
By Dr. Julie Knerr

Work-Joy Cycle

In a lecture I attended at a local music teacher’s association meeting, Dr. Sergio Monteiro, a 
professor of piano at Oklahoma City University, made a statement that put into words what I 
had been thinking for quite some time but had not been able to articulate to myself. 

He said that learning the piano is not necessarily going to be fun, but it should definitely bring 
students joy. 

I agree completely with Dr. Monteiro. Hard work will be required to learn to play the piano 
well, and hard work is not always fun. However, work brings mastery over a skill. This mastery 
builds confidence. Confidence brings joy because of a sense of accomplishment. Joy makes 
the student want to continue working hard. I call this the Work-Joy Cycle:

I believe this cycle is what Alfie Kohn had in mind when he wrote his book, Punished by 
Rewards: The Trouble with Gold Stars, Incentive Plans, A's, Praise, and Other Bribes. I read this 
book in my doctoral studies and immediately disagreed with his premise that children should 
work for the intrinsic joy of learning and that using extrinsic motivators will kill their intrinsic 
motivation. In fact, I think my initial reaction was, “I don’t think Alfie has ever met a real child.” 

The Struggle

Through the years, I have struggled with the balance between intrinsic and extrinsic 
motivation of my piano students, because in theory I do actually agree with Dr. Kohn. 
However, I found that practice with real live children, motivation does not generally work in 
practice like it should in theory. My students do not always want to put in the daily hard work 
necessary to set the Work-Joy Cycle in motion, especially if the parent is not devoted to 
guiding the child’s practice on a daily basis.
 
Rare is the child that will put in the daily ten years of practice required to become a good 
pianist solely because of the intrinsic joy that comes from music making. Just as adults 
generally work harder at their jobs when they receive a paycheck, I believe that rewarding 
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children for their work at the piano will encourage them to keep working over the long term. 
After all, we would never say that an adult should not get a paycheck because it might 
destroy his intrinsic interest in his work. 

The Solution to the Struggle

Several years ago, I had a fellow teacher (I cannot remember whom) bring some balance 
to my struggles over intrinsic and extrinsic motivators by saying that intrinsic motivation does 
come from the the music. However, for the more tedious parts of piano practice, like learning 
scales and key signatures, practicing consistently, etc., accountability in the form of extrinsic 
motivators is useful.

Because of my “all or nothing, black and white” personality, I had not considered that the 
answer to my struggles lay in a balance between intrinsic and extrinsic motivators!

Below are aspects of piano study that relate to intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. I realize that 
some statements could fall into both categories.

Intrinsic Joy in Piano Study Results From:

• Playing beautiful, inspiring, or exciting music. This is why choosing repertoire that is suited 
in level and interest for each student is a substantial and important part of teaching 
piano.

• Playing music well. Children like what they do well.

• Mastery of a challenge

• Performances and competitions to showcase accomplishments

• Leveled and fairly adjudicated assessments such as the Music Development Program 
(MDP)

• Kinesthetic feeling of the fingers moving the keys and the freedom of body movement 
in a well-choreographed technique

• Making music with others (family, friends, teacher).

• The relationship with the teacher and the teacher’s ability to bring out the joyfulness 
and playfulness inherent in childhood.

• Keeping children moving forward over the years of study by recognizing how each 
child learns in inclines and plateaus. The teacher needs to provide music at the correct 
level to allow the student to progress to a new level in the inclines and to keep the 
student learning many pieces at one level to provide motivation in the plateaus.

Accountability through Extrinsic Rewards (prizes, stickers, etc.) are Useful For:

• Setting short term goals and rewarding students for accomplishing them. The goals must 
be attainable, and the system needs to be completely fair. Children will not respect a 
system where the rules are bent (even if they are bent in their favor).



• Rewarding the tedious parts of piano study, like note flashcards, scales in all keys, daily 
practice etc.

• Allowing students to visibly see progress from level to level (I tell my students what level 
pieces they are studying), book to book, sticker chart to sticker chart, and MDP Level to 
MDP Level. This is similar to the system of karate belt colors used in karate class.

My Current Accountability System

Here is the Accountability System I currently use with my students. 

Each time the students reach a bold line (set at varying intervals on the chart, from three to 
seven stickers between bold lines), they may choose something out of the prize bucket. They 
earn stickers in three categories:

• Completing Practice Goals
• Mastering Pieces
• Completing Sightreading Flashcards

The prize bucket contains candy, gum, dried fruit strips (for the more nutritiously minded 
families), bouncy balls, matchbox cars, noise putty, whoopie cushions, glow in the dark 
bracelets, bubble wands, $1 bills, etc. My rule for myself is that each item I buy for the prize 
bucket must be $1 or less.

Completing Practice Goals

I have three practice systems, which I choose in consultation with the parent and student:

• Minutes System. Students have a weekly practice goal and write down the time they 
practice each day. I start with a low practice goal so that it is well within reach of the 
student. Starting with a practice goal that is impractical and unrealistic is demoralizing. 
It is better to start with a lower goal the student will realistically be able to reach with 
modest effort. The goal can then be increased after successive weeks of reaching the 
first goal.

• Reaching practice goal = 1 sticker
• Practicing more the goal = 2 stickers
• Practicing 20 minutes or more over the goal = 3 stickers



 For students who cannot add or subtract large numbers or have a hard time envisioning 
 how far they are from their weekly practice goal, I have a laminated thermometer 
 chart that the parent helps them color in with a whiteboard marker throughout the 
 week. They begin at the bottom of the practice thermometer and fill it in as they 
 complete their minutes of practice for the week. I have thermometers of various minute
  goals, from 60 minutes (the first few weeks of study) up to 240 minutes.

• Smiley System. For many students who do not like the hassle of keeping track of 
practice minutes, the Smiley System works well. At the lesson, I give a grade of a smiley 
face, straight face, or sad face for each piece based on the student’s preparation.

 At the end of the lesson I decide, based on the grades, how many stickers the student 
 has earned:

• Bad practice week = 0 stickers
• Some progress, but the student can do better = 1 sticker
• Really good practice week = 2 stickers
• Reserved for exceptional practice = 3 stickers 

• Behavior System. For very young students who are completely dependent on the 
parent for practicing help:

• Practiced well that week, according to the parent = 1 sticker
• Behaved well at the lesson = 1 sticker
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Mastering Pieces 

• Passing 5 pieces = 1 sticker. I keep track of the pieces passed on a 3x5 card that I keep 
in each child’s file.

Completing Sightreading Flashcards

• Completing 4 cards = 1 sticker

In the past I gave stickers only for practice, but I found that having a variety of ways to earn 
stickers allows forward momentum for all students rather than just for the outstanding 
practicers.

Do Extrinsic Motivators Destroy Intrinsic Motivators?

I have on occasion been worried that the students would only want to play piano for the 
prizes they can earn. But I have found that they usually have a pretty balanced view. They 
love their pieces, as evidenced by wanting to keep many of their pieces as Review Pieces 
after they are completed. Sometimes I will say, “Great work! Put a sticker on the chart!” and 
the student will be distracted by a piece he wants to play and say, “Wait. Can we play this 
piece first?” before putting a sticker on the chart. This shows me that the students really do find 
joy in music. The stickers just make the daily hard work and discipline more palatable. 

There are occasional students who do work better without extrinsic motivators, although I 
believe that all students need some form of accountability to do their best work. Also, research 
has shown that these types of motivation systems work better with boys than with girls. 
Therefore, I always ask the parent and student first if they would like to participate in the sticker 
chart. Also, if a student practices so well that he gets too many prizes, the chart can be 
demotivating because it is too easy to earn prizes. In this case, either the student does not 
need to be part of the sticker chart, or the requirements for earning stickers can be made 
more difficult. 

For students that do not want to participate in the sticker chart, random prizes will be 
welcomed and can bring extra joy to the process of studying piano. I was this kind of child. 
Although I definitely needed more accountability than I received in my practicing, I did not 
like prizes and motivation systems of this type. However, I am sure that if my teacher had said 
occasionally, “You are doing such a good job. I got you some M&Ms,” it certainly would have 
increased my joy, my motivation to work hard, and would have made me happy that my 
teacher was pleased with me and had noticed my work.

Fun Versus Joy

In summary, piano study, though not necessarily always fun in the “Video games are fun” 
sense of the word, should bring the student much joy. The joy comes from accomplishing a 
task, from the music, and from little things the teacher does to bring out the joy that is naturally 
in children. In addition, extrinsic accountability motivators add to the intrinsic joy of playing the 
piano and help children put in the daily work necessary to become good pianists.

Both intrinsic and extrinsic motivators help children learn to play the piano well, which is the 
greatest motivator toward increased work. Children like to do what they do well. For most 
children, if they play the piano well, they will like to play the piano.


