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			Introduction

			Everyone has heard about the benefits of teaching children how to play instruments, but it seems that adults are often left out of the spotlight. So much so, that some adults think they can’t learn an instrument. This is absolutely false! You can learn how to play an instrument at any age, there is just a different approach. Also, there are just as many benefits for adults looking to learn.

			Learning an instrument, like piano, teaches your body to react more quickly to cues, which can improve your reflexes. It can also give you an opportunity to socialize with others if you are taking a class or in an online group for piano beginners. This can be a huge benefit for people who live alone or are looking to expand their social circle.

			Playing an instrument can even help you to increase the amount of gray matter in your brain because it stimulates cell growth. Children have the advantage of dedicating the brain cells their bodies are making solely to music, but adults can forge new connections in their brains to create their musical ability. This can help you to become better with literacy, spatial awareness, and memory.

			Perhaps the best reason for adults to pick up piano is because it can help to relieve stress. Music is a great way to release happy chemicals in your brain and combat the stress that follows you home from work or errands or sitting in traffic. Playing music can be your outlet to unwind, destress, and be a more relaxed, happy person.

			How This Works

			This book will start you off with the very basics of piano and work you up to more advanced exercises and pieces of music. It outlines practice routines, gives examples of different exercises, and explains certain techniques that can all help you to develop a variety of abilities on the keyboard.

			It begins with a brief introduction to why music is good for your brain and health and outlines some of the key differences between learning as an adult and as a child. Then it moves into music theory, basic exercises, and some song suggestions to get you started with playing classical pieces and more modern songs.

			The chapters are designed to walk you through the steps of learning piano so that you are well-informed at each new level. As you read, you can become more confident in your knowledge and abilities and work diligently to teach yourself the piano. You will have the resources you need to develop your skills on your own time and at your own pace.

			If you are looking for an approachable, fun, easy guide to the piano basics, then you’re in the right place. Everything you need to know to get started on the piano is in these pages. It’s a one-stop solution to all the questions you might have as a beginner, complete with exercise suggestions to give you hands-on training.

			Learning a new skill can be difficult when you do it alone, but most adults don’t have time to make it to a piano lesson between work and other responsibilities. It’s not impossible to teach yourself, you just need the right tools. If you’re planning to go this route, then the information in these chapters will be invaluable to you.

			In the beginning, you might struggle to understand the terminology in your workbooks or on your sheet music. Determining what symbols and instructions mean can be difficult when you don’t even know what to call them or how to identify them. With this book as a resource, you’ll have multiple sections that help you to discern what symbols mean and what they are called.

			Without someone watching you play, it can be hard to tell if you are playing things correctly. Luckily, there are sections throughout the chapters that explain how you should sit, position your arms and hands, and sound when you play piano. They offer suggestions of how to keep track of your sound and keep an eye out for common mistakes that might affect the way you play.

			It can be exhausting to scour the internet looking for a resource that accurately answers your question. You might spend hours finding an article or video that explains a concept in a way you can understand, without all of the musical terminology. This book is your one stop resource for every question you could have as a beginner. Don’t waste time searching for answers that are buried in pages of web results; look at the table of contents and flip straight to your answer.

			How to Read This Book

			The way you read this book depends on how you plan to structure your learning. One way to do it is to read it in its entirety, taking notes throughout, and then jump into learning the piano with your new knowledge. You might prefer to take things in stride as you learn, though. In this case, you can read a chapter of the book to preface your lesson for the day or week and then sit at your piano and implement what you’ve learned. 


		

	
		
			Learning an Instrument

			Learning how to play an instrument can be one of the most fun and exciting things you do. Although most musicians start when they are children, you can still pick up musical abilities as an adult. It’s easy for children to pick up music because their brains are constantly growing and adapting, so the techniques literally become etched in their minds. As an adult, you’re brain isn’t in its formative years anymore, but you still create new cells and connections that help you to learn music. Plus, listening to and playing music has tons of benefits for both mental and physical health.

			Music’s Effects

			You might not think about it when you turn up the radio or press play on your music app, but music affects your brain. Don’t worry, it’s in a good way. Music stimulates more areas of the brain than any other activity. This means it can have various effects on us such as reducing stress, pain, and symptoms of depression. It even improves cognitive functions, motor skills and learning, which is why a lot of mothers play music for their babies. Even neurodegenerative diseases respond well to music.

			All of these effects are based on the way different parts of the brain react to music. The two main areas that light up in everyone are the frontal lobe and the temporal lobe. The frontal lobe is where you have your decision-making skills and planning abilities; when you listen to music, these functions are enhanced. The temporal lobe is where our brain processes the sounds we hear. It works extra hard when listening to music because it spans across both brain hemispheres. The left side processes the words in a song and the right side processes the sounds.

			Listening to music triggers the pleasure centers in our brain and can cause a dopamine release. Dopamine is one of the “happy chemicals” our brain makes to reinforce certain actions. This chemical response is so powerful that your mind can even anticipate when your favorite part of a song is coming up and give off an extra rush of dopamine.

			Music has also been linked to improving people’s physical health. Studies show that listening to music is correlated with producing more of certain antibodies to fight infection. It can also help people with Parkinson’s disease find some relief from their symptoms, and people with Alzheimer’s have a few minutes of lucidity (How Does Music Affect Your Brain, 2017). This is because music is tied closely to memories and can trigger those neurons that went dormant. When you put on an Alzheimer’s patient’s favorite song, they usually start to tap their feet and might even be able to sing along. These effects can last up to 10 minutes after the song ends, giving them a moment when they can remember the good times.

			Music helps your brain to create new neurons and cells, also called gray matter. The process is similar to working out at a gym to make your muscles stronger. When your brain is exposed to music all of its parts have to work together to understand it, which makes it stronger. This is why musicians are often better at auditory processing, learning, and have a better memory than others.

			People who have suffered from a stroke can sometimes speed up their recovery by employing music in their regular therapy. If they lost some or all of their verbal functions, listening to the words and sounds in music can help to re-stimulate that part of their brains and possibly make it strong enough to regain function.

			Playing music comes with its own list of pluses, too. Being a musician can change the shape of your brain and how it functions to make you more alert. Learning to follow notes and use your hands to make music can also improve your reflexes and reaction time because your brain is used to quick motions.

			It can even help you to bond with others and make new friends. If you join a class or chatroom for beginner pianists, then you have a little community of people who are in the same boat as you with the same goals. Even if you’re starting a band and you’re the only one on the keyboard, you have a group that you have to work with to get an admirable sound.

			Although reading music isn’t like reading a book, the two tasks are actually related. To accomplish both, the same parts of your brain need to be engaged so that the information is processed and understood. This strengthens both memory and literacy because you continue to work these muscles throughout your life as you learn. 

			Playing music also forces your brain to process multiple senses at once. You have to hear the music while you read the notes while you feel the keys to play a good song. This is a lot of work for your brain and can seem difficult at first. As you continue practicing and make those neurological connections, however, it will become easier and help you develop mental dexterity.

			As far as emotional health, playing music makes people happy—and not just in an “Oh, that’s nice” kind of way. The dopamine it releases boosts your mood and makes you want to listen to more to continue that positive feeling. Scientists have even found that babies enrolled in music classes showed better communication skills at an early age and smiled more.

			Music can even help to boost your energy because it improves blood flow to the left side of your brain. This increased blood flow can make you feel more awake, alert, and energized. It also helps you with those left-brain functions such as reasoning, planning, and organizing. So if you’re looking for that burst of energy to clean your home, play some piano first.

			It’s no secret that learning a skill as an adult isn’t quite as easy as when you’re a child, but that doesn’t mean you can’t teach an old dog new tricks. In fact, adults can absolutely learn an instrument at any age. Sometimes it’s even better to have age on your side because you are more motivated and disciplined than children are in their lessons.

			Kids are constantly growing new brain cells, so as they learn an instrument some those cells can be dedicated solely to playing music. Adults, however, are not creating any new portions of their brains, so you will have to mostly work with what you have. What you can do is form connections between different parts of the brain to have the same effect as if you had a neuron specifically designated to the F key.

			Even if you’ve never touched a piano before, you can still pick up the skill as an adult. The key is not to have the ability to play, but to have the attitude to play. If you go into the learning process with a positive attitude and some patience, then you’ll be able to keep working through the process of establishing these brain connections and see your progress. 

			As an adult, you even have the advantage of being able to see and hear things in music that kids would miss. You’ve had more time to listen to a variety of genres, memorize songs and experiment with sounds, which makes you more aware of every note you play and how to make a song sound great. It’s also easier for you to find patterns and hear key changes.

			The fear that comes with learning something new can be a huge obstacle for adult learners. Children are used to trying and failing when they start new things because that’s how they learn; people almost expect them to fail a few times. Most adults aren’t as comfortable with failure. You’ve probably made it to a point in your life where you are good at what you do, which can make it difficult to try something and not be good at it right away, but that’s all part of the journey. If you can let people see you struggle and work hard to get better, it can make the learning process all the more rewarding.

			Sometimes pursuing music as an adult can be more successful than if you had started as a child. You’ve chosen to dedicate time and energy to learning an instrument instead of someone telling you it would be good for you. You are more motivated and have the mental discipline to keep practicing and follow through on your goals, even if it’s difficult. 

			Adults also have the advantage of spending their entire lives listening to music. You have been exposed to so many more sound combinations and instruments than children have had the opportunity to be. These experiences can be a huge advantage when it comes to learning music. The particular riffs and sounds you need to learn are much easier to grasp because you know what they’re supposed to sound like. Having this understanding of musical concepts makes it much easier for adults to progress quicker than children.

			You are also able to understand complex musical concepts and theories that children would not be able to comprehend. For example, you would understand why some notes are not meant to follow others because their sounds conflict with each other. You could also understand how time and rhythm affect the song and the importance of keeping both steady. Even understanding the rules of scales, notes, and chords can be simpler for adults because you are accustomed to grasping more difficult concepts.

			Learning as an Adult

			When you are an adult, especially if you decide to teach yourself, there won’t be as many people making sure you stay focused on your lessons. That’s why it can be helpful to create an environment that helps you to relax and get in the right mindset. If at first you’re worried about keeping to your schedule, recruit a friend to check in on your progress and help you stay on track.

			Make sure you set goals for yourself before you start learning the piano. This will help you to stay motivated throughout the beginner stages and push forward to more advanced pieces. Having specific goals can also keep you from quitting when you hit a technique or skill that is difficult to master. It also helps to put a timeline on your goals so you know that you’re working toward something definite. Adults tend to think we can pick up any skill quickly and easily, but learning an instrument is an entirely different beast. Make sure your timelines are realistic and you give yourself enough time to learn the skill without being frustrated by the rate of your progress.

			As an adult, you have a lot more say over the direction of your learning so make it a direction you want to go in. If you don’t like classical music, then don’t focus on mastering all of Mozart’s work. Find music that you enjoy and you want to play so that you stay interested in learning the piano and so it doesn’t become a boring hobby.

			Before you start learning piano, remove the mystery surrounding music. Looking at sheet music can feel like trying to read a book written in another language, but it doesn’t have to. If you take the time to learn a little about music theory and how the notes on the page correspond to sounds on your keyboard, it can be a great confidence boost before you jump into your first piano lesson.

			Don’t start with children’s books. It might make you feel like, “A kid can do this so why can’t I?” if you get stuck on a skill. Also, they are written for children, so you will probably get oversimplified explanations of concepts you can understand. There are adult beginner workbooks and music books that you can start with to learn the same skills, but with adult vocabulary and explanation.

			If you’re taking lessons with a teacher, don’t be afraid to ask questions. It might seem silly at first or you might feel like you should understand something the first time, but the teacher is there to help you. There is no shame in asking for clarification because no matter how old you are, playing the piano is still new.

			You’ve probably picked up this book because you’ve decided to teach yourself piano, which is a great way to learn! You can be in control of your own schedule, track your progress, and fit in practice at whatever time works best for you. Congratulations on deciding to take charge of your future and learn the piano!

			When you start your lessons, be sure to pick a style of music that you are interested in and stick with it while you develop the basic skills. Even if it’s harder than you thought it would be, don’t give up. Odds are you won’t be very excited to play genres that don’t interest you, so work on developing skills in the genres you love.

			First, you should learn how to read music and study basic music theory. You can use workbooks, online videos, or books like this one to learn some of the basics. Reading sheet music can be a tricky skill to pick up, but if you understand what is going on in it and why then it can make the task much easier.

			Next, you’ll want to find some books to work from. There are a variety of different series that focus on beginners through advanced skills. These range from technique workbooks, to theory exercises, to recital pieces. Make sure you get a book for an adult beginner so you can practice on an appropriate level and pace.

			You’ll notice when you crack open your first workbook that most of the songs and exercises only require you to use one hand. This is for a reason. It’s difficult to learn to play with two hands right off the bat, so you should focus on being comfortable with each hand separately before you start to combine their abilities.

			If you are still feeling unsure about how your music should sound, then consider attending a piano recital or concert to get a feel for how classical music is played. You won’t be able to discern exactly what they’re doing at this stage in your lessons, but you’ll benefit from observing their posture and how they conduct themselves at their keyboard. You can even bring a group of other piano beginners or your friends and family to help you catch on to the more nuanced aspects of the songs.

			Finally, make sure you create a routine for your practice. If you have a set time when you sit down to play then it becomes easier to never miss a session. If you find that you are struggling with something and can’t figure it out on your own, consider taking a lesson with a teacher so you have someone who can advise you, and give you new things to practice on your own.


		

	
		
			Piano Basics

			Before you tickle the ivories you’ll need to know the basics. Taking the time to learn things such as music theory, the different parts of your piano, and how to distinguish notes, chords, scales can make learning music much easier. It can sound like a lot to start with, but it’s pretty simple once you jump in. Keep in mind that everything you learn before you play the piano will directly relate to exercises and techniques as you learn songs. Try to pair up the theory you know with the skills you learn to make things easier and more fun.

			What to Know

			Just like any subject, if you don’t understand the foundation of music than learning to play it will be difficult. Think of math; each lesson builds on the one before you it, so if you fall behind you can easily get lost. If you don’t understand addition, then solving equations will be difficult. Equally, if you don’t understand music theory, playing the piano and reading music can be confusing.

			Music theory explains how different parts of music work together and relate to each other, such as notes and chords. It explores how individual pieces make up the whole song. For example, one note isn’t impressive, but if you string together different notes then you can create a beautiful melody.

			There are a few different key aspects of music theory, starting with intervals. This is how far apart notes are played, such as if you played three notes together as a chord or one after the other as a string. It’s these intervals between the notes that make up the melody of a piece and determine the timing.

			Next, you’ll need to know about harmonies. A harmony is the relationship between notes played at the same time, often shown as chords. These notes can be seen if you look at your music from bottom to top because they align with each other. Some chords are made with keys played by both your left and right hand, so keep an eye on that relationship as well.

			Akin to the harmony is the melody. Made up of intervals, the melody is typically played by the right hand and makes the main line of music that you sing to or get stuck in your head (if it’s catchy enough). The melody is supported by the harmony throughout a piece to create a layered and unified piece of music.

			Music can be played in a variety of different keys. When you first start on the piano, you’ll mainly be playing in the key of C major, but remember that this is not the only option. All music sounds different because it is played in a variety of keys to change the sound and mood of the piece. The more you are able to identify keys, the easier it will be to learn new songs and play by ear.

			Hint: Until you are used to key placement, you can place a small square of masking tape on each key with its corresponding letter. 

			To determine what key a piece of music is in, you can look at the key signature on your sheet music. We’ll talk about how to identify this later in the book. The key signature lets you know which notes will be sharp or flat and which key the song is in. Keep an eye on this in each line as sometimes the signature can change in the middle of a song.

			Aside from music theory, you should also know how your piano works. You wouldn’t cut your grass if you didn’t know how to operate your lawn mower and playing music should be approached the same way. Pop quiz: What type of instrument is a piano? It’s a percussion instrument! Read on to find out why.

			The most famous part of the piano, for good reason, is the keys. This is how you produce sound on a piano, similar to strumming the strings on a guitar. There are 88 keys on the piano, a mix of black and white. The white keys are major notes (mostly) and the black keys are either sharp or flat versions of the different notes. 

			Pianos come in many shapes and sizes, but the first thing that probably pops in your head is a gorgeous grand piano with the lid popped open. There are also upright pianos, which are smaller and more common in people’s homes, and digital pianos or keyboards. Grand pianos typically have their lids open because it helps to amplify the sound, but with upright pianos it’s better to simply pull them away from a wall.

			When you lift the lid on your piano, you’ll see an array of mechanisms that actually work on a simple premise. First, you’ll notice all of the strings lined up inside of your instrument. These are where the sound comes from when you strike the keys. You might ask, if the sound comes from strings then how is the piano a percussion instrument? Look a little harder in your piano and you’ll notice small, felt-covered hammers. That’s what makes it percussion. The hammers are triggered by you pressing the keys and they strike the strings to make the notes. 

			At the bottom of the piano there are typically three pedals (some only have two, but they function the same way). As a child you might have enjoyed stomping on these at your grandmother’s house if she owned a piano, but they serve a vital purpose in music. These can help you to distort the sound as you play, making it louder or softer.

			They might look more complicated, but pianos are just as simple as guitars or drums. There are not many different parts and learning to play can be fairly simple. Understanding how it works can also help you to better troubleshoot when you notice there is a problem with your sound or something breaks, such as hitting a key but no sound comes out.

			When you start to play music you’ll need to be able to distinguish between notes, chords, and scales. Notes are the raw material that make up any piece of music. They are like bricks in a house, each one needs to be laid out perfectly for the next to sit on top of it and together they make an entirely new structure.

			Every note has a specific duration and pitch. In piano, the length you hold each note, which will represented in the sheet music, will tell you the duration. Where it is on the staff (lines on sheet music) and the keyboard will determine its pitch. The further the note is up on the staff and to the right on the keyboard, the higher the pitch. The lower on a staff and to the left on the keyboard, the lower the pitch.

			All the notes in one pitch are called an octave. There are 12 notes in every octave: A, A sharp (denoted with #), B, C, C#, D, D#, E, F, F#, G, and G#. You’ll notice that not all of these notes have a sharp option. That’s because of where they fall on the keyboard; black keys are usually the sharp version of a major note so for the few keys, such as B and E, that are not followed by a black key, there is no sharp version.

			Scales are made up of all the notes between the first and last note in the scale. For example, if you are playing a C scale, then you start on C and play all the notes until you hit the next C, one octave higher. Learning scales can help you to master pieces in a variety of different keys because you are familiar with their sounds.

			The first scale you will likely practice is a C major scale, in which you work your fingers up from the middle C key. This scale will sound familiar because it is the most popular starting point for students. Even if you’ve never played an instrument, you’ve probably heard this scale before. Other scales, however, won’t be as familiar.

			Other basic scales include minor scales, which are variations of the major scales. These scales can be recognized by the melancholy tone often associated with minor notes. They might sound similar to the major scales you’re used to practicing, but a little more sad or slow.

			Chords are notes that are played at the same time in harmony. They typically appear in sheet music as notes stacked on top of each other, instead of notes side by side or in sequence. Chords are technically considered to be any two notes or more played in unison, but the most common chords are made up of three notes. These are called triads, and they are what most people think of when they hear the word ‘chord.’ In piano, to make chords you can usually stack alternating notes. So if you want to play a C chord, you can put your thumb on the C key, E key, and G key and play them all together to hear a beautiful C chord.

			Where to Start

			Congratulations! You made it through the crash course in music theory and you still want to play the piano. The next step is to figure out how to approach learning a new instrument and what you will need to get started. There are a few key items that are necessary to launch your music hobby or career.

			First thing’s first, you’ll need a piano. It can be fun to sit at a grand piano and imagine it in your living room, but these classic instruments can be expense and take up your entire living room. Starting off with a good used acoustic piano or digital piano with pedals is a great and affordable way for beginners to start practicing and get their feet wet. 

			If you want to test the waters to be certain that you want to pursue the piano, you can buy an inexpensive portable piano that will help you to learn the basics without a large outlay of cash. These portable keyboards sound comparable to a digital keyboard. 

			If you do go with the digital option, consider also purchasing headphones to minimize noise and distractions while you play. It can also help you to hear yourself better and catch small mistakes you might not notice otherwise. With any type of piano, every pianist needs a metronome. This is a device that helps you to keep time and stay on tempo while practicing a piece.

			When you get set up with your new instrument, you’ll want to jump in headfirst and start swimming in sweet tunes. Before this, you’ll need to study. How do you study music? By listening! If you aren’t used to the sounds of different genres and how a song should flow, then it will be much harder to play music. Take time to explore the songs you’d like to learn and listen for parts of music theory that we discussed earlier.

			As you start to play around on the keys, keep in mind that you’re a beginner. Don’t try to play Beethoven before building the necessary skills. It will take time to learn and perfect the songs you want to play, so be patient with yourself. Make time to study the basic techniques and practice the beginner skills so you can begin working up to playing the songs you want.

			Once you have a grasp of what to do, practice. Adults tend to think that we don’t need to practice to get good at things, but that’s not true. If you don’t practice playing an instrument, you don’t have the opportunity to make the connections in your brain that make your skills stick.

			You’ll also need to start improving your sense of rhythm and how to keep time in while you play. You can do this by collaborating with other piano players or your teacher and play duets. When you play music with other people, you have to make sure you are playing in exactly the right timing so both of your notes and chords match up when they are supposed to. Timing can mean the difference between your duet sounding like a beautiful symphony or a discombobulated mess. It can be the perfect way to force you into playing the correct tempo because it’s easier to hear your mistakes.

			Make sure that you practice! As adults, we like to think that we can excel at everything we do, but we still need to dedicate our time and energy to learning how to do things. You shouldn’t expect to sit down at a piano and immediately know what you’re supposed to do or how to read music. These skills take time to develop. Many people benefit from making a schedule they can stick to so they ensure setting aside 30-45 minutes or piano practice every day. This way you have the time to work on your techniques and skills each day so they become muscle memory and you no longer have exert mental energy to attain them.

			When you start to practice, you’ll want to make sure that you set yourself up for success. Start by establishing a goal for your session, such as learning a new scale or mastering a new exercise. This can help you to stay focused on one path instead of getting bored or frustrated and jumping around to different skills without getting any better.

			Before you start to play anything, you should always warm up. It might not be the most fun part of your piano time or seem too tedious to complete, but it’s just as important as stretching your muscles before you go for a run. Take some time to warm up your fingers with a few drills and find the right musical mindset to move on.

			At least 15 minutes of your practice should be spent working on fundamentals. The only way to learn and get better on the piano is with repetition, so you want to make sure you are dedicating enough time to working and developing these skills.

			Finally, take your time when you are learning a new piece or something particularly difficult. It can be easy to forge ahead and get upset when you don’t perfect a song right away, but it is to be expected. You need to make sure that you slow down when you start learning something new. The slower you can make the song, the easier it is to keep up with the notes and changes in the music. As you get better, you can slowly start to increase the tempo until you are eventually playing the song at full speed. Make sure you only increase speed when you can confidently play a section of the song to perfection.

			You also want to make certain that you are always using your metronome. This can help you to play in time on any song and keep the tempo throughout the piece. The beats for the song are typically listed on the sheet music or in your workbook for exercises. You want to set your metronome before you begin playing so that it can guide through the piece. Don’t tune it out while you play, either. Let it be the steady beat that lays the foundation for the music you want to play.

			A great way to get better at playing piano is to listen to the piano. Find your top ten piano songs or a playlist on your music app and add it to your favorites. Start to add some of the songs to your daily rotation of music so you can get a feeling for how piano music is supposed to move and progress. If you are accustomed to hearing the music you are attempting to play, then it will be much easier to notice when you have made a mistake or need to adjust the way you play a certain section.

			If you find a song or solo that you fall in love with right away, try to find the sheet music so you can learn how to play it. Even if it is much harder than what you’re used to you can make it a long-term goal that you chip away at during each practice session. Learning the songs that light a fire in your heart is the best way to stay interested and excited about playing the piano. Once you’ve mastered the song the way it is supposed to be played, you can even take the liberty of adding in extra notes or chords to make it your own. It might take some time until you’re comfortable doing this, but it’s a great goal to work toward.

			Don’t forget to take breaks as you go through your practice sessions or lessons. Even professionals need a break from their instrument from time to time. Learning can be a frustrating process at times and you should always respect your feelings. If you feel too frustrated about your music to play, then maybe wait an hour or two until you calm down and feel ready to try again. If you force yourself to play when you are angry, then you are likely to make mistakes and make yourself even more upset. Even if you’re simply too tired to work on a new piece of music. Take a moment to relax and unwind before sitting at the keyboard, where you will need all of your focus.


		

	
		
			Beginner Exercises

			If you search the internet for piano exercises you’ll find a slew of video, articles, and tutorials teaching you everything from finger placement to how to play a concerto. It can be a little overwhelming. That’s why knowing some beginner exercises before you start surfing the web can help you to ease yourself in to learning a new instrument. This chapter will go over the best place to start when you’re a piano beginner, some ways to ensure you build good habits, and tips to stay motivated as you move through lessons. If you can follow this rough blueprint, then you’ll be ready to start playing songs in no time.

			Getting Started

			There are a lot of little things to get used to when you first start playing the piano. The way the keys feel under your fingers, how the sounds string together, what each feature of the instrument does to your song. So when you begin to learn how to play it, you should make sure to focus on getting comfortable at the keys. 

			Sit at the piano and make sure you have good posture. It seems simple, but there is a right and a wrong way to do this because you need to be a certain distance from the keys. Sit with your back straight and reach out your arms so they are extended completely. Make a fist with your hands and your knuckles should touch the back of your piano keys. This is your ideal distance from the keyboard. Now you can bend your arms slightly and rest your hands on the keys. Make sure that your back is straight and shoulders relaxed, hands arched with fingertips on the keys.

			After you’re all set in your posture, it’s time to explore the keyboard. You can play around with the keys to find little riffs that you love or sound familiar, or chords that seem to go together. Just go through some different variations of notes to start to hear how they can all work together. This gets you accustomed to the sound of your piano.

			As you do this, you’ll want to practice “aural awareness.” This just means listening closely to how sounds go together and change as you switch octaves and use the pedals. Notice how the note changes from a white key to a black key and try to understand that relationship. If you can hear the changes in your music then it is more likely that you will be able to start playing by ear as you get better. 

			Now you can try playing a little tune. Scales are a popular way to get to know the different notes and playing them can count as a warm up. Maybe you’re familiar with a few different chords; you can play those, too. Whatever you enjoy and feel comfortable attempting is perfect for getting acquainted with your instrument. You can play your scales ascending or descending to hear how pitch changes notes. You can also practice playing them staccato, where all the notes are separate and distinct, or legato, where they flow together into one sound.

			As you play the scale, riff, or melody that you’ve found, notice the rhythm of it. Try to play it slower or faster to see how it can sound completely different with another rhythm and tempo. You can even look at how the duration of some notes establish the rhythm in your made up piece.

			When you start to play and complete exercises, you’ll notice how difficult it is to make each finger go in a different direction. You’ll have to slowly retrain your brain to treat each of your fingers as a separate entity instead of just part of your hand. It’s kind of like when you learned how to type; you had to practice drills and play games to learn where each finger needed to go to type a certain letter.

			Warm ups are not just to get you in the right mindset. They also help you to avoid injuries such as muscle strains in your hands or carpal tunnel in the wrist. It gives you a chance to adjust your posture and make sure everything is in a safe position before you resume playing music for 30 minutes or more. 

			You might not realize it, but playing the piano engages your entire body. It takes a lot of muscles in your back and sides to keep yourself sitting up straight at the bench during practice or a performance. For this reason, stretching before you play piano can be a wise choice. There are a few stretches you can do from your piano bench to help you warm up. Reach your hands over your head to stretch your back and shoulders. Then, you can lead to one side and the other to stretch out your sides. Be sure to also stretch out your shoulders; you can roll them forward and backward to loosen them up and do the same with your neck to ensure your entire frame is loose. You can even stretch your forearms and wrists by extending your arm and pulling back on your hand, then pushing it down.

			When you start exercises on the keyboard, most of them will be based on your five-finger position. In piano, you can always imagine your fingers as numbered from one to five, starting with your thumb on each hand. So if an exercise tells you place fingers one, two, and three on certain keys, you would use your thumb, index finger, and middle finger. Understanding and remembering this system is key when you start to play songs that don’t have your hands starting out at middle C (the middle key on the keyboard). 

			One way to practice with this setup is to play your pentascales, which is a fancy word for the keys in your five-finger formation. For beginners, most of your exercises will begin on middle C, so the pentascale would be to play from the C note up to the G note, which your pinky will be on. You can do this exercise all the way up and down the keyboard with both hands to get a great warm up in and start to identify the sound of each note.

			Crudites are another great exercise to practice both using your fingers and moving your hands around the keyboard. You will place your hands, fingers 1-3, on the black keys to the farthest left of your keyboard. First you’ll play your left hand, then your right. Next, you’ll move your left hand over your right and play the notes on the other side. You repeat this motion with each hand as you move down the keyboard, playing all of the black keys. It’s similar to the over-under drill, but with both hands instead of just one. It’s also a great exercise to start training you ear to the sharp and flat notes on your keyboard.

			When you practice these, try to play them legato, meaning all the notes will sound connected. You can do this by not letting up on one key until you press the next key and hold it for more than a quarter note, like a half or whole note each. After you do this, practice playing it staccato, so that each note is disconnected from the one before it and holding it for only a quarter note or less.

			Working with a metronome is also an incredibly important thing to become accustomed to. A metronome is a device that helps musicians keep time while practicing. You can set it to a certain tempo, and it will keep a steady beat by ticking as you play. At first the sound might seem distracting, but it can help you to develop an internal sense of tempo, which will help you as you learn more difficult songs. 

			When you first start playing with your metronome, you might be tempted to tune it out. Try to fight that urge as much as possible. Even if you are focusing all of your attention on the music in front of you and making sure your hands are in the right place, let the ticking penetrate your mind to keep you on beat and from playing too fast or too slow.

			There are tons of different kinds of metronomes. You might fantasize about an old-school metronome with a whimsical pendulum swinging back and forth on the wooden block, but this isn’t the only type. There are also digital metronomes that can be great for beginners because they easy to work and on some you can change the pitch of the sound to one you can work with.

			Once you get a metronome that works for you, you’ll need to set the speed based on your song. Most pieces of music have the tempo, noted in beats per minute, written at the top of the sheet, and exercise books will usually tell you what to set your metronome to. When you first start working, however, consider setting the metronome a little slower than what is written in your book so that you can practice getting the notes correct before you try to play full speed.

			When you first start playing with the metronome, you’ll want to try to keep your piece monotone so you can focus solely on the tempo. Don’t worry about the dynamics of the song or the volume notations you might see. You can emphasize the first note in each measure to keep track of where you are in the piece, but when you play a song with the metronome for the first few times keep your attention on that beat. You want to solidify the tempo and rhythm in your mind before you try to add other elements. Without the correct rhythm, the piece won’t sound correct no matter how perfectly you play the other parts.

			Do you know how cheerleaders count off before they start a routine? It’s not just for show. This count reminds them of the tempo of their routine so they can all stay on track and synchronized during the performance. You can take advantage of this technique too. Before you begin a piece, count off the beat so you know how to play it.

			You can also use the metronome to find problem areas in your song. Maybe you thought you were keeping up with that one fast section in your song, but when you put your metronome to it, you were actually playing it much slower you needed. Or you thought you were playing a slow song nice and tempered when you were actually playing much too fast. The metronome is a great way to measure your performance against what is necessary so that you can make sure you are practicing the song at the correct speed before you get used to playing it too fast or too slow.

			Any time you practice at home, you should be using your metronome. It helps you develop that inner sense of rhythm and timing you need to be able to play any piece of music. As you perfect pieces that you intend to play for an audience or performance, you can try leaving the metronome off for a few run throughs of the piece. Only do this once you are confident that you’ve perfected that the tempo.

			Practical Pieces

			Tackling the classics might sound intimidating, but there are actually some very simple pieces that even a beginner can master. These are songs that anyone can recognize and everyone will be impressed by. Once you get comfortable on your keyboard and practice moving your fingers around, try to learn one of these pieces.

			Bach’s “Prelude to the Well Tempered Clavichord” is a short song that you can easily learn and play around with. In this piece, the left hand keeps two notes, while the right hand flutters out a simple melody. It’s great for people who want to practice playing with both of their hands at the same time.

			“Prelude in E minor, Opus 28, No. 4” by Chopin is a more complex song that allows you to practice keeping a melody with your right hand while playing chords in your left hand. This is a great skill to develop because most beginner pieces are structured this way. Chopin’s composition is a slow, sad song, great for relaxed practice or beginners who are looking for a calm piece to perfect.

			If you’re searching for a piece with a lighter note to it, then you can check out “To a Wild Rose” by Edward MacDowell. This piece is a great one to know if you’re entertaining on a Sunday afternoon or at a relaxed luncheon. It works on fingering techniques and is great practice if you’re looking to develop skills in that area.

			There is also “A Little Night Music” by Mozart. This song is typically played in an orchestra, but the piano piece can easily be a solo, as well. You’ll recognize this tune from old cartoons and movies, where it was often used for its catchy, medium-paced melody. This piece is sure to impress.

			“Ode to Joy” by Beethoven is another incredibly popular classic song for beginners. The melody is simple with only about six notes in the melody that repeat throughout the song. It’s a great piece to use if you want to practice mastering chords in your left hand while your right hand commands a melody.

			Debussy’s “Claire de Lune” is another popular fan favorite. This classical song is meant for beginners and has a relaxed, almost pensive sound to it. The melody is relatively simple, but does not repeat throughout the song, which helps you to work on learning different styles and techniques. You won’t be able to nail this one down in one go, so give yourself a little time to learn it.

			A final option for beginners is “The Blue Danube” by Strauss. This Disney-like waltz might sound difficult to play the first time you listen to it because it has a few delicate intricacies woven into its melody. It’s actually a fairly straightforward piece to play, though. If you can master this song, you will definitely impress your friends at the next dinner party.

			As you become used to practicing the piano, there will be times when you want to give up. This might be for a number of reasons, but it’s important to stay focused on your goal of learning the instrument. Find some things that help to get you through the boring parts so that you can stay energized about playing the piano.

			One way to do this is to learn the music you love. Odds are one particular song or artist inspired you to want to play the piano. Follow that inspiration by learning that song or working to play in the style of that artist. If you focus on the music that you enjoy listening to, then it will feel even more special when you finally perfect that piece you’ve been practicing for months.

			After you master a song, move on. Perfecting a piece of music can be the most satisfying thing you do all month, so it can be tempting to continue basking in that accomplishment. If you never move on to try something else, your skill will stay right where you are. Keep pushing yourself to get better and learn new things so that you can build your repertoire. 

			Make sure to set goals that you can’t miss. This doesn’t mean to make them easy, it just means to make them attainable. If you set the goal of learning a new song in the next three months, that’s more than enough time to do it. So make sure to sit down and practice every day so you can reach your goal. It helps you to stay focused and motivated to work on your skills each day.

			Try putting your keyboard or piano in a place where it’s easy for you to play. If you hide it away in a closet or the back room no one uses, then you’ll never see it or it will seem like too much of a chore to play. You want to place it somewhere in your home where you will see it every day and be motivated to sit down and practice. You also want to make sure it isn’t in a room full of distractions, such as the living room or a game room. Leave it somewhere with a quiet environment that you enjoy being in. This can help you to accomplish more during your practice sessions and not forget to practice.

			You’ll also want to make sure that you find the best time for you to practice. This time isn’t the same for everyone. You might get your best done in the first 30 minutes that you are awake in the morning. If this sounds like you, then invest in some headphones or soundproof your piano room so that you can take advantage of this productive time. If you work from home, you might find that during your lunch break is the best time to sit at the piano and take a midday stress break. For people who work at an office all day, you might want to play as a way to unwind when you return from work. Whatever time slot works best for you is what you should stick to for your 30-minute practice session so that you never feel like you are forced to play when you don’t want to or don’t have the energy.

			Always track your progress as you learn. You might want to make a poster or keep a notebook, but make sure that you write down your goals and the steps you take to reach them. You can break it down all the way to daily goals if that helps you. Write down what you hope to accomplish during practice that day and then record if you achieved it or not. All of your small goals will amount to your long-term goal and reaching them each day is a great way to get addicted to practicing.

		

	
		
			Practicing

			No one likes to practice. So when you begrudgingly sit down to recite the same drills over again for the fourth time this week, know you’re not alone. Even professionals get tired of practice from time to time. It’s a natural part of learning. Practice is also the only way you can improve. So despite any feelings to shirk it off for another day, you should do your best to make sure you get in some work every day. This is how you’ll develop your skills and move up from the beginner stage to the pianist you want to be.

			Why to Practice

			Practice is how you move toward your musical goals. You can’t expect to get any better at the piano if you never play it. Putting in extra time outside of your weekly lesson will help you to get comfortable with new styles and techniques that you’ll need to master that new piece you’re working on or aspiring to. 

			During your practice, you can take difficult elements of a song and break it down into pieces you’re capable of working with. As you diligently chip away at lines or sections of a piece of music, then you get closer and closer to perfecting the whole. You also will have that skill for the rest of the time you play piano, so once you master it you won’t have to spend so much time working on it anymore.

			There’s no set rules on when you need to practice. You can pick any time in the day when you know you can sit down without distractions and play. Generally, though, small amounts of practice every day are more beneficial than lots of practice on one day. The daily repetition is better to help reinforce the lessons and create muscle memory. Once you’ve established the routine for your muscles, you won’t even have to think about what you’re playing anymore. You can even get so good that you could play a song perfectly while having a conversation with someone else.

			When you first start out, consistency is more important than how long you practice. Even if you only give it 15 minutes a day, that’s better than spending one hour working only once a week. The 15 minute exercises will help your brain to be reminded each day of how your hands should behave on a keyboard, which will cement that ability in your mind.

			Everyone has heard the phrase, “Practice makes perfect.” Although the sentiment is correct, the phrase technically isn’t. Perfect practice makes perfect. If you practice every day, but your technique is wrong, then you’ll create bad habits that you’ll have to break later. If you find a skill that is particularly difficult for you, spend extra time working on doing it correctly so you can nip it in the bud instead of waiting for it to come back to haunt you.

			Keep a notebook by your bench so you can take notes as you practice. This can help you remember what you need extra practice with next time, which songs you’re working on, and where you left off so you don’t get confused as you move through a piece. It can also be helpful if you are taking classes because you’re teacher can see what you are reporting problems with and focus your lessons on those areas.

			To have an effective practice session, you need to be thoughtful and focused on your music. This requires your undivided attention and wholehearted concentration on the tasks at hand. You’ll need to think critically about the skills you’re learning and creatively about how to apply them to the songs you want to play. Make sure that when you sit down to practice, you’re alert, awake, and present.

			If you aren’t a morning person, then practicing early in the day before you start getting ready for work or sending the kids to school might not be for you. You’ll likely be tired, have bad posture, or be distracted by all the things you still have to do to get ready for the day. You need to structure your practice around your own biological clock. Every person has a time during the day when they are the most alert and productive. This is the time you should schedule your practice so you can be fully engaged and present.

			Your body has two main modes: sleepy and awake. During the day, these two settings are constantly at war, ebbing and flowing as one takes over and one gives in. You want to maximize the time when awake overcomes sleepy and you feel energized to get things done. For most people, this time is mid-morning and late afternoon.

			If you’re not sure about how your biological clock runs, then you can try to track your energy during the day. After about a week, you should start to see a pattern emerging as to which times of the day you feel most energized. The times when you feel most productive is when you should try to slip in your practice.

			Try practicing for 20 minutes every day when you first start out. This is long enough that you can get things accomplished, but not so long that you get frustrated or bored with working on the same skill. As you progress in your skills, you can increase the amount of time you spend practicing. If you set aside five minutes before and after you practice for warm up and cool down exercises, then you’ve already created a full 30 minute practice routine.

			Don’t fight your body clock. Find ways to structure your piano practice around the times when you know you can dedicate 30 minutes to working on your new instrument. It might be difficult to find a good time at first, but once you find one that works, making it a routine is a great way to keep the habit going. For example, if you have a lot of energy after you go to the gym in the afternoon, make it a point to sit at your piano as soon as you get home and ride the rush of your workout.

			How to Practice

			Learning how to play an instrument also means learning how to practice. Odds are you haven’t had to practice anything since high school or college, which may have been a long time ago. So that memory for discipline may have gone dormant in your mind. You’ll have to find the flow for deciding to practice again and relearn how to develop a new skill.

			Each practice session should have its own goal. This can be something as simple as making it through all the exercises in one chapter of your workbook or as complicated as playing an entire song perfectly. Whatever you decide you want to accomplish that day should be what drives you to sit down and practice.

			Be sure to remove all of your distractions before you start playing. Put your phone away, hide your laptop, turn off the television, and don’t look at your tablet. Even if you’re learning through a virtual program, you can print our your exercises so you aren’t working from any electronics. You get the most out of your session if you are fully focused on your technique and can notice where you need to make improvements.

			Treat your piano practice like a gym workout. Make sure you stretch first, then you can isolate different skills you want to develop and practice them each for a predetermined amount of time. Build your piano workout so that you work up to the hardest exercise and then do a nice cool down to bring you back to an area of confidence. Don’t stop your practice session until you feel happy about what you’ve accomplished.

			Fight off bad habits as you notice them. You won’t get anything right the first time you try, but if you are consistently making the same mistake, maybe you should spend more time working on that skill. Don’t push on to something new just because you’re frustrated that you can’t get something perfect. Sit and practice until you can get it perfectly, then enjoy the pride you feel when you do.

			Make practice fun for yourself if you are having trouble finding the motivation to do it every day. Don’t do the exact same exercises every day; switch it up every time you sit down to play. If you’ve exhausted yourself on one skill, move to another for a day to take a break from it. Although you don’t want to build on a skill that you haven’t mastered, moving parallel can keep you from becoming bored at the keyboard.

			As you develop new skills and learn new songs, make sure you are getting feedback from other people. It doesn’t have to be a teacher or anyone with extensive piano knowledge. It can be your spouse, friend, or family member. Receiving critiques and playing in front of people are two important skills to develop as a beginner. If you start playing for others early, it can help to reduce the anxiety you might feel before playing for the first time. Taking instruction and criticism from other people is also helpful because it helps you to learn not to be overly sensitive of your music. Other people will always be able to hear things that you can’t and taking their advice can only make you a better pianist in the long run.

			The whole point of practice is to achieve your goals, right? So reward yourself when you do! So many people will work day in and day out to achieve their goal and then when they attain it they immediately move on to the next thing. Let yourself be proud of what you’ve done and reward all the hard work you put in to get there. Every goal is an example of how far you’ve come in your skill and you deserve to take a day to eat a cupcake or skip practice, whatever makes you happy. Rewarding your effort is the best way to keep yourself motivated and dedicated to learning.

			When you move on from practicing skills to learning a new piece of music, it can be scary to look at a page of sheet music. You most likely won’t be able to make sense of it right away, but that doesn’t mean it is too difficult for you. To make the process easier, you can listen to the song a few times so you know its rhythm and flow. As you listen, make sure you read along with the notes on your sheet music. This way, you can match sounds to symbols and it might start to make a little more sense. It helps you to begin relating notes to their visual representations in sheet music.

			Once you’re ready, play through your entire piece of music once or twice. You’ll have to do this slowly and you won’t get every note correct, but that’s okay. The point is to move through the song slowly so you can get a feel for how it should sound and its rhythm. Don’t worry about getting things right, just worry about making it to the end.

			After you’ve gone through your entire song, you’ll have a better sense of the area you’re going to need extra time to work on. You can split the piece up into manageable chunks so that you only have to focus on one part at a time. Try to contain at least one difficult area in each chunk so you are always challenging yourself when you sit down to practice.

			Make sure that you slow down the tempo of the song significantly when you begin to practice it. This way you are able to focus on the technique and rhythm instead of trying to play at a speed faster than you are capable of. Keep playing the song slowly until you can get through it without any mistakes. Once you reach this milestone, you can begin to slowly increase the tempo and work up to the full speed of the piece.

			If you’re learning a popular piece of music, such as a well-known classic or a pop song, try to play it softly in the background while you practice. You can try to play along with parts of the song if you’re feeling bold. You should also keep it in your steady rotation of music during the day so you are regularly exposed to its composition. Try to memorize the melody or the words, then move on to listening for the harmony and memorize that. If you can play the entire song in your head, then finding the matching notes on the keyboard will be a breeze of an exercise.

			It can also be helpful to separate your hands when you first start to learn a song. This means that you only focus on learning the music for one hand at a time in each section. You can practice with your right hand until you can play that part of the section perfectly, then do the same with your left hand. Once you have them both down pat, you can start practicing playing with them at the same time.

			As you move through the piece and find more areas where you need to put in a little extra work, set them aside as their own sections. You can spend an entire practice session working on just one chord progression if you feel the need the exercise. No amount is too small to focus on, as long as you are working to get the sound and technique perfect. Be sure that you continue practicing every day to work on these skills and the difficult part of the song. This is how you’ll make progress and start to sound like a real pianist.

			Everyone has experienced stage fright at some point. It’s a natural response to being put in the spotlight, but it’s not impossible to overcome. Maybe you’ve been playing piano with your headphones on or only when you’re home alone, so playing for other people seems extra scary. If you’re trying to find ways to gain confidence, there are a few tips that might help you.

			Before you attempt to play for an audience, you want to make sure you know the performance. You should know the piece or pieces you want to play like the back of your hand. If you have practiced them diligently and know you can play them perfectly, then your muscle memory can take over even if your mind is too anxious to focus. It can also be helpful to practice the pieces without your metronome a few times.

			Keep in mind the parts of the piece that you like most while you play. Maybe you’re feeling a little unsure about playing the intro, but you know that three lines down is your favorite line that you’ve practiced more than anything else in the piece. You can use this to motivate you to keep playing so that you show off your favorite sections of the music. It can also help to calm you down some to remember that there are portions of the piece that you know you can play without error. Plus, it helps you to remember how much fun you have when you play the song.

			When you sit down to play, remember that you are good at it. Playing the piano is a skill that not everyone has and if you can even entertain the idea of playing in front of others then you are obviously pretty good at what you do. Your anxiety or fear might try to convince you that you’re not good or there are other people better than you, but don’t listen. There will always be people who sound better than you do, but they have had years more practice. Tell yourself that you are great at the song you chose to perform, and you are excited to showcase your hard work.

			You’ll have to stay focused when you perform, too. People might clap or congratulate you in the middle of the piece, phones might start ringing, or people could be chatting as you play. These are all things you’ll need to be able to tune out while you play. If you consistently practice without any distractions, then you’ll be used to staying completely focused on your music.

			Play what you want to play when you perform. Don’t prepare certain pieces just because you think that’s what people want to hear. You should practice and play the songs that you enjoy and that motivate you. Think of a time you saw someone play an instrument you couldn’t; it was probably pretty impressive, no matter what they played. So don’t worry about what others will think, stay true to your favorites.

			Don’t forgo practicing for a performance. Especially if you’re nervous, it can be tempting to ignore the songs you’ll have to play in front of a crowd. These pieces are what you should be focusing on every day, though. You need to make sure that you are playing each song you plan to perform until it is complete muscle memory. You should know the song so well that you can recite the ABC’s backward while you play it, without missing a single note. Okay, maybe that’s a little extreme, but it’s the mindset you should have when preparing for your first show.

			If you find yourself too nervous to consider playing in a traditional recital, then recall the earlier tip of starting small. You don’t have to play your first performance in a 200-person auditorium. You can plan to play a song for your mom or sister, or learn a Christmas song to play around the fire with your family. You might even prefer to play for your friends before anyone else. Plan a dinner party at your house and invite your closest friends to hear the progress you’ve made in your piano lessons. The key to having a successful first performance is to curate the audience into a group you are comfortable with.

		

	
		
			Tricks to Master

			Certain skills are paramount to successfully playing the piano. Luckily, you can start learning them right away! The basic skills are easy to learn, but take significant practice to master. You’ll need to spend time understanding the theory behind the skills and why they are important to music. Things such as reading sheet music, playing on tempo, and knowing how to move your hands around the keyboard are things you can start to develop as a beginner to make more advanced pieces easier as you get to them.

			What’s Important?

			There are many skills that you will need to master as you learn piano, and they will change and grow as you move up in your abilities. Aa a beginner, there are certain things you’ll need to keep in mind as you practice so that you can progress through the lessons with ease.

			You should always be aware of your posture. Be sure that you are sitting up straight every time you sit down to play the piano. This will set the tone of your session and help you to stay focused. It also helps you to make sure the rest of your form is correct, such as your arms and hands. This way you can avoid injury and improve performance.

			Keep an eye on your hand posture, as well. This can be a difficult skill to master because it might feel awkward to play with just your fingertips at first. Be diligent. As a beginner, the songs you’ll likely play won’t require too much moving around the keyboard, but when you start working on more advanced pieces, you’ll be grateful you made proper hand posture a habit in the beginning.

			You should also learn about the basic fingering and exercises on a piano. Remember how your fingers are numbered one through five and that your music will tell you how to set your hands. Practice working your fingers around each other and using your hands in tandem to create smooth, cohesive songs.

			To get better at piano you have to practice. The more you work on basic skills the more natural they will feel until you don’t have to think about them at all. Making the easy stuff part of your routine frees up your mind to focus on more difficult areas of the song you’re trying to learn. This makes it much easier to focus on learning advanced pieces as your abilities improve.

			As you play piano, you’ll have to get used to doing a lot of different tasks in unison. You’ll have to press multiple keys, synchronize your hands, and read the notes at the same time to create a beautiful song. This can take considerable dedication and focus to master, so in the beginning it might seem difficult, but persevere to reap all the benefits.

			Another skill that can help you learn to read music faster and more efficiently is if you can recognize the movement patterns in a song instead of trying to read each individual note. Instead of seeing a jumble of notes on the page, you can train yourself to see the flow of the music and how it will sound instead of trying to figure it out note for note.

			Finally, knowing how and when to use the pedals on your piano can greatly affect the quality and type of sound in your music. The sheet music will tell you when you need to use a pedal. One pedal makes the piano louder and will release some of the tension on your keys. Another will make the piano softer and create more tension on your keys, so be prepared to adjust your playing style to this change.

			Many beginners have a tendency to look down at their hands while they play the piano, but this is a bad habit to start. You might feel like you need to look at your fingers to make sure you’re pressing the correct key, and that’s normal. Despite this urge, you need to start developing confidence by trusting that you know where to move your fingers to get the notes you’re reading on the page. To help get your mind off your hands, you can make it a point to read sheet music while you play so your eyes have to be somewhere else.

			Looking at sheet music can be intimidating. All those lines, dots, numbers, and symbols littered across the page; how are you supposed to know what all of it means? Don’t let the complex exterior of sheet music make you nervous because when you know what to look for most of it is fairly straightforward. Plus, you don’t have to be able to read the entire song to get started, just the first line.

			The first step to reading sheet music is to look at the top set of lines, called the Treble Clef. This staff is usually played by your right hand. You’ll have to get acquainted with the different notes that live on these lines to read musical notation. A quick trick is to label them with the letter of each note. In the spaces, you can spell out FACE because these notes are between the lines. On the lines are EGBDF, from bottom to top. This is often remembered with the phrase, “Every Good Boy Does Fine.”

			After you’ve done this, or if you don’t have enough space to write them all in, you can write the letter of the note under each note on your sheet music. This can help you start to associate where notes fall on the staff and make it easier for you to read through your sheet music. Only do this while you are learning to read; if you use the technique too often, it might become a crutch later down the road. 

			If you master the treble clef, you can move on to the bass clef, which is the bottom set of lines. These notes are typically played with your left hand. You can label the lines similar to how you did the top half; the notes are even similar. The spaces on the bass clef are ACEG, remembered with, “All Cows Eat Grass.” The lines are GBDFA, remembered with “Good Boys Do Fine Always.” 

			Now you’ve translated your sheet music into a language you can understand, so looking back and forth from your hands to the sheet music should be less tempting. Keep your hands on the keyboard and note where each finger falls before you start playing the piece. That way you can associate each note with a certain finger and stop yourself from looking down to see where your hand is placed.

			In case ignoring your hands seems impossible, remember that there are certain times when you can look down at your hands. When you practice your warm ups, you can look down at your hands to make sure you are hitting all the correct keys. Also, if you memorize a piece and are able to play it without your sheet music, you can look down at your hands while you play if you wish. Notice that the common ground in these scenarios is that you are not reading sheet music while you play. If you have sheet music to follow, then you need to keep your eyes on it instead of the keyboard so you can ensure you are playing every note and not skipping any parts.

			Next, you’ll want to take a moment to check the hand placement necessary for your song. Most beginner songs will have you with a simple hand placement, but some advanced pieces might put your fingers in a strange position. Making sure your fingers are on the correct keys can help you to reach all of the notes more easily.

			Key Skills

			Even when you’ve perfected a song, you still need to be able to play it at the correct tempo. It can be difficult to keep the rhythm and timing in a piece, especially when you’re first starting out. That’s why using a metronome and listening to music can be so important in the early days to develop an inner sense of these two parts of music.

			Rhythm is the pattern of strong and weak beats in a song. Think about when you dance to a song; you sway your hips with the strong beats and keep the rhythm throughout. The soft beats support these sounds to make it sound interesting and fun. You can easily find the rhythm of a song by listening to it and trying to dance with it.

			Timing is a person’s ability to keep a beat on their own within a group. In piano, this is knowing how to strike a chord in perfect unison with a note in the melody. Or in a band, it’s knowing how to keep your pace just right so everyone is hitting complementing chords at once. Timing is all about finding the relationship between notes you play and making sure they’re harmonious.

			To start picking up on rhythm and timing, you should focus on keeping your practice simple, slow, and steady. The first few songs you pick to learn should be fairly simple and on par with your current skills, not the ones you’re striving for. Complex pieces can have more complex rhythms that are hard to follow if you’re not used to keeping time and listening for them.

			Slow down the song until you get used to the natural rhythm of it. As you get more acquainted with the melody and harmony, you can start to speed up your tempo while you listen to ensure the rhythm is still coming through. Once you master a song, you might be tempted to play it as fast as possible, but this is one sure way to lose the rhythm. Don’t race through a piece just because you can.

			Keeping the rhythm and timing steady is more important than 100% accuracy. If you can keep a steady rhythm throughout the entire song, then you have achieved a huge milestone in your practice. This is not an easy task, so take a moment to pat yourself on the back when you reach this goal.

			As you get better at reading music, you can start to practice sight reading. When you sight read, you put unfamiliar sheet music on your piano and try to play it just by looking at the notes. It sounds difficult because it’s supposed to be, but there are a few tricks to make the learning process a little easier.

			First, remember that rhythm is key and take a moment to consider the time signature on the piece, which is displayed as two numbers at the beginning of each staff. There are a variety of different number combinations, but on most beginner songs you’ll see two fours, meaning it’s in four-four time with four beats in each measure.

			Before you attempt to sight read, make sure that you have warmed up with and know your scales. It helps you to create a muscle memory for the fingering motions and hand placement along your keyboard. Once you remind yourself of the correct sounds and how they relate, it will be easier to hear and fix mistakes as you sight read.

			The most important part of sight reading is to keep your eyes off your hands. If you miss a note or get it wrong, that’s okay. Just keep going and try to get the next one right. Your fingers might get a little confused, especially if you have to move hand positions, but it is great practice for gaining special awareness of the keyboard.

			Identify any annotations on the piece that you don’t understand. You can either do this as you go or before or after you play. There are many different symbols and letters on piano sheet music, and each one tells you how to play the song. Don’t ignore these if you’ve never seen it before; look them up and make notes about what they mean so you can play the piece how it is meant to be played.

			There are many exercises that can get you accustomed to moving your hands and reaching for keys. The first drill you can try is called the over-under, which teaches you how to move one hand up or down the keyboard, one octave. It’s a great exercise to use if you’re aspiring to play a piece that switches keys. 

			In the over-under drill, you will focus on tucking your pinky under your hand to move your hand position. You can practice this while you play your pentascales, which are just the five notes your fingers are placed on. When you hit the note with your pinky, you can tuck your thumb under the rest of your fingers to the next key, and then move your entire hand up one octave. If you are playing with your right hand, you can move it up the keyboard, and if you’re playing with your left hand you can work your way down.

			One trick to make this switch easier is to know how to roll your wrist as you move around the keyboard. As your right hand moves up the keys, roll your wrist down and out to move more efficiently. If it’s your left hand moving down the keys, then you can roll your wrist up and in to move it quickly. This technique can help you to keep all of your fingers on the keys as you move, despite their varied lengths. 

			The more you practice these motions, the easier it will be to move around the keyboard. It also helps to stretch out your wrists and fingers in the event that you have to reach for a note instead of moving your entire hand. You might not need these skills in some beginner songs, but you’ll definitely want to be acquainted with the motions as you progress so you can perfect more advanced pieces.

		

	
		
			Key Skills to Practice Daily

			As you move through your lesson books, you might start to wonder if there are other areas you should be focusing on while you play. Every person is different and will have their own trouble areas that they should dedicate time to, but there are also a few universal skills that even the best pianists should practice. Along with these skills are bad habits and common mistakes that people of all levels can experience. If you know what to work on and what to avoid, then becoming a great piano player will be short work.

			Things to Focus On

			As discussed in chapter four, daily practice is the key to developing basic skills on the piano. It helps you to establish muscle memory and gives you continuous exposure to the music you are trying to learn. Sometimes, though, it can be difficult to find a practice routine that feels right for you. If you’ve tried a few different methods, but still feel like you aren’t making progress, there are a few different things you can adjust to get more out of your session.

			Most importantly, you’ll want your practice to be a routine. You can start off by playing your scales to warm up your fingers, after you’ve stretched, of course. If you haven’t learned all of your scales yet, then you can use this time to practice a new one each week until you have eventually mastered them all. After scales, you can work on your chords in the same fashion.

			Next, you can allot 10 minutes to analyzing the songs you want to learn or the ones you are currently working on. Take time to look at the type of notes, their duration, and if they form any patterns throughout the piece. You can also notice the dynamics of the piece such as the volume, tempo, and if you’ll need to use the pedals. Take notes if that helps you stay organized and focused.

			Once you’ve finished this, you can take five minutes to play the song you’re working on all the way through. Don’t worry about making it sound perfect; play as slowly as you need to make sure you are hitting all the notes. The more you practice the more you will be accustomed to playing the song that exact way, so you want to make sure you are playing it correctly from the beginning.

			As you move through the piece, notice which parts feel especially difficult. After you’ve played it all the way through, you can go back to these areas and practice the techniques that you’re struggling with. Spend about 10 minutes working on these areas—it doesn’t have to be the same section for the entire time—so you can try to play it more smoothly.

			Spend your last five minutes doing a cool down. You can play your scales again or go through the entire song one more time. Whatever is a fun exercise for you, use that as a cool down so you always end your practice on a positive note.

			You’ve read about a lot of different skills and techniques so far, most of which are at the very foundation of learning to play music. These skills make up the lessons that every musician goes through and has to master to be a leader in their craft. This now includes you, so you’ll need to know how to adopt these abilities.

			Don’t let music theory go in one ear and out the other. You’ll need to remember it and be able to apply it to the music you are studying. Don’t be afraid to pick up a book about theory and flip through the pages. The more you learn about the mechanisms behind music, the better you’ll understand what you’re playing and why it works.

			Learn which notes fall where on both staffs (the Treble and Bass Clefs). Knowing how music is visually structured is the only way you get better at reading sheet music. Try to weave in some sight reading or sheet music to every lesson and practice session so you can get used to seeing music represented on the page. 

			To successfully play a piece, you will have to be capable of keeping time and rhythm. Keep in mind the difference between the two as you play. To practice rhythm you can take a moment to clap out the beats of the song before you start playing. This helps you to hear the rhythm alone before you hide it under notes and harmonies, making it easier for you to maintain it throughout the piece.

			Playing the piano requires a certain amount of dexterity in your fingers and hands, which you cannot accomplish without dedicated practice of scales and fingering exercises. These workouts train your ears and hands to work together so you know that you can reach the right note without checking on your fingers. It also prepares you for more complex songs that require you to stretch your hand out for certain notes or frequently switch keys and octaves.

			Sight reading is a difficult task even for some trained musicians, but if you can master the skill it will take you far in music. Learning how to sight read can build confidence like nothing else and make you certain that you are able to play the piano without looking at your hands. At first, it might be frustrating and you might feel lost, but if you can persevere it will make learning new songs immensely easier.

			The more terminology you can learn, the better. Knowing what all of the symbols and letters mean on your sheet music makes reading it much easier. That’s less time you have to spend looking up every strange symbol you see. As you learn, keep a notebook or flashcards with the symbols and their meanings as you come across them. This way you have a quick reference guide and a way to study away from your keyboard.

			Although you will definitely have your own unique struggles, there is one common mistake every piano player will make at one time or another: proper posture. If you’re aware of these pitfalls and diligent about avoiding them, you can manage to skate by unscathed.

			Proper piano posture goes all the way down to your fingertips, which is where most beginners forget about it. When you are first learning the piano, keeping your fingers arched and your elbows up will feel a little strange or even more difficult than playing with your arms relaxed. You have to develop the muscles in your arms and hands to hold this position, which is why most students have trouble keeping it. This can mean that you end up playing with your fingers lying flat on the keys. If you play this way, though, you won’t be able to play as quickly or accurately as if you used your fingertips.

			Additionally, don’t let your wrists hang too low when you play. If they fall below your fingers then you risk injuring them or your hands as you play. You can develop carpal tunnel in the wrist this way because it is sitting at an unnatural angle for long periods of time. Be sure to hold your wrists up over your fingers to give you more control on the keys and avoid injury.

			Sitting too close to the piano is another posture mistake most beginners make. People often feel like they need to sit close to the keys to be able to reach everything and play accurately. This is not true. In fact, sitting close actually restricts your range of motion. You want to measure your distance as discussed earlier in this book so that you are close enough to reach the keys and far enough to move around if necessary.

			The last posture problem is people not sitting up straight when they play piano. Think of any professional pianist you’ve ever seen play or look up videos of them for reference. Notice that they always keep their backs straight and shoulders relaxed. This is proper posture to keep your entire body engaged in playing the piano. If you can rely on your back muscles to hold you up, they will engage other muscles that help to keep your hands and arms in the correct positions too. 

			All of these issues can be monitored and corrected by your teacher as you progress. If you are teaching yourself, then there are ways you can keep track of it also. As you play your scales, look at your hands and arms to make sure they are in proper position. You can even record yourself as you play and watch the video to see if you are sitting up straight or slouching.

			Personalized Piano Practice

			As you move through your piano lessons, you’ll start to notice areas in your music that you have to think just a little harder about and focus just a little more on. This is completely normal. A great place to practice these skills every day is in your warm up. If you have a standard warm-up routine that hits all of your weak spots, then you’ll be ready to play any piece every time you practice.

			The Hanon Exercises are a great way to warm up, and there are 60 different options to choose from when you are looking for somewhere to start. Exercises 1-20 are where you will want to start as a beginner. These are considered the preparatory exercises and include simple finger drills that are quick and easy to practice.

			You can also pull out a piece that you’ve already perfected to get in a good warmup. Pick something fun that you enjoyed learning and playing and go through it a couple of times until you feel ready to move on to something new. Try not to get caught up in the fun of playing an entire song, though. You don’t want to skip your practice for something you’ve already mastered.

			Pick your favorite scales and the scales that you struggle with to add to your warm up. These will help you to practice different rhythms and train your ear for the notes in each key and scale. It also gives you a little practice with finger techniques and an opportunity to get creative with your sound as you perfect each scale.

			If you aren’t in the mood for a structured warm up one day, then do a little improv. Play around on the keys to find jingles or chord combinations that excite you. You might even end up writing your own song!

			Remember that piano isn’t all in your hands, you also need to warm up your eyes and mind. How do you do that? Sight-read. You can pick a new piece that you’re interested in playing and read through it before you sit down to play. You can clap out the rhythm or try to play it through, whichever you prefer. This can help to warm up your brain and put you back in the musical mindset. It might even make reading the piece your working on a little easier.

			If you are hoping to become truly great at playing the piano, there are a few simple habits you can develop to continue improving past the beginner stage. The first and most important is to create a learning environment around you piano. This means removing all distractions and letting yourself be in a relaxed space where you can focus completely on the music.

			You’ll never be great if you don’t fix your mistakes, so don’t move on from difficult exercises just because you can’t do them perfectly. Perfection takes time and effort, and if you’re willing to put in those two things, you’ll excel in the craft. Along with this, you should make sure that you are always working toward a goal so you can stay motivated and energized about playing piano.

		

	
		
			Reading Sheet Music

			understanding sheet music and reading sheet music are two separate tasks. You can understand what all the symbols on a page mean, but if you can’t string them together or imagine the sounds, then reading your music will be difficult. This is why you will need to work on building this skill. Approach reading sheet music just like you approached reading as a child; take it slow and build up to more difficult pieces. You won’t be able to jump in and understand everything, so be patient with yourself as you learn the ropes of reading music.

			Why It’s Important

			Even if you can’t read it yet, you probably know what sheet music is. Most people have seen it at some point in their life and are familiar with the set up. To read sheet music, however, you need to understand what the symbols and notations mean and how they relate to your piano.

			Sheet music is the written form of music theory. It encompasses rhythm, timing, structure, chords, notes, and more to show someone how a song is organized. Everything on the sheet has to interact in perfect time and harmony for the song to sound the way it should. You can think of sheet music as a study guide and playing the piano is your test. Every test can be open book if you know how to read your study guide. It tells you exactly what to play and how to play it every step of the way.

			The world’s first pages of sheet music were printed in 1473. It used to be difficult to come by to written music, which is why many musicians had to write their own or learn by ear and memorize songs. Today, you can find sheet music almost anywhere. It’s compiled into books, sold at music stores, and readily available online for almost any song you could want to play.

			The main component of sheet music is the notes. These are the circles speckling the lines on your sheet music, arranged in a certain way to denote which keys you’ll need to press. The notes are set up in ascending alphabetical order, A through G, just like on your piano. You can think of the lines the notes sit on as a roadmap of your keyboard. In fact, if you flip your music on its side you can even imagine each line and space is a different key. If you learn how to follow the outlined route, then you can play the song written on the page. Just like regular maps, you’ll need to study your sheet music before you can embark on a musical journey.

			On your first attempts to read sheet music, don’t expect to print out a sample of Bach or Mozart and understand the notes on the page. You’ll want to start with simple songs and basic drills to practice identifying notes on each clef until you become more confident with the skill. You can practice by reading just one line at a time and playing the notes as you find them. Don’t worry if it takes you a while at first or you have to count your notes up the lines to find the correct one, this is all part of the learning process.

			What to Learn

			Before you begin reading, you’ll need to acquaint yourself with the structure of sheet music. At the top of every piece of music will be the title and author, with any other information below it such as a subtitle or copyright information. These can help you keep your music organized as you amass more or do a little research about the history of the piece.

			You’ll see that the notes on your sheet are all sitting on stacks of five lines, one on top and one on bottom. These are called ledger lines. You can think of them as representations of the keys on paper. Where the notes sit on these lines dictate which note you will play. Each set of ledger lines has a symbol at the front of it, one looks like a fancy S and the other like a backward C. The fancy S is called a treble clef and that denotes the pitch of your music, usually placing it in the upper octaves starting from middle C. The backward C is called a bass clef, and this denotes notes that are played in the lower octaves, usually beneath middle C. The term grand staff refers to both of these clefs as one line of music.
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			In some pieces, especially the more difficult ones, you might see other symbols at the front of the ledger lines. Some look like the pound sign on your telephone and others look like a lowercase B. These symbols show you what key signature a line of music is supposed to be played in. The specific combination and location of each symbol denotes a different musical key.

			Next to these symbols, you’ll see two numbers written before the music starts. This is your time signature, which we briefly discussed in an earlier chapter. These numbers tell you the rhythm that your piece should be played and the timing so you don’t rush through or play it too slowly.

			In some music, you might see some italic letters floating in the middle of the grand staff. These are your tempo marks, which tell you how loud or soft to play the music. All of your tempo marks are Italian words and include suffixes such as -issimo to denote exaggerating the indicating tone. Two common signatures in beginner pieces are mp, mezzo-piano meaning moderately soft, and mf, mezzo-forte meaning moderately loud.

			Finally, you might notice small black rectangles sitting on the ledger lines between clusters of notes. These are called rests, and are only one type of notation for such. A rectangle sitting on top of a line, looking like hat, is a half rest, meaning you’ll rest for half of a measure. If the square is below the line, then it’s a whole rest and you’ll rest for the entire measure. These symbols mean you will not play for a specified number of beats and then return to the music after it once you have taken that pause.

			Not every note will show up as a black dot on your sheet music because not every note is a quarter note. As a beginner, you’ll encounter mostly quarter, half, and whole notes, but keep in mind there are also eighth and sixteenth notes that are represented differently. 

			Quarter notes are probably what you’re most used to seeing. These are filled in black circles on your sheet music that have lines extending either up or down from them. For now, you can consider notes with upward lines as designated for your right hand and notes with downward lines as designated for your left hand. This is not a hard and fast rule, just a guideline as you get started.

			Half notes look similar to whole notes except they are not filled in. They are open circles with an extending line. Whole notes are open circles without an extending line. You’ll notice as these appear in your sheet music that there are blank spaces behind them because they will take up more than one beat in a song.

			There are a few different symbols you might see associated with quarter notes in your advanced beginner songs. You might notice a small dot below or above the note, depending on which clef it’s on, which means to play the note staccato. If there is an arced line connecting two notes, that means to play them legato. You might even notice something that looks like a greater than sign over a note, which means to play mercato, making the note more pronounced. 

			The dynamics of your music can be depicted by a variety of different symbols, mostly made up of tempo marks. The word piano in your tempo marks means to play softly, so pianissimo means to play very softly. Mezzo means medium and can go before any tempo instruction to temper the volume a bit. Forte means to play loudly. There will also occasionally be what look like elongated greater than and less than signs in the middle of your grand staff, which denote a crescendo or diminuendo. Basically, your volume will follow the arc of the lines; crescendos get gradually louder and diminuendos get gradually softer.

			Some pieces require significant use of the pedals, especially classical ones. For this reason, you need to be able to recognize when a song needs you to use a pedal. This notation is fairly straightforward as it’s usually written as “ped.” on your music and an asterisk to tell you when to release it. You might also notice horizontal lines with ticks at either end that indicate when to quickly start and stop the use of the pedals.

			Now that you know some of the main symbols you might encounter in your learning, you can start to see sheet music as more than just confusing dots and lines. Hopefully, you can pick up a piece of music and recognize some of the notations and start to identify how it might sound when played. To do this effectively, there are a few tips on how to approach a piece of music.

			The first thing you’ll need to do is to look at the time signature and find the beat. A standard time signature for beginner pieces is 4/4 time. This means there are four beats in each measure. To read time signatures, remember that the top number is how many beats are in a measure and the bottom number is the value of each note. 

			Once you find the time signature, practice it by clapping your hands or tapping your fingers or foot along with the beat. Go through the song singing or humming while you keep the beat so you can get a feel for the piece’s tempo and flow. If you can do this before you try to play, then you’ll be sure to catch on quicker once you put your fingers on the keys.

			Now you can look at the melody. For the first two or three songs you learn, take time to write the corresponding letters under each note on the sheet. This can help you to play a little more cohesively instead of spending all your energy trying to find the next note. This is also the time that you should find your hand position is for the piece.

			Start playing the melody with your right hand and try not to look down. Play one measure to see how it feels, then move on to playing a full line. Play just your right hand until you are confident, then repeat the process with your left hand. Once you feel like you’ve got each hand down to muscle memory for the line, try putting them together and see how it sounds.

			The goal of learning to play sheet music is to make playing any song possible. If you can read sheet music then you can pick up any piece of music and be able to learn it with some dedication and practice. Without knowing how music is written, you wouldn’t be able to learn songs and develop your talents.

			Part of learning any new skill is setting goals. Playing the piano is no exception. Setting a good goal is a skill of its own to ensure you make one that you can reach. That’s why creating SMART goals is the best approach. This stands for specific, measurable, attainable, rewarding, and trackable. 

			The more specific you can make your goal the more likely you are to achieve it. Don’t make the goal to learn some classical music this month, make it to perfect “Ode to Joy” by Beethoven. This way when you sit down to practice you know exactly what you need to be working on and moving toward. When you pick something specific, you want to make sure it is also measurable. This means that you can see how much progress you are making over time to ensure you’re moving forward and not getting stuck on anything.

			If your goal isn’t attainable then what’s the point of having it? You won’t be able to pick up on an advanced piece of music as a beginner, so don’t set that as your immediate goal. Pick targets that are within your skill set, but require a little effort to perfect. As you work on these pieces, you’ll start to develop new skills that will continue to propel you forward.

			Your goal should be rewarding so that you want to continue learning. If you don’t enjoy classical music, then pick your favorite contemporary song to work on. Practice the pieces that make you happy because you will feel extra proud when you master them and can show off to your friends and family. 

			Finally, your goal should be trackable, meaning you can set a schedule and track your progress toward it. Typically this is best achieved by making a schedule of what you will learn when to achieve your goal in a certain time frame. You can list each skill you will work on during the month, or set aside certain days to work on certain parts of the piece.


		

	
		
			Where to Start

			Even if you know about all of the skills and have learned how to read sheet music, finding a good starting place to learn the piano can be tough. There is so much information just for the beginner level that it can seem like no clear path is emerging in the weeds. You might worry that you aren’t playing a song correctly or you can’t find an answer when you run into trouble. As long as you are working from beginner music, these problems should be limited, but you do need to know how to solve them, which is what this chapter is all about.

			Troubleshooting

			When you are a piano novice, every piece of music you search for might look like it’s targeted toward advanced musicians. Don’t worry, there are songs specifically for beginners. Even a lot of pop songs can be mastered by someone new to piano because they tend to have repetitive melodies. 

			Of all the songs available in the world, there are five that every beginner should learn as they start to feel comfortable at the keyboard. These songs are classics that you’ve surely heard before. They’re so popular even someone who knows nothing about music could pick up the tune on a piano.

			The first is Chopsticks. Everyone has heard or heard of this song; it’s the first thing people with no musical abilities will play when they find a piano. You can play this song with just your two index fingers, which makes it perfect for everyone. You simply start with one finger on either end of the keyboard, and play the notes together four times, then move on to the next key until your hands eventually meet in the middle.

			Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star is another popular go-to for people starting out on the piano. This is the epitome of children’s songs that everyone can recognize and sing along with. It has a simple repeating melody and can be played with just one hand. Most beginner books include this as one of the first songs to practice.

			You can even learn how to play Happy Birthday so you can lead the music at birthday parties. You’ll be the extra element of fun at everyone’s birthday if you can provide a little music while everyone sings and lights the candles on the cake. This song is quick and easy to learn because it has the same five notes repeated for each verse.

			You might not believe it, but you can even play Fur Elise as a beginner. There are plenty of versions of the song that have been simplified for beginners. Despite its fast pace, this song is actually relatively easy to learn. You’ll definitely need more time to practice it than you would you for the birthday song, but if you’re willing to put in the work and learn the piece you can impress your friends with this song.

			Always remember, no matter what you play, the more you practice the better you will get. Even with simple songs that only contain a handful of notes, working on playing them perfectly will benefit your abilities more than you realize. Be sure to dedicate the same amount of focus and energy to every song you play, no matter its difficulty level.

			When you aren’t used to the feeling of playing piano, knowing if you’re playing correctly or incorrectly can be hard to discern. You’ll mostly have to rely on your ability to hear the rhythm and notes as they come together, but you might not be skilled in this area yet. There are a few tactics you can try to keep yourself from losing focus and messing up.

			Don’t ignore the hand position that your piece requires. Even if it doesn’t feel natural to play with your hand stretched out or right next to your other one, you need to follow the instructions in your sheet music or exercise book. It will make it easier to play the song and give you experience working in new positions other than what you are used to or comfortable with.

			Generally, the treble clef will be played by your right hand and the bass clef by your left. (Keep in mind this is not always the case. Some songs do not follow this trend.) The notation within the clef will tell you which octave to play in, which can help you find your hand position. Remember to check the octave before you start playing on middle C.

			Keep your terminology accurate when referring to the piano and sheet music. Many beginners will refer to notes and keyboard keys as though they are the same thing, but they’re not. The keys on your keyboard produce notes, which are written on your sheet music. This can help to avoid confusion and miscommunication down the line.

			Although many of them are, don’t get your mind stuck on believing that all sharps and flats are played on black keys. Sometimes the sharp or flat version of a note is played on a white key. This might be hard to wrap your head around at this stage in your learning process, but it’s good to have in mind for the future.

			Play things slowly to help you determine if you are playing it correctly. The slower you play a piece the more of the sounds you can hear as you go, which helps you to identify places where you might be hitting the wrong note or have your timing is a little off. It’s also easier to make adjustments when you’re accustomed to playing at a forgiving pace instead of full-speed.

			You also want to make sure that you’re always playing the music that’s on the page. Reading sheet music can get tricky, but that doesn’t mean you can add in things you think might work or ignore things you don’t understand. If you see a simple or notation that you aren’t familiar with, take the time to look it up so you know what it means. Then implement the instruction in your practice.

			At some point on your musical journey you will run into a problem that seems too big or difficult to overcome. Take a breath and remember that you can learn anything with a little time, practice, and determination. You just need to dedicate yourself to understanding and mastering this roadblock.

			To start working on a problem, it’s always a good idea to go back to basics. Look at the very beginning of your sheet music and see what it tells you. What key is the song in? Try to align your warm up exercises with that key so your ears and fingers are primed to take in those notes.

			It’s impossible to stress enough how important it is to play slowly on your first few attempts of a new song. When you’re learning a new song, you need time to digest it and get used to its rhythm and flow. If you try to speed through it, you will inevitably hit roadblocks that are difficult to overcome if you don’t slow down and take your time learning the correct movements.

			The first time you run through a song try to play with both hands at once. It doesn’t matter how slowly you need to go to accomplish this. You can get a better idea of how the entire song will sound when you’ve perfected it if you can hear all of the notes together. When you start practicing you can separate your hands, but the first go round you should try to play it how the final product needs to be.

			As you move through a song, you can pick out the spots that are the most difficult for you and focus on these first. It’s a form of sectioning off your work to make it more manageable. You can practice the hard parts at the beginning of each practice session, when you have the most energy, and finish up with the parts you’re better at or feel more confident about.

			When you can master these little pieces of the song, you’ll be able to start stringing them back in with the rest of the pieces. As you get more and more confident with them, you’ll even be able to start playing them faster. Eventually, you’ll realize that you can play the entire song at full speed without any problems. 

			These troubleshooting tips can be applied to any song or exercise in piano. Be sure to keep them in mind for when you feel like you are falling behind or stuck on a particular skill. Hitting obstacles on your journey is completely normal, but it doesn’t mean you’ve hit your peak. If you work through each setback with determination, it can only make you an even better pianist.

			Finding Help

			You don’t have to sit with an instructor for an hour each week to learn how to play the piano. There are a plethora of different options for people aspiring to learn an instrument in the technological modern world. You can teach yourself with books and tutorials, or watch videos online, or even sign up for virtual lessons.

			A lot of people these days like to teach themselves when they decide to learn an instrument, like you are probably planning to do. This book will help you to reach your goal! It might seem a little more difficult at some points than having a traditional teacher, but it is definitely possible to learn the piano all on your own with the right references.

			You can use this book or beginner workbooks to get started. These will help you get to know your piano, learn the basic skills, notes, chord progressions, and finger exercises. If you decide to use traditional piano lesson books, try to find some that follow a standard piano curriculum so you are building on skills in the correct order.

			For the most success with the teach-yourself method, you can consider merging it with a more traditional method. Think about stopping in with an instructor once a month or every other month to have someone evaluate your progress. This can also give you a chance to ask any questions that you haven’t been able to find the answer to and have someone critique your form and style for little things you might not have noticed.

			There are also online options that can be just as beneficial as having an appointment with a teacher. You can sign up for services that stream lessons, such as the ones associated with this book. Some people find this option more beneficial because they can pause and play the video as needed while they work on the skill being taught.

			There are even online academies that allow you to enroll for a complete package of lessons, videos, and books. These businesses usually charge a flat fee for the package and you are able to work through the material at your own pace. This option can be especially beneficial if you are a visual learner because you can watch people play the songs you are working on and learn from that.

			Some companies have even developed specific software and apps for teaching people how to play the piano. You can place your laptop or tablet on your piano and follow along with the lesson, sheet music, or an interactive exercise to keep yourself engaged. This option has everything you need in one convenient location.

			Watching online videos is another road you can take to learn how to be a pianist. This can be a more simplified approach for people who just want to learn a new song every now and then or who are working around busy schedules. Utilizing videos is a great way for video and auditory learners to pick up piano skills.

			This approach is typically more bare bones than other options, so remember that you will only be told the minimum you need to know to play a song in these tutorial videos. They will show you the correct finger placement and demonstrate playing the piece for you. You might even learn some helpful tricks to master a tricky part of the song, but you won’t be reading sheet music or considering musical theory.

			There are tons of tutorials and demonstrations for free on YouTube, but you might have to sift through quite a few to find one of good quality that you can actually understand and follow along with. If you want a quality video right away, check out the streaming lessons that accompany this book.

			If you’re hoping to learn a little more than just some chords, then you can search for an online piano academy that has a comprehensive lesson plan. They will give you more instruction in basic theory and work playing from sheet music. These online institutions typically have low monthly payment plans that give you access to different options and packages. Usually you can access exercises, a song bank, personalized training, and video lessons.

		

	
		
			How to Practice New Pieces

			You don’t want to learn one song and then quit piano, but learning new pieces can be difficult and time consuming. Maybe you dread having to start from scratch on an entirely new song after you’ve finally perfected the one you’ve spent weeks or months working. Although basking in the glow of your accomplishment for a little while is encouraged, moving on to the next piece is part of learning. Playing piano is much more fun if you have an answer to the question, “What else can you play?”

			Take Baby Steps

			No one wants to work on skill drills and technique practice forever. You probably decided to learn the piano because you wanted to play a few different songs or learn a genre of music you don’t usually listen to. As a musician, you should work on building up a repertoire of songs you can play at home, for friends, or at a performance.

			Most technique books and workbooks will include songs at the end of each lesson. These are typically picked to exercise the skills you worked on in that chapter at to be at a certain level of difficulty. Don’t skip these over just because they look too simple or you’re not familiar with it; these help you to build confidence and use the new techniques in a real-time scenario.

			You can also find music books full of simple songs to work on as you please. Maybe you want to dedicate one day a week to learning something completely new, as a break from your exercise book. You can pick up a book with sheet music by your favorite artist, band, or even genre. There are plenty of books with the soundtracks to movies or a compilation of Disney songs. Find something you really enjoy to play so it can be a nice outlet from structured practice time.

			If you’re not sure where to find sheet music like this, the best place to look first is your local music shop. Typically, if they don’t have what you’re looking for in stock they can order it for you. You can also try searching for it online. There are multiple reliable websites that allow you to download sheet music for a small fee, and some for free.

			You might find your favorite song and be so excited to race home and play it for your family, but remember you’re still a beginner. You’ll need to have patience with the process. It’s going to take time and practice to be able to play the song completely without error, so take your time to learn it right the first time instead of speeding through and feeling defeated when it doesn’t sound quite right.

			Take some time to look it over and see if you can hear the notes in your head. Read through the music and find the parts that you think might be a little tricky to learn or perform, and make a note of these. If you see any symbols or patterns in the music that you don’t understand, look them up and make a note of what you’re supposed to do in that area. If you feel ready to start tackling the piece, then you can move on to the next stage in learning a new song.

			The next step is to break it down into smaller pieces that you can focus on individually. There are a variety of ways you can break up a song so that you can find a strategy that works best for you. By dividing the piece into manageable sections, you are able to learn each portion perfectly before you try stringing everything together.

			It’s like the saying, “How do you eat an elephant? One bite at a time.” If you play the piece slowly all the way through once or twice, it can help you identify which areas you need to pull out and work on by themselves. It also helps you to hear which parts naturally flow into each other so you can start building up to playing them in succession.

			Every song works a different set of skills. Maybe the song you chose works a skill that you feel a little behind in. Whether you chose this on purpose or not, it’s a great way to hone in on those exercises and perfect your technique. Embrace the pieces that challenge you by giving each difficult section all of the time it requires for you to master it. This is how you become a better pianist.

			You can break up a song into pieces that fit your learning style and are small enough to focus on at one time. If you are an auditory learner, then you might decide to break up the song into pieces that sound the same. As long as you are comfortable with the system you come up with and make sure the pieces are so big they seem overwhelming, then you can divide a piece however you’d like.

			Many pianists and teachers recommend working on just one line of a song at a time. This allows you to work on the song in the correct order without having to play a wide variety of notes. You can choose to perfect one line per week and work up to playing the entire song that way. Once you do this, start by learning the music for your right hand and your left separately. Only start to play them together when you feel like you have perfected each.

			Some people choose to break up a song by rhythm or melody, choosing parts that sound similar or follow the same repeating pattern. This can be especially helpful if there is a key change in the song and you need to change hand positions. Maybe the song is slow before it speeds up and then eventually slows down again. You could practice each tempo area as one section to get the pace correct.

			Practice

			After you’ve split your piece up into sections, you can start to practice. Remember the importance of warming up before you start to play and working the basic drills so your body and fingers are loose and ready. If you can, try to target your warm up exercises to the skills you’ll be using in your piece.

			There are a few different approaches you can take to practicing each section. The first, and most obvious is to start at the beginning and work your way forward. This is typically how people proceed when they are learning a song line by line because they can get a feeling and an ear for the progression of the music. It also helps you to hear how each line builds on the other.

			If you choose to use this method, try not to completely isolate each new line that you learn. Once you learn the first line, play it before you move on to the second line. You can work on the second line alone for a while, but any time you try to play it all the way through play the first line before it. This will help you to learn to link together the separate sections as you play.

			You might choose to do the difficult parts first, while you still have energy and determination and learn the song. Some people just like to get the hard stuff out of the way first so they can relax on the back end. This is a great method if you know that down the line you will lose the focus to work through complex sections in the music.

			To establish which parts are the most difficult and what you will work on, you’ll need to have a definite starting and ending part for each section. If you’re practicing a piece that’s on a level higher than your current abilities, then it might all seem difficult. So make sure you outline exactly where each section starts and stops so you know what to work on in each practice session.

			Others choose to take the opposite approach and practice the easy portions first because they feel like it gives them a better idea of how the song should song and flow. This strategy can help you to recognize what you should be listening for as you play and establish the rhythm before you get to sections where you might get lost.

			Work with whichever strategy feels best to you. Everyone learns differently and you want to make sure that you have a process you can understand and progress with. Keep working through the sections until you have mastered each one and can move on to the next step.

			Now for the tricky part: stringing all of the sections together. This might seem daunting at first, but it is actually easier than you think because you already know the entire song. Stay positive for this step, and remember that you’ve been preparing and working hard so that this step would be easy. Don’t think about it as playing an entire song if that seems too intimidating. Think about it as playing all of the little snippets you learned back to back. That way you only have to worry about playing a few measures at a time. This might help to boost your confidence and give you that extra push to move forward.

			As mentioned earlier, if you were working line by line, then you have probably already been doing this to an extent. If you were always playing the part you were working on and the part that came before it, then you’ve had some practice in connecting the sections. Now you just have to expand that ability to the entire song.

			If you haven’t been using this method, it’s okay. There are a few things you’ll want to watch out for as you start to play the music all together, especially if you weren’t practicing the sections in order. The first is to listen for accidental pauses at the end of each section because you’re used to ending it there. Even a moment’s pause for your brain to move to the next section can come through in your music and throw off the rhythm. You’ll want to make sure you dedicate some time to practicing these transitions so the music is continuous.

			If you’re having trouble with this, then you can practice playing two sections together instead of the entire song at once. Play section one and two until you nail the transition. Then two and three, and so on until you can move between every section with ease. Now go back and try to play it all the way through, listening to the difference.

			Now is the time to start playing with both hands together, if you aren’t already. It might feel strange to try to coordinate different movements, but this is what creates the piano’s beautiful sound. When you first pair your hands, play slowly to ensure you are matching the notes that need to be played together and not missing anything on either hand. Your brain will feel stretched to its limit trying to keep track of two separate activities, but you’ll get accustomed to it the more you practice until you don’t even notice what one hand is doing.

			Now you have the perfect recipe to learn a new piece of music. The sky’s the limit! If you feel like the strategy you used was too difficult or confusing, try out another one next time you pick a new song. A big part of practicing is trial and error until you find a system that works for you.


		

	
		
			Classic Pieces to Consider

			Even if you aren’t drawn to classical music, you might still want to consider learning a piece or two just for fun. Classical pieces can be extremely fun to learn and play and give you an extra edge in skill and technique. Most people can recognize a classical tune, if not name the song, and it is a sure way to impress people. You might think learning classical songs will be too difficult, but there are actually plenty that are composed at the beginner level. These are the pieces where you’ll see the most music theory in action and be able to exercise all of your abilities.

			Crash Course on Classics

			Everyone has heard of the major classical composers, but few people can match their work with their names. Their work is fun to adopt and emulate, but if you don’t know much about their lives, then their music can ring hollow. To understand a few classical composers, here is a crash course on their lives.

			The first, and most popular, is Ludwig van Beethoven. He was a German composer and pianist, who many people consider to be the best composer in history. The music he composed in his later years was especially impressive because he spent his life slowly losing his hearing until he was almost completely deaf as an old man. It was in these late years of near deafness, however, that he created some of his most famous work, including “Ode to Joy.”

			Another popular composer is Johann Sebastian Bach. Bach was also German and composed music during the Baroque period, which lasted from 1600 until about 1760. He was widely admired for being a talented musician, but people were less enthused about the music he wrote because they thought his pieces sounded a little old-fashioned. Among his most famous work is the Brandenburg Concertos.

			Sharing a pedestal with Beethoven is Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, an Austrian composer who lived during the Classical period. Mozart is thought to be one of the best Wester composers to ever live. His story is more widely known than that of his peers; he was a child prodigy who could write and play music in a variety of genres. One of his most popular pieces is “The Marriage of Figaro.”

			Another German composer and pianist is Johannes Brahms. His name might not sound as familiar, but his music will spark recognition. He lived during the Romantic period, but gravitated toward classical music. Brahms composed in many different genres during his time, all of which have contributed to the development of folk music. His most famous piece is “Symphony No. 3 in F Major.”

			Richard Wagner is another German composer whose name may not be familiar, but his work was incredibly important. Wagner extended the music and style of the opera to Western music with his dramatic compositions. He was controversial in the music world because of his personal tendencies toward megalomania and anti-Semitism. His most well-known piece is “The Flying Dutchman.”

			A name you might recognize is Claude Debussy, French composer famous for “Claire de Lune.” He is thought to be the father of modern classical music. Debussy created new, complex harmonies unlike any that had been heard before in his time. He paralleled his musical structure to that of art and literature in his time.

			Finally, there is Russian composer Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky. He is one of the most popular Russian musicians of all time. He took Western music and put a Russian spin on it to create an entirely new style. He composed his most notable works for popular ballets such as Swan Lake and Sleeping Beauty. His most famous song it “The Nutcracker, Op. 7.”

			If these snippets have inspired you to give classical music a try, then you can learn some of their pieces or the work of others to dip your toe in the pool. Remember that classical pieces are meant to work a variety of skills, so be diligent about completing your warm up exercises and drills before attempting to learn a piece.

			Perhaps the easiest song for beginners to play on the piano is “Joy to the World,” a Christmas song. The notes are fairly straightforward and you don’t have to play it quickly. The melody starts on the C note one octave higher than where your hands are and includes notes all the way down to middle C. The opening riff is: C B A G F E D C G F F G G C. This line includes both half and quarter notes, but the next part of the melody is exclusively quarter notes.

			Beethoven’s “Moonlight Sonata” is a tune everyone knows whether they realize it or not. As soon as the first few notes sound, you’ll find yourself remembering the tune they carry. This song is made up of three distinct movements, but the first is the most popular and the one you are used to hearing. It’s a very quiet song with a smooth rhythm throughout.

			Edvard Greig’s “Piano Concerto in A Minor” is another popular piece. This one is a bit more difficult than Beethoven’s sonata, so you might not want to pick it as your first classical attempt. It’s a dramatic song that is meant to be played with a lot of emotion. It elicits the feeling at the climax of noir film.

			“Flight of the Bumblebee” by Nikolay Andreyevich Rimsky-Korsakov is a fun song to practice if you’re looking for an upbeat tune that everyone can recognize. You might even remember it from Disney’s “Fantasia” movie. It was originally written as part of an opera, but had a very small role in the production. Now, it’s one of the most recognizable pieces in music history, despite its difficulty.

			Maybe classics just really don’t float your boat, though. You might be looking for something more contemporary that people can sing along to, or more modern that people can recall hearing on the radio when they were young. Luckily for you, the piano is a versatile instrument used even in classic pop songs.

			One modern classic that almost every beginner starts out with is “Heart and Soul.” This song is a great way to start practicing simple notes and playing chords and a melody together. You’ll notice mostly half notes in the bass clef, arranged in a pattern you can easily master. In the treble clef are mostly quarter notes that are within your standard five-finger position. The song is also in 4/4 time which makes it easier to keep up with the tempo. Although often played as a duet, you can master both parts.

			An easy upbeat song to master on the piano is “Shake It Off” by Taylor Swift. This soft is composed of nearly all quarter notes and rarely requires you to play both hands together. It’s a great song to practice if you are looking for something with a quicker pace to practice speeding up your fingers on the keys. 

			Maybe you’re looking for a song to impress your children or nieces and nephews. You can even learn “Let It Go” from the Disney movie Frozen. This one will take some practice, but the structure of the song is relatively similar to other beginner pieces you’ll encounter. The harmony is kept with your left hand playing predominantly half and whole notes, while your right hand keeps a melody composed of a couple different patterns. 

			The goal in every beginner’s mind is usually to be capable of playing songs that will impress their friends and family. There are plenty of piano songs that you can learn at any level that will leave people in awe. They sound complicated, but are actually pretty easy to learn and perfect.

			It’s inevitable that someone will want you to play impromptu when they hear you’re learning the piano, so you should be prepared with a couple of songs you’ve memorized. These can be some of your favorite songs or just easy songs that you can play without too much worry of messing up.

			John Lennon’s “Imagine,” from his solo career, is a great piece to prepare for surprise performances. This piece can help you to gain confidence in your talent because it takes a considerable amount of focus to learn. You will want to make sure you pay close attention to the chord progression and symbols on the sheet music more than the notes themselves to get the most out of this song.

			The intro is quite simple, and is usually played at least twice. Practice the intro before trying to move on to more of the song.

			GE-GE-GE-GE 
AF-AF-AF-AF  
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			“Tristesse” by Chopin is similar to Beethoven’s “Fur Elise” because only the first movement has been widely popularized. If you can master this quick classic then you can satisfy anyone who challenges your skills.

			Bach’s “Prelude in C” is a piece everyone will recognize right away. It’s a popular song at balls and sounds complicated due to the note flutters at the end of each measure. The left hand keeps a steady repeating pattern for the harmony, while the right hand creates a unique melody. There are quite a bit of notes in this piece moving at a quick pace, so be aware of that difficulty before you begin.

			Whether you are religious or not, “Ave Maria is a great piece to learn as a beginner. It’s just slow enough that you don’t have to worry about keeping up with a quick tempo and there are tons of different versions of the song, so you are sure to find one on your level. The melody is very repetitive so you don’t actually have to learn to many patterns.

			Finding Music

			In the digital world, there are more ways than ever to get your hands on sheet music. You can download it online, order it from online stores, find it at your local music shop, or watch video tutorials. Classical sheet music is available everywhere so finding these pieces shouldn’t be too difficult.

			If you’re looking for more contemporary songs, then you might have the best luck paying for an online download. There are a variety of websites that give you this option and let you search through an expansive bank of music. Before you pay for music, make sure to see a preview of the sheet music first. A song that you thought would be quick and easy might actually be more difficult than you anticipated. Although there’s nothing wrong with working on a difficult piece to strengthen your skills, if you pick one too advanced you might get frustrated with it before you make any progress.

			For free sheet music that you can easily categorize by skill level, try 8notes.com. This site can be incredibly helpful if you’re having trouble finding songs that on your level because you can filter out just the beginner songs. They have a large bank of both classical and contemporary songs, so you are likely to find anything you’re looking for. Keep in mind this site doesn’t offer lessons on how to play the songs, only the sheet music you need to learn them on your own.

			When you’re searching for more than just one song, you should consider buying a book of work by the composer or artist you are looking for. For example, there are piano books with every song by The Beatles in it. Most artists have this available, you just might need to search a little harder for less popular bands.

			To find classical pieces to play for recitals or performances, your local music shop is usually your best bet. An employee can help you pick a book that is on your level and popular with traditional piano classes if you’re having trouble picking one on your own. They can also typically help you to find and download a song online if you were having trouble locating something specific.

			Learning from sheet music is one thing, but have you ever known someone who could listen to a song and then play it nearly perfectly for you on an instrument? This amazing feat is possible because they trained themselves to hear every note and match it to a key or string on their instrument. You can learn how to play by ear, too, with a little practice!

			To start learning, pick a song that you want to play and listen to it over and over again. Slow songs are easiest for your first go-round, but if your heart is in a fast song that’s okay too. The first time you listen, pay attention to the details of the songs such as the tempo, highs, lows, stops, starts, key changes, and anything else you notice. As you listen, take notes so you make sure you keep track of what you’ll have to emulate. You can beat out the rhythm as the song plays or sing the words to get a better idea of it. Do this until you can sing the song entirely on your own, without any music or trigger notes.

			Once you have the music down pat in your mind, try to match it on your instrument. Sit down and try to name the notes you hear in your head. You’ll have to go through quite a bit of trial and error until you start to match the right notes, but when you get the first one it becomes a lot easier. This exercise also helps you to familiarize yourself with the sound of each note on your keyboard.

			A fun game to play with your teacher or friend that works this skill is to sit with your back to the keys and have them face the key. They will play two notes, one after the other, and you have to guess if the second note was lower or higher in pitch than the first. You can also have them play a note and try to guess which one it is.


		

	
		
			Intermediate Exercises

			At this point, your beginner exercises might be getting too easy for you. That means you are progressing beyond the beginner stage and into an intermediate pianist. Congratulations! At this point, you’ll want to start building off those skills you’ve worked so hard to develop so that you can move up to the next level. There are certain exercises you can pick up and challenges you can take on to keep pushing yourself to get better every day. This is also when you should start actively seeking out more difficult pieces to work on so you are continually pushed to be the best you can be.

			Next Steps

			Knowing when it’s time to move on from beginner books and exercises can be tricky. You might never feel completely ready to up the ante, even when you can play a few pieces perfectly. There are a few milestones you can look for when you want to move up to figure out if you are truly ready to move on.

			When you are an early beginner on the piano, you should be able to find different notes on a keyboard and read the treble and bass clefs. You might be able to play simple tunes by ear at this point, but you won’t have any songs in particular mastered. This is typically where you will fall when you begin learning piano for the first time.

			As a beginner, you’ll know the names of all the notes and be able to easily identify them on your keyboard and sheet music. You will know how to read both clefs and feel familiar with the basic relationship between notes and chords, as well as the dynamics in a piece of music and different tempos.

			When you reach the early intermediate stage, you should have a much firmer grasp on all of these skills. You should also know all of your major scales and arpeggios and be able to play them. At this stage, you should be capable of playing with both hands at the same time at a moderate tempo. Most adults don’t need long to reach this level, and it’s most likely where you find yourself now.

			There’s a pretty big jump from early intermediate to intermediate, so consider your skill level carefully before making the jump. At the intermediate level, pianists should be able to confidently read sheet music on their own and be familiar with musical notation. You should have a commanding knowledge of all the scales and arpeggios, and be capable of moving your hands between octaves during a song.

			To reach this level, you’ll want to build on some of the skills you learned as a beginner, particularly reading sheet music and finger exercises. You should also review your musical symbols as they appear in your sheet music. You can make symbol flashcards to study when you’re away from the piano and increase the amount of time you spend sight reading during practice.

			There is always a next step when you’re learning an instrument. Another skill to master, another song to learn, another exercise to practice. So as you move through your lessons, don’t forget the key ways that you can become a better pianist. You want to make sure that you are always challenging yourself and pushing forward, instead of getting stuck in a rut of playing on the same level you have already mastered. Pick new songs regularly, and don’t be afraid to attempt things a little outside of your comfort zone. This will give you the opportunity to grow as a musician. As you grow you can play for larger crowds and include more songs in your performance.

			Always strive to develop your technique. The moment you stop working on your technique is the moment you cement what level of pianist you will be. It’s like what art teachers always tell their students: “The age you stopped drawing is your level of talent.” If you don’t continually work to improve, then you will stay exactly where you are.

			Each time you read through a piece of music, try to do a chord analysis as you go. Look for areas where the notes on each clef coordinate to make a chord or link together like in one of your scales. Take a moment to find the climax of the song, too, so you can prepare for how to set up the tempo and emotion around that area.

			Challenge Yourself

			As your skills improve, make sure you put them to good use. You can start to practice more difficult pieces to implement the techniques you learn and get more work with advanced music. It might be slow going at first, but keep pushing yourself and you will start to pick up on the lessons quicker each day.

			Another classic Beethoven composition, “Sonatina in G, Anh. 5, No. 1” is a smooth and elegant song sure to please any crowd. It’s a great example of classical piano and allows you to practice playing legato and arpeggiated chords. This classic fits well in the repertoire of any skilled pianist.

			Robert Schumann’s “Wild River Op. 68, No. 8” is another great piece for the intermediate level. This is a romantic song that will astound any listener because of its complex sound and nature. You will notice a basic melody in the treble clef with chords accompanying it in the bass clef. If you make it to the second section of this song, it flips the melody into your left hand. This can give you the opportunity to practice more control of this hand.

			“Minuet in G, BWV Ahn. 114” by Bach is a bit more difficult, but still worth the effort if you’re willing. It’s a great song for those interested in playing Baroque music, as it captures the essence of that period in music. This piece has elongated melodic phrases accompanied by simple left-handed maneuvers with plenty of opportunities to play legato and staccato.

			Another great example of classical piano is “Sonata in C, Op. 36, No. 1” by Muazio Clementi. This song is much more crisp and upbeat than Beethoven’s sonatina, so if you prefer a jazzier version of the classics it might be for you. It has certain parts that resemble scale exercises and opportunities to move around the keyboard so it can give your hands a nice workout.

			If you love the Russian style of classical piano, then you might fall in love with Dmitri Kablalevsky’s “Horseman” from Children’s Pieces Op. 27, despite its difficulty. This song gives you the chance to practice balancing melody with a detailed accompaniment and includes a few unconventional note pairs.

			Franz Haydin’s collection Twelve Easy Pieces includes “Vivace,” which is another upbeat piece with lots of arpeggios in the left hand. The right hand keeps a bouncy melody throughout the piece. It’s definitely a song that intermediate pianists can master, but you will have to be willing to put in the work every day and take your time learning it.

			To continue developing your skills, you want to make sure you make every lesson fun. If you enjoy the time you spend practicing then you will be more likely to stick to your daily schedule. Turn your scale exercises or thirds drills into a fun game or see how many silly songs you can make up with a particular rhythm. Do this as you follow a set practice schedule each week to make sure you aren’t missing too many days between lessons. It also gives you an opportunity to pinpoint which skills you want to work on and how you will address them. Making a schedule and blocking out your practice time, even if it’s only 30 minutes, can help you stay on track.

			You should also start working on developing a warm up routine that is tailored to your needs. The warm up exercises should target skills that you need in the piece as well as skills that you generally need more work with. Practicing a skill every day is the best way to get better at it and make it feel like second nature. A standard warm up routine can also help to get you focused on music and put distractions out of your mind.

			Make sure you slow down when you are learning something new. Just like when you learn to drive a car, you have to learn how to drive in town before you head onto the highway. Playing too fast in the beginning stages of the learning process can lead to picking up bad habits that you will have to work even harder to break later.

			Listening to recordings of other pianists, famous or otherwise, can help you to hear what a finished song should sound like. This can help you to learn the song by ear, as well as on the page, which gives you a number of extra advantages. Hearing the song helps you to understand its dynamics better and you can memorize the patterns you hear. Sometimes hearing the music can even make it easier for you to recognize the chord progressions or intervals in a song.

			You might still be struggling with keeping your eyes off of your hands. It’s okay, this habit is more difficult to break for some than others. One trick to help you stop checking on your fingers is to play with eyes closed or in the dark. This forces you to trust your hands and learn to hear your mistakes instead of seeing them.

			Playing an instrument should never be boring, but sometimes you might feel like it is. This is usually a sure sign that it’s time for you to move up a level and on to something that is more challenging. Try finding a new piece of music that looks more difficult than what you’re used to or is marked as one grade level above where you currently play. This might seem counterintuitive, but you’ll never know if you’re ready for the next level without taking a stab at it. 

			For those of you taking lessons, you can even shake up your weekly routine to get some new insight. If you’re learning at a studio with multiple teachers, see if it’s possible to take a lesson with a different teacher for one class. This way someone with a fresh perspective can give you critique and evaluate your abilities.

			To start edging toward becoming an intermediate or even advanced pianist, you’ll have to start finding ways to practice besides just sitting at the piano with sheet music. It can even be as simple as sitting at the piano without music and trying to play a song from memory or sitting with music away from the piano and humming the notes as you read. 

			You can also challenge yourself with a piece you’ve mastered by changing the tempo on it. Faster doesn’t always mean more difficult, it can just as challenging to slow down a fast song as it is to speed up a slow song. Find ways to manipulate the rhythm and tempo to create an alternate version of a song you love.


		

	
		
			How to Stay Sharp

			You’ve made it to the end of your beginner exercises and are ready to strike on your own as a newly seasoned pianist! Don’t let this be the end of honing your skills. There is always room to grow. There are plenty of exercises you can practice to keep your mind sharp and your hands ready for a new challenge. You also want to make sure you continue finding new songs that will work your skills and push you develop new ones. There is no limit to how great you can be if you dedicate yourself to practicing and perfecting new things every day.

			Continue Growing

			No matter how you go in your piano journey you will always have to remind yourself to practice the basic skills. This is how you keep your mind focused and your fingers ready for anything a new song has to throw at you. If you can maintain the abilities you gained as a beginner, then building on them as an intermediate or advanced player will be much easier than if you let them fall by the wayside.

			Continue practicing your scales throughout your lessons and practice sessions. If you can work them into your daily warmup, then you’ll never miss an opportunity to get some quick work in with them. You can even simplify this exercise when you get used to playing your scales by playing them in octaves. Move up the keyboard playing one after another to make the drill more interesting. Use your left hand to play scales for an extra challenge.

			Posture is everything and you want to make sure you maintain it every time you sit down to play, whether it’s practicing on your own or playing for an audience. If you struggle to keep your hand posture, then you can try curling your second finger in a bit to even out the length in all your fingers. It can help you to stabilize your wrists and utilize more of your strength.

			Play your thirds regularly to keep up the coordination between different fingers. This exercise requires a specific type of strength and dexterity that can come in handy when you practice more difficult pieces. Keeping it part of your warm up or cool down routine throughout your years as a pianist might be the most beneficial thing you can do.

			After you transcend the beginner level of piano, work on playing both hands together more frequently. You can still break up difficult pieces, but where you would usually spend a week practicing just your right hand, try to move it down to three days. The faster you can work up to playing both hands in tandem the quicker you’ll be able to master new songs.

			Find different patterns in the songs you are learning and weave them into your five-finger warm ups. Usually people will play will from thumb to pinky and back down and call it a day. If you notice the song you want to play has a few repeating patterns, though, you can learn these riffs and use them as your warm up exercise. Play each one a few times over to get the hang of it before you add it back in with the rest of the music.

			You’ve made it through all of this work and practice to reach the next level. You’ve even managed to put a few classical pieces under your belt, but you still feel like you really want to wow the crowd. As you continue to develop new skills you can also continue to develop repertoire. There are plenty of popular songs that you can play on your piano, some that might even surprise you. Some pop songs tend to be more well-known than some classics and offer the ability for your audience to sing along. Think of songs you love to listen to and see if you can track down the sheet music.

			A pop classic by a piano icon, “Your Song” by Elton John is sure to get people excited. This modern song will excite any audience or passerby if you start tapping it out on the keys. If you really want to showcase your talent, you can start by playing the intricate intro, or just skip to the heart of the song if you’re in it for the melody.

			Maybe you want to be able to set a quieter mood at dinner parties or events. Try picking up “No Woman No Cry” by Bob Marley. It seems out of the blue, but this gentle song harbors a universal tune. Even if people are unfamiliar with the verses, they will probably be able to sway along with the chorus if you play it on a loop.

			Possibly the most famous piano pop song, “Hallelujah” by Leonard Cohen will never fail to impress. This piece is easily recognizable by its string of arpeggios that make up the sultry melody and powerful vocals (if you’re willing to sing, too). Its composition is moving and transfixing at once and it doesn’t take too long to learn.

			Another universal song by a more recent band is “Clocks” by Coldplay. This is a great option for intermediate players because the pace is relatively slow and there are not an overwhelming number of notes. The song is composed mostly of a repeating melodic pattern, so once you nail that you can play the entire song with relative ease.

			To help give you an idea of the patterns, you can look at the notes in the song. “Clocks” is made up of one patter repeated four times that looks like this: E♭B♭G E♭B♭G E♭B♭ / D♭B♭F D♭B♭F D♭B♭ / D♭ B♭F D♭B♭F D♭B / C A♭F C A♭ F C A♭

			If you’re feeling particularly confident in your abilities, then you can take on the most epic and challenging piano pop song ever composed: “Bohemian Rhapsody.” This is not one of those pieces that sounds complicated but is actually simple. This song has tons of notes, various styles and tempos, and does not follow any specific pattern. It’s difficult and will take a long time to learn, but if you can master this then you can surely rise up to advanced pianist status.

			Share Your Skills

			The more your skills develop the easier it is to give into temptation and choose extremely difficult pieces. Be careful that you don’t bite off more than you can chew. Remember that you will always have to take time to learn a new piece and figure out how to play all the nuances involved. Learning takes time, so keep it slow and steady and near the level where you currently play.

			As you move through a piece, avoid always starting at the beginning. It might sound backward, but if you start at the beginning every time you practice, then you’ll have much more experience playing that section than the end measures. Once you’ve mastered this portion of the song, you can start your practice from the measures you need more work with so that you get equal experience with every area.

			No matter how advanced you become, your skill level is never a license to rush through a song. Especially in the first few sessions when you are still figuring out the rhythm, tempo, and patterns you want to take your time. Make sure you are hitting all the notes and harmonies so that you can instill good habits to carry with you to the end of the learning process.

			There is nothing more motivating than seeing that circle on your calendar highlighting the date of your big performance. It can also be the scariest thing. You work so hard for weeks or months to perfect a few pieces so that you can wow everyone in the crowd, and you want things to go right so badly.

			It is perfectly normal, even expected, to feel nervous before a performance. Even if you’ve performed multiple times before, those pre-show jitters can still surface before every performance. The key to overcoming these feelings is to channel that nervous energy into a concentrated focus on your piano and the skills you need to perform your songs.

			To be successful in a performance, you have to put the work in first. If you try to play in front of a crowd but haven’t spent enough time practicing, you might not feel confident enough to play the piece without mistakes. This can lead to the pressure mounting and effecting your nerves and ability to play smoothly.

			When you practice a song for a performance, no matter if it’s a recital or a gathering of friends in your living room, make sure you work on it at a slower tempo than the song suggests. This can be helpful because when people get nervous they tend to speed up so the task is over with more quickly, which can mess up a song. If you are accustomed to playing it slowly, then when you speed up because of your nerves the tempo will be exactly where it needs to be.

			Start with an easy audience and casual atmosphere when you feel ready to perform. Play for a few family members or invite your best friend over to hear what you’ve been working on. Performing in front of people you know can help to ease the fear of performing because you are certain that they will be supportive no matter what. It helps ease you into playing for larger groups.

			To ensure you get the most out of your first couple of performances, pick simple songs that you can play with ease. This helps to relieve some pressure of playing something complicated perfectly and can make the experience more fun. Maybe you’re working on a difficult song, but have a couple sections that you love and want to showcase. You can play just these portions and let them know the rest of the song is forthcoming. The key is to pick pieces that you enjoy and are proud to share with others.

			One of the best ways to enjoy your new skill is to show others the joy it can bring them. If you have friends who are impressed by your music, then offer to show them how to play. It never hurts to have friends with the same hobbies as you and it can even give you an extra edge in your own learning. The first step is simply to have them sit at the piano with you and from there you can take it away!

			The best students are those who can teach others. Test your piano knowledge by attempting to teach your skills to someone else. Maybe you have a friend who is interested in picking up the instrument after seeing how much joy it brings you. You might even have children who are interested in learning the same hobby as their parent. If you have truly retained all of your lessons, you should be able to teach anyone of any age how to play the piano. Start them off where you started, with the basics, and help to guide them through to becoming a talented pianist.

			You can start by showing them where to place their hands and how they can number their fingers to make that task easier. Teach them about all the different notes and how to find them on the keyboard. You can even move them through your favorite exercises to help them feel what it’s like to actually play the piano.

			The most difficult part of teaching someone else piano is to explain music theory, but it can be the most beneficial step for them. If you can help them to understand music theory then they will be able to make great strides on their own as they continue learning. If you’re teaching a child, then you’ll have to find ways of explaining the complex terms and ideas in a way they will understand.

			The best part about teaching is that you can still learn new things! As you go through all of your old lessons and have to explain it to someone else, you might find new connections or perspectives that help you in your own lessons. You can even demonstrate more advanced pieces for the people you’re assisting to keep them motivated and have something for them to look forward to. 

		

	
		
			Conclusion

			Hopefully, this book has given you enough information to work from novice to natural. Playing the piano can be an incredibly rewarding hobby, and no one should be too intimidated to attempt it. Having a resource that contains everything you’ll need to know to get started can be the best way to start your journey and keep moving forward, even when things start to get difficult.

			As you push on and further develop your skills, remember the key lessons this book offers and continue to include them in your practice and performance. Music can have so many positive effects on your mental and physical health that it is worth keeping in your life even if you don’t become the next Mozart. Improving your reaction time and reflexes can benefit you as you age and having a relaxing hobby that works them both is a much more pleasant way to work on them than going to the gym.

			Remember that learning piano as an adult will be different than learning as a child. If you took lessons when you were younger, then you might still need to relearn a lot of the skills you once had. Adults need more practice, but can move through lessons more quickly than children. You have the advantage of life experience and better concentration on your side, as well as a better capacity to understand the nuances and theory of music.

			Understanding the basic parts of music such as the different keys, notes, scales, and chords is the starting point, but by now you probably don’t even have to think about them. Keep practicing them and identifying them as you work, though, so you don’t lose this ability. You’ll always want to include exercises that work with these elements in your warm up and cool down routines so you are exposed to them daily.

			Never stop practicing. You can have days where you decide to sit out for good reasons, but try to find one time slot every day that is just for playing the piano. This is not only to work on your skills, but also to have a moment to unplug from the busy technological world and focus on yourself and something that brings you joy. Making progress on a piece can boost your confidence away from the keyboard too, so don’t ignore your piano just because you’ve had a busy day or tough week. Let it be your saving grace to bring some peace of mind.

			You’ve worked hard to get to this point in your musical journey. Congratulations on making it through all of these tough lessons and sticking with it until the end! You’ve made it much farther than a lot of novices ever do. Now, you can continue to use this book as a refresher resource, or share it with a friend so they can start to learn the same way you did. There is no limit to its utility!
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