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JOHN THOMPSON
TEACHING LITTLE
FINGERS TO PLAY:
THE TIMELESS
PIANO METHOD
FOR BEGINNERS

Learning the piano is a
milestone in any child's
life,  and  the  journey
often  begins  with  a
single,  beloved  book.
For  generations,  one
name has stood out as
a  trusted  companion
for  young  beginners:
J o h n  T h o m p s o n
Teach ing  L i t t le
Fingers To Play. This

iconic  method  book
has introduced millions
of children to the joy of
making music,  and its
enduring  popularity  is
a  testament  to  i ts
thoughtful  design  and
effectiveness.
Whether  you  are  a
parent  looking for  the
right starting point for
your  chi ld,  a  piano
teacher  seeking  a
reliable  curriculum,  or
an  adul t  beginner
curious about a classic
a p p r o a c h ,
understanding  what
m a k e s  J o h n
Thompson  Teaching
Little  Fingers  To
Play  so  spec ia l  i s
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essential.  This  article
explores  every  aspect
of  th is  ce lebrated
m e t h o d ,  f r o m  i t s
history and structure to
its  benefits  for  young
learners  and  tips  for
getting the most out of
it.

The
Legacy of
John
Thompso
n and His
Revolutio
nary
Method
John Thompson was an
American  p ianist ,
composer,  and  music
educator born in 1889.

He dedicated his life to
m a k i n g  p i a n o
education  accessible
and  en joyab le  for
chi ldren.  At  a  t ime
when piano instruction
was  often  rigid  and
intimidating, Thompson
envisioned  a  method
that  would  capture  a
child's  imagination
while  building  a  solid
technical  foundation.
His most famous work,
J o h n  T h o m p s o n
Teach ing  L i t t le
Fingers  To  Play,  first
published in 1936, was
a  groundbreaking
d e p a r t u r e  f r o m
traditional approaches.
T h e  m e t h o d  w a s
designed  specifically
f o r  v e r y  y o u n g
beginners,  typically
ages  four  to  seven,
w h o  h a d  n o  p r i o r
musical  experience.
Thompson  understood
that children learn best
t h r o u g h  p l a y ,
r e p e t i t i o n ,  a n d
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encouragement.  He
filled  the  book  with
charming  illustrations,
familiar folk tunes, and
simple  exercises  that
gradually  increase  in
difficulty.  The  result
was a method that felt
more like a game than
a lesson, yet delivered
s e r i o u s  m u s i c a l
training.
Over  the  decades,
J o h n  T h o m p s o n
Teach ing  L i t t le
Fingers  To  Play  has
been  rev i sed  and
updated,  but  its  core
philosophy  remains
unchanged:  make
learning  fun,  build
confidence  step  by
step,  and  inst i l l  a
lifelong love for music.
It  has been translated
i n t o  n u m e r o u s
languages and remains
a  bestseller  in  music
education worldwide.

What
Makes
This
Method
So
Effective
for Young
Beginner
s?
There are many piano
methods  avai lable
t o d a y ,  b u t  J o h n
Thompson  Teaching
Little  Fingers  To
Play continues to be a
top choice for teachers
and  parents.  Let  us
l o o k  a t  t h e  k e y
f e a t u r e s  t h a t
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c o n t r i b u t e  t o  i t s
success.

GENTLE
INTRODUCTION TO
MUSICAL CONCEPTS

The  book  introduces
musical  concepts  one
at a time, in a logical
a n d  u n h u r r i e d
sequence.  Children
first learn the names of
the white keys using a
s imple  mnemonic
system. Bass clef notes
are  introduced  before
treble clef, which helps
avo id  con fus i on .
Rhy thm  i s  taught
through  counting  and
clapping,  with  clear
explanations  that  are
easy to follow.
This  gradual  approach
prevents  overwhelm
and  a l l ows  young
learners  to  absorb
each  new idea  before
moving on. The pace is
del iberately  s low,
w h i c h  b u i l d s

confidence  and
reduces  frustration—a
crucial  factor  when
working  with  short
attention  spans.

ENGAGING
ILLUSTRATIONS AND
STORYTELLING

Thompson  understood
that  children  respond
to visuals  and stories.
Each  page  of  John
Thompson  Teaching
Little  Fingers  To
Play  is  adorned  with
delightful  illustrations
of  animals,  toys,  and
c h i l d r e n .  T h e s e
pictures  are  not  mere
decoration;  they  often
reinforce the lesson or
provide  a  whimsical
context for the music.
For  example,  a  piece
about  a  bouncing  ball
helps  teach  staccato
articulation,  while  a
s l e e p y  l u l l a b y
encourages  a  gentle
touch.
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Th i s  s to ry te l l i ng
e l e m e n t  m a k e s
practice  feel  like  an
adventure  rather  than
a chore.  Children look
forward to opening the
book to see what new
character  or  scenario
awaits them.

FOCUS ON HAND
POSITION AND
TECHNIQUE

From  the  very  first
lesson,  Thompson
emphasizes  correct
hand  posi t ion  and
posture.  The  book
i n c l u d e s  c l e a r
d i a g r a m s  a n d
instructions for forming
a  round  hand  shape,
with  fingers  curved
natural ly  over  the
keys.  Exercises  are
designed to strengthen
each finger individually
a n d  d e v e l o p
coordination  between
the  hands.
G o o d  h a b i t s  a r e

establ ished  early,
which  prevents  the
need  for  correction
later. This attention to
foundational  technique
is  one  of  the  reasons
why  students  who
l e a r n  f r o m  J o h n
Thompson  Teaching
Little  Fingers  To
Play  often  progress
more  smooth ly  to
i n t e r m e d i a t e
repertoire.

BUILT-IN
REPERTOIRE OF
MEMORABLE TUNES

The  book  is  filled  with
short ,  memorable
pieces  that  children
love to play. Many are
based  on  traditional
folk  songs,  nursery
rhymes,  and  original
melodies composed by
Thompson  himself.
Tunes like "Mary Had a
Little  Lamb,"  "Lightly
R o w , "  a n d  " T h e
Boatman's  Dance"  are
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presented  in  simple
arrangements  that
sound  musical  even
with  limited  skills.
Because the pieces are
recogn izab le  and
pleasing  to  the  ear,
children feel a sense of
accomplishment  each
time they master one.
T h i s  p o s i t i v e
r e i n f o r c e m e n t
motivates  them  to
continue  learning.

The
Structure
of the
Book: A
Step-by-
Step

Journey
To  fully  appreciate
J o h n  T h o m p s o n
Teach ing  L i t t le
Fingers  To  Play,  let
us  walk  through  its
typical  structure.  The
book  is  divided  into
clear  sections,  each
b u i l d i n g  o n  t h e
previous  one.

Pre-Lesson
Activities:
Before playing a
single note,
children learn
about the
keyboard layout,
finger numbers,
and basic
rhythm. Clapping
exercises and
simple games
prepare them for
the motor skills
required at the
piano.
Introduction to
the Bass Clef:
Uniquely,
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Thompson
introduces the
bass clef first,
using the left
hand. The initial
pieces are
played with the
left hand only,
which helps
young children
develop strength
and
independence in
their non-
dominant hand.
Introduction to
the Treble Clef:
After several
weeks, the right
hand and treble
clef are
introduced.
Simple pieces
alternate
between hands,
gradually leading
to hands-
together playing.
Hands
Together: Once
each hand is
comfortable

playing alone,
the method
introduces pieces
that require both
hands
simultaneously.
These are
carefully crafted
to be
manageable,
often with simple
note values and
repetitive
patterns.
New Rhythms
and Concepts:
Throughout the
book, new
rhythmic
elements such as
dotted notes,
rests, and ties
are introduced
one at a time.
Dynamic
markings,
articulation, and
tempo
indications are
also added
gradually.
Review and
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Recap: The final
section of the
book reviews all
the concepts
learned, with
several longer
pieces that serve
as a culmination
of the student's
progress.

This logical progression
e n s u r e s  t h a t  n o
student is  left  behind.
Each new skill  is  firmly
established before the
next  is  introduced,
c r e a t i n g  a  s o l i d
foundation  for  future
study.

Benefits
for Young
Learners:
More

Than Just
Piano
Skills
Using John Thompson
Teach ing  L i t t le
Fingers To Play offers
benefits  that  extend
beyond  the  keyboard.
Let  us  explore  the
broader advantages for
children.

BUILDING
CONFIDENCE AND
SELF-ESTEEM

Every completed piece
in the book is a small
v i c to ry .  Ch i ld ren
experience  the  joy  of
mastery and the pride
o f  per fo rming  fo r
family and friends. This
sense  of  achievement
boosts  the i r  se l f -
e s t e e m  a n d
encourages  a  positive
a t t i t u d e  t o w a r d
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learning in general.

DEVELOPING
DISCIPLINE AND
PATIENCE

Learning an instrument
r e q u i r e s  r e g u l a r
practice  and  delayed
gratification.  The
method's  structured
approach  teaches
children to break down
tasks into manageable
steps,  work  through
c h a l l e n g e s ,  a n d
celebrate  incremental
progress.  These  skills
transfer  to  schoolwork
and other activities.

ENHANCING
COGNITIVE
ABILITIES

Numerous studies have
shown  that  learning
p i a n o  i m p r o v e s
memory,  attention,
and  spatial-temporal
reasoning.  The  multi-
sensory  nature  o f
p lay ing—combining

visual,  auditory,  and
m o t o r
sk i l l s—st rengthens
neural connections and
s u p p o r t s  o v e r a l l
cognitive development.

FOSTERING A
LIFELONG LOVE OF
MUSIC

Perhaps  the  greatest
g i f t  o f  J o h n
Thompson  Teaching
Little  Fingers  To
Play  is  that  it  makes
mus ic  en joyab le .
Children who start with
this  method are  more
l ike ly  to  cont inue
playing piano for years
to come, or at least to
m a i n t a i n  a n
appreciation for  music
throughout their lives.

Tips for
Teachers
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and
Parents
Using
This

Method
To get the best results
from John Thompson
Teach ing  L i t t le
Fingers  To  Play ,
c o n s i d e r  t h e s e
practical suggestions.

Establish a1.
Routine: Set
aside a
consistent time
each day for
practice. Even
five to ten
minutes is
enough for a
young beginner,
but regularity is
more important
than duration.

Play Along:2.
Teachers and
parents can play
the
accompaniment
parts that are
included in the
book. This makes
the music sound
fuller and more
exciting, and it
helps the student
stay in rhythm.
Use Positive3.
Reinforcement:
Celebrate every
small success.
Stickers, praise,
and small
rewards can go a
long way in
maintaining
enthusiasm.
Be Patient with4.
Repetition:
Young children
need to repeat
pieces many
times before
they feel secure.
Encourage them
to experiment
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with tempo and
dynamics to
keep repetition
interesting.
Supplement5.
with Fun
Activities: Use
the illustrations
as conversation
starters. Ask
your child to tell
a story about the
picture or
imagine what the
character is
thinking. This
deepens
engagement with
the music.
Progress at the6.
Child's Pace:
Every child is
different. Some
will breeze
through the book
quickly, while
others need
more time. Honor
your child's
unique learning
speed and avoid
comparing them

to others.

Comparin
g with
Other
Popular
Methods
While John Thompson
Teach ing  L i t t le
Fingers To Play  is  a
powerhouse  in  piano
education, it is helpful
to  understand  how  it
compares  with  other
well-known  methods.
Faber  and  Faber's
Piano  Adventures:
This  modern  method
also  uses  a  gradual,
child-friendly  approach
w i t h  c o l o r f u l
illustrations. It places a
strong  emphasis  on
t h e o r e t i c a l
understanding  and
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creative  exploration.
Some teachers prefer it
for  its  more  diverse
r e p e r t o i r e  a n d
i n c l u s i o n  o f
i m p r o v i s a t i o n .
However,  Thompson's
m e t h o d  i s  o f t e n
considered simpler and
more  straightforward,
making it ideal for very
y o u n g  o r  e a s i l y
distracted students.
B a s t i e n  P i a n o
Basics:  The  Bastien
method  is  another
popular  choice  for
beginners.  It  is  highly
structured and includes
many  exercises  for
t echn ique .  Some
children  find  it  less
e n g a g i n g  t h a n
Thompson's  story-
b a s e d  a p p r o a c h .
Bastien also introduces
hands together earlier,
w h i c h  c a n  b e
challenging  for  some
students.
S u z u k i  P i a n o
Method:  The  Suzuki

method  relies  heavily
o n  l i s t e n i n g  a n d
imitation, with students
learning to play before
read ing  mus i c .  I t
requires  significant
parental  involvement.
Thompson's  method,
by  contrast,  teaches
note reading from the
start,  which  can  be
more  su i tab le  fo r
children who thrive on
visual learning.
Ultimately,  the  best
method is the one that
resonates  with  the
individual  child.  Many
teachers use elements
from multiple methods
to  create  a  custom
cur r i cu lum.  John
Thompson  Teaching
Little  Fingers  To
Play remains a strong
foundation  because  of
its proven track record
and  chi ld- fr iendly
design.
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Where to
Find the
Book and
Suppleme
ntary

Materials
The  or ig ina l  John
Thompson  Teaching
Little  Fingers  To
Play  book  is  widely
avai lable  at  music
s tores  and  on l ine
retai lers.  It  is  also
available  in  digital
formats for tablets and
e-readers.  In  addition
to the main book, there
i s  a  s e r i e s  o f
s u p p l e m e n t a r y
materials  that  expand
on the method.

Teaching Little
Fingers to

Play: Teacher's
Guide: This
companion book
offers lesson
plans, teaching
tips, and
additional
activities for
instructors.
John
Thompson's
Modern Course
for the Piano:
After completing
the first book,
students
typically move
on to the Grade 1
book of the
Modern Course
series. This
continues the
educational
journey with
more advanced
pieces and
technical
exercises.
Supplementary
Songbooks:
There are several
collections of
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popular songs
arranged to
complement the
method. These
provide extra
material for
students who
need more
practice or who
want to play
familiar tunes.

I n v e s t i n g  i n  t h e
c o m p l e t e  s e r i e s
ensures a cohesive and
progressive  learning
experience  that  can
take  a  student  from
the  very  first  lesson  to
an  intermediate  level
of proficiency.

Overcomi
ng
Common

Challenge
s with the
Method
No method is  perfect,
and  John  Thompson
Teach ing  L i t t le
Fingers To Play is no
except ion .  Le t  us
address some common
challenges and how to
handle them.
R e p e t i t i v e n e s s :
Some  children  may
find  the  exercises
repetitive.  To  combat
t h i s ,  f o c u s  o n
musicality.  Encourage
your  chi ld  to  make
each  p iece  sound
beautiful  by  paying
attention  to  dynamics
and  phrasing.  Use  a
metronome to develop
a  steady  beat,  and
challenge them to play
faster  or  slower  for
variety.
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Limited  Diversity  in
Reperto i re :  The
original  book  relies
heavily on Western folk
tunes  and  classical
melodies.  For  families
seeking  more  diverse
cultural representation,
supplementing  with
p ieces  f rom  other

t rad i t i ons  can  be
beneficial.  The
s i m p l i c i t y  o f  t h e
method makes it easy
t o  i n c o r p o r a t e
additional  songs  at  a
similar level.
P a c e  f o r  O l d e r
Beginners:


