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Part 2: Understanding how pupils learn, and so how to 
teach -with a Multisensory Approach 

 
Learning Aims: At the end of this workshop, you will 
have a deeper understanding of how pupils learn, and 

have explored how to teach with a variety of approach – 
in a multisensory way 
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What is the reason for teaching?

To help pupil learn.
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➢By internalising  
By taking in, linking in with, and building onto, 
existing internal structure and skills. 

➢By using every sense and faculty 
It’s multisensory. 

➢It’s like eating 
Noone can eat, or learn, for anyone else, and the stomach must be 
relaxed -not tied up in knots…

So how do pupils learn? 
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  Subsidiary approaches include: 
Aural 
Visual 

Kinaesthetic 
Imaginative 
Intellectual 

Whole-bodied 
Creative

There are two main approaches when learning 
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1. Doing, then understanding 
 “I’ll try it to see how it goes”   
  
Intuitive, holistic, often subconscious 
(sometimes termed  “Right-brained”) 

2. Understanding, then doing: 
“I’ll think it through, then try”   
  
Methodical, logical,  usually conscious 
(sometimes termed “Left-brained”) 
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As a general guide 
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Aural and imaginative approaches 
help pupils hear and feel, 

Listen and express themselves, 
Explore interpretation, 

Play by ear  

Visual and intellectual approaches  
help pupils see and think,  

Look and understand, 
Analyse, 

Sight read 

Kinaesthetic, whole-bodied and creative approaches  
help pupils  

Develop secure and comfortable technique, 
Explore the music through movement –clapping, stepping, dancing 

Improvise and compose
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➢ Develop all-round musical skills  
 –reading notes, playing by ear and improvising  

➢ Have fun and enjoy themselves, learning as suits them best  
 –imagining stories, painting pictures, improvising 

➢ Prepare for secure, comfortable and musical performances which 
they enjoy giving 
  

  

Teaching with a variety of approach,  
in a multisensory way, helps pupils
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Think how you could 
approach the teaching of this 
piece in each of the following 

ways:  

1. Aural  
2. Imaginative  

3. Visual  
4. Intellectual 

5. Kinaesthetic  
6. Whole-bodied 
7. Creative  
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There are many possibilities for each approach, 
and the following slides show some ideas 
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Aural ideas - to learn the sound  
of every note, part and chord: 

➢ Listen and clap or sing  
➢ Play split chords 
➢ Play lower melodies in isolation
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➢ Paint a picture, or find an 
image, that reflects the title 

➢ Make up a story that reflects 
the musical themes and moods

Imaginative ideas - to inspire  
interpretation
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Visual ideas to see the music 

➢ Notice shapes and patterns  
      on the keyboard  
➢ Observe every musical direction  
➢ Visualise playing  
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Intellectual ideas understand 
the music 

➢ Analyse the music:  
➢ Number of sections 
➢ Main keys and cadences  
➢ Overall form 

➢ Find out about the composer –and 
any other background details 

Burgmüller (1806-1874),  
was a German pianist and composer  
from a musical family. He gave his  
first concert as a pianist aged 24.  
He wrote many pieces for the piano  
including piano etudes for children.  
He drowned in a spa in Aachen.   

A
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Kinaesthetic ideas to deepen 
physical security and comfort 

➢ Play firmly, warmly and slowly 
➢ On the piano lid, or digital piano 

-with the sound off, calling out 
finger numbers 

➢ Using dotted rhythms to help the 
fingers feel securely anchored on 
the strong beats  

➢ “Hug” for legato and “push off” 
for staccato –especially useful 
when coordinating different 
articulation between hands  
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Whole-bodied ideas to feel 
the pulse, rhythms, phrase 
lengths and musical 
character: 
   
➢ Walk, or bounce a ball, to the 

pulse 
➢ Count and clap the rhythms 
➢ Gesture through to the end of a 

phrase with arm movement, to 
help feel its length  

➢ Move or dance to the music
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Creative ideas to help pupils 
improvise or compose  

An easy way to begin is to take 
inspiration from the  musical 
elements, or building blocks, of the 
piece the pupil is studying:  

➢ Title and character 
➢ Time signature 
➢ Rhythms 
➢ Key 
➢ Melodies 
➢ Chords and chord 

progressions 
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➢ 1. Identify the primary chords in the key of the piece (Burgmüller's 
Arabesque is in A minor), and play them as Grand Arpeggio or broken chord 
progressions, in root position or piano-friendly inversions.  

➢2. Take two LH chords from the piece, play them alternately, and improvise 
over them with a RH Am five-finger position. You could take inspiration from 
the rhythms found in the piece.  
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Creative ideas to help pupils improvise and compose 

Root position Piano-friendly inversions

Teacher and pupil could play together, each taking one hand. 
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Remember: 
➢ Learning is internalising – or taking in 
➢ It’s multisensory - involving many different senses and 

faculties 
➢ It’s like eating - no one can do it for anyone else, and the 

stomach must be relaxed, not “knotted” 
➢There are two main approaches: Doing then understanding 

(intuitive), and Understanding then doing (methodical).  
➢And many subsidiary approaches: Aural, visual, kinaesthetic, 

imaginative, intellectual, whole bodied and creative. 
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Taking it all in …   
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Taking it all in cont’d …   

➢ By teaching with a variety of approach, pupils can 
both deepen their learning, and develop all-round 
piano playing skills. 

➢ When deciding which approach to use, remember 
that pupils’ enjoyment is key -and learning anxiety 
is prevalent (tight, anxious stomach). 

➢ Pupils need to learn at a speed at which eyes, ears 
and fingers are comfortably united, and head, heart 
and stomach are at ease.  

➢ One of the best ways to achieve this unity, is to play 
WITH them, firmly, warmly and slowly, in lessons. 
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What are the main ideas and points that you 
are taking away?  

Visualise yourself putting them into practice. 
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