilities.  They look up to you and want to do their best for you.


Check in on school assignment.  All elementary students have an assigned place to write down their practicing assignment.  Ask what the current assignment is and make sure the student will be prepared for his or her next Strings class.


Should I play along?  For many students, having a teacher play along can help them keep a steady beat, make note and rhythm corrections, improve tone and increase their confidence.  If playing along is a constructive part of a mentoring lesson, it should always be followed with a solo performance by the student to insure his or her musical independence.  At other times playing along can increase frustration and/or cause distraction.  Watch the student at all times to judge whether playing along is appropriate in the moment.


Summarize and assign.   At the end of the lesson, have the student state what was worked on in the lesson and what his or her goals will be for practicing in the following week.  Agree on what will happen in the next lesson.  Check that the student knows how and how long to practice each part of the assignment.


Make a practice plan.  If practicing has been an issue, agree on when and how much the student will practice.  Consider making a contract that you both sign (example: "May 12, 2008.  Jason will practice four times for twenty minutes each time before our next lesson."  Mentee and mentor both sign and mentor informs parents).  Sometimes agreeing on the next practice session helps get the ball rolling for the week.  Make sure the parents know what the expectations are.
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