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            Introduction

         

         
            Putting personal communication, imagination and creativity at the heart of every lesson and performance.

         

         This book is written to give piano teachers the confidence to explore new, imaginative and creative ways to help and support their pupils. It is a rich resource of principles, ideas, useful strategies and thought-provoking questions rather than a book of definitive answers reflecting any particular school or technique.

         What follows reflects both my experiences as a performer and as a teacher of a diverse range of talents and personalities. It also draws together years of personal experience teaching and observing piano lessons and engaging with other teachers in one-to-one lessons, small workshops and large conferences.

         You’ll find, of course, a lot about technique: basic principles, ideas for development, thoughts about teaching strategies and a ‘clinic’ of common problems at the end of most sections. There are practical examples of music your pupils may well play and thoughts about how to guide their performance. There is advice about areas such as our role as a piano teacher, how to deal with parents, help with practising, assessing progress and choosing repertoire.

         But underlying the book is also a strong musical philosophy: the desire to remove the shackles of intense notation-driven learning that can so effectively strangle all musical ownership or aspiration (mostly borne of parental demands, competition and exams). I want to encourage pianists of all ages not only to believe that a personal, musical performance is both the reason for performing and attainable, but also to take pride in expressing their ideas. I want to inspire teachers first and foremost to have the confidence and self-belief to nurture the young musician away from parental pressure and peer comparison.

         
             

         

         
             

         

         This book is written with a knowledge and understanding of the Government’s advice on safeguarding, particularly as it relates to physical contact with pupils (Ref: DFE-00295-2013).

         It is crucial for their own protection and that of their pupils that teachers maintain a current knowledge of safeguarding regulations and work within any specific guidelines issued by an employer or an institution (e.g. school, Music Hub, Music Trust). Teachers in private practice should also consider belonging to and seeking advice from organisations such as EPTA or ISM. 
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            What makes a good piano teacher?

         

         Few of us will have started off with ambitions to become a piano teacher. It is sadly not an aspiration actively encouraged or openly respected at universities or conservatoires, though huge numbers of talented musicians have become teachers through these institutions. Many fall into teaching due to a personal contact, perhaps a neighbour who ‘found out’ they played the piano. Others will have studied as a performer and initially turned to teaching as a means of supplementing their income. Some, having discovered teaching the piano as a profession will have, like me, become as passionate about the art of teaching as they are about the piano and performing.

         There is a widely held perception that teaching is a career that musicians ‘fall into’ if they don’t make it as performers, and this devalues the profession. It’s rather galling for those of us who, having experienced performing at the highest level, discover we get even more pleasure in sharing and promoting the joys of music performance to a young, receptive generation.

         You don’t have to be a top performer to make a good teacher; the best piano teachers are rarely the best performers too. Playing the piano to a high level will however help you understand what is possible and to appreciate the psychological pressures and demands of a top performer, but this is also something others can provide along the way if the pupil is well taught from the start.

         In an ideal world, tertiary institutions would run degree courses that specifically focus on training talented young instrumentalists to be qualified professional teachers (and good luck doing this in a four year course). Until then we owe it to our profession to enlighten parents and fellow professionals as to the complexity and subtlety of our work and the broader context of the education we provide.

         What do we do?

         We mentor, inspire, motivate, train (mentally and physically) and cultivate the crucial skills that form a communicative musician. We also develop the musical imagination, aural foundation skills, technical awareness and communication skills of players. Our gift to our pupils, though, is more profound even than this. The transferable skills of communication, empathy, organisation, self-discipline, self-assessment, self-awareness, self-knowledge and pride in high standards, to mention a few, are worth more than gold. We are training them to be successful in life and bring these skills to any profession they choose.

         What skills do we need?

         A piano teacher needs the insight to understand the soul of the individual, to draw out their personality and emotions and help them forge strong personal links with the sound, their own performances and the compositions and music of others.

         As well as having the personality and verbal skills to communicate, a teacher needs the ability to evaluate, understand and develop a pupil’s strengths and to strengthen their weaknesses. This requires imagination and the ability to adapt to the individual’s needs in the way they best understand.

         A teacher needs confidence in their own ability and the self-belief and authority to command respect, coupled with the self-awareness that avoids any complacency or lack of adaptability.

         How do we teach?

         There is no one right way of course but there are inherent problems with teaching in isolation; it often makes us less comfortable with or open to new ideas and techniques, perhaps one of the reasons why piano teachers in particular are sometimes considered out of touch.

         We may understand something about teaching the piano but can we clearly outline our philosophy of teaching? Are we becoming more and more formulaic due to time restraints or because of the need to keep a constant stream of pupils to pay the mortgage?

         We are unlikely to question the way we teach unless we experience other teachers’ approaches with similar pupils, witness teaching strategies and performance ideas from other professional pianists or discuss piano teaching with teachers from different backgrounds.

         Videoing lessons (with the permission of the parent and pupil, of course) can enlighten us as to our teaching and adaptability. You don’t need to see or hear much to realise the strengths and weaknesses of your lessons – I have learnt more from this than virtually anything else. We can also enhance our teaching by encouraging an honest two-way dialogue with parents and pupils.

         Who are we teaching?

         Are we teaching a future international soloist, accompanist, teacher, spirited amateur performer, expert on piano performance, critic, piano technician, enthusiastic piano aficionado, concert manager, music administrator or someone who will have a job in one of thousands of possible music-related professions?

         We are certainly teaching and inspiring future members of the concert-going public without whom not only would our most cherished international musicians have no audience, but we would be out of a job!

         Why do pupils learn?

         It may be simply because a child loves the sound, because there is already an instrument in the home, because a parent wishes the child to have lessons, to learn to play a specific piece, to be as good as their friend, to aspire to the level of a performer they have heard or even as a stepping stone to learning another instrument. Whatever the reason, we must bear in mind that the internal motivation for learning and playing an instrument can change radically as the pupil develops.

         For pupils, the initial motivation of excitement in the lessons, discovery of sound worlds and the physical delight of playing the instrument continues for some time, supplemented by a desire to please the teacher and/or parent.

         If there is nothing more than this however, there then follows the realisation that progress requires practice and practice is hard work. Couple this with the feeling that all they are doing is reproducing the detail on a page of other composers’ works and enjoyment as well as progress falter.

         We have to focus on something that transcends all of these, therefore: the love of creativity, imagination, sound, rhythm and physical response that envelops young children. We then have to keep it alive and vibrant throughout their development.

         How do pupils learn?

         Pupils arrive with completely different experiences and strengths and relate to the world around them (and your teaching environment) in completely different ways. These qualities are often obvious but also sometimes quite subtle and we need to be aware of and tune into them.

         By linking our analogies, imagery and vocabulary with pupils’ interests we can help them engage and relate to our teaching. We can also link into their vocabulary: are they talking about the way they ‘feel’ about something, whether they can ‘see’ the solution or whether they can ‘hear’ the difference. Neurolinguistic programming (NLP) is a fascinating study worth exploring in detail. It can offer a broad adaptability to our communication, which, in turn, enables us to strengthen pupils’ visual, kinaesthetic or aural weaknesses as well as building on their strengths.

         How do we assess our teaching?

         Pupils’ success and whether or not they have been ‘well taught’ are not necessarily connected; we should always ask ourselves how we evaluate the efficacy of our teaching. A pupil giving up is generally a major disappointment in my own teaching. It is worth considering whether we have made piano performance and their relationship to music significant enough in their lives. Perhaps we should have responded more quickly to their desire to play their own compositions, or music of a particular idiom. Did we adapt to their changing aspirations?

         We should ask ourselves if we are teaching for success or teaching with the interests of each individual at heart. Exams and competitive music festivals all have their place but success in externally marked assessments does not replace the feeling evoked by a beautiful, imaginative phrase-end, a moment of melting harmony or a quirky rhythmic motif that brings a comic piece to life. These are the results of the most inspiring and engaging teaching.

         Parents are often the last to recognise this, so communication is crucial. We need to engage them from the earliest stages with our philosophy on teaching, and help them understand that it is musical imagination that will distinguish their son or daughter from the thousands of other pianists out there. Yes, we aspire to high technical standards, but find me a parent out there who doesn’t value above this the development of their child’s individuality, ability to communicate and personal attributes. It’s the musical equivalent of these that should be most valued and cherished. 

         Where does our own professional journey take us?

         We should always approach our teaching with the same thirst for knowledge that we aim to inspire in our pupils; it is sometimes hard to admit that we can always gain from new or alternative thoughts and ideas.

         It is therefore important to keep abreast of recent research into education, establishing links with schools and relating our work to their approaches. We should also actively support other musical organisations such as EPTA, ISM etc. and most importantly keep ourselves informed and knowledgeable about piano playing at the highest level. This might include hearing other performers, attending open masterclasses and festivals, meeting with and discussing teaching with other professionals, sitting in on lessons given by other teachers, playing through new publications and hearing new works, as well as staying aware of fashions in music performance and keeping up to date with popular cultural music in all its forms.
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            Developing a curriculum for your pupils

         

         It’s easy to be creative and imaginative in the first few lessons where there is an absence of notated music and note-learning and freedom is at its easiest.

         The creativity and imagination of these early lessons should continue as the pupil gets older, progresses or is faced with the challenge of reading notes. We often need to be reactive and adapt – seldom do we encounter a pupil who has made all the progress we hoped in the week – but every good lesson and activity must have an imaginative musical context at its core, coupled with an understanding of the required learning.

         Many piano lessons are reactive: pupils do not have the core musical skills to teach themselves and so reinforce bad habits through the week. This often reflects a misjudgement of the challenges involved, particularly in overestimating a pupil’s listening and audiation (the skills needed to spot the wrong notes or hear the right sounds). An obsession with notational accuracy, even in early stages, focuses attention on the written score instead of sounds and communication.

         In the early stages simply playing the piano is more important than practice. Imaginative ideas and experimentation will, in themselves, provide a stimulus for technical development, and develop a desire to create the right sound and play with fluency. Parents also need to opt into this as they will inevitably be more comfortable focussing on the ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ notes played by their children. This is counter-productive; the parent’s natural affinity with detail is often a reflection of their own education.

         The first year

         Be clear in your mind about what you want your pupil to accomplish in the first year; it is always healthy to have a guide upon which to base a pupil’s progress. Here are some possible aspirations, but you can adapt these to your own priorities and personality. Whatever your thoughts: nurture the musician first, and the pianist second. 

         
            Possible aspirations

            Musical and technical aspirations

            
               	Distinguish clearly between a dynamic range from pp to ff.

               	Tonally control and dynamically shape a phrase.

               	Confidently balance a simple accompaniment and melodic line between the hands.

               	Balance two notes in one hand.

               	Demonstrate a variety of articulation within each hand from a short staccato to longer, detached notes.

               	Demonstrate legato playing.

               	Demonstrate confident use of legato pedal between bass notes and chords.

               	Evenly control the rhythmic articulation of a melodic line or simple running accompaniment.

               	Learn scales and arpeggios of up to three sharps and flats in major and minor keys.

            

            Aural aspirations

            
               	Perceive the difference across a broad dynamic range.

               	Hear, and in part reproduce (on the piano or singing), the upper or lower part of a short two-part melody (between four and eight notes).

               	Hear and reproduce individual notes from two- and three-note chords.

               	Distinguish a variety of articulation.

               	Be able to memorise and reproduce a melody and/or rhythm up to four beats long with a maximum of eight notes.

               	Distinguish between [image: ] and [image: ] time.

            

            Notational aspirations

            Understand, write and musically reproduce:

            
               	the notes of the stave in both bass clef and treble clef

               	simple rhythmic ideas including minims, crotchets, quavers and dotted rhythms with related rests

               	elements of expressive detail including basic dynamics, articulation, phrasing and fingering

               	key signatures of up to three sharps and flats, major and minor.

            

            Compositional and improvisational aspirations

            
               	Confidently improvise a short atonal piece (c. 30 sec.) with a sense of structure and mood.

               	Confidently improvise a short tonal piece with a melody and simple triadic accompaniment.

               	Compile a portfolio of written compositions from picture scores and graphic scores through to simple two- to four-bar free compositions.

            

         

         Beyond the first year

         Plan out the following years as you get to know your pupils’ strengths and weaknesses; be ambitious for your students both musically and technically and always have a clear expectation of what you want them to achieve across the broadest range of musical skills and attributes. Your plan could be a list of bullet points or a very clear set of detailed objectives but should always involve the short-term (the next month or term) and the long-term (the next year, or three to five years). It could be repertoire-based, but should also be skill-based. Avoid being entirely reactive, keep the hand on the musical tiller, stay aware of the distance travelled and steer pupils in the right direction.

         Keep in mind when planning ahead that an exam-based curriculum will never nurture a rounded musician. Lessons should always embrace the broadest range of musical activities tailored to pupils’ strengths and weaknesses and cover all areas essential to their musical development. Many of these activities and much of the learning can be repertoire-based but this should ideally include elements of improvisation and composition, which might also feature in concerts. Interpretation and listening become increasingly important and are massive forces for change and inspiration. Having recordings by other performers of pupils’ pieces, online resources and related repertoire available to play will encourage greater insight.

         Pupils of course respond well to anything that has an outcome, such as music exams, festivals (both competitive and non-competitive), informal performing opportunities, school concerts, or simply a recording of a ‘work in progress’. These however should be used as a support to the teaching not as a framework.

         An overview of a musician’s needs, rather like a balanced diet, is crucial to a pupil’s musical health and yet is often neglected. Keeping copious personal notes on each pupil will help guide the lessons and allow you to plan ahead. Your pupils will never begin a lesson in a musical vacuum.
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            First lessons

         

         Never underestimate the significance of one-to-one time with a teacher. The value pupils place on this time is often only expressed later in life or in a passing comment, yet we jeopardise this special relationship if we dismiss the context of each lesson. We need to remember what happened last week, what work we set, what we promised we might do and what the joint long-term goals are.

         It is extremely helpful to say what you hope they will learn in the lesson before you start and at the end of the lesson, plan the next lesson with them. The care and continuity this signifies to the pupil is worth hours of practice and motivation, and establishes good habits and focus.

         Before the first lesson

         Crucial to a good first lesson is an understanding of the pupil, their interests and personality. An initial ‘get together’ beforehand is therefore deeply valuable. Finding out their passions for animals, sport, art, etc. is an instant way into their creative minds. It is also important to know their concentration span to guide the structure of the lesson.

         Questions to ask

         
            The pupil

            
               	What sort of personality do they have?

               	What concentration span do they have?

               	What reading skills do they already have?

               	How academic are they?

               	What other musical experiences have they had?

               	Do they enjoy singing?

               	What are their interests and passions?

            

            The instrument

            
               	Why are they learning the piano?

               	Is it the right instrument for them?

               	Is it their first choice instrument?

               	Do they have ambitions to play certain music?

               	Do they really want to learn the piano?

            

            Home environment

            
               	Do they have a piano at home?

               	What sort of piano is it (digital or acoustic)?

               	What condition is it in?

               	Where is it?

               	Can they practise undisturbed?

               	Do they have a way of varying the height of their stool/chair?

               	Is there enough space behind the stool for them to sit correctly?

               	Can parents afford the supplementary costs of music etc.?

               	What parental support and time is available? 


            

            Aural and reading/writing skills

            
               	Do they have a sense of pulse and subdivision?

               	Can they hear and match specific pitches?

               	How good is their memory of rhythm and melody?

               	Can (or will) they sing?

               	Do they perceive basic changes in dynamic and articulation?

               	Do they know their alphabet in upper case letters?

               	Can they draw basic shapes or pictures?

               	Can they draw circles on a large stave?

            

            Parental support

            
               	Is the parental background stable and supportive?

               	What do the parents understand about piano lessons?

               	What are the parents’ expectations of the lessons?

               	Do the parents have any pianistic knowledge?

               	Are there brothers or sisters who play the piano or a different instrument?

            

         

         The first lesson

         With some knowledge of the pupil the first lesson can be thought out more effectively. There are no ‘rights’ and ‘wrongs’ as long as musical imagination is put at the heart of the lesson and the learning taking place in every activity (musical or otherwise) is clearly understood by the teacher and followed through.

         Ideas for the first lesson with a young pupil

         
            Familiarisation with the instrument

            The workings and mechanics including the pedals.

            
               	‘What can you tell me about the piano?’

               	‘Let’s explore the inside of the piano.’

               	‘How does the piano work?’

               	‘Can you see the hammers?’

               	‘How many strings do they hit?’

               	‘Here’s a quiz. See how many questions you can answer.’

               	‘Test me on the piano. Ask me some questions.’

               	‘What have you already discovered about the piano?’

               	‘What do you think the pedals do?’

               	‘What can you already play?’

               	‘Let’s ask the piano to tell us some more musical stories.’

            

            Geography of the keyboard

            The black and white note patterns; the ‘middle’ of the instrument; the position of the stool; how and where to sit; finding notes.

            
               	‘Can you find all the groups of three black notes on the piano?’

               	‘Can you play them all really quietly so you don’t wake up the puppies?’

               	‘Now play them loudly so the puppies wake up and want to play.’

               	‘Can you say your alphabet up to ‘G’?’

               	‘What letter does ‘dog’ begin with? Here’s the letter ‘D’ on the piano – ‘D’ is for dog and it’s in a kennel (two black notes).’

               	‘How many ‘kennels’ are there on the piano? How many ‘dogs’?

               	‘Play each ‘dog’ quietly if it’s a puppy and loudly if it’s a grown-up dog. See if I can spot which is which.’ 


               	‘What letter comes before ‘D’ in the alphabet? Where do you think that note is on the piano?’

               	‘How many ‘C’s are there?’

               	‘Stretch your hands out to the edges of the keyboard (give the piano a hug).’

               	‘Now bring them into the middle. Where is the nearest ‘C’? This is called ‘middle C’.’

               	‘What note is really the middle of the piano, can you play from the outside notes to the middle?’

            

            Posture, sounds and technique

            Encouraging a balanced posture on the stool and nurturing a delight in sound. Developing freedom and movement at the keyboard’s extremities; freedom to use the instrument and experiment with its sounds; freedom to play cluster chords and individual notes, using different hand shapes to achieve different sounds.

            
               	‘How do you think you sit on the stool?’

               	‘Where do you think the stool goes?’

               	‘What happens if you sit like this (backwards) or like this (sideways)?’

               	‘Try sitting really high on the stool, or really low.’

               	‘What height feels best?’

               	‘Can you stretch your arms to the two ends of the keyboard?’

               	‘Hang the arms by your side, lift and ‘flop’ the palms onto the keys.’

               	‘Imagine a small egg balanced on the front of the keys. Can you lift and gently drop your hands onto the egg without breaking its shell?’

               	‘Make a mouse hole by holding down adjacent notes with fingers 2, 3, 4, 5. Now, keeping the hand in the same shape, move your thumb as if the mouse is going in and out of its hole.

               	‘How quickly can the ‘mouse’ disappear into the hole?’

               	‘Can it disappear in or out and play a loud/soft/long/short note?’

               	‘Tell me something about this picture.’ Show them a colourful picture of something they love (in this instance perhaps puppies).

               	‘What can you tell me about puppies?’

               	‘What sort of noises do they make?’

               	‘Can you make high noises like squeaky puppies?’ (Talk about high notes being to the right, and low notes to the left.)

               	‘Are the noises loud or soft?’ (Discuss how to show the difference on the piano.)

               	‘Are they quick or slow?’ (Talk about hand-shape, and how to control the fingers.)

               	‘What about the Mummy or Daddy dog?’ (Are their noises high or low, loud or soft?)

               	Make up a simple story about the puppies and the Mummy dog and convey this through music.

            

            Notation/first repertoire

            Introducing high and low/up and down vocabulary; high and low pictures (sun/moon/clouds or sea/caves/moles) perhaps with a horizontal line as the ‘ground’ or ‘horizon’ representing a notional middle C; the concept of ‘dots’ for individual notes; simple structures.

            
               	‘Imagine your fingers are crabs and scuttle up and down the keyboard.’

               	‘Play some sounds which paint this picture.’ 


               	Play ‘Join the dots’ following dots up and down on the page left to right.

               	‘These black dots have the manhole cover on. You can step on these. Watch out for the open manhole covers! You have to hold the note longer as you fall in.’

               	Show them some pictures and ask them to invent a ‘picture piece’ or tune.

               	Compose a three note tune which repeats called ‘Echo’ or a short piece with the same beginning and ending but a different middle called ‘Jam Sandwich’.

            

            Aural foundation skills

            Singing high and low, playing musical melody games; clapping games and rhythms; marching and establishing a sense of pulse.

            
               	‘I went to market and I heard this note…’ – you each add a note until one of you forgets the pattern.

               	‘Play low noises like a lion/elephant or really high sounds like a bat/ small bird/mouse.’

               	‘Look at these animal cards and play me a picture tune. See if I can guess if they are big or small, fast or slow.’

               	‘I’ll play a note. Can you sing it back?’

               	‘You sing/hum a note; I’ll play a note on the piano. Shout ‘snap’ if it’s the same.’

               	‘Copy me while I tap my shoulders/head/stamp my feet in time to this music.’

               	‘March around the room clapping once, then twice for every step.’

               	‘Can you clap the rhythm of your name or of your Mum/Dad’s name?’

            

            Practice (or simply encouraging regular playing activities between lessons)

            Introducing the idea of a daily routine, basic self-assessment and structure.

            
               	‘Remember to train your piano every day to play the sounds you want.’

               	‘Can you train your piano to play softly or loudly?’

               	‘Find out what your piano at home can do that mine can’t.’

               	‘Each day give your Mum or Dad a concert. Make up some sounds that tell them if you are happy or sad, tired or excited and see if they can guess.’

               	‘Take these cards of cartoon characters/animals/faces and each day ask your Mum or Dad to decide which one you are painting a musical picture of.’

               	‘Draw some picture music for me to play in the next lesson.’

               	‘Give yourself a star or a mark out of 10 for your practice each day.’

               	‘Next lesson tell me:

            

            
               – what your favourite notes are on your piano?

               – what piano day was your favourite and why?

               – what you enjoyed playing the most?

               – what you are most excited that you can now do?

               – what your favourite activity/piece was from the previous lesson?’ 

            

         

         Eloise’s first lesson

         Here is an outline of part of an actual first lesson. The approach taken is primarily musical and creative; specific elements and an understanding of notation are ‘drip-fed’ but any technical and notational complexity acts as a facilitator not a barrier to musical imagination.

         
            Musical chairs (stool position, rhythmic assessment and development)

            
               	I’ll play something (a simple, memorable tune) and I’d like you to march or dance to the music. When I stop, sit at the piano, move the stool to the correct position and place your hands on the keys as quickly as possible.

               	Let’s do this again – this time can you sing back some of the tune?

               	And again – can you sing it back loudly/quietly?

            

            Musical bumps (pitch assessment and development)

            
               	Now it’s your turn to play the music.

               	Play lots of high notes (chords/individual notes) and then suddenly some really low notes. I have to sit down when I hear the low ones.

               	(‘I couldn’t hear those low notes, can you make them really low and loud?’)

            

            The ‘C’, sky, rocks and a penguin (elements of notation and technique)

            
               	Here’s a picture of the sea and sky with rocks and a sun (and a cross penguin and a fish – see Eloise’s example below).

               	Imagine the waterline is middle C. Make up a musical story where the images above the water are above middle C and all the images under the water are below middle C.

               	‘How do we achieve fish sounds/underwater sounds? What hand shape helps you play this? How do you train your puppy ‘Monty’? How could we train our fingers to behave even better?’

            

            Practice (creativity and consolidation of the above)

            
               	Make up lots of puppy and dog music on the piano this week remembering where and how you sat to get the best sounds.

            

            
               
[image: ]
               


            

            
               	Make up lots of different musical stories about the sea, sky, rocks and a sun (and a cross penguin and a fish). Perhaps add some other creatures.

               	Draw some musical pictures for me to play, then you can show me how they should sound.

               	Keep trying to find all the dogs in their kennel.

               	Tell me what else you discover about the piano and what other pieces you have invented.

            

         

         With imagination and forethought it is possible to see how many of the activities in the first lesson can be gradually enhanced to naturally develop technique, reading skills and imaginative, musical playing. This requires a tailored and balanced curriculum for each pupil, planned carefully from week to week, and based around the requirements for that child’s development.

         After the first lesson

         There is a temptation to be drawn into a much more conservative, reactive and traditional way of teaching as students mature and grow and it is easy to fall into this trap within the first few lessons especially if a conventional Piano Tutor is used. Instead, understand the importance of these more creative ideas and activities, and build on them. For example, ‘puppy’ stories become literature or poems, and relationships become motivational and inspirational themes. Understand the relevance of the activities and the musical foundation skills they are developing. If each activity nurtures and challenges another element of notational understanding, technical control or aural awareness within a ‘fun’ and emotionally engaging context then it will be valuable.

         In the early stages, logical progression and relevance is crucial, but so is a pupil’s ownership of their imagination and activities. Be aware of what they love doing and perhaps draw activities into this that challenge other areas of their musical development. Ensure you are aware of, and hear, what the pupil has enjoyed working on as well as the things you think are most important. If you find yourself spending too much time on theory or notes then take two steps back and break everything up into small musical elements. Invent resources and material for specific pupils and perhaps write yourself notes or a commentary so that you can use them again. If needed, explain to the parents how they should be used to best support their child.
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            Introducing notation

         

         Consider how we learn to talk. The ability to express and communicate simple words and phrases with conviction presents itself long before we learn to write them down or read them. The desire to write and read arises from a wish to communicate these ideas to others. Why is it not the same in music? For years the piano has traditionally been taught through notation. ‘What you need to know before you begin’ features early on in many piano tutors. The barrier of notation becomes the challenge; the sounds and the way they are controlled are subsidiary, often so much so that the pieces are stale and uninteresting, and the rewards of imagination, creative communication and personal engagement with the sound are lost.

         Elements of notation can be introduced seamlessly, bit by bit, by focussing on their purpose: to represent musical and imaginative ideas in sound and notes. These ideas will mean so much more if pupils can apply them to their own creations.

         The purpose of a score

         A musical score shares the experiences and communicates musically the thoughts and insights of those whose creative voice is heard through composition. Composers are the authors, and notation enables their works to be communicated. Unfortunately, notated music is often used as the primary vehicle for challenging technique and control, and the pieces given can demand musical experience well beyond pupils’ levels of sophistication or understanding.

         Musical empathy and engagement should always be our primary aim and the control of the instrument a slave to this end. So why do we spend a disproportionate amount of time in the early stages learning to read and interpret a score?

         The natural way to learn to read

         When learning to talk, young children and babies learn to vocalise through:

         
            	the use of inflexions, sounds, shape, pacing, patterns

            	the control of the tongue/mouth/lips, words, patterns of words, structure of sentences

            	persuasive delivery, freedom and imagination to express themselves.

         

         We, then, help them to:

         
            	put sounds and words together in meaningful sequence with an ear for the nuance, tone and pacing of communication

            	put basic sentences together and communicate expressively

            	gain knowledge of letters, words and sentences through copying, writing and reading.

         

         When learning to read and write, a child’s ability to read is often a long way behind their ability to speak but this enables them to be expressive in their reading. Communication and understanding are the focus as well as physically pronouncing and producing the words.

         Is the young pupil learning to talk, read and write so different from the young piano student learning to play?

         The natural way to read a score

         The parallels between language learning and music are striking. Why do we not, therefore, teach the musician in the same way? When learning to play the piano, young children should first explore and learn how to produce:

         
            	nuance, sounds, shape, pace/tempo

            	patterns of sound and melody

            	technical control, phrases/chords, structure of pieces

            	character, freedom and imagination to avoid a literal rendition

         

         We can then introduce notation through both writing and reading and as a vehicle for communicating to others the pupil’s own ideas. What follows is one possible alternative strategy for introducing notation within a musically creative and imaginative context, with just a tilt of the hat to a more conventional approach.

         Introducing notation and musical ownership

         Young pupils arrive with a love of experimentation and sound. They are not governed by tonality, minims and crotchets or notes on a stave. They are receptive and open to free, atonal, creative soundscapes and they have no fear of technical challenges. They are curious about music and the piano, and are effectively a blank canvas, keen to be creative and communicative; so why not use this receptivity as the inspiration to introduce notation?

         Below are examples of technical skills pupils can develop while exploring their own creative ideas.

         
            Example 1

            A pupil happily performs a free, atonal musical soundscape of storms, elephants, mice and rain. In order to do this, the following skills may be encouraged:

            
               	a good posture at extremes of the instrument

               	a physical freedom across the keys

               	an understanding of the orientation of notes

               	an understanding of letter names and patterns

               	a control of dynamics within single notes and chords

               	a control of dynamics between the hands

               	an awareness of pulse and subdivision

               	an ability to vary articulation

               	an ability to shape a phrase

               	an ability to shape and control tempo

            

         

         

         
            Example 2

            A pupil has improvised a little piece on three notes so now we show how these can be represented graphically (for example, an ascending line, blobs, tadpoles, tadpoles in a stream, sleeping tadpoles with their tails hanging down and so on). The pupil first plays their own improvisation, then turns it into a simple composition and aspires to notate just the sounds they have in their mind. This develops and nurtures the following skills:

            
               	an ability to read the note heads

               	a perception of stepwise movement on a stave

               	an understanding of letter names and patterns

               	a control of dynamics within single notes

               	an awareness of ‘tails’ for note lengths

               	an awareness of a simple structure

               	an awareness of pulse and subdivision

               	an ability to vary articulation

               	an ability to shape a phrase

               	an ability to shape and control tempo

            

         

         The individual elements of understanding needed to read music can be broken down into simple steps and taught using imaginative and creative activities, coupled with the musical challenges of developing sound, character and technique.

         
            Example 3

            Here are some suggestions for breaking down the elements of notation with a few creative teaching ideas.

            High and low notes

            
               	Draw musical picture stories which represent pupils’ own compositions using a horizontal ‘horizon’ or a fence, sea surface etc. and put in characters/symbols above and below.

            

            Long and short notes

            
               	Choose symbols or characters for long and short notes.

            

            ‘On a line’ and ‘in a space’

            
               	Give pupils a large score or just a couple of lines to write in the notes of their compositions.

               	The lines of the stave could be telephone wires, rivers, stairs etc.

            

            Pulse

            
               	Draw graphic representations of notes or chord clusters at regular intervals on a page.

               	Inspire pieces that are dance-like or in march time.

            

            A sense of structure

            
               	Draw pictures of some of their simple compositions – e.g. ‘Journey from school to home’ might have an ABA form/picture.

            

            Writing notes

            
               	Ask your pupil to write down two or three notes of their composition on a stave (just the noteheads are enough at first), and then perform them yourself to the pupil from their score. Was it what they wanted or is more information needed on the score?

               	Help them write in the detail that will help realise their full intentions.

            

            Fingering and dynamics

            
               	Ask pupils to add these to their own compositions.

               	Ask pupils to show you in their own performance of their piece what the dynamics should be. You write them in if you can hear them.

            

            Composing and reading

            
               	Build up a portfolio of pupils’ compositions.

            

            The importance of a score

            
               	Consider playing pupils’ compositions for them before they play it to you.

               	Ask them to compare this to the composition as it should be or which they hear in their head. Were you right?

               	Compose a piece for them too.

            

         

         The value of these ideas is the importance of creativity, as opposed to the imposition of ever-harder notated pieces as the driving force behind the playing. Technique can be approached within the context of the sounds in the pupil’s head. How do they play the notes with the sounds and fluency they desire?

         In the early stages the resources for such an approach are not widely available so some personal input and thought will be needed, but you can re-use your pupils’ compositions and ideas with others as they materialise, and adopt or adapt the most successful images and approaches.

         It is possible that parents will take some convincing of a less conventional approach but communicate and explain that the pupil’s personal and musical development is at the heart of this approach. They will soon hear the difference in their child’s playing compared with others and be delighted to comment on their musicianship as opposed to the exam level or accuracy of the piece.

         The conventional approach

         There are many traditional approaches to learning notation that we can’t wholly dismiss, but should be placed within the context of a more natural and holistic approach. They include:

         
            	mnemonics (‘All Cows Eat Grass’ for bass clef spaces, and ‘Eating Green Bananas Disgusts Friends’ for treble clef lines etc.)

            	words (BAD, CABBAGE, ACE, FADE etc.)

            	flash cards (use two sets to play Pelmanism/Pairs)

            	fingering orientated learning

            	colour coded notes

            	learning by rote

            	use of apps and games

         

         These approaches are, however, no substitute for the genuine understanding that can be developed using composition, imagination, and creativity.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         
            I have introduced the elements of notation, but my pupil is still having trouble reading the notes.

            
               	Find out by a small assessment what it is that confuses them, it can sometimes be a quite surprising misconception.

               	Check the pupil understands what ‘on a line’ and ‘in a space’ really mean. For some ‘on a line’ means sitting on it, not on top of it.

               	Make sure they fully appreciate the idea of ‘up and down’ and ‘left and right’.

               	Check they fully understand the difference between clefs and hands.

               	If you have taught the rhymes, make sure there is no confusion.

               	Check the pupil understands how to read the ‘musical stairs’ of the notes, from space to line and line to space.

               	Encourage ‘vertical thinking’. Perhaps compare the lines and spaces to stairs which the pupil climbs up and down.

               	Check the pupil is looking at the note-head and not the tail.

               	Provide easy, memorable reference points on the stave. Reading from middle C and finding the D and B either side is important, but better still is using the middle lines of the bass and treble clefs as a quick reference. 


               	Allow more time. It is so important not to rush this stage. Use one of the many fabulous apps available to consolidate learning.

               	Don’t miss the less obvious causes such as eyesight or some form of SEN.

            

            My pupil knows the notes on the stave and piano but finds it really hard to read them with any speed.

            
               	They may be using quite time-consuming strategies both for finding and reading the notes.

               	Knowledge of scales and arpeggios hugely helps quick reading and familiarity with patterns as well as a ‘feel’ for the key.

               	Point out scalic and broken chord patterns and what they look like.

               	Use flash cards or an app to encourage pupils to find individual notes on the piano quickly. Make time to reinforce by using games, reading, singing, playing individual notes, designing a random score of notes etc.

               	Allow pupils to look at their hands and back to the score. This is a useful skill in itself and helps those ‘half playing’ from memory to avoid getting lost.

               	It may help them to practise quickly recognising intervals of a third then a fourth.

               	Ask them to sing two consecutive notes, then all the notes in between. Next ask them to play the same notes on the piano.

            

            My pupil is struggling to read the rhythmic lengths of notes.

            
               	Be patient. Go back to basics and make sure that they have an absolutely unshakable sense of pulse and that they can subdivide notes. Rhythm is easily overcomplicated. Simple subdivision is all that is needed in the early stages.

               	Reinforce familiarity with the look of a note and the note’s length. Use graphic scores using horizontal bars or strips to represent length of sound.

               	The ‘look’ of shorter value notes can be confusing, but assure them the result is the same as subdividing a minim into crotchets.

               	Separate rhythm from note-reading, dealing with them separately when learning a passage.

               	Separate rhythm from playing. Lots of clapping and made-up words will help.

               	Resist moving to more complex notation until basic rhythmic understanding is established.

               	Rhythm is related to physical movement so use lots of physical activities.

               	Basic maths is needed for a good understanding of rhythmic notation. Traditional theory sheets may help build an understanding of values but simple composition will help more.

               	Help pupils understand the smallest denominations of a piece (for example, counting dotted quavers in semiquavers to a pulse while they learn the notes).

               	Check there is no confusion with the length of notes and the horizontal space they take up on the page.
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