
 

© 2021 Brenda Earle Stokes                 www.pianoandvoicewithbrenda.com                  

 

 

 
Scale Fingerings Tutorial - ONE octave 

 
 This tutorial is all about one octave scale fingerings on the piano.  I am going to break down the 
who, what, why and how of major scales and how to master the fingerings once and for all.  If you are 
curious, keep watching! 
 
 Learning and practicing scales are a great way to build strength and dexterity in your fingers and will 
help you develop your finger’s “intuition” on how to move around the keyboard.  Practicing scales properly 
can help you build your technique and tone and build up some speed in your fingers.  This is also a great 
way to build good technical habits into your muscle memory so that you won’t have to consider fingerings 
too much in the future. 
 
 Practicing your major scales in 12 keys will develop your fluidity and capacity for playing in different 
keys.  It is much easier to play a song in the key of D after you have played through the scale!  Learning 
scales can also be a long and arduous process that can frustrate the living bejeezus out of you in you’re not 
careful.  In this tutorial, I am going to share some of the fingering rules and show you exactly how you 
should be practicing this. 
 
 I do not recommend hands together scales for beginner level players.  In fact, it can be a huge waste 
of time as a starting out measure.  This is time very well spent for intermediate-level players or people who 
are looking to fortify their existing skills. 
 
 The point of having specific scale fingerings is so our hands can move economically over the 
keyboard.  People have been studying this for hundreds of years and the fingerings that I will be showing 
you in this video are almost universally agreed upon.  Many of us have worked out way through this and we 
don’t really understand WHY the fingerings are the way they are. 
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Fingering Rules 
 
1. Thumbs and pinkie fingers do not play black notes.   
 Ever wondered why?  Those two fingers are substantially smaller than the other three and it is much 
harder to get an even tone and play virtuosic runs while trying to use the thumb and pinky on black notes.  
Bear in mind, that I am a jazz player and since I spend the majority of my time improvising, I take more of an 
anything-goes approach to my fingering, but since I was classically trained I know that some of these 
fingering strategies are naturally engrained in my work.   
 
2.  Try to move with the largest finger groupings as possible.  This will prevent you from just going 1-2-
1-2-1, etc. 
 
3.  Fingering will stay the same in both directions. 
 The fingering you use on the way up will repeat on the way down, just in reverse.   
 
 
 Before I go any further, I should set up some reasonable expectations.  Although I am going to talk 
you through each of the major scale fingerings in one sitting, I don’t expect you to learn them all in one 
sitting.  Coordinating all of these different fingerings hands separately and together will take weeks of 
careful practice.  Beyond that, it will take weeks or months for them to really become set in your fingers.   
  
 As with everything I ever share on this channel and in my online courses, I suggest that you practice 
this material in short bursts of 10 or 15 minutes a day as part of your regular practice routine.  A longer 
duration of practice doesn’t usually pay off, and one-a-week marathon practice sessions are a waste of time.  
You just won’t retain the information!  Instead, strive for daily work to let your mind, eyes and fingers 
crystallize these skills. 
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The first fingering we are going to learn is the standard C Major fingering.  This is our standard 
fingering for several keys.  I will show you how to practice it and then you can work on learning it in the 

other keys. 
 Practice it one hand at a time, until your fingers start to feel comfortable and the fingering makes 
sense. 
 
 Another great way to work on this is to play the groupings solid:  RH play 1-2-3 and then 1-2-3-4-5, 
then 1-2-3-4-5 and then 1-2-3.  This is a great way to get your hand used to the positions.  It also helps you 
to get a picture of what the scale “looks like” on the keys, which will help you to better play in different keys.   
If you’ve never tried it this way, I strongly recommend you give it a try! 
 
 To put the hands together, you can try it solid first just to get yourself used to the idea of your hands 
playing two totally different fingerings at once.   
 
 The best part of this is that once you master this fingering, you have already nailed four more keys! 
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 Behold the keys of G, D, A and E major - all keys that share the same fingering as the Standard C 
Major fingering. 
 

 Practice each scale hands separately and notice how the addition of more black notes feels in your 
hands.  Make sure to use my practice hack of playing the scales solid a few times to get the feel in your 
hands.  By playing the scale groupings solid, you will also be getting a better picture of how the scale looks. 
Pianists use the topography of the instrument a lot when they are playing, so this is a perfect way to start 
getting acquainted with the visual aspects of the instrument. 
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 The next two scales we are going to look at are the keys of F and B.  Believe it or not, these 
seemingly unrelated keys share a fingering strategy! 
 
 If you look at the LH in the key of F major, you’ll notice that it uses the C major standard fingering.  
Then take a look at the RH in the key of B major and you’ll notice it uses the standard fingering.  If you look 
at the RH in the key of F, it’s using two groupings of 4 to finger the scale.  The LH in the key of B is doing the 
same.  Interesting, right?  Because of this similarity, it makes sense to practice these two scales at the same 
time. 
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The “Starting with 2 or 3” Keys. 
 
 The flat keys are usually the keys that give people the most trouble.  Since each of these keys starts 
with a black note, the “no thumbs on the black note” applies.   
 
 What you may notice is that in all four of these keys, the LH fingering is identical.  Why not take a 
moment and practice each scale just in the LH?  Play solid first and then play the scale.  Notice how each 
scale feels in your fingers and give yourself some time to really watch the topography of the instrument.   
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 In the RH, the keys of Bb and Eb both start with 2-1-2-3 and then diverge.  The keys of Ab and Db 
start with 2-3-1-2-3 and then diverge from there.  Practice these ones solid and broken until they start to 
make sense in their hand. 
 
 The Gb major scale does its own thing.  It’s the scale version of “the cheese stands alone” - it doesn’t 
share a fingering with anyone.   
 

 By this point, you have played so many darn scales, that it shouldn’t be too terrible to sort out 
another tangle of fingerings.  Practice it the same way you worked on the others and you’ll do just fine. 
 
 I decided to make this tutorial for you because honestly, I never learned my scales properly until I 
got to university.  Yep - 13 years of classical piano training, including Royal Conservatory exams and I faked 
a lot of the scales.  And I think the biggest reason that it never clicked for me was that I was presented a list 
of scale fingerings that I had to memorize.  I wish that someone had talked me through all that I have talked 
you through today.  You’re welcome! 
 
 

Brenda Earle Stokes is an award-winning pianist, vocalist, composer and educator.  Her performance career 
as a leader and side musician has taken her across the US, Canada, New Zealand and Australia.  A passionate 
educator, she has worked as a clinician, adjudicator and panelist at high schools, colleges and festivals all over the 
world.  She teaches at Fordham University and runs a busy private studio in New York City.  Brenda is the owner and 
creator of Piano and Voice with Brenda; a suite of online courses that cover piano, jazz improvisation and musicianship 
and has a bustling YouTube channel.   

Follow me on Instagram: @BrendaEarleStokes |  Subscribe to my YouTube Channel:  /PianoAndVoiceWithBrenda 

 


