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Studio Violin comprises the "meat and potatoes" of my work at Crane.  It is the place where I 

can make the greatest impact on each of my students' violin playing – which in turn impacts the quality 

of their experience in ensembles, chamber music and their own music teaching.  In my opinion, 

becoming the best violinist they possibly can in their four years of undergrad should be one of their 

biggest priorities regardless of whether their major is Music Performance, Music Education or Music 

Business.  In my experience, if my student's work in the practice room (and in their lessons) is going well, 

chances are their other areas of study are also going well.   

My goal going into this semester was largely making a personal assessment of each student's 

abilities and evaluating that against their academic timeline.  Within the structure of the Levels System 

(the series of "playing exams" one must pass at various points during their undergraduate program), I 

found that many students exhibited a wide variety of skill levels – even though passing the exam should 

have meant that a student showed competency in all the tested areas.  For example, one student would 

have passed their Level A but could barely play some of the most basic bow strokes that were required 

in the exam while another student would have failed the Level A twice already but clearly demonstrated 

competency in all the bow strokes.  Of course, a skill like playing violin will always subject to an 

evaluator's subjectivity, however, I felt that the inconsistencies amongst the students went beyond the 

limitations of a "normal" varying of strengths and weaknesses.  I believe these inconsistencies were due 

largely to two things: 

1. My new studio consisted of students from two different prior studios – with teachers who 

taught in very different ways. 

2. My students had not previously received a methodical and consistent approach to violin 

technique beyond the bare minimum of what had been required to pass the Levels.    

Many students came to their first lessons with me asking specifically for help with violin technique – 

most of them demonstrating significant deficiencies in their technique that in my opinion should have 

been corrected long before that point in their degree.  This meant that I was tasked with not only 

"catching them up" to the level where I personally thought they should be in their playing given their 

degree timeline, but also establishing a new standard of consistency that would be in line with the 

already established Levels System.  I ended up offering a voluntary technique class every Friday 

afternoon for anyone who would like extra help.  I called it "Second Chance Studio Class" whereby a 

student could come with a technique question and whoever else was there would workshop it together 

with my guidance.  It also provided students with more opportunities to perform their Level A material 

in front of people.  Most of my students would be attempting a "completion" for their Level Exam at the 

end of the semester.  This meant that the student would have to pass the Level or risk having to do the 

entire Level Exam over again the following semester.  I am happy to say that every single student who 

had a completion to play at the end of the semester, passed.   



I had two students who were preparing for recitals – meaning they had passed their Level A 

exam and were now preparing mostly repertoire.  The issue with these two students was that the 

repertoire they were planning to play was beyond their skill level due to lack of certain techniques.  I 

was able to make a case for modifying their repertoire choices to a more appropriate level and they 

both not only presented lovely recitals but were also able to spend some time working on the deficient 

techniques.  This is a tricky balance for a studio teacher to strike with a student because it is important 

to keep up morale and positivity but at the same time, not let things slide just because they are far along 

in their degree program and have passed their Level Exam. 

Another thing I hoped to do during this semester was raise my own student's expectations of 

themselves both on stage and in the practice room.  I found that many students were not practicing 

nearly as much or as consistently as I would expect of a music major.  This phenomenon of course 

contributes to the inconsistency of technical ability across the studio as well as a general attitude of 

"just getting through" the Level A Exam.  I found that I needed to give very structured lessons with clear 

"assignments" each week to be checked (and hopefully passed) the following week.  I realized that most 

students worked on 1-2 etudes per semester and one movement of one piece per semester.  I 

immediately gave them the expectation of 1 etude per week and at least 3 pieces of variety per 

semester.  I also found out that once the students had passed their Level A, they no longer practiced or 

played scales in their lessons.  They also had only learned to play scales one way (three notes slurred per 

bow).  In my opinion, scales are an incredibly useful tool for building just about any aspect of technique; 

therefore, I assign one scale system per week (for example, A Major/A minor) plus arpeggios and they 

are expected to play it several different ways to address dozens of different technical aspects of their 

playing.  I also required that each student video record their lesson and turn in a lesson summary (via 

Moodle) within 48 hours of their lesson.  These started off pretty mundane but by the end of the 

semester, I could see a lot of thoughtful self-reflection and self-realization happening that I truly do not 

think would have been the case had they not been recording themselves and had required self-review.  I 

took it upon myself to create a private Doty Studio Facebook Group so that students could opt to 

Facebook Live their lessons and studio class performances and receive comments from their studio-

mates.  Many students took advantage of this and it has created a culture of sharing, nurturing and true 

interest in each other's successes.  I will definitely be continuing this practice as I think it is invaluable to 

observe each other's lessons but the academic schedule makes it nearly impossible to require that of my 

students.  Tuning into a privately streamed Facebook Live video of a lesson or performance seems like a 

brilliant compromise.    

Lastly, I endeavored to get my students performing more as I believe this is one of the most 

powerful ways to improve one's playing.  I accomplished this by providing SCSC (second chance studio 

class as mentioned above) as well as a studio recital right before Thanksgiving.  I also required that 

students play more often with piano (I learned many of them had rehearsed with piano only once per 

semester in previous semesters). 

While I have mostly spoken here about the aspects of the Violin Studio that I wished to improve 

upon, there were many wonderful things that I found in my assessment.  The students here are 

wonderfully generous to one another and even though they are coming from two different prior violin 

studios, they have created a culture of unity and compassion with one another.   It made coming in as a 

new teacher and implementing stricter guidelines and more work much easier because the students as a 



group were willing, if not eager to embrace these changes.  I had one person in their course evaluation 

say that I created a "safe space" in the studio and that made me feel like I was doing my job.   

Goals for the spring:  

1. Create a lesson schedule that allows for more time in between lessons.  Also, do a better job of 

sticking to my lesson time allocations for each item presented in the lesson. I often would find 

myself cramming information at the end of the lesson because it seemed we never had enough 

time and this would sometimes mean the next lesson would start late.  This was the only 

category in the student evaluations in which I scored below 10 and it's something I plan to work 

on.  

2. Create more performance opportunities.  I would like to start the tradition of an "Entire Works 

Recital" whereby a student performs a complete multi-movement work.  Not one student in my 

studio has ever done this with solo violin repertoire and it is my opinion that it is important to 

play more than just one movement of a piece before moving on to another piece. 

 


