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Digital pianos key to success of group lessons

By Donnie Sewell
The Sandspur
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When you walk into the classroom at Carol's Piano Studio in Hope Mills, the first thing you'll likely notice is the concert grand piano.

The beautiful, large black piano sits in the left corner of the room next to bookshelves filled with songbooks, sheet music and cassettes. But the piano sits silent today. Instead, music flows from the electric digital keyboards that fill the center of the classroom as Carol Pierce, the namesake for the piano studio, leads some of her students through a couple of simple pieces.

Five digital keyboards are arranged so Pierce can watch each student play from her lead piano at the head of the room. She likes to have her students facing her, so she can watch them as they play and offer additional instruction as needed.

The students play together, sometimes with each taking a different part of a song. Pierce will often break pieces into individual measures for students to play. The other students must still pay attention, however, keeping track of where they are in the musical score so they know when to begin playing.

Individual instruction traditionally has been the most popular method for teaching piano. One teacher, one piano, one student. While there may still be several teachers who offer individual instruction, Pierce says group instruction is now the more popular instructional method.

The main reason for the change is the availability of smaller digital pianos. The five student digital pianos in Pierce's studio can almost fit into the space taken up by the concert grand piano. Pierce said that the size and cost of standard pianos limited the number an instructor could buy, thus limiting the number of students at once.

"Most people couldn't afford more than one. Pianos are so expensive. And they take up a lot of space. It just wasn't feasible to have more than one student at a time," she said.

Pierce, who has taught piano on and off since 1974, used to teach students individually. Then she was introduced to the group method in 1993 at a seminar about the Mayron Cole Piano Method. The method was developed by Mayron Cole, a piano teacher from Texas who wasn't pleased with piano methods that focused too much on finger numbering. Besides focusing on group instruction, the Cole method emphasizes note reading and rhythm counting.

The seminar inspired Pierce to change her method. After returning from the seminar, she questioned about 25 different music teachers in the area. All of them endorsed the method, including the group instruction, so Pierce made the switch.

She eventually added onto her home at the intersection of Legion and Lakeview roads. She bought several digital keyboards and began offering group instruction.

The change was popular with students and parents. She now offers classes on Tuesday afternoons for three age ranges, ages 5 and 6, 7 through 9, and 10 through 12. The length of her classes essentially mirror the school year. She groups the children not only by age, but by skill level as well. Lessons last about 45 minutes. She also offers lessons for adults.
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"No one is ever too old to learn to play," Pierce said.

And it's obvious from her enthusiasm that she believes that to be true. When she speaks about music, any music, a smile brightens her face. Her love of music inspires her to teach.

Besides teaching piano, she plays in her church's handbell choir. She's also played piano and organ at various churches throughout the area. And she loves to sing as well.

Pierce also loves different kinds of music, from pop to classical guitar to music from the 1930s and 1940s. Her favorites are classic hymns.

"I'm just really into the great hymns of the church," she said, citing her degree in theology as an influence.

That love for a wide range of music is expressed by the music her students play as well. Some of Pierce's favorite songbooks are the Reader's Digest Songbooks. The books are collections of a variety of music from across different generations.

The songbooks represent one of the beliefs Pierce holds about teaching piano - don't just stick to classical music.

"Not everyone is going to be a concert pianist," Pierce said. "I believe we need more people who can just sit down and play something. The world needs more people who can sit down and play a variety of music, to serve as accompanists, to play as they are surrounded by other people as they sing."

Piano lessons also offer some important life skills, Pierce said. On a poster in her studio and in the handouts she gives to prospective students and their parents, you can find the three "Cs" - concentration, coordination and confidence.

Pierce said those are the skills she learned while taking piano lessons while growing up in Georgia. She said she was a shy child until she started playing piano. As she says on a sheet in the information packet, ". learning to play piano brought me out of my little cocoon."

"I don't think if you asked my friends now that they would describe me as shy," she said.
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