Starting an Arts Academy through a Local Church: 

ten points to consider

1. Decide what type of Academy you want to be. 

Are you going to be a classical school that focuses on piano, voice, classical guitar, and violin and pushes standard music notation, sight-reading, and classic literature? Are you going to be a rock school that focuses on practical topics like playing in a band, reading tab, and playing by ear? Maybe some combination of the two?

I have taught at many different studios and academies. The ones that have succeeded are the ones that are confident in what they are and what type of student they turn out. Make sure you know who you are and what you want to accomplish. 

2. Teacher Qualifications 

Do all of your teachers need to have advanced degrees in their field? Do they need to have experience playing professionally? Do they need to have taught students before? If it’s part of the church, do they need to be church members? 

Some of the places I taught at turned down great teachers because they didn’t have a degree. Others had lousy teachers because they had no standards at all. Decide what the non-negotiables are regarding the teachers you hire. They are the face of the academy and you will rise or fall based on the success of the teachers. 

3. Where will lessons be held?

If your arts academy is in a church, lessons will probably be in Sunday school rooms, the Sanctuary, and other shared spaces. Be clear with teachers, Sunday school teachers, and anyone else who uses the space what the schedule is and what is expected in regards to moving equipment and furniture. 

Make sure that all parties are in agreement over shared space and that there is a place for equipment to be stored when not in use. Other issues to consider are sound and traffic flow. From a sound perspective, make sure that it each teacher can be heard as he teaches in his room. Don’t put the drum room right next to the flute room without any soundproofing and expect things to go well. 

Also think about traffic flow and accountability. You want lessons to be in a space that is far enough away from church offices and other people that it will not bother anyone, but you don’t want to completely isolate teachers and students. If your academy is large and you have many teachers and students, this isn’t an issue. But if you have a small academy don’t run the legal/ethical risk of having one teacher and one student alone together in a desolate part of the church. While chances are nothing will happen, you can’t be too careful and we want to be above reproach. Even though it adds noise, I also like the idea of an open door policy with lessons. 

Also think about traffic flow in and out of the lesson space. Is there a space for parents, students, and families to sit before or after their lessons? Is the space easy to find and get in and out of from the parking lot? Think through it from the perspective of someone that has never been to your church before. 

4. Calendar/Payment Structure

Are you going to offer lessons monthly? By semester? How will you structure lessons throughout the calendar year? Will students pay weekly? Monthly? By semester? 


I prefer a semester system. I currently teach a 15-week fall semester, a 15-week spring semester, and a 6-week summer semester. This gives teachers and students a break every few months to refocus and reflect on what was learned. It also makes payment easier so you don’t have to hound parents for money every four weeks. But this isn’t to say that you cannot have a very successful academy that teaches 12 months out of the year. 

In a semester system students pay for the entire semester up front or split it into two payments. This alleviates the hassle of making sure that everyone has paid each month and retains students longer than the monthly format. Since students have paid a semester in advance you are guaranteed to keep them until the end of the semester and they have an easy out if they decide to opt out of lessons before the next semester begins. Most places that I have taught used monthly systems. Believe me when I say that the semester system is the way to go. 

5. How will teachers get paid?

Do students pay the teacher directly or the academy? Does the academy deduct a percentage form each student?

I have seen great and poor examples of both of the above systems. Here are the main options:

A) Student pays teacher. Teacher writes a check to Academy for “rent”.

B) Student pays teacher. Teacher keeps all of the money; no rent. 

C) Student pays academy. Academy pays teacher. 

Option A: As a teacher this is my least favorite of the three. The teacher has to do all of the work while the academy takes a percentage of the income. From a teaching standpoint I always felt robbed. 

Option B: This is a great option for the teacher, but not so great for the academy. If you work at a large enough academy the registration fees charged for each student may be enough to cover the cost of running the academy. 

Option C: This option is in the middle. It’s more work for the academy, but it’s also easier to keep up with for documentation and tax purposes. If you choose this option be sure to make payments easy and keep the teacher out of it. Have the teachers stick the checks in a box in their room that you collect each week or have a locked box at the church where all checks are placed. 

If you take money out of a teacher’s check for rent or other reasons make sure to take care of the teacher. This means always paying the teacher promptly at the same time each month. It also means having a fund set up for equipment and teaching purchases. As a teacher I feel like if I have to pay a place to teach there I should have a guaranteed check on a regularly scheduled date each month and have a fund for teaching equipment and supplies when needed (within reason). 

6. What is your makeup policy?

Understand that when a student signs up for lessons they are not buying music lessons but blocks of another person’s schedule. It is unfair for a student to miss lessons without good reason and expect the teacher to show up for an additional lesson after he had to be there for the original lesson that was missed. Be firm on your makeup policy and allow the teachers to give leeway if they choose. As a teacher it’s a lot easier to point to the policy and make the academy the ‘bad guy’ than to have to look like a jerk for not making up a lesson because Timmy went to his Grandmother’s 80th birthday party. 

It’s a good idea to have Excused Absences and Unexcused Absences. An Excused absence would be a family emergency, serious illness, death in the family, etc. These should be made up, but limited to only one makeup per semester. An unexcused absence would include things like sports, school activities, homework, forgot, birthday parties, etc. If you have a small student load, it is much easier to schedule makeups but with a large studio it becomes impractical to makeup lessons every time a student has soccer practice. As cold and rough as this makeup policy may seem, if it is clearly outlined and explained parents will respect it and respect you. 

7. Arts Academy as Worship Ministry Growth

Training people in an arts academy is an obvious way to grow the size and talent of your worship ministry, but it is often overlooked. While the results may not be immediate, if you give young students the opportunity to learn and grow musically they will find ways to express this. If they are church members, this means that they will grow into your worship ministry. You can even offer scholarships or partial scholarships for teens and adult students that serve in the worship ministry as a way for them to better their talents. 

8. Registration, Policies, and Procedures

Be sure to have a registration form for each student and charge a registration fee. A yearly registration fee is a great way to keep costs down while still bringing money into the program. The registration fee should cover equipment maintenance, new equipment and teaching supplies, and any other costs. You may want to offer a reduced registration for families. An easy way to make people think that their registration fee is worthwhile (and get some free publicity) is give a T-Shirt with each registration. T-Shirts can be printed cheaply and are well worth the effort. A standard registration fee is $25-30 per year. 


The registration form should have all of the student’s basic info. Make sure to have your policies written out and give the parents a place to sign that they acknowledge and agree with all policies. This makes everything a lot easier if you have problems later in the semester with makeups, payments, etc. 

9. Publicity/Advertising

This can be a make it or break it part of an Arts Academy. Definitely put info on the academy on your website, church sign, bulletin, and anything else you can think of at the church. But be sure to advertise outside of the church as well. Take out ads in local newspapers and magazines. Ask local news stations and papers to do a report or article on you. Ask your teachers to give master classes, seminars, or workshops. Have your drum teacher offer a free drum-training seminar for worship drummers. 

10. Recitals/Performances

Definitely give your students the opportunity to showcase their talents to friends and family. You can offer yearly recitals in the spring and offer Christmas recitals in December. Recitals are a great way to give students a feeling of accomplishment but also are a great means of advertising and gaining new students. If you have a great recital, siblings and friends of current students will also want lessons. Put in the extra effort and make sure your recital is GREAT. This year I had students play together in bands (guitar students, drum students, bass students..). The students loved the experience and parents loved getting to see their kids as rock stars for a night. You may also consider letting students play on Sunday morning on occasion as a way to build awareness of the academy and give students a place to play and share their gifts. 

