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“Fake It Till You Make It!”:  
Strategies and Tips for Piano Skills in the Classroom

by Dr. Molly Roseman

Introduction 
Feeling overwhelmed, rusty, or insecure with your piano skills?  Many possible factors 
may contribute to this.  Perhaps it has been a considerable time since you took group 
piano proficiency courses in undergraduate school.  In addition, piano classes may have 
been challenging, or you did not feel adequately prepared.  Regardless of the reason, the 
reality is that general and choral music educators will need to use the piano as a teaching 
tool in the classroom.  School budgets and resources are limited, and finding reliable 
accompanists can be impossible.  You may be called upon to accompany your choral 
ensemble or play open-score parts in a rehearsal.  Perhaps a voice student is preparing 
for the school musical or a solo for state contest, and your planned accompanist 

backs out.  Your school is holding an assembly that requires special music and you need to create a piano 
accompaniment for the occasion.  These scenarios can happen, and you need to be prepared for anything. Let’s 
consider strategies and tips on how to navigate these essential piano skills and how to “fake it till you make it.” 

Creating Accompaniments 
Creating accompaniments is a common necessity in the general music classroom and can greatly enhance the 
music-making experience for your students. Lead-sheet knowledge is a must since harmonization symbols are 
typically provided above a given melody and will be the harmonic guide to your accompaniment.  Many resort 
to playing blocked chords when harmonizing; however, it is more motivating for your class to hear an interesting 
accompaniment pattern as they sing along. Have a variety of “go-to” accompaniment styles in your tool bag that 
represent different genres such as rock/pop, Latin, ragtime/stride, country, boogie, and ballad to name a few.  
Two-handed accompaniments are technically the easiest to improvise, and the creative possibilities are endless.  
Explore the middle to lower half of the piano range when creating your accompaniment, which will give more 
dimension and interest to your sound.  Aim to play the right hand slightly below or within the same range as 
the melodic line; this will ensure that students with a less-experienced ear will not be distracted upon hearing 
pitches higher than their part.  If your class needs guidance with a melody, reinforce pitches in the right hand and 
improvise a left-hand accompaniment pattern underneath.  Whatever type of accompaniment you create, always 
keep it moving forward, especially when the vocal line becomes static.  Consider the text and general character of 
the melody when choosing an appropriate accompaniment style.  For example, the Scottish folk song, “The Water 
is Wide,” has a slow and expressive character.  A flowing “ballad” style nicely lends to the musical nature of the 
melody and aptly represents the “water” aspect of the text (Example 1). 

Example 1: The Water is Wide
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Example 1: The Water is Wide 

 

Faking Accompaniments 

Written accompaniments can be challenging.  Let’s face it: the pressure and anxiety to “play all the 
notes” can be daunting while serving in a supportive role for the soloist.  The good news is that you 
don’t need to play all the notes!  The secret is to reduce and pare down to facilitate technical ease.  Even 
advanced and experienced pianists make modifications with an especially difficult part.   

Musical theater accompaniments, which are essentially orchestral reductions adapted for piano, 
especially require necessary simplification.  A typical musical theater accompaniment involves 
complicated textures where the vocal part is commonly doubled in the top of the right hand with 
cumbersome chordal harmonies played within the hand.  The left-hand part can also be tricky since it 
replicates the orchestral bass line in addition to other moving parts.  Instead of struggling through these 
technically awkward feats, omit the vocal line in the top of the right-hand. Since the soloist is providing 
the vocal line, there is no need for the pianist to double the same part.  Follow the lead sheet 
harmonization symbols (if given above the piano part) and improvise a two-handed accompaniment in 
the general style and musical texture of the original score.  Resume playing the printed notes when it is 
more technically manageable.   

Piano accompaniments from the standard vocal literature can also be pared down for technical ease in 
some cases.  In Caldara’s “Alma del cor” from the Twenty-Four Italian Arias and Songs collection, the 
opening piano introduction is inundated with left-hand octaves and thick, awkward chords in the right 
hand (Example 2).  Opt for single bass notes in the left hand and omit the lowest right-hand chordal 
tones (Example 3).  If ornamentation gets in your way, leave it out to maintain fluidity and ease.   
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Written accompaniments can be challenging.  Let’s face it: the pressure and anxiety to “play all the notes” can 
be daunting while serving in a supportive role for the soloist.  The good news is that you don’t need to play all 
the notes!  The secret is to reduce and pare down to facilitate technical ease.  Even advanced and experienced 
pianists make modifications with an especially difficult part.   

Musical theater accompaniments, which are essentially orchestral reductions adapted for piano, especially 
require necessary simplification.  A typical musical theater accompaniment involves complicated textures where 
the vocal part is commonly doubled in the top of the right hand with cumbersome chordal harmonies played 
within the hand.  The left-hand part can also be tricky since it replicates the orchestral bass line in addition to 
other moving parts.  Instead of struggling through these technically awkward feats, omit the vocal line in the top 
of the right-hand. Since the soloist is providing the vocal line, there is no need for the pianist to double the same 
part.  Follow the lead sheet harmonization symbols (if given above the piano part) and improvise a two-handed 
accompaniment in the general style and musical texture of the original score.  Resume playing the printed notes 
when it is more technically manageable.   

Piano accompaniments from the standard vocal literature can also be pared down for technical ease in some 
cases.  In Caldara’s “Alma del cor” from the Twenty-Four Italian Arias and Songs collection, the opening piano 
introduction is inundated with left-hand octaves and thick, awkward chords in the right hand (Example 2).  Opt 
for single bass notes in the left hand and omit the lowest right-hand chordal tones (Example 3).  If ornamentation 
gets in your way, leave it out to maintain fluidity and ease.   

Example 2: Original version of “Alma del cor” by Caldara

 
Example 3: Modified version of “Alma del cor”
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Example 2: Original version of “Alma del cor” by Caldara 

 

 

Example 3: Modified version of “Alma del cor” 

 

Strategies for Open-Score 

Playing open-score in rehearsal is essential for choral educators.  This can be tricky for the non-pianist, 
but with careful preparation and a few technical tricks, this challenge can become more manageable.   

Analysis of the score is the first important step before you begin to play. Study the harmonic outline and 
label with lead-sheet symbols.  If you know the harmony starts in G major and goes to D/F#, this will be 
helpful when melding parts together, especially if you lose technical control and must “fake” at a 
moment's notice (Example 5). 

Next, visually “map” the contour of the parts in the score to understand the overall relationship and 
movement (Example 4).  What parts move in similar motion, contrary motion, or remain static?  What is 
the intervallic span between the parts? Are there any unisons or voice crossings?   
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Strategies for Open-Score 

Playing open-score in rehearsal is essential for choral educators.  This can be tricky for the non-pianist, but with 
careful preparation and a few technical tricks, this challenge can become more manageable.   

Analysis of the score is the first important step before you begin to play. Study the harmonic outline and label 
with lead-sheet symbols.  If you know the harmony starts in G major and goes to D/F#, this will be helpful when 
melding parts together, especially if you lose technical control and must “fake” at a moment’s notice (Example 5). 

Next, visually “map” the contour of the parts in the score to understand the overall relationship and movement 
(Example 4).  What parts move in similar motion, contrary motion, or remain static?  What is the intervallic span 
between the parts? Are there any unisons or voice crossings?   

The next step is to learn the tactile feel of the score without looking at the hands.  Practice parts in different 
combinations by starting small and then building gradually.  Designate where parts need to be redistributed 
in the other hand and mark accordingly.  The tenor part is commonly redistributed in the right hand when it 
exceeds an octave from the bass. The right hand will need to be flexible and adapt accordingly based on the 
movement of the tenor part.  

Example 4: Excerpt from Purcell’s “Hush, No More,” from The Fairy Queen

Example 5: Excerpt from Haydn’s “Et Resurrexit,” from Paukenmesse
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Biography

Dr. Molly Roseman, whose playing has been described as “authoritative and artistic”, is a versatile performer 
taking on active roles as a soloist, chamber musician, and collaborative pianist.  Her performances have taken 
her across the state, regional, and national venues.  She has been a soloist with various regional orchestras 
including the Central Wisconsin Symphony Orchestra and the Wisconsin Chamber Orchestra. In addition, she 
has performed numerous times on Wisconsin Public Radio.  Other appearances include the International 
Saxophone Symposium, the National Flute Association Conventions, and flute festivals in Wisconsin and 
Florida.  Her interests include French piano music where she has studied with the distinguished Debussy/Ravel 
scholar, Paul Roberts of the Guildhall School of Music and Drama of London.  She holds degrees from Florida 
State University, the Eastman School of Music, and the University of Missouri-Kansas City Conservatory of 
Music.  She is Professor of Piano at the University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point.

When it is time to execute and play in rehearsal, here are some tips to keep in mind, especially when you have to 
“fake it”: 

• Aim for the “big” picture rather than perfection 

• No matter what, always keep pulse and rhythm steady and keep it moving 

• Prioritize important entries or parts that need the most help  

• Rely on harmonic labels from your prep and improvise until you are back on track 

• Play out so parts can be heard clearly  

• Use pedal where fingers and hands cannot connect

• Strive for a good sound. Avoid pounding - relax shoulders, arms, wrists; and breathe! 

Conclusion 

I encourage general and choral music educators to not fear the piano in the classroom.  Go outside your comfort 
zone and do not be afraid to experiment.  Make a commitment to expand and improve your skills by sight-
reading a small amount each day at the piano whether it be open-score, lead sheet, written accompaniments, 
or learning a new and exciting accompaniment style.  Be patient with the process - your confidence at the 
piano will gradually improve with time, and most importantly, your students will greatly benefit as a result.   
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