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Teaching and 
Retaining the 
Post-Millennial 
Student
Dr. Kevin Olson, Utah State University

Utah State University Youth 
Conservatory

 

Professional Associations 
The Music Teachers National Association is the leading 
professional organization for pianists and piano 
instructors in the United States.  Utah State University 
has a collegiate chapter that participates in events at 
the national, state, and local levels. Students have the 
opportunity to attend and present research at National 
and State conferences, with faculty mentorship and 
guidance. The USU chapter was awarded “State 
Collegiate Chapter of the Year” in 2019 by UMTA. 

USU Youth Conservatory 
The Youth Conservatory (YC) is a lab school designed to give piano majors hands-on professional training in 
individual and group lessons to pre-college students ages 4-18. Upon successfully completing the Pedagogy and 
Practicum sequence, piano majors can seek official employment by the Youth Conservatory and receive $15 
(undergrad) or $20 (grad student) per hour for their continued teaching. Opportunities to teach during the summer 
are also available. Upon graduation, piano majors may choose to adopt their YC students into their own personal 
studio. Annual community events like the Monster 
Concert, Piano Levels Day, and PianoFest keep YC 
teachers and students excited about performing and 
progressing at the piano. Founded in 1978, the YC 
occupies a central role among Cache Valley's cultural 
programs for young people, providing high-level piano 
instruction to the community at affordable costs. The 
YC fulfills the “Land-Grant” mission of USU, by serving 
both our university students and the public through 
learning, discovery, and hands-on engagement.  
 
Undergraduate Teaching Fellowships and 
Graduate Teaching Assistantships 
Upon completion of Keyboard Harmony, piano majors may seek official university employment as an 
Undergraduate Teaching Fellow for the Group Piano Classes. A Group Piano UTF works alongside an instructor to 
help other music majors meet the piano proficiency requirements. The UTF position gives piano majors college-
level classroom teaching experience as early as their Freshman year. Graduate students may serve as instructors 
for the group piano course through the Graduate Teaching Assistantship program.  

Scholarships 
Music Department piano scholarships are awarded 
annually to eligible piano majors for up to four years of 
undergraduate study.  Piano program scholarships are 
awarded based on the piano faculty committee’s 
evaluation of performance and teaching, considering 
both potential and demonstrated accomplishments, 
academic record, work ethic, professional contributions 
within the field of music, and leadership potential. Each 
year, the piano scholarship committee evaluates 
scholarship renewals according to student progress with 
their degree plan and the program, student need, and 
funding availability.   
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Generation Shift
2016:  Last Baby 
Boomer turned 50, 49 
million Generation Xers
at the height of 
consumer, social, and 
parenting leadership, 
last Millennial turns 18 
and graduates from 
high school, entire 
youth population in a 
new demographic 
(post-Millennial, 
Generation Z, 
iGeneration, Pluralist, 
Digital Natives)
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Generations are not created by happenstance. Nor are they designated purely by a rigid 
range of years.  Generations are formed. 
  
History provides an understanding of how a generation is formed—a gestation of discernible 
patterns of demographic shifts, societal factors (a combination of the unique aspects of the 
society of their upbringing and historical events experienced at a similar age and life stage), 
and parenting styles—leading to the distinct mindsets that notably separate one generation 
from another.    
  
Once enough evidence of these patterns emerges, the core tenets of a generation can be 
discovered, analyzed and synthesized.  Through that process a name surfaces that 
encompasses the generation in both its distinct mindsets and the impact it will have on 
society.   
  

The Silent Generation (born 1924-1945) got their 
name from their cautious and withdrawn natures, 
even in their youth, and for stoically refining the 
G.I.s’ grandiose plans.   

The Baby Boomer Generation (1946-1964) was 
a cultural phenomenon of skyrocketing birth rates 
and economic growth in post-World War II 
America.  

Generation X (1965-1976), the latchkey kids, 
represented the anxiety of that time and how that 
angst crystallized into a distinct, cynically 
pragmatic mindset for members of that 
generation.   

The Millennial Generation (1977-1996), the first 
generation of increasing power in the Twenty-First 
Century, was the result of a second baby boom 
during a time of unparalleled  focus on the health 
and well-being of children.    

The Twenty-First Century’s First Generation 
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Presenting the Pluralist Generation  

It’s been nearly 15 years since the Millennials were so named.  Since then, a new generation 
has been born and we have seen significant changes in all facets of society.   
 
Through years of research, Magid Generational Strategies™, a unit of Frank N. Magid 
Associates, Inc., has recognized the demographic patterns, parenting styles and societal 
factors shaping the next generation.   
 
  

The continual erosion of dominant media 
 

The rapid emergence of fragmented and niche-based voices 
 

The power of ground-up consensus building 
 

The bold contrast of Gen X and Baby Boomer parenting styles 
 

The growing conflicts surrounding demographic changes  
 

The second-longest economic decline in U.S. history  

The Post-Millennial (Gen Z)

More racially and ethnically 
diverse

More educated; politically 
savvy

Born after 1996 (between 8 
and 23)

More socially conscious

Value individuality and 
community
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Digital Natives

How has growing up in a digital world impacted the ways this 
generation processes information and interacts socially?

What trends and characteristics have you seen in this generation of 
piano students?

U.S. teens spend an average of 7+ hours per day on screen media for 
entertainment - and that doesn’t include screen time for school and 
homework.

53% of kids have their own smartphone by age 11, and 70% own 
phones by age 12.

Only 1 in 10 teens say they enjoy “a lot” creative activities like making 
digital art or graphics, creating digital music, coding or designing their 
own video games.

6

Characteristics of Gen Z

Team Oriented

Achievement Oriented

Pressured

Multitaskers

Techno-Savvy

Autonomous

Sheltered
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Motivating and Retaining the Post-
Millennial

Post-millennials are ambitious, creative-problem 

solvers, and tech-savvy. In one word, they’re agile.  

They expect [teachers] to be the same. Gen Zers

don’t want someone telling them what to do. Focus 

on mentoring. Help them work toward long-term 

goals through well-defined markers, but don’t take 

away the opportunity for creativity. Done well, 

setting goals in advance can turn goal progression 

into a game, allowing this generation to “level up” 

and achieve amazing things.”
https://www.hrexchangenetwork.com/hr-talent-acquisition/articles/rise-of-gen-z-

attraction-and-retention

Motivation & Practice
“Children start out enthusiastic and 

skillful learners.  Helping them stay that 

way is a matter of what teachers give 

them to learn”—Alfie Kohn, Punished by 
Rewards, 225.

How can we as teachers keep students 

motivated?

https://www.hrexchangenetwork.com/hr-talent-acquisition/articles/rise-of-gen-z-attraction-and-retention
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Why Do Students Quit?

What factors contribute to students and parents deciding 
to quit piano lessons?

What changes can we make in the ways we approach 
teaching in the crucial first years of music study?

• Loss of interest 

• Not succeeding at a 

recognizable pace

• Unrealistic expectations of 

practice time

• Lack of desire to practice

• Difficulty

• Problems with music reading

• Too time consuming/conflicts 

with other activities

"University Students' Reflections on School 

Music." Undergraduate Research Journal for 

the Human Sciences. 

www.kon.org/urc/v11/stjern.html, 2012.

Why Do Students Quit?

http://www.kon.org/urc/v11/stjern.html
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Changing Our Teaching Approaches

What Motivates You?
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Extrinsic Motivation

When can extrinsic 
motivation be effective?

Extrinsic Motivation
When can extrinsic 
motivation be 
effective?
» Rewards must have 

value

» Students must not 
work only for the 
reward

» Rewards lose 
appeal over time 
unless they 
increase in value

» Rewards have to be 
constant and fair
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Intrinsic Motivation

Factors Affecting Motivation
How do Daniel Pink’s 

three motivational 

areas apply to piano?

✘ Repertoire

✘ Lesson Content

✘ Expectations

✘ Practice 

Strategies

✘ Interaction
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Factors Affecting Motivation

Setting Goals
» Goals should be:

⋄ specific,
⋄ challenging but obtainable
⋄ short- and long-term 
⋄ emphasize process over 

outcome
- Noa Kageyama, author 
of the website The 
Bulletproof Musician, 

“Action leads to motivation, and not the other way around. Any action is better 
than no action at all. Stop waiting for motivation, and start motivating yourself.”
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Create a Sense of Inspiration
» New practice activities

⋄ Improvisation
⋄ Playing a new style
⋄ Short composition activities
⋄ Sight reading popular music
⋄ Re-learning a old, favorite 

piece of repertoire
⋄ Study of composer
⋄ Comparing recordings

Create a Sense of Community
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The Music Teachers National Association is the leading 
professional organization for pianists and piano 
instructors in the United States.  Utah State University 
has a collegiate chapter that participates in events at 
the national, state, and local levels. Students have the 
opportunity to attend and present research at National 
and State conferences, with faculty mentorship and 
guidance. The USU chapter was awarded “State 
Collegiate Chapter of the Year” in 2019 by UMTA. 

USU Youth Conservatory 
The Youth Conservatory (YC) is a lab school designed to give piano majors hands-on professional training in 
individual and group lessons to pre-college students ages 4-18. Upon successfully completing the Pedagogy and 
Practicum sequence, piano majors can seek official employment by the Youth Conservatory and receive $15 
(undergrad) or $20 (grad student) per hour for their continued teaching. Opportunities to teach during the summer 
are also available. Upon graduation, piano majors may choose to adopt their YC students into their own personal 
studio. Annual community events like the Monster 
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help other music majors meet the piano proficiency requirements. The UTF position gives piano majors college-
level classroom teaching experience as early as their Freshman year. Graduate students may serve as instructors 
for the group piano course through the Graduate Teaching Assistantship program.  

Scholarships 
Music Department piano scholarships are awarded 
annually to eligible piano majors for up to four years of 
undergraduate study.  Piano program scholarships are 
awarded based on the piano faculty committee’s 
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both potential and demonstrated accomplishments, 
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their degree plan and the program, student need, and 
funding availability.   
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Create Routines That Foster Success

“I Didn’t Practice Because…”

What are some of the root 
causes of lack of practice or 
lack of good practice?

“ I Didn’t Practice Because… ”
What are some of the root causes of lack of 
practice?

⋄ Practice goals unclear
⋄ Practice time expectations not 

understood
⋄ Student (and parents) don’t know what to 

do during practice
⋄ Practice tasks seem overwhelming or 

difficult
⋄ Practice has no novelty or appeal
⋄ Repertoire not appealing
⋄ No clear end-goal
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“ I Didn’t Practice Because… ”
“Deep practice is built on a paradox: struggling in certain 

targeted ways—operating at the edges of your ability, where 

you make mistakes—makes you smarter. Or to put it a slightly 

different way, experiences where you're forced to slow down, 

make errors, and correct them—as you would if you were 

walking up an ice-covered hill, slipping and stumbling as you 

go—end up making you swift and graceful without your 

realizing it.” --Daniel Coyle, The Talent Code

Quality practice is:

✘ Consistent

✘ Intensely focused

✘ Lies at the edge of our natural abilities

24

Practice: A Team Effort
✘ Specific and accessible feedback for students and parents
✘ Communication (text, e-mail, after-lesson meeting)
✘ Make sure all three members of the practice team are on 

the same page
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Repertoire for Post-Millennials
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DYNAMIC DUOS
 FEATURING PIANO MUSIC FOR

FOUR (AND MORE) HANDS

 USU PIANO AREA RECITAL

UTAH STATE UNIVERSITY
FREE AND OPEN TO THE PUBLIC

OCTOBER 14 / 7:30PM
RUSSELL / WANLASS 
PERFORMANCE HALL

HALLOWEEN TIME MACHINE
OCTOBER �� / �PM / DAINES CONCERT HALL 
CHASE FINE ARTS CENTER / UTAH STATE UNIVERSITY

FREE & OPEN TO THE PUBLIC

�O��

Piano Ensembles

Piano Ensembles
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Piano Ensembles

Piano Ensembles
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“By understanding today’s learners it is evident 
the role of the educator must change.  No 
longer is education given to students for 

recitation through a text and lecture model.  
This generation is a collaborative and social 

generation that has a focus on understanding 
and building knowledge through various forms 

of media to discover answers.  It is for the 
educator to provide an arena for engagement 

and discovery as well as being a content expert 
and mentor.”—Michele Monaco & Malissa

Martin, The Millennial Student: A New 
Generation of Learners. Athletic Training 

Education Journal; 2017: 2 (Apr-Jun): 42-46.


