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PATHWAYS TO PRELIMINARY:  BASTIEN’S NEW TRADITIONS INTEGRATED 
WITH MILNE’S P PLATE PIANO 

Rodney Smith 

During 2016 the Australian Music Examinations Board decided to correlate its P Plate 
Piano series edited by Elissa Milne with Kjos’ New Traditions tutor series recently 
authored by Jane, Lisa and Lori Bastien. This presented an opportunity to engender 
greater pupil motivation through the provision of a readily expandable menu using both 
series. Milne has stated that P Plate Piano is constructed to be used alongside many 
standard piano tutors. This has facilitated the work of AMEB Consultant Rodney Smith 
and Reviewer Jody Heald in mapping almost its entire contents against Bastien’s New 
Traditions Levels 1A, 1B and 2A.  While the repertoire styles of the two series are 
markedly different, their pacing and conceptual ordering do indeed match reasonably 
well. Smith and Heald discuss the general principles employed and the challenges and 
benefits encountered in maintaining teaching clarity while managing such strongly 
contrasted repertoire for stimulating learning and added breadth.  

 

CONTEXT  

It has become commonplace for authors and editors to provide supplementary repertoire 

for their piano tutors following successful publication and public acceptance. Generally 

the repertoire is closely connected with concepts being developed and serves in an 

underpinning and reinforcing capacity. Tutor series published by Alfred, Hal Leonard, 

Faber and others have followed this pattern during the past forty years.  

Editor Elissa Milne reversed the process when P Plate Piano was first published by the 

Australian Music Examinations Board (AMEB) through All Music Publishing in 2009. P 

Plate Piano comprises only repertoire books and they follow a developmental path to 

AMEB Preliminary Grade with preparatory P Plate exams along the way. In 

commissioning P Plate Piano AMEB’s intention was to familiarise beginning level pupils 

with periodic assessment in as benign a manner as possible. In the Preface to each 

volume Milne asserts P Plate can be used alongside various tutors.  

“These books are not designed to replace the books you are using now, but rather to be 

a new (and very welcome) part of your teaching strategy.”   

But how is this possible? Publishers and editors frequently advertise the merits of their 

particular tutors emphasizing differences with competitors. Do such comments signal 

individuality that is basic or cosmetic?  
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P Plate piano has sold well since its inception and so we can conclude teachers are 

finding ways to use it as Milne intends. The learning involved certainly requires additional 

materials of the sort to be found in tutors. So how is P Plate constructed in terms of 

learning sequences? How does one size fit all? More to the point, what does it offer that 

tempts teachers to use it in addition to tutor material?  

The final question is easier to answer than the rest. The nature of Milne’s compositions, 

however slight, is essentially edgy and fun. She achieves surprise and a degree of 

creative sparkle through her keen sense of piano sound and piano capabilities. Nothing is 

sacred. Her narratives are often from left field and living comparatively dangerously can 

be an exciting prospect for younger pianists.  

On the other hand her pedagogy is firmly anchored and sensibly directed. So the 

question of how her sequencing fits many piano tutors can be fairly readily answered by 

knowledgeable, experienced teachers who understand tutor construction.  

 

P PLATE PIANO 

Since P Plate books comprise repertoire almost exclusively they do not commence at the 

very beginning of learning, but rather approximately half way to three quarters through 

the first year for average 7-year-olds. Required knowledge for commencing Book 1 

comprises familiarity with treble and bass clefs, lines and spaces, one, two and four 

count notes. While left hand is anchored around middle C 5-note hand position the right 

hand assumes various 5-note positions (March 28 + concept of improvising).  

Flats and sharps appear for extra tonal colouration early on (A Little Latin 12/13) and 

minor follows (Quick as a Flash 19). ¾ time, two C3 LH positions (one chromatic), 

harmonic 2nds, 3rds, 4ths and 5ths (Night ride 30/31) complete Book 1.  

Book 2 explores quavers in groups of 5, 4, 3 and 2 (Didgeridoo 16) and dotted crotchets 

(The bass tuba 23).  Upbeats are also included (Aunty Flossie 14/15). One flat key 

signatures are encountered as well as the blues scale, syncopation and dissonance 

(Lydia’s Sandwich 36). 
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Book 3 expands into clusters (Its about time 12), free rhythm (Too tired for anything 

15), minimalism (Prelude and Waltz in C 16), 4-note chords (2+2) (Andante 32). Duets 

continue to be offered (Wagon wheel 34). 

Throughout pupils encounter suggestions to engage their creativity such as transposing 

the music (Aunty Flossie Bk 2, 14/15), improvising sections (A Little Latin Bk 1, 12), 

modifying tonality (Sad Farmer Bk 1, 24) and exploring keyboard effects (Ghostly Voices 

Bk 2, 28). 

Some teachers have not had the time or opportunity to conduct so exhaustive an 

analysis. Or they might be newly credentialed and not entirely trusting their own 

judgement yet. The opportunity to provide solid guidance on exactly how P Plate Piano 

can map across to a tutor came with the recent introduction of Bastien’s New Traditions 

All in One Piano Course through Neil A. Kjos Music Company, a publishing house with 

which AMEB has links. As a consequence Rodney Smith and Jody Heald were engaged by 

AMEB as Consultant and Reviewer to map P Plate Piano to New Traditions, enabling 

teachers to use both publications together advantageously.  

 

NEW TRADITIONS 

New Traditions, as its title implies, may be described as a middle-of-the road tutor in 

terms of its construction and content. Its intended age-demographic (“six and up”) 

matches P Plate’s and its one-volume-at-a-time format allows for a second volume to be 

added without undue expense or bother.  

New Traditions Primers A and B belong to the first two terms of learning and since P 

Plate Piano Book 1 requires basic knowledge and skills it has not been mapped to them. 

Nor does P Plate Piano map sequentially against New Traditions 1A, 1B and 2A. Although 

all P Plate Pieces are used, they have been selected out of sequence in order to best pair 

with the fixed sequence of New Traditions materials 

Book A is characterised by graphic notation while Book B commences with full staff 

notation.  Teachers will doubtless pick and choose from each book in turn without 

necessarily using them in their entirety. While there is some work on intervallic 

awareness, hand positions become strongly C position based in book B. For the 
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Australian market Rodney Smith and Jody Heald endorsed counting centred upon French 

Time Names – ta, ta-ah, etc., – or numerals 1, 1-2, etc., with note durations expressed 

as Crotchets, Minims and so forth (Rhythm in Music Primer A 68, Matching Games Primer 

B 69).  

Book 1A might be commenced in Term 3 or 4 of learning and mapping to P Plate Piano 

Book 1 commences on page 22.  While directional intervallic reading is encouraged, hand 

positions continue predominantly anchored around C4 and C3 until page 32, while the G 

position is solidified from page 43. Materials are strongly diatonic and learners are 

mainly challenged to familiarise themselves only with the concept being learned at the 

time. The general tone is one of reassurance and strong teacher leadership with less 

emphasis on exploration and discovery on the pupil’s part.  

P Plate Piano Book 2 is introduced on page 27 of Bastien Book 1B which moves swiftly 

towards one of the Bastien hallmarks, block chord playing. Refreshingly, these are 

presented with considerable variety including broken and rhythmic patterns and between 

both hands. C, G and F majors plus C, G and A minors are covered by the book’s end. 

New Traditions Book 2A continues with a strong chordal emphasis, introducing chord 

inversions and intervals within a chordal context. Very mild syncopation and touches of 

blues and minor tonality are present. P Plate Piano Book 3 is introduced on page 30 and 

the final P Plate Piano piece to be mapped across is the duet Shortenin’ Bread 24-27 

which is teamed with Turkish March 71.  P Plate pieces from page 28 onwards can be 

used alongside Preliminary level exam repertoire materials after Bastien 2A has finished.  

This might be achieved in Terms 3 or 4 of Year 2.  

 

DISCOVERY LEARNING  

Of course AMEB Preliminary Grade can be reached sooner if the pupil advances on a 

narrower front with less understanding and knowledge. Undoubtedly that was the aim in 

former times when Preliminary was introduced as a stepping-stone to Grade 1. Piano 

lessons have become far broader in scope over the last twenty years as ideas from the 

US concerning general musicianship and creativity have permeated the Australian scene 

through large influential US publishing houses. 
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Undoubtedly putting P Plate with New Traditions provides a variety of contrasts in 

relation to musical style and discovery learning. It would be all too easy for teachers to 

lapse into show-and-tell teaching with only the New Traditions tutor at their disposal. 

With P Plate interpolations every few pages however the pupil is confronted with 

frequent challenges in activities that are related but from left field, encouraging 

questioning, discovery learning and self-reliance. Moreover teachers have the comfort of 

knowing that there will be no basic knowledge deficit if P Plate repertoire is omitted for a 

while and the pupil relies solely on New Traditions.  

 

PUPIL PROFILES 

Any choice of materials for beginners in the age-demographic “six and up” should be 

informed by the likely strengths of the pupil(s) concerned. Undoubtedly New Traditions is 

designed to be used alone, one book at a time, and for some pupils that could be a 

strong option.  

One such pupil profile might involve minimal home musical support, many leisure 

interests, average academic attainment in school and average motivation. However only 

one of those aspects has to change for the inclusion of P Plate piano to become a 

superior option. For example increased home musical support or high academic 

attainment or poor motivation or fewer leisure interests each tips the balance towards 

the need for a more motivational menu. A combination of P Plate Piano and New 

Traditions can reach out to a wider range of learners in quite surprising ways.  

 

MAPPING PRINCIPLES 

Each P Plate piece was mapped from a particular place in the New Traditions learning 

sequence. The following table illustrates this placement. 
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TABLE 1 

Placement Descriptor 

A. 

Simultaneous 

The P Plate Piece relates to the musical element or construct 

currently being learned  

B. Revision The P plate Piece relates to a previously learned musical element or 

construct 

C. Discovery The P Plate Piece relates to an upcoming musical element or 

construct not yet learned 

 

In terms of enhancing pupils’ skill and understanding, all mapping from New Traditions 

to P Plate Piano was undertaken with one of three principal objectives in mind. The 

following table illustrates these objectives. 

 

 TABLE 2 

Objective Descriptor 

A. 

Underpinning 

The P Plate Piece provides further work on a learned musical element 

or construct in similar contexts 

B. Transfer The P Plate Piece sets a learned musical element or construct in new 

contexts 

C. Extension The P Plate Piece broadens the learned musical element or construct 

and extends required skills 

 

MAPPING EXAMPLES 

The following examples illustrate the placement and objectives outlined above in Tables 

1 and 2. 
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New Traditions 1A Raindrops 22. P Plate 1 Sea Grotto 10.  

Placement A Simultaneous. Objective C Extension. 

Both pieces: 4/4. Middle C position. 

Raindrops encourages pupils to develop precision staccato using a picturesque narrative. 

Sea Grotto extends the concept of ‘short’ using an echo analogy and pedal. Pupils’ 

imagination is stretched to encapsulate listening and evaluation. There is fun in using the 

sustaining pedal. Very simple improvising is also included every two bars encouraging 

creativity and freedom of expression.  

 

New Traditions 1A Mountain Drums 29. P Plate 1 A Little Latin 12/13.  

Placement A Simultaneous. Objective B Transfer. 

Both pieces: 4/4 time. Mountain Drums LH C2/C3 position. 

Mountain Drums introduces use of Eb. A Little Latin transfers this concept to playing Bb 

and allows for some improvising. This can be as simple as repeating the material an 

octave higher, or rhythmitizing it using crotchets. Such work can engender a sense of 

ownership of the performance achievement 

 

New Traditions 1A Bumper Cars 53. P Plate 1 Little Waltz  22/23.  

Placement C Discovery. Objective C Extension. 

Bumper cars: 4/4 time. RH G4 position, LH G2 position. Little Waltz: ¾ time. Mid C 

position. 

Bumper Cars is a conventional G-position piece in 4/4 time. ¾ time is introduced at this 

point in Little Waltz and can be discovered by the pupil. It extends the pupils concept of 

pulse and time.  
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New Traditions 1A Take Me Out to the Ball Game 66/67. P Plate 1 March 28/29.  

Placement C Discovery. Objective C Extension. 

Take Me Out to the Ball Game: ¾ time, Middle C position + Bb. March: 4/4 time, LH C4 

/C3 positions, RH C5/G4 position. 24 bars improvisation.  

Take Me Out to the Ball Game revises ¾ time first discovered in P Plate Piano Little Waltz 

22/23). P Plate March allows for the discovery of composing at this point and extends 

concepts of minor, pitch placement and expression. Thus revision (3/4) and discovery 

(composing) can help avoid a show-and-tell approach permeating the teaching of New 

Traditions. 

 

New Traditions 1B Stormy Skies 45. P Plate 2 Aunty Flossie 14/15.  

Placement A Simultaneous. Objective A Underpinning. 

Stormy Skies: RH G4 & LH G2 minor positions. Aunty Flossie: G major. RH D4 position. 

LH mid C position. 

Stormy Skies forms part of a section developing quaver movement in various forms. It is 

a dramatic and expressive piece using strong imagery and narrative. P Plate Aunty 

Flossie lightens the mood but also challenges the pupil to underpin their quaver facility 

with a three-quaver upbeat while transposing the materials into various keys. Aunty 

Flossie emphases the importance of words and music in song that facilitate both the 

challenges referred to. The resulting mixture of expressive and calculated playing in 

these two pieces is a useful pairing for pupils to cultivate. 

 

New Traditions 1B Etudes in F 65. P Plate Piano 2 Ghostly Voices 28.  

Placement A Simultaneous. Objective B Transfer 

Etude in F: RH F4 & LH mid C positions. Ghostly Voices: D4/D3 minor position.  

Etudes in F form a very straightforward exposition of F major’s key signature and feel. 

Ghostly Voices flips the mood to D minor and explores new sonorities by suggesting a 

weight to release a few bass dampers creating many overtones. Pupils can have fun with  
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this creative device and begin to establish some connection between F major and D 

minor, transferring the feel and concept of major/minor. 

 

New Traditions 2A Half and Whole Steps 29. P Plate 2 Lydia’s Sandwich 36.  

Placement A Simultaneous Objective B Transfer. 

Half Steps and Whole Steps: RH C4 & LH C3 position with F#, C#, G#, Eb. Lydia’s 

Sandwich: Various hand positions, with Db, Ab, Bb, Ab. 

New Traditions’ Half Steps and Whole Steps are two explanatory exercises that are fairly 

ambiguous tonally, a departure from New Traditions’ strong tonal emphasis. P Plate 

Lydia’s Sandwich transfers this concept into new contexts involving harmonic as well as 

melodic intervals with strong resulting dissonances. Lydia’s Sandwich contains colourful 

imagery and narrative to enhance motivation. 

 

New Traditions 2A Major Scales 30. P Plate 3 Listen Please 18/19. 

Placement C Discovery and B Revision. Objective C Extension.  

Major Scales: C major, thumb under/hand over. Listen please: RH C4 & LH C3 positions, 

2+2 chords. 

While Major Scales introduces the pattern of steps and half steps that make up a major 

scale it also introduces the concept of thumb-under and hand-over. Listen Please allows 

pupils to discover how these sounds coalesce into four-note chords (2+2). This extends 

the triad concept introduced in Bastien 1B (C Chord Prelude p28). Revision of minor is 

facilitated by adding an unnotated Eb throughout. A challenging juxtaposition of new 

tonal and technical concepts is therefore encountered through both revision and 

discovery learning. This is probably one of the most complex educational constructs 

resulting from aligning P Plate Piano with New Traditions. 
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New Traditions 2A Bonfire 41. P Plate 3 It’s About Time 12/13.  

Placement A Simultaneous and B Revision.  Objective C Extension. 

Bonfire: LH Chords 1 and V7, RH C position. Its about time: LH various positions and 

clusters, RH C position, 3/4, 4/4, 5/4 times.  

Bonfire underpins LH 1 – V7 triadic usage in a wholly reassuring C major context.  It’s 

About Time extends that concept into non-traditional tonal clusters. This provides an 

edgy, exciting, yet related tonality for pupils to explore. In addition pupils revise their 

knowledge of different time signatures but on this occasion within one piece. They also 

extend their experience to 5/4. 

 

All P Plate Piano 3 beyond page 18 is available for usage with Preliminary Grade work 

and has not been mapped to New Traditions. P Plate ensemble pieces such as Wagon 

wheel (P Plate 3, 34-35) help to develop listening skills and empathetic playing with 

other musicians. 
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