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What students are saying about this course 

‘I’m surprised at how fast this is going. I finished Book 1 in a weekend, and now 

on Book 2 I’m already learning to play with two hands.’ - Don 

‘Book 2 of David’s course opened up a whole new world for me. I’m surprised at 
how simple it is to play with two hands. Now I can sing and accompany myself by 

playing the piano. I’ve always wanted to do that.’ – Grace 

‘Starting to play piano with both hands really put everything together for me. It’s 
so much easier than I expected. Now I feel I’m really playing the piano!’ – Jerry 

‘I’ve always wanted to learn about music and never knew how simple it could 

really be, until I was introduced to Mr. David Dempster’s course. His form of 
writing makes things easy. Now I can do it.’ - Lisa 
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‘This is great. It is all explained so clearly.’ – Gwen 

‘There is such a freedom in being able to see the notes on the page and know 

what they mean and know where to find them on the piano.’ – Mary 

‘I’m learning to read piano music for two hands, and something just clicked. I was 
in mystery about it, and now it is suddenly easy.’ – Kathy 

‘What I love about the course is that there are many exercises to play on the 

piano. Because they are short, I can learn them quickly and easily and get the 

point in a few minutes.’ – Grace  

‘I’m actually reading the music!’ – Don 

‘I had this exercise to do, and I just aced it! You make it seem easy.’ – Barbara 

‘Each exercise is a challenge, but not too much. At the end of this study session, I 
was able to read a tune easily and play it.’ – Melanie 
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LESSON 1: 

READ AND PLAY AN INTERESTING 

RHYTHM IN 15 MINUTES!! 

You are starting Book 3 of my home study course, Read 

& Play Music. You should complete Books 1 and 2 before 

studying this book. 

When you started Book 1: Begin to Read and Play Simple Tunes, you learned to 

read and play your first tune in about 15 minutes. Maybe it took a bit less than 15 

minutes or a bit more, but in any case you got off to a fast start learning to read 

and play a tune with one hand. 

When you did Book 2: Read and Play Simple Tunes with Two Hands, you quickly 

learned to read and play a simple tune with two hands. 

The idea was to show you right at the start that it’s not all that difficult. 
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We’re going to do something similar now, quickly learning to read and play a new 

rhythm.  

Definition: rhythm is a pattern of sounds repeating over time. 

Many different rhythms can be created by mixing, in various combinations: 

● short and long sounds 

● strong and weak sounds 

● sounds and silences 

Different rhythms create a different effect on the listener, making him feel sad, 

happy, jittery, relaxed, energetic, and so on.  

In about 15 minutes from now, I’m going to show you a simple piece of printed 
music that uses a rhythm you haven’t seen before, and you’re going to read and 
play it. 

Rhythm is such an important part of music! This whole book, Book 3: Read and 

Play Tunes with Fascinating Rhythms, is about the different rhythms you’ll 
encounter as you explore the world of music.  

Of course, you won’t just be reading about these rhythms. You’ll be creating them 

for yourself. By the end of Book 3, you will have taken a great step forward in 

your progress as a musician. 
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Before you start . . . 

Make a note of the time so you’ll be able to boast about how fast you learned to 

read and play your first tune with a new rhythm. 

 

  

Start time: ________ 

Ready, steady, go! 

 

 

Looking inside the beat 

Imagine you’re sitting at the side of a railway line watching a train go by. There 
are 3 railway carriages, all the same size. The train is going at a moderate speed, 

and each carriage takes one second to go past the point where you’re sitting. 

 

I want you to tap on something to indicate the arrival of the front of each 

carriage. You should be making 3 taps, with one second between taps, like this: 

Read and Play Music                       Book 3         Lesson 1:                     Read and Play an Interesting Rhythm in 15 Minutes

Copyright (c) 2018   David Dempster                                                                                              dempstermusic.com 
All rights reserved.

8



TAP – wait a second – TAP – wait a second – TAP 

Do that now. 
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OK, let’s say it’s really a toy train, and you can take the roof off each carriage and 
look inside. (Or perhaps it’s a real train and you’re Godzilla.) After taking off the 

roofs, you see that each carriage is made up of two compartments of equal size, 

separated by dividing walls. 

 

Now I want you to tap for the arrival of the front of each carriage, just as you did 

before, but also make a lighter tap for the arrival of each dividing wall. The lighter 

taps should be halfway between the main taps. Like this: 

TAP – tap – TAP – tap – TAP – tap 

The main TAPs should still be one second apart, but there are lighter taps 

between them. 

The result is you end up with 6 taps regularly spaced, meaning they have equal 

time gaps between them. The whole thing takes 3 seconds, because we still have 

3 railway carriages passing. 
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How this is shown in printed music 

I expect you’ve guessed I’m using the railway carriages to illustrate something to 

do with music! 

The 3 carriages represent the 3 quarter notes in a 3/4 measure. Here, the beats 

occur on each quarter note: 

 

Quarter notes (British name: crotchets) in a 3/4 measure. 

When we added the in-between taps (represented by the dividing walls of the 

carriages) we split each quarter note into a pair of smaller notes. Not surprisingly, 

these are called ‘8th notes’ since each 8th note is half the duration of a quarter 
note. And here is what they look like: 

 

8th notes (British name: quavers) in a 3/4 measure. 
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Definition: an 8th note (British name: quaver) is a note that is half as long 

as a quarter note. When the quarter note represents 1 beat, the 8th note is 

half a beat. 

When a pair of 8th notes occur together, they are usually connected by a beam, 

like this: 

 

Pairs of 8th notes in a 3/4 measure. 

Counting 8th notes aloud 

Recap: Back in Book 1, we learned to count aloud the beats. Play the music below 

while counting aloud ‘1 2 3’ 

 

The purpose of counting aloud as you play is to help you play with steady timing. 
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Now that we’ve started playing 8th notes, it would be good to have a way of 
counting them. Again, the purpose is to help in playing with accurate timing. 

Fortunately, there is a method of counting 8th notes that is in broad use by 

musicians: 

 

You count the beats ‘1 2 3’ as usual, but you also say ‘and’ for the 8th notes 
between the beats. (The symbol ‘&’ is spoken as ‘and’.) 

Try that now: Play the music above while counting aloud ‘1 and 2 and 3 and’. 

The location of the beam in an 8th-note pair 

The beam is usually at the top when the notes are near the bottom, and the beam 

is usually at the bottom when the notes are near the top: 
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 Location of the beam in an 8th-note pair. 

Exercise 1: 

Read and play 8th-note pairs 

Now you know what an 8th-note pair looks like, let’s get some practice in reading 
and playing them. 

Tip: It’s important to count aloud, to help your accuracy as you take your first 
baby steps in reading and playing 8th notes.  

We’re going to start with some quarter notes and then divide them to create 8th 

notes. 

1. Tap quarter notes while counting aloud. Tap out the timing of the music 

below, by tapping on something like a table. Each quarter note is one beat. 

Allow about one second for each quarter-note beat. Count aloud the beats ‘1 2 
3’ as you tap. 
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2. Play quarter notes while counting aloud. Now play the music below on your 

keyboard while counting the beats aloud. 

 

3. Tap 8th notes while counting aloud. Tap out the timing of the music below, by 

tapping on the table. Keep the beat going unchanged, and fit the extra notes in 

between the beats. Count aloud ‘1 and 2 and 3 and’ as shown: 
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4. Play 8th notes while counting aloud. Now play the music below on your 

keyboard, while counting aloud: 
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5. Back and forth. Go back and forth, playing both of the pieces of music below: 

first 3 quarter notes, then six 8th notes, then back to 3 quarter notes and so 

on. Both pieces of music should take the same time, about 3 seconds. Count ‘1 
and 2 and 3 and’ on both pieces of music. 

 

6. Play loud and soft. If your keyboard allows it, try playing the first 8th note of 

each pair a bit louder and the second 8th note softer. Listen to the effect that 

creates: 
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7. Repeat. Repeat this exercise, playing quarter notes and then 8th notes, until 

you hear that the six 8th notes are taking exactly the same amount of time as 

the 3 quarter notes. 
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Exercise 2: 

Read and play 8th notes mixed with quarter 

notes 

1. Play quarter notes while counting aloud. Play the music below, allowing about 

one second for each quarter note. Count aloud as shown below: 
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2. Play mixed notes while counting aloud. Now we’re going to divide one of the 
quarter notes into two 8th notes. Make sure to keep counting regularly ‘1 and 
2 and 3 and’. You don’t take extra time for the pair of 8th notes. Play and 

count this now: 

 

3. Back and forth. Go back and forth, playing both pieces of music below: 

 

Repeat that until you’re doing it easily. 
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4. Loud and soft. If your keyboard allows it, try playing the quarter-note beats a 

bit louder, and the 8th note that is in between the beats softer. Like this: 

 

If you want, you can check your playing by listening to this recording:  

 

Click the blue box above, 

or find the audio in your Book 3 Course Materials Page at 

www.dempstermusic.com 
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Click the blue box above,^fix image and recording 

or find the audio in your Book 3 Course Materials Page at 

www.dempstermusic.com 

Exercise 3: 

Read and play 8th and quarter notes, 2 

measures 

1. Play quarter notes while counting aloud. Play the music below, allowing about 

one second for each quarter note. Count aloud as shown below: 

 

2. Play mixed notes. Play the music below, counting aloud as shown: 
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3. Back and forth. Go back and forth between the two pieces of music below 

until you hear the same quarter-note beat pulsing throughout: 

 

Exercise 4: 

Read and play mixed 8th and quarter notes 

Now we’re going to omit the step of playing just quarter notes, and dive straight 
into playing music that includes 8th notes. But any time you need to check your 

timing while playing 8th notes, you can play some quarter notes to re-establish 

the basic pulsing beat. Going back and forth between playing quarter-note beats 

and playing 8th notes helps you keep a regular beat. 

Play the music below. Notice that the two measures are not the same! 
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Exercise 5: 

Read and play 8th notes, different pitches 

This one is in 4/4 time. 

If you need to, start by playing 4 quarter notes to establish the beat. 

 

Exercise 6: 

Read and play 8th notes, hand spread out 

Things are heating up a bit now! 

Start slowly! If you make mistakes, slow down more. If you can make it a habit 

of slowing down whenever you make mistakes, you will make much faster 

progress. 
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If you need to, play a series of quarter notes to establish a steady beat, and then 

play the above music again. 

 

  

Exercise 7: 

Read and play 8th notes and quarter notes 

One more and then I’ll give you the tune to play. 
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Tune 1: 

Your first tune with 8th notes 

Anytime you need to re-establish the beat, tap out some measures of 4 quarter 

notes. 

Start slowly. And have fun! 

 

When that is going well, play it without counting aloud: 

 

Wow! You just read a tune with a new rhythm and played it as you were reading 

it! Did you recognize it as the best-known Australian song, ‘Waltzing Matilda’? 
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That was just the start of the tune. You can play the whole tune in the Book  3 

Tune Album, found at the end of your Book 3 Course Materials page. 

I realize this was a pretty simple tune, and the rhythm was not all that complex. 

As you work through this book, you’ll learn about more complex rhythms and 

discover the richness they add to your music. 

This will take a bit of work but it will be a major step in developing yourself as a 

musician. And of course you’ll have fun and satisfaction along the way. 

Check your time 

Check your clock. How long did it take you to learn to read and play your first tune 

with 8th notes? 

 

End time: ________ 

Time taken to read and play your first tune:  __________ 

 

Well done! Even if it took you a bit more than 15 minutes, you did it! You got off 

to a good start in learning to read and play interesting rhythms. 

You’re on a roll. Carry on! 

 

David Dempster 
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Lifelong musician, teacher and music lover. 

 

 

Read and Play Music                       Book 3         Lesson 1:                    Read and Play an Interesting Rhythm in 15 Minutes

Copyright (c) 2018   David Dempster                                                                                              dempstermusic.com 
All rights reserved.
28



About the Author 

’There has been a decline in music-making. 

The days of singing around the piano are 

virtually gone, replaced by television, 

video games and the internet. This has 

been made worse by huge cuts in the 

funding of music education. A whole 

generation is being denied the rich 

experience of making music. 

I want to open up the world of music-

making to anyone who wants it.’ 

- David Dempster 

Dempster Music™ was created by David Dempster. This unique method of 

learning embodies David’s strengths in music, teaching and storytelling. The result 
is a method that teaches the real fundamentals of music while taking the student 

on a lively and entertaining journey of discovery. 

David lives and breathes music. Spend some time with David and you will likely 

hear him humming a tune or burst out singing a bit of a symphony. 

When he was four years old, David learned to read music while taking piano 

lessons from Mr Ingram in Perth, Scotland. Because he learned to read music 

fluently, it was easy for David to go on to play other instruments, and conduct 

choirs, orchestras and opera. He has experienced a lifetime of music-making. 

David gets a thrill when he hears from his students who are now playing and 

singing music instead of just listening to it. 
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David leads a colourful life as musician, choir director, writer, storyteller, 

mathematician, mountaineer and world traveller. 
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