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A (NEW?) PEDAGOGICAL APPROACH: FROM THE MUSIC TO 

THE SCORE 

 Alberto Firrincieli  

 
While most traditional piano teaching methods are based on reading the notes, the author 
uses a different approach, where aspects such as awareness of music and knowledge of 
theory are emphasized since the first step. As example, the author proposes the learning 
of one little Bach prelude FROM the music TO the score. Initially, student’s attention is 
focused on the bass line: after the teacher plays this, the student is invited to reproduce 
it at the piano without any score. He may be asked to write it down after listening. After 
memorization, harmonies are played (extemporized) with the right hand. Student is asked 
to connect them properly. The next step consists of transpositions. Finally, suspensions – 
according to Bach examples - are introduced. This innovative approach has many 
advantages: among them, it shows the construction of the piece in different steps, and 
forces the student to “think in music”. 
 
 

Introduction: from the score to the music or from the music to the score? 

 

In this article, I wish to explain some of my recent considerations about the teaching and 

learning process in music. In over twenty-year experience in Europe and in Asia I have 

had the enormous privilege to work side by side with diverse sorts of people: skilled and 

lazy students, qualified and unprofessional teachers from different countries, age and 

training. This valuable experience brought me to reconsider several times my position as 

a teacher and educator, and led me to some consequences. A generalization is of course 

not possible, but some reflections according to the different typology of student, 

environment and social background, may be made. In my opinion, in the present day some 

approaches proposed by music educators lead to a general misunderstanding of the 

meaning of the music and what it supposes to be. Many people presently agree in 

considering music as a language, intended as a means to convey meanings, emotions and 

so on (Firrincieli, 2016). However, it seems that the approach often followed by students 

and teachers to music, as well as the teaching and learning process suggested by most 

music educators strongly differs from the normal and natural way used usually to learn a 

language. Historically speaking, for a century or more, great attention has been given to 

the learning and teaching methodologies by accredited musicians and scholars. Today we 

may, for convenience, group different teaching methods into two major categories. First, 

teaching methodologies that consider the understanding of the rhythm, singing of the 

melody, dancing of the music and so on as their starting point. In short, they emphasize 

a practical approach rather than a theoretical one. Among the inventors of these methods 

we may mention Dalcroze, Orff, Kodaly. These methods usually let students experience 
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music through their senses, their body, their voice, approaching the music score and 

consequently the notational system and its rules only afterwards. Some African tribes for 

example rarely use a score to read and notate their local music, and the study of music 

notation is totally absent. The other big category is usually characterized by considering 

the music score as the starting point, with reading the notes and their auditory 

reproduction on the instrument as final target. In general we may say that methods 

included in the first group consider the music score through the study of the music notation 

as an arrival point; they focus on direct experience of music through the musical 

instrument, the sound and the rhythm, and the performance is simply the natural part of 

the learning process as, step by step, it coincides with learning of the music itself. 

Conversely, the second group presents quite an opposing approach, where the music score 

represents the starting point, while the study and understanding of all other musical 

elements are supposed to be taken into consideration as a further step. At present many 

teachers, especially those who work with beginners in an amateur professional context, 

consider the reading of the music notation as the only way to approach the study of classic 

music. 

 

 

Another method. Is it possible? 

 

The method I will propose and explain in this article was born to some extent as a reaction 

of another teaching method, sadly widespread, where attention is given only to accuracy 

of notes regardless of any consideration of the music’s meaning, style, and so on. Let me 

introduce some historical considerations in order to justify my thought process. First, an 

overview of the teaching method used by some of the most important 

composers/performers such as Bach, Mozart, Beethoven and so on would surely provide 

us with a better understanding of their music and some clue for a more clear and proper 

approach. As we know, in the baroque, classic and romantic era, improvisation was always 

considered highly relevant (Ruiter-Feenstra, 2011). The practice of the music – for 

performers – always included study of improvisation as well as study of composition. We 

must not forget that the musicians mentioned above were excellent composers, 

performers as well as improvisers, as each single discipline supported and completed the 

other two. Today, conversely, most classical musicians sadly receive no training in 

improvisation, which is rarely included in regular music programs, whether in private 

school or university. For completeness and correctness, we must mention that for some 

years, the situation is undergoing change: the profile of improvisation, as well as 
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competitions based on improvisation, is slowly increasing in various countries (Ruiter-

Feenstra, 2011). 

 

Secondly, some repertoire intended for beginners or amateurs – interestingly, study of 

these pieces gives a different perception of the level of amateur musicians back then - for 

example Menuets or Inventions by J.S. Bach are usually approached without the necessary 

background in counterpoint and harmony, and generally speaking without any knowledge 

of musical style and convention. This is not to mention the lack of knowledge of choice of 

fingering, articulation and phrasing (Faulkner, 1984, Bilson, 2005 and 2014). Mostly, 

teachers use this music to provide students with the first rudiments of reading music, 

without any theoretical or historical information (what is a prelude?). As a result, very 

young students often tend merely to memorize notes without any understanding or 

awareness of the rules behind that music. I think many of us have witnessed the situation 

countless times where children, especially in competitions, have performed such music in 

a very mechanical and unthinking manner, taking the “metronomical tempo” as sole 

reference (Bonus, 2010). Often in these cases, the most interesting aspect that attracts 

my attention as observer is usually not a mechanical performance as such, but the reaction 

of the little performer in front of a mistake: mostly, the mistake is due to a wrong note or 

a memory slip, and students react by suddenly stopping their performance as if in the 

presence of a short circuit, being unable to continue. After that unexpected stop, they 

often start again from the beginning of the music, trying to play till the end of the 

composition without any wrong note. No attention is payed to the phrasing, the 

accentuation, the counterpoint. In other words, the meaning of the music is totally 

ignored. With such enormous musical ignorance, the only element they can rely on to 

support their musical and motor memory is the tempo, intended as a mathematical and 

regular succession of beats. Tempo is clearly used to synchronize musical memory with 

motor skills, giving them a landmark to perform the music. This kind of performance 

usually results from a very mechanical study behind the scene, based on several 

(sometimes countless) repetitions of the music from beginning to end. Unfortunately, in 

these desperate conditions the smallest mistake can be fatal and can compromise 

irremediably the performance, sometimes causing serious psychological problems in the 

mind of the young student.  

 

Thirdly: this traditional approach to music usually doesn’t really take into consideration 

the uniqueness of different musical instruments. The process focuses merely on the 

reading of the notation through the creation of the sounds by the use of the musical 

instrument, whether piano, violin or trumpet. Often, the only important target seems to 
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be the performance of musical notes on the basis of an established speed. Students’ 

attention should be addressed from the beginning to different characteristics of musical 

instruments such as timbre, color and so on, and what better way have we than 

improvisation (under the guidance of a good teacher of course)? 

 

This approach based merely on the reading of the notes is extremely infertile and stressful, 

and guarantees a minimal income in return for tremendous mental concentration. So, my 

questions are simple: does music really require such a strong effort by our mind? Are 

mechanical repetitions really so useful in the practice of music in order to guarantee a 

correct performance? On the other hand, do improvisation and composition really 

represent valuable aids for music students and an anchor in case of mistakes? The 

following part of this article aims to analyze a different approach that, according to my 

experience, allows students to learn music in a much more useful way, lets them 

understand what they should do, and prevents several problems wrongly attributed to lack 

of practice or weak musical skills.  

 

Sadly, I have often noticed that almost all approaches to Bach’s music in various music 

schools lack a correct and proper musical background. If any composer should not be 

approached simply by starting with reading the score, that composer is J. S. Bach, not 

least for the following points: the complexity and density of his musical language; the 

finger-technique required; the sophisticated counterpoint; and for the historical and 

(theo)logical knowledge hidden and implied in his music. Sometimes I compare a young 

student who approaches Bach without the necessary knowledge to a young kid that tries 

to approach the works of Plato or Aristotle. I doubt he could go beyond simple reading of 

the words or understanding of simple sentences. Another point I would include here, and 

in fact the main purpose of this article, is the importance of improvisation and composition 

in Bach teaching. Today both teachers and students, primarily because of their incomplete 

musical training, have no idea of how to improvise a simple composition and/or how to 

improvise/compose a simple two-part counterpoint, and how it could be useful and 

valuable for their career as performers (if any). They erroneously consider these subjects 

as unnecessary for a performer, ignoring the fact that for many great composers we study, 

improvisation and performance represented two sides of the same coin. Actually, 

improvisation could not and should not be separated from performance, as theory should 

not be unbound from practice. Sadly, this is what presently happens, and what has been 

perpetrated for many years to the detriment of the understanding of the music itself. So 

often I encounter students who complain of difficulty in memorizing Bach’s music, ignoring 

the fact that this problem is caused by total lack of knowledge of some essential 
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characteristics of baroque music, such as counterpoint, improvisation and composition. 

Paraphrasing what Socrates used to say, they ignore their ignorance.  

 

From the music to the score 

 

Coming back to the presentation of this new approach to music: let me start with a 

preliminary short analysis of the music, quite necessary if we wish to understand how this 

music may be taught to a potential student. A last annotation: I would recommend, 

especially at the beginning, not to let the student use the score, especially if he is already 

able to read notes. I strongly believe that the most important – and also difficult – step is 

to create the right approach to the music rather than to the score, in order to let the 

student think, reason, argue and understand, not simply read and mechanically reproduce 

notational symbols. It should be taken for granted that the teacher should have already 

learnt the music by heart, know the rudiments of counterpoint and improvisation, as well 

as be able to suggest the right fingering and technique, and to show the student a proper 

body posture. Just to start. The traditional class – let me use this term – in which the 

teacher simply asks the student to memorize the score limits his intervention in correcting 

wrong notes, and thus should be always avoided. This attitude is extremely unprofessional 

and unethical, and disrespectful toward the music first, and then toward the student.  

 

The musical piece I choose to demonstrate this method is the Bach prelude in C major 

BWV 924. For reasons of conciseness the approach to this little piece will focus merely on 

the teaching-and-learning process; however, the relevance of the historical approach to 

music that includes the study of the so-called baroque style as well as a proper approach 

through period instruments should always be kept in mind and should shine through from 

teacher experience.  

 

Starting with our analysis, the teacher may perform the first part of the piece, and after 

asking student to briefly describe it, it should not be difficult to identify two complementary 

elements: a bass line played with the left hand and arpeggios with the right one.  
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J. S. Bach - Prelude in C major BWV 924: Measures 1-2 

 

The harmonic analysis of the bass line will also show us how dense and at the same time 

simple is the music of Bach: in the first three measures, we play five (out of seven) degrees 

of C major scale: I-V-ii-vi-iii. In the second half of bar 3 we have a cadence, where the IV 

and the V degrees are used in first inversion and they are harmonized with a 7th chord. 

From bar 4 to bar 6 we briefly modulate to the vi degree, then to the IV by the transposition 

of the cadence appeared at the end of bar 3.  

 

 
J. S. Bach - Prelude in C major BWV 924: Measures 6 (Bass part only) 

 

Bars 7 and 8 introduce a dominant pedal while the right hand plays a descending 

succession of arpeggios, bars 9 and 10 confirm the key of C major by the use of the 

dominant 7th arpeggio. Bach seems to introduce here a movement that later on may be 

developed into the crossing of the hands, by using the repetition of the same passage in 

three different octaves.  

 

Finally, from bar 11 to bar 17 we have a long cadence on the dominant pedal, where 

several different harmonies and dissonances are introduced. At the end of bar 17, the 

polyphonic treatment of the upper part – already apparent in the music but not yet 

specified in the notation – becomes real and visible, and brings the music to the final C 

major chord. So many elements in such a short prelude!  

Once the main musical elements are identified and understood, we could begin learning 

and understanding them. I always insist in fusing the learning of the music with its 

understanding, as memorization without any understanding will always make the student 

insecure and blindly respectful of the teachers’ choices, regardless of their correctness and 

truthfulness. 
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The first step is usually based on the learning of the bass part. The teacher plays the bass 

part (the best setting would be a room with two keyboard instruments, however it is 

possible to work with only one instrument) and the student should be able to reproduce it 

on his instrument. Singing is also a good starting point. According to the student’s 

performance and/or possible mistakes, the teacher should be able to understand what is 

unclear in the student’s mind and decide how many measures to play at a time, repeating 

them if necessary, and letting the student follow him. It should be taken for granted that 

a mechanical meaningless reproduction of the music is totally useless, as in the best cases 

the student would be able only to copy his teacher. Even more important, the teacher’s 

performance should clearly show direction and harmonic function of the bass line, its 

tensions and relaxations, and the right phrasing (polarization) of tonics and dominants. 

Afterwards, as a sort of test, the student should be asked to transpose the bass line into 

different keys. From this very preliminary level, I would recommend teacher to pay 

attention to articulations, accents, fingering and so on. 

According to the level of the student, the teacher may play, by extemporizing, together 

with the student: he may ask the student to play the bass line in order to perform simple 

chords or well-ornamented melodies, always paying attention to the bass line played by 

the student. According to my experience, the act of playing together with the student is 

the best way to teach “tempo”, as it should be. Teachers often constantly use a 

metronome, especially with beginners. They think that is the way to teach them how to 

follow the beat and perform the music in time. Unfortunately, they are totally unable to 

see how many side effects could occur from a wrong or improper use of this mechanical 

device. This point has been the subject of frequent debate, and this is not the place to 

begin a new argument, however here I wish to focus the reader’s attention on just one 

aspect, in my opinion the most important: tempo should not and cannot be taught by the 

use of a metronome, as this device (however useful if used in the right way) is incapable 

of beating tempo according to the harmonic function and meaning of the notes. 

 

When the student has acquired some familiarity with the bass line and can already play 

simple cadences, he should be asked to harmonize the bass part by the use of simple 

broken chords.  
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J. S. Bach - Prelude in C major BWV 924: Measures 1-2 (chords without 

suspensions) 

 

This is an even more important step for the understanding and clarification in the student’s 

mind of the harmonic function of notes and their phrasing. Also, it is an excellent way to 

teach them voice leading. As a final step, after the student is quite familiar with the 

rudiments of harmony, suspensions as well as 7th chords may be introduced: firstly by 

explaining how suspensions work, and then by asking the student to identify them between 

two given chords. Also in this case, the tension and relaxation caused by suspensions 

should be carefully explained in order to clarify in the student’s mind the importance of 

the resolution of dissonance into consonance.  

 

During the creative process, the student may propose a different harmonization of the 

bass line; in this case he should not be automatically corrected, as his solution may work 

as well. In this last case, his version should be compared with the Bach one in order to 

show the original one and try to understand, if possible, why Bach didn’t opt for the 

student’s one. Transpositions of single fragments are always recommended, as they 

represent the best way to master the music just learned, and to acquire familiarity with 

different keys.  

 

Moving to the second part of the Prelude: it is mainly constituted of a long cadence, which 

should sound as if improvised. In my opinion, the teacher should show the student how to 

improvise simple cadences, and step by step let the student try, starting with simple 

chords. Afterwards, according to level and skills of student, more and more elements may 

be added, such as arpeggios, running passages, unexpected modulations and so on.  

 

If possible, I always would recommend practice with different keyboard instruments. 

Harpsichords, pianos, clavichords and organs offer a totally different feedback and also 

require different technique (see Bach, 1753). 
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Conclusions 

 

Usually, the whole process discussed should take at least 3-5 classes. Only then should 

the teacher show the Prelude notated in the original way. After this attentive and careful 

work, the student is usually able to perform the prelude without blind respect of the choices 

superimposed by his teacher, and with an appreciable understanding of the music (see 

Mozart, 1756 and Quantz, 1752). 

 

Let me insist on the importance of the preliminary steps offered in this approach: we 

should never underestimate the lasting impression created in the student by his first 

teacher and the overall impact created on his future studies. This approach “from the 

music to the score” could be a precious chance for students to become familiarized with 

the real language of music, primarily based not on what is notated, but on what is not 

present in the score, especially in the case of baroque music. A comparison with spoken 

language clarifies the case: tone, expression and modulation of voice are usually unwritten 

elements, but essential elements in a oral communication. For this reason, the same words 

in different contexts sound totally different although written in the same way. Music is no 

different from spoken language in this case (Bach, 1753 and Bilson, 2010). So, the 

understanding of unwritten elements in the score such as accents, direction of the musical 

sentence and harmonic tension (I am not talking about personal taste or teacher’s idea of 

course) – in other words understanding of the music itself, will be strongly facilitated by 

such an approach, excluding use of a score from the beginning. 

  

Some aspects of this approach may sound revolutionary to some extent: the roles of 

student and teacher are changed from the beginning. On one hand, the student is no 

longer merely a performer, but a sentient human being with his own dignity, sensitivity 

and talent, capable of making choices and being able to consider the consequences of 

these choices. On the other hand, the role of teacher should be framed into a different 

perspective: not a person that could choose arbitrarily what the student has to do or not 

to do, and how to do it, but rather as a real educator that, on the basis of his experience 

and knowledge, supports the student in his musical growth, leaving his uniqueness 

untouched. 
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