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Possibility of Ensemble Class in Remote Learning:
How to Proceed with Ensemble Class by Utilizing ICT
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Comparative Study on Demographic Difference of Parents
who Send Children to Piano Lessons: Japan and US

i EHr
Keiko Kurachi

1. Introduction

For over two decades, I have lived in New York, Paris and Tokyo performing the
piano and taught many students who want to be professional pianists. My experiences
in three countries are distinctively different and so is the type of people who perform
the piano. When did they start playing the piano? Who sent them to a piano lesson first
and why? What motivated me to study this topic is, in addition to these long-term
wonders, | became a parent and recently started sending my 3-year-old daughter to a
piano lesson. This study mainly summarizes my observations in two countries, Japan

and the US, with some evidence and insights on how to approach piano from early

childhood.

2. Out of School Activities in Japan
2.1. Piano Lesson in Japan

Back in the 1980s, it was quite common among parents to send their children to
piano lessons. Lessons were mainly private one-on-one at the teacher's residence and
about one hour every week. In almost all cases, it was a classic piano starting from
Beyer and training of learning score (Solfége) was always a part of the lesson. In the
late 70s to early 80s, it was also common for parents to purchase a new upright piano
at home.

Piano also became an accessible instrument from the 80s to 2000. Mr. Inoue’s
analysis of the changing social meaning of piano ownership in Japan mentioned the
decline in the price of upright piano from an amount equal to one month’s salary on

average in 1977 to 0.29 month’s salary in 2008 (Inoue 2018, P. 78).
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During this period, however, demand for piano lessons for children declined.
According to the primary school children’s white paper issued by Gakken, the most
popular out of school activity was piano and 24 percent of children showed interest in
1989 (Gakken 1989). In 2014, piano ranked 3rd in the out of school classes following
“swimming” and “cram school (JYUKU)” (Gakken 2014). Most recent survey in 2021
showed that piano lessons ranked the 5th in out of school activities (Gakken 2021).

Mode of lessons and method has also changed during those periods. Private
piano lessons became more common in music schools or facilities accessible from
train stations, and 30-minute weekly lessons became more popular. Piano lesson is no
longer exclusive for school-going children, but also for adult learners. Non-classic
piano scores for beginners also became popular. In fact, when I check “piano scores
for beginners” on websites, over 8,000 books are suggested which are so diverse: pop
music, Jazz, movie and game music etc. COVID-19 also boosting the demand for
online piano lessons and selecting a teacher among websites or apps became quite
common.

In fact, when I searched for my daughter’s piano lesson teacher, I got
information through my music companion, from PTNA, the Piano Teachers’ National
Association of Japan, and selected one after a trial lesson.

According to the analysis of Mr. Inoue, the popularity of new upright Yamaha
pianos also decreased over the past two decades. This is due to the increased
penetration of second-hand pianos, cheaper made-in-China pianos, and electric pianos.

Here is the graph of annual piano production and penetration rate (Inoue 2018, P. 79).
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Graph 1: Production of Piano by Types of Pianos in Japan (2018)

40 ~ -

wp=  Price Level: Grand Piano B Manufactured Quantity: Grand Piano

sl Price Level: Upright Piano B Manufactured Quantity: Upright Piano
35 4 s Usage Rate: Nationwide Survey ¥ Manufactured Quantity: Electric / Digital Piano -

e Usage Rate: Trend Survey
30 -
25 - -

A 4
L
1
20 A K -
e LY
UMY
A
15 A # g { / 71 -
M
1LY
10 A 1 LA -
11 q
'l
5. U L
¢H~-~
0 cantlifl i1
T T T

1945 1950 1955 1960 1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015

Unit: Price level...Average household vs. Monthly income ratio
Production volume...10,000 unit/Usage...%

Reference: Kimihito Inoue (2018) P. 86

In the above graph, the blue line indicates the number of upright pianos
produced per year. Green line indicates the number of electric/digital pianos. As you
can see in this graph, production of upright pianos has been declining since the 1980s
and instead, production of electric/digital pianos has increased in the same period.
Overall, the total number of pianos produced per year decreased dramatically since
2000. Since this is the aggregated data in Japan, it does not directly prove the decline
of popularity of piano, given that quite a few people may purchase foreign products or
second-hand.

However, being a pianist in my profession, I feel the great difference between
upright/grand piano and electric/digital piano. The electric piano sound is clearly
different from the original instrument, and the amount of finger pressure to create the
sounds is also different. The most important point is that the way fingers, hands and
body are used to make various tones and sound colors on an actual piano cannot be

obtained on an electronic piano. When it comes to a real piano lesson, my observation is
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that children practicing on an actual piano have a clear consciousness of producing
beautiful sounds and the image of the sounds that spread in the space, but children
practicing on an electronic piano are less conscious of that. Although smart phones and
tablets provide digital keyboard, it is far less than the original 88 keys on upright/grand
piano.

Therefore, I although believe digitalization of piano can be beneficial depending

on the usage, the overall advantage is less for children who learn piano.

2.2. Demography of Parents and Meaning of Piano Lesson

There is not enough data available on the demography of parents who send their
children to piano lessons in Japan, but the analysis can be made by the demography of
people possessing piano. According to Inoue, there is a clear linkage between household
income and possession of piano. In the data below, when the household income is scaled
from one to ten, the percentage of households which possess piano is 15.4 percent in
scale one and above 50 percent in scale ten in 20141, Also, quite clearly, a single person

household has less percentage of piano possession than two-or-more-person households.

Figure 1: Demographic Character of Piano Possessing Households

Single person
gle p Two-or-more-person Household

Household
Year Sex Annual Income by Class
Average [T | AV T T [ v V] ViJvi[vi] iXx] X
1969 8.7 17 3.1 7.3 11.0 20.1
1974 13.4 3.6 6.8 118 176 273
1979 187 | 49| 77| 95| 107| 158| 195| 226| 267| 30.7| 396
1984 10| 43| 216 | 56| 87| 128 156] 203[ 222[ 256] 286] 344] 417

1989 4.3 21| 56| 249 71| 12.0) 151| 193 23.2| 26.7| 30.3| 328 37.7| 455

1994 4.2 20| 52| 251 95| 129| 143| 18.7| 23.0| 25.8| 289| 341| 39.1| 457

1999 4.7 26| 6.7 25.2 93| 12.7) 155| 184 215| 252| 29.2| 338 394 473

2004 7.3 45] 938 27.2 11.1) 146| 178| 215| 236| 27.1| 31.3| 37.1| 41.2| 489

2009 7.1 36| 101 251 120 149| 176| 20.2| 219| 23.7| 26.8| 325| 38.9| 439

2014 111 6.1 154 309 154 202| 23.6| 243| 283| 320( 35.8| 40.3| 443| 503

Reference: Kimihito Inoue (2018) P. 86

11t should be noted that in this chart, electric/digital piano is counted in 2014 but not before.
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From this data, we can easily predict that high-income parents can purchase a
piano and send their children to piano lessons. Since an upright piano requires space and
regular maintenance, there is no surprise that a well-oft family can afford piano lessons
more than other families. However, thanks to recent academic studies and findings,
piano lessons are no longer considered as a well-off people’s hobby but rather as an
important part of early childhood development. The key findings that change the
paradigm of early childhood piano education is an “absolute pitch” which is also
commonly called a “perfect pitch”. This capacity of reading musical tones by memory
not only helps children to develop capacity in music but also greatly helps children to
acquire foreign languages. As is often quoted in the piano class websites in Japan, a
“critical period” in acquiring an “absolute pitch” was proven through multiple studies to
be less than 6 years old.

There are many studies that mention the “critical period” of acquiring an
absolute pitch and most major evidence is published after 2000. As an example, 2003
studies by Frank Russo and the team, published in a music journal, provide evidence for
a critical period for absolute pitch acquisition. In their study, they created three groups
which are 3-4 years old children, 5-6 years old children, and adults. All of them received
twice a week lessons and tested their memory in different tones. They take the same
follow-on tests for 6 subsequent weeks and check the retention of their memory, which
indicates the acquisition of an absolute pitch. After these tests, the team discovered that
5-6 years old children with 6 weeks training outperformed 3-4 years old children and
adults in tone C testing (Frank 2003, P. 122). In this study, 5-6 years old children not
only exhibited a high memory retention after 6 weeks, but also mentioned that he/she
“really seems to be getting it” or “having fun guessing the C”. Those comments
endorsed that preschool child could enjoy music lessons and acquire an absolute pitch
with ease or fun.

Regarding the positive impacts of piano lessons in early childhood, so many
other positive findings and evidence are accumulated in Japan as well. Given the variety
of reasonable options to possess piano nowadays, I believe the demand for piano lessons

will also increase in the near future.
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3. Piano Lessons in the US
3.1.  General Trend

As for piano lessons in the US, my experience and observation are essentially
from the State of New York since 2000. Due to the high civil crime rate in New York
City, almost all piano lessons were conducted in a conservatory. When I checked the
website, lots of piano lessons seem to have shifted to online lessons recently. According
to the Pianist Demographics and Statistics in the US summary, the majority of pianists
live in New York City and Boston (Zippa 2019); therefore, I assume piano lessons
taking place in New York can be used to explain the general trend of piano lessons in
the US.

As for textbooks, Beyer is not used for early childhood piano lessons in New
York, and no longer used in Japan either. Solfége is taught in summer courses or
separate classes but not as part of actual piano lessons. Alfred was quite commonly used
for piano beginners. In addition, outside Manhattan, there is enough space at home for
most middle-class Americans, so the general rate of possessing upright piano seems to
be much higher than in Japan. Due to the high crime rate, in the conservatory where my
friend had been working, children under 13 years old needed to be sent and picked up
from the lesson by their family members or nannies. In most cases, parents or
grandparents accompanied students and came to the school by car. It is very common
for siblings to learn piano together and there was no gender imbalance of children sent
to piano lessons. Class was 45 minutes every week which is also common in Japan.

It should be noted that playing piano has been very much part of the culture in

the US which is quite clearly seen in the table below.

Table 1: Percentage of People who can Play Piano in the US and Japan

Gross Percentage of
Country People who can Play Male Female
Piano
USA* N/A 55.9 333
Japan** 19.5 11.8 26.5

Table: Prepared by Keiko Kurachi
* USA Data Source: Mozart Project 2022
** Japan Data Source: Sirabee 2019




[#F5E/—H]

As you see, the percentage of people who can play piano is quite high for both
male and female in the US. It is quite interesting that the gender breakdown is quite the
opposite between the US and Japan. In the US, almost 56 percent of male can play the
piano as opposed to 33.3 percent for female, but in Japan, 26.5 percent of female can
play the piano while only 11.8 percent of male can. My friend who taught at the
conservatory in Long Island in New York State also mentioned that there is no gender

imbalance for her child students.

3.2.  Reason for Sending Children to Piano Lessons

As is mentioned in the previous section, the percentage of people who can play
the piano is quite high in the US, so there is less reservation for sending children to
piano lessons. However, like in Japan, demography such as socio-economic status of
parents largely affects children accessing piano lessons (Kathleen 2015, P. 2). Her team
also highlighted the characteristics of parents which affect early children to start piano
lessons.

Early in development, the parents’ openness-to-experience is the principal factor
determining whether their children take music lessons, consistent with passive genetic
influences. At this point, the children’s agreeableness matters most, because they must
agree to go along with their parents’ decision.... Why is openness-to-experience the best
overall predictor of music training, whether it comes from the child or the parent? One
obvious reason is that part of openness-to-experience is aesthetic sensitivity (i.e., liking
and appreciating music, art, and dance). Openness is also associated with creativity
(McCrae, 1987), intelligence (McCrae, 1993; Harris, 2004; Moutafietal., 2006),
academic achievement (DollingerandOrf, 1991; Johnetal., 2008), and an interest in and
enjoyment of intellectual activities (Furnhametal., 2008; Kathleen 2015, P. 5).

It needs to be documented that the cognitive benefits of learning piano from
early childhood has been long acknowledged by parents in the US, but her team shed
light on the other character, which is “openness-to-experience” for both parents and
children. To the best of my knowledge, similar studies has never been conducted in
Japan, but it would be quite significant to see the characteristics of parents and children

who start music lessons early.
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4, Conclusion

This is a working paper that started from my interest in the demography of
parents who send their children to piano lessons. However, through web search and
academic journal review, I acquired the latest information on the benefits of early
childhood piano lessons. It is also encouraging to learn that despite the recent popularity
of programming and English education early in life, the meaning of piano lessons and
their positive effects on children are well noted among parents and some schoolteachers.
I hope childhood piano lesson is filled with joy and excitement, nurture their humanity,

and enables music to be a part of their life.
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