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INTRODUCTION

For generations of aspiring pianists, the
journey begins with a single, well-worn
book. Among the most enduring and
influential of these foundational works is
the John Thompson Modern Course
For The Piano. First published in the
mid-20th century, this method has
guided countless beginners—both
children and adults—through the early
stages of piano playing, long before the
age of digital apps and online tutorials.
Its blend of solid technique, musical
enjoyment, and carefully graded
progression has made it a staple in piano
studios worldwide. But what exactly
makes this method so special? How does
it work, and who is it best suited for? In
this comprehensive guide, we will
explore the structure, strengths, and
enduring legacy of this classic piano
course, providing you with everything
you need to decide if it is the right path
for your own musical journey.

WHAT IS THE JOHN THOMPSON
MODERN COURSE FOR THE
PIANO?

Created by American pianist and
educator John Thompson (1889-1963),
the Modern Course For The Piano is a
series of graded instruction books
designed to take a complete beginner to
an intermediate level of piano

proficiency. Unlike many modern
methods that incorporate colorful
illustrations, pop songs, or heavy use of
digital supplements, Thompson’s
approach is straightforward and focused
on building a solid technical and musical
foundation. The series typically includes
five primary books: Teaching Little
Fingers to Play (a preparatory primer),
followed by Grade 1 through Grade 5.
Each book introduces new concepts in a
logical sequence, with original
compositions, folk songs, and classical
themes that are carefully arranged to
reinforce the current lesson.

Thompson’s philosophy emphasized
“learning by doing.” He believed that
students should play musically from the
very first lesson, not just hammer out
mechanical exercises. As a result, the
Modern Course balances technical
drills (such as five-finger patterns,
scales, and chord progressions) with
short, expressive pieces that encourage
phrasing, dynamics, and a singing tone.
This dual focus on technique and artistry
is arguably what has kept the method
relevant for over seventy years.

The Structure of
the Books

The primer book, Teaching Little Fingers
to Play, introduces the very basics:
finger numbers, note values, and key
names, all within a range of just a few
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notes. It uses large print and simple
illustrations to appeal to young children.
From there, Grade 1 expands to include
more complex rhythms, hand positions,
and the first introduction to sharps and
flats. Each subsequent grade introduces
new keys, time signatures,
ornamentation, and more advanced
techniques like staccato, legato, and
pedaling. By Grade 5, students are
playing pieces by composers like Bach,
Beethoven, and Chopin in simplified but
faithful arrangements, and are well
prepared for standard intermediate
repertoire.

KEY FEATURES THAT SET THIS
METHOD APART

Many piano methods exist, but the John
Thompson Modern Course For The
Piano has several distinguishing
characteristics that explain its lasting
popularity.

Progressive and
Logical
Sequencing

One of the greatest strengths of the
series is the careful pacing of new
concepts. Thompson introduces a new
element—say, eighth notes or the key of
G major—and then immediately
reinforces it through a series of short,
focused pieces. Each skill builds upon
the previous one, so students rarely feel
overwhelmed. The teacher’s role is to
set a steady pace, with Thompson
himself suggesting that “progress should
be slow but steady, with each step
mastered before moving on.”

Emphasis on
Musicality from
the Start

Unlike some methods that treat early

lessons as purely mechanical,
Thompson’s pieces often include
dynamic markings (piano, forte,

crescendo) and phrasing instructions
from the wvery first grade. This
encourages students to think about
expression and tone production
immediately, rather than treating music
as a set of notes to be played correctly.
The result is that even beginners can
produce pleasant, musical sounds, which
builds confidence and enthusiasm.

Integration of
Theory and
Technique

Each page of the Modern Course
blends theory (naming notes, intervals,
chords) with practical application. For
example, after learning the pattern for a
broken chord, the student immediately
plays a short piece that uses that chord.
Technical exercises like scales and
arpeggios are not isolated but are placed
in the context of the pieces that follow.
This approach helps students understand
why they are practicing a particular skill,
making practice more meaningful.

WHO IS THE JOHN THOMPSON
MODERN COURSE FOR?

The method is best suited for young
beginners (around age 6-8) who are
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studying with a teacher. The pacing is
relatively brisk compared to some
modern approaches. For instance, the
primer book moves through the basics in
about 20 pages, whereas other methods
might spend 50 pages on the same
concepts. This makes Thompson ideal
for motivated students who can handle a
quick learning curve, but it may frustrate
very young or less attentive learners
who need more repetition.

Adult beginners can also benefit,
particularly those who are willing to
commit to regular practice. The lack of
childish illustrations and the focus on
classical music can be more appealing to
adults than some cartoon-filled methods.
However, the repertoire in the early
books may feel a bit dated (folk songs
from the 1940s and 1950s), so some
teachers supplement with modern
pieces.

For piano teachers, the Modern Course
provides a clear roadmap. Each book
includes teacher accompaniments (duet
parts) for many pieces, which helps
develop rhythm and ensemble skills. The
series also offers supplementary books
(Scales, Chords, and Arpeggios;
Technical Drills; etc.) that can be used
alongside the main course.

COMPARING THE THOMPSON
METHOD TO OTHER POPULAR
APPROACHES

To appreciate the John Thompson
Modern Course For The Piano, it
helps to see how it stacks up against
other well-known methods.

* Alfred’s Basic Piano Library:
More gradual, with larger print and
more repetition. Alfred’s includes
more pop and folk tunes, and its
multi-level series (Lesson, Theory,

Recital) is more comprehensive.
Thompson is leaner and faster.

e Faber & Faber’s Piano
Adventures: Highly colorful, with
a strong emphasis on creativity
and teacher-student interaction.
Faber’s uses a “ACE” approach
(Analysis, Creativity, Expression).
Thompson is more traditional and
“classical” in focus.

e Bastien Piano Basics: Similar in
structure to Thompson but with
more gradual note reading and a
stronger focus on theory. Bastien
is often used alongside Thompson
as a supplement.

e Hanon-Virtuoso Pianist: Not a
beginner method but a series of
technical exercises. Thompson
incorporates Hanon-like drills but
in @ more musical context.

In short, Thompson is best for teachers
who want a classic, no-frills approach
that moves at a moderate-to-fast pace
and values musical expression over
colorfulness.

HOW TO GET THE MOST OUT OF
THE MODERN COURSE

Whether you are a student or a teacher,
using the John Thompson Modern
Course For The Piano effectively
requires attention to a few key practices.

Practice with a
Teacher or
Mentor

While it is possible to self-teach with the
books, the method was designed for
teacher-studio use. A good teacher will
know when to slow down, when to



supplement with extra material (e.qg.,
rhythm exercises, sight-reading), and
how to correct technique before bad
habits form. The duet accompaniments
are best played with a teacher.

Supplement with
Other Materials

Because Thompson moves quickly, some
students benefit from additional sight-
reading practice or theory workbooks.
The John Thompson’s Easiest Piano
Course (a separate, slower series) is
sometimes used as a primer for very
young children before they start the
Modern Course. Also, substituting
contemporary pop or jazz pieces can
keep older students engaged.

Focus on
Musicality, Not
Just Notes

Thompson's pieces are short but rich.
Encourage students to listen for the
melody line, shape phrases, and observe
dynamics. Record practice sessions and
listen for improvement in tone and
expression. The goal is not just to get
through the book, but to play each piece
beautifully.

Use the
Supporting

Materials

The series includes companion books
like The Adult Piano Course, Modern
Course for the Piano-Technic, and First
Grade Etudes. These can reinforce
specific skills without rushing through
the main book. Many teachers assign
one or two exercises from these
supplements per week.

COMMON CRITICISMS AND HOW
TO ADDRESS THEM

No method is perfect, and the Modern
Course has its critics. Some common
complaints include:

* Repertoire feels old-fashioned.
Many of the pieces are from 19th-
century composers or folk tunes
that may not resonate with
modern students. Teachers can
solve this by substituting a pop or
movie tune from a supplementary
book every few weeks.

* Note reading is introduced too
quickly. Students in Grade 1 are
expected to read both hands in
grand staff from the start. For
some, this is overwhelming. The
remedy is to use the primer
(Teaching Little Fingers)
thoroughly and to spend extra
time on note drills and flashcards
before moving on.

* Lack of improvisation and
creativity. Unlike modern
methods that include composition
exercises, Thompson sticks to
written notation. Teachers can add
their own improvisation activities,
such as having students make up
a short melody using the day’s
new scale.

e Technically demanding for

4 John Thompson Modern Course For The Piano

2023-04-27



John Thompson Modern Course For The Piano 5

small hands. Some pieces stretch
intervals beyond a fifth early on.
Teachers should adapt by using
simplified chords or encouraging
hand span exercises.

Despite these points, many experienced
teachers argue that the method’s
strengths far outweigh its weaknesses.
The key is to use Thompson as a core
curriculum but to tailor it to each
student’s needs.

THE LASTING IMPACT AND
LEGACY OF THE MODERN
COURSE

Since its debut in 1936, the John
Thompson Modern Course For The
Piano has sold millions of copies
worldwide and has been translated into
numerous languages. It has shaped the
pedagogy of countless piano teachers
and introduced generations to the joy of
making music. Its enduring presence in
music shops and studios is a testament
to its effectiveness. Even in an era of
digital learning, many teachers still
reach for Thompson because it works.
The method teaches discipline,
musicality, and a love for classical
music, all while building solid piano
technique.

Moreover, the series has evolved slightly
over the decades. New editions feature
updated cover art, minor revisions to
fingering, and a few contemporary
pieces have been added to later grades.
However, the core philosophy remains
unchanged: learning to play the piano
should be a musical experience from the
very first lesson.

CONCLUSION

The John Thompson Modern Course
For The Piano is not just a set of books;
it is a time-tested journey into the world
of piano playing. Its straightforward,
musical approach has stood the test of
time because it places the love of music
at the center of every lesson. Whether
you are a teacher looking for a reliable
method for your students, an adult
beginner seeking a clear path forward,
or a parent hoping to give a child a solid
musical foundation, this course offers a
proven roadmap. With consistent
practice, the guidance of a good teacher,
and perhaps a few supplementary
materials, the Modern Course can unlock
a lifetime of musical enjoyment. So if
you are ready to sit down at the piano
and begin a rewarding adventure,
consider starting with the classic that
has helped millions find their musical
voice.



