
 

Setting Up Your Studio 

 
Whether you are opening a new studio in 2018 or have been a music teacher for years, it is always a good idea 
to pause and look at a few basic aspects of your studio. Many of us get so excited that we overlook these 
things and they come back to bite us later. Think of this first guide as a primer for getting your studio set up and 
running smoothly. I won’t be able to go into everything in detail here but my goal is to provide an overview and 
get you thinking about other things that you can clarify to help your studio run as smoothly as possible.  
 
There may be a few people reading this that have never taught before but the vast majority of us will already be 
teaching in some form or fashion. Just because you already have your studio set up doesn’t mean that you 
can’t benefit from some careful observations and introspection. Study your studio with fresh eyes and see what 
you can improve this year.  
 
Your Physical Space 
 
Where do you plan on teaching or where do you currently teach? Assuming you already teach somewhere, 
walk over and have a look at your teaching space. Look at it with fresh eyes and a different perspective. Sit 
somewhere different than your normal chair. Stand in a different corner of the room and look around carefully.  
 
I guarantee that there is something that you can do that will take less than 5 minutes and/or less than $20 that 
will drastically improve your space. Can you rearrange the room to make it more appealing? Can you add 
some lighting, like a lamp? Don’t overlook smells. Smell is one of the strongest senses and can be a reason 
that people subconsciously like or dislike your studio. Look into candles or air fresheners.  How about 
something fun and appealing like games or posters? Google or look around at some other studios and borrow 
an idea or two. Pinterest is great. Don’t just look at private lesson studios but look at music studios, schools, 
and other spaces as well. A stale, unappealing space will bring everyone down. Take the effort and make at 
least one upgrade to your teaching space this year.  
 
For years I taught in churches, music schools, music stores and other space that simply wasn’t mine. Though 
I dreamed of having my own studio, I had to do the best with what I had. Sometimes it meant bringing all of my 
gear with me in a bag and setting it out every day. Other times I had the ability to leave some of my stuff in the 
teaching room. No matter what, I made it my own for the hours that I spent in it each day and then carefully 
made sure it looked like it did when I found it. I would bring in games, instruments, posters...all sorts of things to 
transform a drab space into a musical world that my students could step into for 30 minutes each week.  
 
Now I have a small commercial space and we try to do something between each semester. Sometimes it’s a 
fresh coat of paint. We took down a wall to open up our lobby one summer. Sometimes we’ll upgrade 
equipment like new drum sets or new keyboards for our teaching rooms. Sometimes it’s as easy as adding a 
small fan into a teaching rooms or making sure that we remember to change that light bulb that burned out.  
 
Over Christmas break this year we put new flooring and a fresh coat of paint in our warehouse where we do 
drum lessons, bands, and group lessons. WOW. This one cost us a few hundred dollars but it was WELL 
worth it. The comments that we have gotten from students combined with the confidence that we have to show 
off a room that we were once embarrassed about has made all the difference. We were inspired enough with 
the new flooring to keep all of the clutter out of the room which opened up some space for our new Piano Lab 
where we started offering group piano lessons. From the cluttered ashes comes new life.  
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Your Website 
 
This is a much longer conversation, but make sure that you have a website and that it is mobile friendly. Keep 
your website short and concise and include pictures of happy, smiling kids. That is, assuming that you want 
happy, smiling kids in your studio. Parents love to be able to picture their kids in certain scenarios so make it 
easy to see other happy kids and imagine their kids being that happy. Instead of page after page of boring 
policies and pedagogy talk, talk about your students and how you can help prospective students to live a better 
life through music lessons in your studio.  
 
Make sure that people instantly know what your website is about. Say something boldly and simply about the 
type of lessons that you offer on the top of your home page. Make sure that people instantly know how to 
contact you to get more information. Include a Call to Action on every page that urges your website visitor to 
Sign Up or Contact You For More Info. Most people (something like 70%) will view your website on their phone 
or mobile device so make sure it looks awesome there.  
 
Wordpress is highly recommended and for good reason, but I prefer Weebly for simple websites. It’s free to get 
started and SO much easier to understand. There are a ton of templates and everything is drag and drop and 
What You See Is What You Get. Having control of your website is important and if you can do it by yourself 
(hint: you can) then you should.  
 
Social Media 
 
This is 2018. If you don’t have a Facebook page and/or Instagram account for your studio stop reading this and 
go create one. Yes, it’s that important.  
 
Create a Facebook page and start sharing studio content. Take pictures in lessons and at performances. Take 
pictures every time someone passes a lesson book or does something noteworthy. It’s true: a picture is worth 
a thousand words. Talk about upcoming studio events. Talk about specific openings that you have. Talk about 
why music is important. I recommend getting into the habit of posting on Facebook at least once per day. You 
can easily setup a posting schedule and Facebook even lets you schedule posts. So, if you don’t have time to 
be on Facebook all the time you can get on and schedule posts weeks in advance. I once sat down and 
scheduled 3 posts per day out 6 weeks in advance. It felt so good to know that there was regular and solid 
content coming out of my studio Facebook page each day without me having to worry about it.  
 
Instagram is great to share behind the scenes and day-to-day glimpses of your studio. It’s a little more casual 
and a great way to connect. We find that the majority of our students are on Instagram and most parents are on 
Facebook.  
 
You 
 
Wait...what? Yep. How can YOU improve yourself this year? I’m not necessarily talking about professional and 
pedagogical improvements, though those are also important. How can you improve your physical or emotional 
well-being this year?  
 
If you are stressed, it will affect your teaching studio. If you are out of shape, it will affect how you feel and how 
you teach. If you aren’t sleeping enough, you may be easily tired and irritable. Similar to your physical space, 
there is always  something  that you can change about yourself that will make you a better person and, in turn, 
make you a better teacher with a better studio.  
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This is one that I struggle with and have seen the negative impacts. When I don’t feel good about myself it 
impacts how I view my business, which is an extension of myself. When I am overweight or lazy, my studio 
also starts to feel lethargic. So, go for a walk. Drink more water. Go to bed earlier. Get a new dog to relieve 
stress. Take up a new hobby. Find something (big or small) that you can improve about yourself this year and I 
guarantee that you will see a positive change in your studio as well.  
 
A Few Questions to Get You Thinking… 
 
Though these questions may seem fairly basic, really take some time to think through them and come up with 
solid answers. These will help you to define your studio and yourself as a teacher so that you can more clearly 
communicate through advertising and when talking to potential students. Some of these may seem insanely 
obvious but they are based off of questions that I get all the time from potential students. If you don’t answer 
these questions now, your students will answer them for you later. Remember, you should be in the driver’s 
seat.  
 
Let’s walk through some of the questions in the checklist below and I’ll show you how even simple questions 
can be surprising.  
 
What instrument do you teach? 
 
Let’s look at guitar teachers. Most of the ads that I see are advertising “guitar lessons”. Acoustic Guitar? 
Electric Guitar? Classical Guitar? Bass Guitar? What about ukulele? That’s sort of like a guitar, right?  
 
While it doesn’t have to be explicitly spelled out in your advertising, you should have a good idea of what you 
want to teach so you don’t take students that aren’t a good fit. Is your focus on electric guitar and classic rock? 
You should probably turn down that classical guitar student. Are you more into chords and singer/songwriter 
style guitar? That kid that wants to learn Metallica riffs isn’t for you.  
 
Don’t be afraid to take a narrow approach. Will you turn off some students? Absolutely. But that means that 
you’re winning. You only want the students that are going to fit well with your studio. If you take every student 
that calls when you open your studio you are going to lose your identity before you even begin. If you are a 
piano teacher that excels in classical piano, then go with that! Don’t feel like you need to stretch yourself and 
offer pop and jazz piano if it’s really not your thing. There are people out there that are looking for exactly who 
you are and what you offer.  
 
This is one that I am still working with, even today. This morning I was talking to my wife and told her about 
these questions and asked about instruments we teach and she shrugged. Then I asked specifically about 
Classical Guitar. In the past, we’ve taken a student or two because we didn’t really have a clear plan but it’s not 
really our strength or our style. So we decided this morning that we would definitely turn away those students 
(even though we technically  could  teach them) because it doesn’t line up with our goals and strengths.  
 
What days are you available to teach? What hours will you teach every day? 
 
When you’re getting started, you are likely looking at a ton of availability. Especially if this is your only job. You 
may be thinking, “Any day! Any time!” in an effort to bring in as many students as possible. The problem is that 
you don’t really want to be teaching all day, every day.  
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So really think through this one. Run some numbers and think about how much you need to make and how 
many students that would take. Do you need to make $2000 each month and currently charge $50/hour? That 
means you need to teach 40 hours each month, or 10 hours each week. With 30 minute lessons that means 
that you need to teach 20 students every week.  
 
Now that you know your requirements, do you want to teach 2 hours a day, 5 days a week (4pm-6pm, 
Monday-Friday)? Or would you rather teach 5 hours per day, 2 days each week (3pm-8pm, Tuesdays and 
Thursdays)? Either one will meet your goal.  
 
But if you don’t answer this question, your students will answer it for you. One semester I found myself 
teaching 3 students on Friday afternoons and 2 students on Saturday morning despite having more than 
enough openings on Monday-Thursday. I let the students dictate the schedule and wound up locked into 
teaching 6 days per week for a full four month semester because I didn’t think through what hours I wanted to 
be available. Now our studio is open Monday-Thursday,  we have 3 day weekends every week, and are still 
packed with students. Those students that wanted Friday or weekend lessons? They often can take lessons 
during the week.  You  get to choose your schedule. Make the decision now before students start asking about 
your availability.  
 
What is your makeup policy?  
 
Do yourself a favor. Create a firm makeup policy and stick to it or people will walk all over you. When I 
switched to essentially a no-makeup policy I expected to get a lot of pushback. I didn’t. A few people 
questioned the policy but as soon as I explained the rules to them I never had another problem. Do I still get 
no-shows and cancellations? Absolutely. But now I get paid for them, which leads to the next question... 
 
 
How and When Do You Receive Payment for Your Lessons? 
 
This one is crucial and is often one of the biggest headaches studio owners and private teachers face. But it 
doesn’t have to be. There are some great options for simplifying like auto-pay or going to semesters where 
students pay for months of lessons up front.  Every minute that you spend worrying about getting paid or 
chasing payments is a minute that you can’t spend actually growing your studio.  Let that sink in.  
 
There are a lot of options here and, frankly, it doesn’t matter which one you choose. If you only want to be paid 
in roast beef sandwiches from Arby’s every other fortnight...then that’s your policy. It doesn’t matter what 
payment method and frequency you decide on as long as it is clear, concise, and you communicate it well to 
your students.  
 
 
Specific Students 
 
This is a new one that I’m working on. We often have a plan to get students into our studio and then a rough 
plan for when they begin taking lessons. But, what is your overall plan for each student? If you have a 6 year 
old beginner start taking piano lessons with you do you have an actual plan for the next 12 years until they 
graduate? Probably not, because things change and most students won’t stick around that long.  
 
But what if you did?  
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I think the reason that many students quit is because that both students and teachers lose focus over the 
years. They come in with a clear conflict that we try to guide them towards solving: “I want to learn to play an 
instrument, but don’t know how.” 
 
After a few months or years, they have learned to play an instrument. Though they can always get better and 
learn new skills the initial conflict has been resolved. Now what? I think that unless we have a plan for 
continuing to put goals in front of them that they will eventually lose interest and feel like they are plateauing. 
Think about karate. There are a series of colored belts that students must achieve. Each one requires months 
of hard work and preparation and then two things happen. First, they get the feeling of achieving their goal. 
Celebrate this with them. It is a big deal and shouldn’t be overlooked or rushed. Secondly, a new goal is set 
before them: “Congratulations, you have earned your Yellow Belt! Tomorrow we begin work on your next 
challenge...the Orange Belt.” 
 
Every student is different, but I think it is good to have an overall plan for most types of students. If you don’t 
have some sort of system (like Karate belts) already in place than it’s a good idea to set and review goals with 
your students on a regular basis.  
 
As an exercise, I think it’s a good idea for studio owners to think and plan through various hypothetical student 
scenarios to see how we would plan for them, hold their attention, provide them with challenges to overcome, 
and help them succeed. I listed a few ideas that should work for most instruments below but feel free to tweak 
them and add your own.  
 
What kind of practice do you expect from your students? 
 
   “Umm...I forgot to practice this week.”                                     “I had a lot of homework this week.” 
                          “I was going to practice but my friend Jimmy had a birthday party.” 
 
Sound familiar? This is something that every teacher struggles with. Honestly, it’s something that every student 
and person struggles with too. We want to be better at something and know what we need to do to achieve it, 
but we don’t. Want to lose weight? Eat healthy and exercise. It is SIMPLE. But it’s not easy.  
 
Losing weight is just one example of something that is simple, but not easy. We know exactly what to do, but 
don’t do it. I feel like practice is similar. No one thinks that they are going to become an amazing drummer if 
they only touch the drumset once each week during their lessons, but they still struggle with practice.  
 
There are a ton of ways to help students practice, but for now let’s focus on what happens when they don’t and 
what your expectations are. If you are clear from the onset of lessons with what your expectations are and then 
stick to them, there shouldn’t be an issue. But most of us don’t do that because we’re afraid to scare students 
off in the beginning.  
 
Decide what the minimum practice that you will tolerate is and what you expect that practice to look like. We 
recently changed our policy to say that all private students must own/rent an instrument to practice at home 
and practice for at least one hour per week, with daily practice preferred. You would be surprised how many 
students don’t have an instrument and don’t intend to buy one! Now, we put those students in beginner group 
classes and there is an understanding that private lessons should be treated seriously. Since it is part of our 
policy that parents sign, it also gives us an out if students choose not to practice. We can simply remind them 
that they agreed to have an instrument and practice for at least an hour a week. If they aren’t doing that, they 
can transfer to a group class or discontinue lessons. A clear policy makes an awkward situation a little easier.  
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MONTHLY CHECKLIST 
I recommend printing out or copying these questions and taking the time to think through them and write them out. If you 
don’t answer these questions now, your students will answer them for you as they arise. It is absolutely worth taking 30 

minutes to think through how you want your business to operate and start crafting some policies and procedures.  
 
 
What instrument do you teach?  
 
What levels do you teach? 
 
What genre do you teach? 
 
How long do you anticipate keeping each student? 
 
What age range do you teach?  
 
Do you teach kids? preschoolers? teens? adults? retirees?  
 
What days are you available to teach?  
 
What hours will you teach each day? 
 
What is your makeup policy?  
 
What kind of practice do you expect from your students?  
 
Do your students need to have an instrument at home? 
 
How and when do you receive payments for lessons? (Check, Credit Card, Bank Transfer, Cash? Auto-draft? 
Pay by lesson? Monthly? Semester?) 
 
How will you communicate with students and parents? 
 
What does your intake process look like? What happens when someone says they’re ready to sign up? 
 
How will you improve your time management this year? 
 
How can you ensure better retention in your studio this year? 
 
What improvements can you make to your physical teaching space? 
 
What improvements can you make to your website?  
 
How can you improve your Social Media presence?  
 
What can you improve about yourself this year to make you a better teacher and studio owner? 
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What is your timeline and plan for the following students? ( Start with what you would begin them with and think 
through everything you would do with them for the years that they stay in your studio. From 0 to 60! ) 
 
10 year old beginner.  
 
 
Adult that is getting back into the instrument after a few decades off.  
 
 
14 year old that has learned some on YouTube.  
 
 
6 year old beginner.  
 
 
16 year old advanced student.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
My ideal student is… 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
My niche (what sets me apart and makes me different than every other studio) is... 
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