
 

PTC 2020-21: Playing by Ear and Improvising in the Early Stages ©The PTC UK 

Playing by Ear and Improvising in the Early Stages 
Friday 23rd October 2020 – Lucinda Mackworth-Young 

 
Why do it? 
 

If you -or your pupils can play by ear and improvise, you will be able to: 
 

▪ Play something spontaneously, wherever there’s a piano, without books 
 

▪ Say “Yes!” when asked to play Happy Birthday 
 

▪ Continue playing a piece when only partly memorised, despite memory slips, by improvising 
 

▪ Deepen your understanding of the musical elements/building blocks: 
 

• Pulse, Rhythm, Pitch, Key, Melody –phrase lengths and structure 
• Harmony –chords and chord progressions, and Form 

 

▪ Develop inner hearing –helpful for all of the above, and aural tests.   
 

To teach your pupils to play by ear and improvise: 
 

Include at least ONE activity away from the written note every lesson.  
 

How to begin to play by ear:   
 

1. Decide on the tune or song (see the attached list). 
2. Play the key chord and/or starting note, sing or hum the tune (aloud or internally) to make 

sure it’s known, then try to play it with the RH. You can write out the lyrics, and then write in 
the finger numbers and/or notes as you go along.  

3. To accompany the tune, identify the strong beats where chords will be played, and underline 
the syllables which fall on those strong beats (tap your foot to help you out).  

4. Then sing the tune while you try out the chords, and write in the chord symbols.  
5. Then play the tune and chords with both hands. 
6. Remember that when the tune is sung, or played on other instruments, 
you only need work out and play the chords to accompany it.  

 
Here’s a good order to learn in (the order of Piano by ear!):  
Black note tunes with Open 5th chords: P. 7-11, and P. 63 
Tunes which only need chords I and V, or V7   
in C major P.19-24  
Primary chord tunes in major keys 
C major tunes with primary chords: P. 27-37 and P. 46-50 
G major tunes with primary chords: P. 38-44 
F major tunes with primary chords: P. 52-62 
Primary chord tunes in minor keys 
A minor tunes with primary chords: P. 66-67 
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E minor tunes with primary chords: P. 69 
D minor tunes with primary chords: P. 71 
Modal tunes with simple chords: P. 74-76 and P. 78 
Tunes with Primary and Secondary chords in major keys  
C major tunes with primary and secondary chords: P. 79-85 and P. 91, 93-95 
G major tunes with primary and secondary chords: P. 86-87 
F major tunes with primary and secondary chords: P. 88-90 
More advanced chords and accompanying styles in a variety of keys – major, minor, 
Arabian, Jewish, Blues P.92 – 113  
 

How to begin to improvise: 
 

1. Decide on a LH repeated bass or chord progression 
2. Decide on a comfortable and “safe” RH position e.g. a five-finger position  
3. Set a steady pulse, and concentrate on playing the LH repeated bass or chord progression 

consistently. This holds it all together, absorbs “wrong” RH notes and provides structure. 
4. Improvise simply and naturally with your RH following your musical instinct. Don’t think too 

hard or try to be clever: Play mainly up and down, or down and up in the chosen hand 
position.  

5. Bring to mind the rhythm of a song you know well. Using the rhythm of a song (but not the 
notes) is a useful trick to start you off, and can provide a ready-made structure for your entire 
improvisation (e.g. four or eight phrases). 

6. Use a title, image or story to inspire you.  
 

If teaching:  
 

1. Begin together: Play a simple, rhythmic LH accompaniment for your pupil to improvise over 
with their RH. You can also use your RH to inspire/demonstrate ideas for your pupil, and to have 
a “conversation” with them. 
 

Black note improvisations (i.e. pentatonic) can be easiest to begin with because they have less 
tendency to sound “wrong”. 
 

Examples: 
Black note twelve-bar blues P.177 
Five finger warm ups and improvisation P. 122 
Three games: 1. Copy Me, 2. Question and Answer 3. Free Conversation P.122 
Solo or group improvising on black notes P.15, 42, 64, 77, 82  
 
2. Pupils improvise solo using with LH open 5ths, alternating chords, or a chord progression 
(from a piece or song), while RH improvises in a comfortable (e.g. five-finger) position. 
 

Examples:  
In the rhythm of Old Macdonald P.13 
A sunny day P.14 (a title and/or image can help inspire your improvisation)  
At the end of the day P.31 
Wild flower meadow P.32  
A night on the town P.33 
Twelve bar blues in C P.114 
Solo or group improvising in the Aeolian mode P.77  
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3. Pupils improvise with broken chord progressions. 
 

This helps them learn the notes of chords, and the usual chord progressions e.g. I, V, I; I, IV, V, I etc. 
They can also improvise in broken chords using the chords found in their pieces.   
 

Examples: 
A grand arpeggio progression P.17 
The progression at the bottom of page 25 –which is useful to know in all keys   
Inspired by Burgmuller’s Arabesque p.118-119  
 
When teaching, as far as possible, relate the playing by ear and improvising to the notes, time 
signatures, keys, time signatures, keys, scales, arpeggios, chords or pieces your pupils are 
currently learning. 
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TUNES for PLAYING by EAR 
With LH Primary Chords 
 
Starting note given as finger number  
 
Three notes (if using black F# G# A#)  
Suogan (1) 
Fais dodo (3) 
Hot Cross Buns (3) 
Bad Moon Rising (3) 
Au Clair de la Lune (1) (first half only) 
 
Pentatonic (black notes: F# G# A#   C#) 
Mary had a Little Lamb (begins on 3) 
Merrily we Roll Along (3) 
Going Home (3) 
 
Pentatonic inverted  
(black notes: C# D#   F# G# A#) 
Old Macdonald (3) 
Mull of Kintyre (1) 
Tom Dooley (1) 
 
Five notes (CDEFG in C Major) 
Beautiful Brown Eyes (3) 
Beethoven’s Ode to Joy (3) 
Bye baby bunting (4) 
Bye Bye Love (4) 
Girls and Boys (5) 
Go Tell Aunt Nancy (3) 
Going Home (3) (from Dvorak’s New World) 
Jingle Bells Chorus (3) 
Lightly Row (5) 
Love me Tender (1) (C position: Key F) 
Mary had a Little Lamb (3) 
Merrily we Roll Along (3) 
Oh when the Saints (1) 
One Man went to Mow (3) 
Our House in the Middle of our Street (3) 
Oranges and lemons (5) 
Pease Pudding Hot (1) 
Ring and Ring o Roses (4) 
Five notes (EFGAB in C Major) 
Do Wah Diddy Diddy (3) 
 
Starting note given as degree of scale  
 
Six notes (CDEFGA in C Major) 
Blow the Man down 5th 

He’s got the whole world 5th 
Jolly Good Fellow 5th 
Kumbaya 1st  
Lavender’s Blue 1st  
London Bridge 5th  
Michael Row the Boat 1st  
Pop goes the Weasel 1st  
The Lion Sleeps tonight 1st  
This Old Man 5th  
Whistle while you work 5th 
 
Six notes (BCDEFG in C Major) 
Starting note given as the degree of the scale  
Mary Ann 3rd  
Polly Wolly Doodle 1st  
Skip to my Lou 3rd  
 
Pentatonic root position (CDE GA in C Major)  
Camptown Races 4th 
Li’l Liza Jane 3rd 
Oh Susanna 1st 
 
Eight notes (CDEFGABC in C Major) 
English Country Garden 8th  
Jamaica Farewell 5th  
Joy to the World 8th  
Little Brown Jug 5th  
O Sole Mio (with flat) 8th 
Offenbach’s Can Can 1st 
On top of Old Smokey 1st 
Row the Boat 1st 
The First Noel 3rd 
 
Up to Eight notes (GABCDEFG) in C Major 
Good King Wenceslas 
Happy Birthday 
London’s Burning 
Oranges and lemons 
There’s a hole in my bucket 
Ten Little Indians 
 
Extended Pentatonic position (GA CDEGA C) 
Amazing Grace 
Auld Lang Syne 
Go Tell it on the Mountain 
I’d like to teach 
Mary had a Baby 
Swing Low 
This train is bound for Glory

 


