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 In my experience as a professional pianist, vocalist and educator, I have found that one of 
the weakest links in the vocalist community is a lack of functional keyboard skills.  This deficiency 
creates a huge handicap for singers and educators, and from my experience it is a relatively easy 
fix.  In this presentation, I will share with you my criticism of traditional piano training as applied 
to singers and I will share with you my prescription for piano training that will better serve our 
singers and help them to build careers in music.  The bulk of this talk will center around building 
functional piano skills, but I will be addressing jazz-specific piano skills later on in the discussion.  
 

Many of the methods used to teach singers piano do not align with the skills that they 
actually need in their lives as performers and educators. 

 
What Piano Skills Do Singers Need? 
 

1. To sit down at the piano and play with proper posture and technique to avoid 
injury and to play with a commanding and nuanced sound. 

2.  A singer needs to be able to play common voice exercises in 12 keys. 
3. A singer needs to be able to play simple piano accompaniments to back up their 

own singing and the singing of their students. 
4. A singer needs to be able to play melodies with relative ease – to learn their own 

music, run sectional rehearsals and to teach their students. 
5. A singer needs to be able to play with good time and rhythm. 

 
If we use this as our guide to what a piano course should look like for singers, then our 

previous list looks very out of touch.   
 

Instead of: Do this: 
Hands together scales and Hanon  Voice exercises 
Fully notated piano music Faked accompaniments 
Sight reading etudes Melodies from their own repertoire 

 
 

Cardinal Rule:  There is a difference between knowing how to do it and 
being able to do it.  Our focus needs to be on the latter.   
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SKILLS 1 and 2:  Finger Exercises, Technique, General Piano Competency 
 

This material could be realistically covered in a semester with the student practicing 
around 20 minutes a day.   

 
FIVE NOTE SCALES AND TRIADS IN MAJOR 
 
5 Note Major Scale 

 
Whole step/whole step /half step/whole step. 
 
 Learning the scales intervallically rather than by key signature eliminates the concept of 
“easy keys” and “hard keys”.  Practice this for 10-15 minutes a day, while focusing on proper 
sitting posture, hand position and tone.  When ready, add the metronome. 
 
Major Triad Solid and Broken 
 

 
 
FIVE NOTE SCALES AND TRIADS IN MINOR 

5 Note Minor Scale 

 
 
Whole step/half step/whole step/whole step 
 
Minor Triad Broken and Solid 
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9 NOTE SCALES 
 

The final stop to this initial practice is teaching the passing of the thumb, by teaching 9 
note scales.  Once again, this is a very common voice exercise and also introduces the passing 
under of the thumb as well as the remaining notes of the major scale.   
 

My trick to this is that I USE THE SAME FINGERING FOR EVERY KEY.   

ETC.. 
   
SKILL 3:  Faking as means of accompaniment 
 
 Fully realized piano music takes years to be able to play, and even for confident pianists 
can take a ton of work.  My solution to this has been to teach people to fake as soon as possible.  
Faking accompaniments means that we are taking the harmony from a given song and 
rhythmacizing it to create an accompaniment that sounds authentic but is significantly easier to 
play.  Introduce lead sheet realization as soon as possible and chord/lyric sheets, to get the 
emerging pianist to feel confident taking this chord material and bringing it to life in the context 
of a song.  As soon as your student can play major and minor triads, they should begin playing 
from lead sheets.  Waiting until they have mastered all the 7th chords takes too long.   
 
SKILL 4:  Written Melodies  
 

1.  Pick a song from the fake book, preferably one in the key of C and that isn’t too busy 
melodically or rhythmically. 

2.  Take 4 bars of the song and play just the notes of the melody without considering the 
rhythm. 

3. Try to find a way to play the melody which isn’t cumbersome or awkward.  The general 
trick is to try to keep your hand in a natural shape.   

4. Clap and count the rhythm of the 4 bar phrase. 
5. Combine the notes and rhythm.  
 
Make sure that your student is thinking intervallically and not trying to name each note.    
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SKILL 5:  Play with good rhythm and time 
 
      Use the metronome and apps like iRealPro and Drum Genius.  
 
SKILL 6:  Know enough theory 
 

How are we going to teach theory to our singers?  My suggestion is to teach more theory 
at the piano, so it is learned in context with music making. 
 
Get them singing and playing sooner than later 
 

1.  The One Note Piano Accompaniment 
- Play the Root of the chord and sing the melody. 

Check out this YouTube video - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VpGBYboA9oM&t=235s 
 

2.  The Two note Piano Accompaniment 
- LH plays the Root of the chord, RH plays the 3rd of the chord, sing the melody.   
Check out this YouTube video:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d5hOOzZKK8w 
 

3. Sing over a Walking Bass 
- Simplest walking bass is 1-3-5-3 for a chord that lasts 4 beats and just 1-1 or 1-3 for a chord 

that lasts 2 beats.   
 
What piano skills do jazz singers need? 
 
1. Be able to interpret a lead sheet, in a variety of modalities, including 

- LH Root/bass line, RH Chord/voicing 
- LH Root/Chord, RH Melody 

2. Play four note chords in 12 keys, including, Cma7, C6, C7, C-7, C-ma7, C-6, C-7b5, Co7 and altered 
dominants. 

3. Play 2-5-1 progression in 12 keys in major and minor, using the appropriate extensions. 
4. Play simple chord voicings, including 2 and 3 note shell voicings and pop chords. 
5. Walk a bass line in the LH while playing chord/voicing in the RH. 
6. Comp a variety of rhythms in the RH. 
7. Play Bossa Nova, pop and other jazz-relavent grooves on piano.   

6.  Play improvisation patterns and scales as needed to assist in vocal improvisation. 
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Resources 
 
Piano Skills for Singers, Level 1:  Perfect for people new to the piano and those who need to brush up 
their skills.  Basic technique and posture, 5 finger exercises in 3 keys, major and minor triads in all 12 keys, 
learn simple chording and how to “fake.”  (12 video lessons with downloadable print content) 
 
Piano Skills for Singers, Level 2:   Perfect for anyone with some piano background.  Learn technique and 
posture, finger exercises and warmups, voice exercises in all 12 keys, learn to play 11 different chord 
qualities in all 12 keys, how to read from a fake book, how to develop your sight reading, plus tons of 
professional advice on how to protect your body, voice and sanity while you teach all day.  (6+ hours of 
videos lessons and 150 pages of print content.) 
 
Jazz Piano Accompaniment:  Perfect for anyone with some piano background, or anyone who has 
completed Level 2.  Learn real jazz piano techniques – walking bass lines, comping rhythms, great 
sounding chord voicings, swing rhythms, how to play ballads and Bossa Nova, PLUS lots of amazing advice 
and resources to make you sound like an authentic jazz pianist!  (5+ hours of video lessons and 130 pages 
of print content).   
 
Piano Improvisation for Everyone!:  Perfect for anyone with some piano background, this is a unique 
method to get you developing your creativity by improvising!  We tackle free improvisations using 
harmonic and melodic techniques, plus you will learn how to improvise on pop songs and The Blues.  The 
course is perfect for any level or musical interest – there is truly something for everyone!  (3+ hours of 
video lessons and 40 pages of print content). 
 
Crash Course in Solfege: Major Edition:  uses Moveable Do Solfege to break down the mechanics of 
the major scale into simple steps designed to build your ears and your theory understanding in 8 
easy lessons.   This course uses Kodaly hand signs and all of the exercises are sung by female and 
male voices. (1 hour of video lessons and 20 pages of print content) 
 
Crash Course in Solfege: Minor Edition:  uses La-based Moveable Do Solfege to sing you through the 
most common minor scales in Western Music – Natural Minor, Harmonic Minor and Melodic 
Minor so that you can understand and sing them with ease. This course uses Kodaly hand signs 
and all of the exercises are sung by female and male voices.  (1.5 hours of video lessons and 25 
pages of print content) 
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4 NOTE CHORDS 
 

 
 

2-5-1 Progression 3 Different Ways (Practice in 12 keys) 
 

 
 


