
Teaching Students to Fish  
Developing Independent Learners From the First Lesson 

Materials & Tools for Creativity 

I recommend, at minimum, providing each student with a standard composition notebook and 
your favorite pencil. If you don't have a favorite pencil, you can borrow mine.


The Blackwing Pearl is about 6x more expensive than anything you'll find at your neighborhood 
drugstore, but since we're talking pencils, that's still only around $2—an affordable luxury. 


Chances are your students have never used a nice pencil. My students often comment on the 
unique shape of the ferrule and eraser (which prevents the Blackwing from rolling away). Even 
very young children will notice, appreciate, and comment on the difference in the writing 
experience. 


Now is your opportunity to make a big deal out of a small thing. I confess to not having a deep 
connection to the world of Harry Potter, but even I can recall Diagon Alley and Harry's trip to 
Ollivander's where he receives his very first wand—it's where the magic happens! Let your 
students know; this is an important pencil—don't come to class without it. 


Use it up, and I'll provide another. Lose it, and you're on your own.


One of the first things we'll draw in our composition notebook is UNITS. 
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UNITS 

UNIT 1 is a group of two black keys + the three white keys that surround them.


UNIT 2 is a group of three black keys + the four white keys that surround them.


A piano (or full-sized keyboard) has seven complete copies of each UNIT.


A piano (or full-sized keyboard) begins and ends with an incomplete UNIT.


Still, every key on the piano is a part of UNIT 1 or UNIT 2.


Activities: Play various keys and have students identify the UNIT. Provide an opportunity to 
make music with only the five notes from UNIT 1, then the seven notes from UNIT 2. Try 
jumping around and utilizing high and low copies of each. Demonstrate and take turns.  


BORDERS 

Borders are the edges (or highest and lowest keys) of each UNIT.

Two Red Flags identify the Borders of UNIT 1.

Two Blue Flags identify the Borders of UNIT 2.

You can also think of the Borders as the four white keys *NOT* separated by black keys, the 
double white keys, or crossing the borderline. 

Activity: Utilizing the full range of the instrument, make music with the four borders. On a full-
sized piano or keyboard, that's 30 out of 88 keys.  
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CENTER STAGE 

Center Stage is the center key in each UNIT.

A Green Star identifies the Center Stage in each UNIT.

Activity: Utilizing the full range of the instrument, make music with the two Center Stages. On 
a full-sized piano or keyboard, that's 14 out of 88 keys. Since you have fewer pitches to work 
with, think about introducing other elements of music such as rhythm and dynamics to add 
interest. 


THREE TO SIX 

A fundamental concept of popMATICS is to view elements through multiple lenses. For 
example, there are three ways to group two digits (greater than 0) to create the sum of six—
which conveniently is the number of landmarks we've made with Borders and Center Stage. 

We can view these six landmarks as we have with 4 Borders + 2 Center Stages, or as the 3 
notes in UNIT 1 (line) + 3 notes in UNIT 2 (triangle),
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or as the 5 white keys + 1 black key (shooting star).

Activity: Utilizing the full range of the instrument, make music with the four borders + two 
Center Stages, the line + triangle, the shooting star, or any other way you can think to visualize 
and combine the elements of the six landmarks we’ve created. The idea is to provide an 
excavation zone for students to explore sound and celebrate creativity.


And although I am in no rush to introduce standard notation, I also love how composition 
notebooks can quickly become staff paper.




Using language like UNITS, BORDERS, & CENTER STAGE is particularly helpful with 
communication for online instruction. And imagining the piano as this landscape we travel, 
crossing borderlines from UNIT to UNIT, creates a strong identity and develops confidence in 
navigating the instrument. 
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RESTING TONE 

You also may have noticed that the six landmarks we created make up an A harmonic 
minor scale minus the resting tone. Make this an excellent opportunity to go fishing! 

 

Activities: 

1. Play the Line + Triangle or Shooting Star and ask your student if it sounds complete or 
more like something else needs to happen.


2. See if they can discover the resting tone (A). Often kids have a knack for this, but you 
can gently guide them if needed


3. Improvise melodies for the student utilizing the six landmarks.


4. Have the student finish each of your phrases by playing (or singing) the resting tone. 


5. Have the student create a short phrase that ends on the resting tone. 


6. Take turns playing phrases (talk to each other). 


7. Have the student draw a picture in their composition book. Does the Orange Cat have a 
theme song?
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FILES 

If you decide to explore these concepts and activities with your students, I will encourage you 
not to be overly precious about introducing and using them. The fundamental goal is to ensure 
students don't start with the experience of doing things correctly or incorrectly. 


Instead, the piano is where we expand our imagination, follow our sense of wonder, and create 
beautiful sounds. If the perfect technique on day 1 is your jam, everything discussed here can 
be achieved using one finger. 


On the following pages, I include two digital copies of BORDERS & CENTER STAGE. One 
version is in color, and the other is black and white. Having students color in the flags and stars 
is a simple, active task to begin using their composition books.


If you'd like to offer feedback or have questions, please send me a message at 
parlapianostudio@gmail.com.


Have a great day! 


- TONY PARLAPIANO
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