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Introduction: 

Marti gravitated to ‘the piano bench’ at the age of two, played songs by 
ear and added ‘notes that sounded good’. She started formal piano lessons at 
the age of 5. Her first teacher, Genevieve Johnson, had a challenging time trying 
to teach her to ‘read notes’, count, and observe the musical markings, etc. 
Eventually she learned ‘to read’, but continued to play by ear.

Marti was first introduced to reading chord charts/lead sheets in the 7th 
Grade playing ‘keys’ for the Stage Band. That opened a whole new world for 
her. She listened to many different styles of music at home and also enjoyed 
playing Musical Theater and Pop tunes (sometimes more than practicing her 
weekly piano assignments…!). 

She continued playing for Stage Band throughout Middle School/High 
School, played for the first show choir formed at her high school - in a trio. 
Lots of fun! Throughout, she was still ‘reading’. Marti is a classically-trained 
pianist and received a Bachelor of Music Degree from Westminster Choir 
College, Princeton, NJ.

She continues to play and teach all styles – enjoying all of them. Though 
no formal ‘jazz training’, she likes to say ‘I learned it on the street’. Until 
recently, she also played for a top-40 cover band, ‘Heavenly Blue’, performing 
for community and church events. 

Studio activities:

 We have a ‘keys of the month club’ – everyone studies and learns the 
Major/minor keys throughout the school year. Requirements are based on 
levels and experience, with expectations of ‘more’ the next school year. I have a 
chart with students’ names on it, boxes for stickers that can be placed beside 
their name as they’ve completed the requirements for each key. We study all 
the MAJOR and minor keys (all 3 forms) throughout the school year. Here is an 
example:

• September: C and G Major - includes 5 finger patterns, scales, tonic and 
dominant notes, chords (root and inversions), basic I IV I V7 I 
progressions (Again, all based on the level of the student)
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• We select several tunes (public domain, pop, musical theater, whatever 
they choose) and play them – sometimes by ear – the entire school year in 
all the keys learned every month

• Every month we try to embellish and add ‘new’ things (different LH 
rhythm pattern/style, filled out chords in the RH, new harmonies, ‘added’ 
fill notes, whatever)

• I try to have an ‘ear’ exercise each lesson – be it playing a new song by 
ear, playing a newly-composed piece by the student, transposing a 
current piece, or just go through a chord change duet – student and 
teacher switching places. I also encourage ‘play’ at the piano, what I call 
‘noodle doodle’ at appropriate times during the lesson (when I’m not 
trying to teach a new concept).

Teaching tips to reading lead sheets: 

• Determine the key, then play that scale and chord progression to get it 
in the fingers and the ear.

• Learn RH melody; include ‘target zones’ for tricky fingering and 
phrasing. 

• Play RH melody with I V single notes in the LH at first until the ear 
hears the harmony changes, and the finger co-operates. Add root 
position chords to those changes/inversions if ready. 

• Write in chords if needed (discussing both Roman Numerals and chord 
symbols/letters). Advanced students can also learn how to play, 
recognize, and notate 9th, 13th, diminished, and augmented chords. 

• Practice ‘quick’ chord changes in LH. 
• Add RH melody and LH chords together – work on smooth transitions. 
• Once the simple block chord pattern is complete, try adding different 

LH accompaniment patterns such as quarter note block, 4-beat (root – 
3rd & 5th, 
3rd & 5th, 3rd & 5th), 3-beat waltz (root – 3rd & 5th, 3rd & 5th), Alberti 
Bass, broken triplets (all 3 chord notes on one beat), boogie bass, 
broken quarters, Latin rhythm, or simple pop styles. Some of the LH 
chord rhythms will require a different rhythm in the melody – fun to 
play a 4/4 meter in a 3/4 meter!
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Comments:

 As with learning any new skill, it needs to be practiced – lots! I encourage 
my students to play many things by ear, and ask them to add chords to the 
melodies. Below are some resources and websites that include additional public 
domain melodies that can be printed. I keep a few selections in a binder in the 
studio, arrange in order of difficulty, and ‘pull them out’ at lessons to include 
as one of the ear training activities. I own a ‘Fake Book’ that I use when playing 
gigs, and I sometimes pull that one out for my advanced students for a little 
challenge.

Resources:

www.pianimation.com – site includes harmonization worksheets to print. 
Students are given a simple, short melody and asked to fill in primary chords to 
create an accompaniment.
 (Jen Fink)

www.colorinmypiano.com – site includes lots of worksheets, ideas in teaching 
various concepts. (Joy Morin)

www.music-for-music-teachers.com – site includes public domain tunes 
(hymns, some folk songs) in lead sheet format.

www.music-folk-play-hymns.com – another site that includes public domain 
tunes in lead sheet format.

Marti Mortensen Ahern mahern@austin.rr.com or ACEnsemble@austin.rr.com 
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