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Elyse Mach is a professor of music at Northeastern Illinois University in Chicago, where she coordinates the piano and piano pedagogy programs. She also is a concert pianist and has appeared with the NBC Symphony and the Netherlandische Philharmonic Broadcasting Orchestra. She serves as a consulting editor of Clavier and writes the monthly column, “Practice Notes.” She is the author of nine books related to piano, including Great Contemporary Pianists Speak for Themselves. She has been awarded the Board of Governors Distinguished Professor Award for excellence in teaching.


Mach’s article entitled “Justin Kolb – Crusader for Music” appeared in the 2006 September issue of Clavier. Justin Kolb is a native of Hammond, Indiana. He studied piano as a young boy and even took some lessons from the famous piano pedagogue, Frances Clark. He later attended DePaul University in Chicago where he earned a bachelor’s degree in piano performance in 1964. Two years later he went to Europe with the US Army and performed piano recitals as part of his assignment. He later returned to USA and began a graduate program at Northwestern University, hoping to pursue a career as a concert pianist.  But by then he had a family and needed to make a living so he didn’t finish the degree. After 15 years in the marketing business, Kolb moved to the Catskill Mountains in New York and studied piano with German Diez in NYC. He soon had embarked on a career at the piano. Today he not only continues to perform but also speaks regularly as an ambassador for music to students, school boards, and other organizations. 

The focus of this article is on what Kolb has identified as the benefits of music study. He believes that through music we become more able to learn and do well in other areas. As he meets with public school students, he presents talks about the benefits of music study and encourages his students to think of life skills that they are gaining through their music study. In his sessions, he and the students make a list which he then shares with school boards to make a case for keeping music in the schools. The lists include such skills as: listening; speaking clearly; paying closer attention to details; working well with others; managing time; disciplining oneself to finish a job; developing analytical skills; gaining respect for teachers, scores, and composers; learning to accept criticism; and developing confidence and poise. 

Kolb explains that companies go to great lengths to provide workshops and seminars for their employees that help them to develop these exact skills. For instance, company executives believe that when listening skills improve, productivity improves, and even company safety improves! Kolb’s audiences realize that music study is giving students a head start in whatever career they choose – not exclusively a career in music.

I was attracted to this article because I strongly believe that through music we learn life skills that serve us well in many areas. I think I came to realize this first when I was teaching young children in Kindermusik or Suzuki Piano. For example, I believe that as students learn to take musical challenges one step at a time, they, too, will learn to deal with life’s challenges one step at a time. Sometimes I get put in situations where I deal with so much detail that I forget to look at the bigger picture. This article reminds me that music education, and specifically piano study, is full of picky details that demand patience and perseverance. But it is well worth the time and effort when the student is a better person for having met the musical challenges.
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