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Dear Reader 
In today’s world, where so much is changing and information is so freely available, I 
just want to outline your rights and mine with regard  to this booklet, which is part of 
my home study course ‘Read & Play Music’. 

This is a legally binding agreement between you and myself (David Dempster). Please 
read it carefully. 

This is a multimedia home study course which contains lessons, audios, videos, and 
documents – all in digital format.  Unlike printed books and music where you own the 
physical book, the standard for digital works is to purchase a licence to use the media. 

You have purchased a Group User Licence. This means the course materials will be used 
only by members of your group, such as a choir, a school music class or a community 
study group. This licence is intended for a group of up to 20 members. If you have a 
larger group, please purchase multiple licences. 

Terms of Group User Licence 

 

Your group members may: 

 STUDY the course materials online. 

 DOWNLOAD the course materials 
and read them on their personal 
computers or other devices. 

 PRINT the course materials from 
downloaded files, up to one copy 
per group member, for their 
personal use. 

 

Your group members may not: 

 Resell, lend or give away your 
course login, any downloaded 
course files, or any printed course 
materials. 

 Print additional copies of the 
course materials. 

Thank you for respecting my intellectual property rights.     

David Dempster 
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LESSON 7: 

PLAY USING ALL YOUR FINGERS 

Up till now, you may have been playing everything with one finger. It’s time to 
move forward and play using all your fingers, like the professionals do. 

Actually, this is not just about using all your fingers (maybe you’re already doing 
that). It’s to do with making good choices about which fingers to use as you’re playing.  

This will make a huge difference in the ease and quality of your playing and your 
enjoyment of music-making.  

First, a short review to make sure you have a firm grasp of the 7 notes you’ve 
learned so far. 
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REVIEW 
SEE WHAT YOU CAN DO 

This is a review of what you learned in Lesson 5: Read and Play 7 Notes. 

Let’s make sure you can do all this well before you go on. 

STEP 1: CALL OUT THE NAMES of these notes (see answers below): 

 

STEP 2: READ AND PLAY the notes above, using the fingering shown. 

Answer to STEP 1: GBFD  EGDC  FAEG  B 
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Answer to STEP 2: If you’d like to check the accuracy of what you played, you can 
compare it to an audio recording: 

 
Click the blue box above, 

or find the audio on your Book 1 Course Materials page at 

www.dempstermusic.com 

How did that go? 

If you had any trouble with it, do a bit more work on the exercises of Lesson 5 or 
earlier. 

If you did fine, carry on. 
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MUSIC THEORY 
BUILD YOUR KNOWLEDGE 

The challenge of piano playing 

Many instruments do not involve moving your hands around at all. 

Take the trumpet, for example. When a little kid shows up for his first trumpet 
lesson, the teacher shows him how to hold the trumpet and how to place his 
fingers on the three valves (the buttons on the trumpet that are pushed down to 
play different notes). If he is still playing the trumpet 50 years later, his fingers 
will be in exactly the same position on the instrument as they were in his first 
lesson. There is a right way to place your fingers on the valves of the trumpet, 
and that is that. 

With the piano it’s very different. A full-sized piano has about 80 notes, some 
white and some black. If we had 80 fingers, we could simply place one finger on 
each note and then keep them there, just as a trumpet player does with the 3 
valves. But since we only have 10 fingers, that approach doesn’t work. 

Instead, a pianist develops the ability to move his hands around, moving to the 
right to play higher notes and moving to the left to play lower notes. With each 
note he plays, he can choose which finger to use. There is no rule saying which 
finger you have to use to play one of the notes in a piece of music. 
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An advanced pianist decides which fingers to use while he is reading and playing 
the music. He can do that even if he’s playing complex music at high speed that 
he has never seen before. 

For less advanced pianists, printed music is often marked with numbers 
suggesting which finger to use for a particular note. That helps the performer 
play the music more smoothly than he would if he fumbled around, not knowing 
which finger to use. 

And that is what we’re going to learn about now. 
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Numbering the fingers of the right hand 

For now, we’re going to take up the right hand. You’ll learn about the left hand 
when you do Book 2: Read and Play Simple Tunes with Two Hands.  

Keyboard players number the fingers of the right hand as shown below, so they 
can refer to them easily: 
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Fingering 

Numbers are printed above or below notes to indicate which finger the 
performer should use to play each note. This is called ‘fingering’. 

Definition: fingering is a system of numbers placed above or below notes 
in printed music to suggest which finger to use to play certain notes. 

Here’s an example of fingering:  

 

So the above fingering means play the first note with your right little finger, the 
2nd note with your thumb, the 3rd note with your ring finger, and the 4th note 
with your thumb. 
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Why fingering is useful 

Here’s a piece of music with no fingering marked: 

 

Try playing it now using your right thumb to play the first note, as shown below. 
You immediately get into trouble because the next note is lower, and you don’t 
have a finger available to play it. 

 
Starting with your right thumb, 

you have no finger available to play the 2nd note. 
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Now try playing using your ring finger (finger 4) to play note 1, as shown below. 
Then you play the next 3 notes with fingers 3, 4 and 5. That works fine so far. But 
then you’re in trouble! You have run out of fingers for playing the final note. 

 
Starting with your right ring finger, 

you have no finger available to play the 5th note. 

Now here is the same piece of music with correct fingering marked: 

 
Starting with your right index (pointer) finger, 

you have fingers available to play all the remaining notes. 

Play the above music now following the fingering shown under the notes. Start 
with your index (pointer) finger (2), then your thumb (1) and so on. 
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Didn’t that work better? You didn’t run out of fingers. 

That simple example shows the benefit of fingering. 

Fingering is marked on a lot of piano music. I’m going to write fingering on many 
of the exercises and tunes throughout this course. And if you browse through 
some piano music in your local music shop, you’ll see that a lot of it has fingering 
marked. 

If you take a little time now to learn how to use fingering, it will benefit you for 
the rest of your life as a musician. 

5-finger position 

Sometimes you find a piece of music, or part of a piece of music, that only 
involves playing 5 adjacent keys on your keyboard. One example is the tune you 
learned earlier: ‘Mary Had a Little Lamb’. Here it is again:  
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This tune only involves the following 5 adjacent keys: 

 
The 5 adjacent keys involved 

in playing ‘Mary Had a Little Lamb’. 

So you can play the whole tune without moving your hand around at all, if you 
start by resting the 5 fingers of your right hand on those 5 keys, like this: 

 
The 5-finger position 

for playing ‘Mary Had a Little Lamb’. 
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This is called a ‘5-finger position’. 

Definition: a 5-finger position is a position of the hand with the 5 fingers 
covering 5 adjacent keys. 

Here is the printed music with fingering showing you which finger to use for 
each note. Play this now. Start with your right middle finger. 

 

Good. You are playing this tune using a 5-finger position. 
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Reducing the clutter 

Fingering is very useful, as we’ve already seen, but it does add rather a lot of 
clutter, doesn’t it? That line of music above has 13 notes in it, and since there are 
13 fingering numbers we now have 26 things to read instead of 13. Before we can 
play each note, we have twice as much work to do: we have to read the note and 
read the fingering. 

Fortunately there is a solution that reduces the clutter. The solution is to mark a 
fingering where the performer (that’s you!) has to make a decision, and then 
omit all the fingering where it is obvious what he should do. 

In the above example, you have to decide what finger to use for the first note. 
But after that, you simply keep your hand in the same 5-finger position. So there 
are no more decisions to make, and no need to mark any more fingering. 

Here’s the music again, showing the fingering only at the point where you have 
to make a decision: 
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And here’s what that means: 

 

Doesn’t that look more elegant? Isn’t it easier to follow? 

What that fingering means is, ‘Play the first note with finger 3 (middle finger of 
your right hand), and then keep your hand in the 5-finger position for the rest of 
the tune.’ 

Do that now. Place your middle finger on the first key (E), and place your other 
fingers on the adjacent keys so your hand is in a 5-finger position. Now play the 
music, keeping your hand in that position. That means the second note is played 
with finger 2, the third note is played with your thumb, and so on. 
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Give it a try! 

The purpose of fingering is to make it easier to play a piece of music and to make 
the music sound better when you play it. 

At first you may find it more difficult. It’s a new thing to learn, and it’s one more 
thing to figure out while you’re reading and playing the music. 

But if you start using the fingering, you’ll soon discover that it makes your 
playing easier and smoother. And as you progress in your playing, it will allow 
you to develop speed. (We’re going to work at really speeding you up when you 
get to Book 3: Read and Play Tunes With Fascinating Rhythms.) 

Give it a try as you do the exercises below. 

Fingering is only a suggestion 

The fingering I’ve provided, and the fingering you’ll find when you buy published 
sheet music, is only a suggestion.  

You’ll probably find it mostly works well because it is provided by an 
experienced pianist. 

But in the end it’s only a suggestion. Adjust the fingering any time you want to. 
You are free to use any finger on any key. 
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PRACTICAL 
BUILD YOUR SKILL 

Here are some exercises to help you get used to applying fingering. 

Exercise 1: 

Get to know the finger numbers 

This will help you get used to which finger goes with which number. 

1   Position hand on keyboard 

1. PLACE your right hand on the keyboard, with your thumb resting on 
the note middle C, and your other fingers resting on D, E, F and G. This 
is a 5-finger position. 

  

Licensed to Washburn Academy



Read & Play Music – Book 1 Lesson 7: Play Using All Your Fingers 
 

 

 

Copyright © 2017 David Dempster. dempstermusic.com 
All rights reserved. 

Group User Licence 

17 

2   Read finger numbers and play  

1. READ the numbers shown below. As you read each number, PUSH 
DOWN the key under that finger to make a musical sound, and then 
RELEASE it. For example, when you read the number ‘1’, push down the 
key your thumb is resting on. When you read the number ‘3’, push 
down the key your middle finger is resting on. Start slowly!!! 

1 2 3 – 3 4 5 – 5 4 3 – 3 2 1 

1 3 1 – 2 4 2 – 3 5 3 – 2 4 2 

1 4 5 – 5 3 2 – 4 2 1 – 4 3 5 

2 1 4 – 3 1 2 – 4 2 3 – 4 1 5 

2. REPEAT until you can do it with no hesitation.  
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Exercise 2: 

Read and play with fingering  

1   Play  

1. PLAY each note with the finger indicated below it. The first note is 
fingered ‘1’, so you play it with your right thumb. 

For this exercise, you’ll find your right hand is in a 5-finger position. 

 

2. REPEAT until you can do it with no hesitation. 

It is well worth spending some time practising this simple exercise, 
starting slowly. You may find that some fingers are weaker than others. 
Work at making each finger push down its note with a definite, strong 
downward motion, so that all 5 notes sound equally loud. 
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Exercise 3: 

Read and play a different pattern with fingering 

1   Play 

1. PLAY each note with the finger indicated below it. The first note is 
fingered ‘5’, so you play it with your right little finger. 

 

2. REPEAT until you can do it with no hesitation. 
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Exercise 4: 

Read and play a longer pattern with fingering 

The same 5-finger position, going up and then back down. 

1   Play 

1. PLAY each note with the finger indicated below it. 

 

2. REPEAT until you can do it with no hesitation. 
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Exercise 5: 

A more complex pattern 

The same 5-finger position, but with the notes jumbled. Start slowly! 

1   Play 

1. PLAY each note with the finger indicated below it. The first note is 
fingered ‘1’, so you play it with your right thumb. 

 

2. REPEAT until you can do it with no hesitation. 

 

 

 

 

  

Licensed to Washburn Academy



Read & Play Music – Book 1 Lesson 7: Play Using All Your Fingers 
 

 

 

Copyright © 2017 David Dempster. dempstermusic.com 
All rights reserved. 

Group User Licence 

22 

Exercise 6: 

A different 5-finger position 

Here, your fingers still cover 5 adjacent keys, but they are not the same keys as in 
the previous exercise. This is a different 5-finger position. 

1   Play 

1. PLAY each note with the finger indicated below it. The first note is 
fingered ‘3’, so you play it with your right middle finger. 

 

2. REPEAT until you can do it with no hesitation. 
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Exercise 7: 

Stretch to the right 

Here’s your first exercise that breaks out of the 5-finger position. You’ll find you 
have to stretch to the right with your little finger. 

1   Play 

Make sure you play note 5 as an A, not a G. You have to stretch to the right to 
play it.  

1. PLAY each note with the finger indicated below it. The first note is 
fingered ‘1’, so you play it with your right thumb. 
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Remember what we learned about ‘reducing the clutter’? Let’s start 
applying that now. Here is that music again, showing fingering only at the 
points where you have to make a decision. Play this now: 

 

Here is what the above fingering means: 

o ‘1’: Start the tune with finger 1 (thumb). That establishes a 5-
finger position for playing the next 3 notes. 

o ‘5’: Stretch to the right to play the A with finger 5 (little finger). 
o ‘1’: Play the middle C with finger 1 (thumb). 
o ‘4’: You’re now back in the original 5-finger position for playing 

the last 2 notes. 

2. REPEAT until you can do it with no hesitation. 
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Exercise 8: 

Stretch to the left 

Now you’ll have to stretch to the left with your thumb on the 6th note. 

1   Play 

1. PLAY each note with the finger indicated below it. The first note is 
fingered ‘1’, so you play it with your right thumb. 

 

Here’s that same exercise printed with reduced clutter. Play this version 
now: 

 

2. REPEAT until you can do it with no hesitation while looking at the 
printed music and not at your hand. 
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Exercise 9: 

Scrunch together 

This one is the opposite. Instead of stretching your hand to make it bigger, you’ll 
need to scrunch your fingers together to play the 4th note. Then your hand 
moves into a new 5-finger position to play the rest of the notes. 

1   Play 

Here is the fingering with reduced clutter. 

1. PLAY each note with the finger indicated below it. 
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After starting with finger 1 (thumb) on the first note (middle C), you 
should have stayed in the 5-finger position and so played the next 2 notes 
with fingers 3 and 5. 

  

Then, while holding down G with your little finger, scrunch up your hand 
to play E with your thumb. As you play the next notes after that, your hand 
will move into a new 5-finger position (thumb on E, little finger on B). 

2. REPEAT until you can do it with no hesitation while looking at the 
printed music and not at your hand.  

Tune 1: 

A very old love song 

Let’s do an experiment so you can decide for yourself how useful it is to apply 
fingering. 

 I’m going to give you a tune without any fingering marked, and have 
you play it. 

 Then I’ll give you the same tune with fingering, and have you play that. 

 At that point, you decide for yourself how useful fingering is for you. 
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Here’s the tune. It’s a folk song, apparently written hundreds of years ago in 
Scotland. Play this now. 

 

The Water is Wide 

 

 

Now here it is again with fingering. Play this with the fingering shown. You’ll 
need to stretch to the right on note 2, and stretch to the left on the middle C. 
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Now I’m going to show you the same fingering with reduced clutter. Play this 
tune again looking at the music below. There are only 4 finger numbers marked. 
Do you see how those 4 numbers indicate what to do at the key points where you 
have to make a choice of which finger to use? Play this now: 

 

So, what’s the verdict? Does the use of fingering enhance your playing? 

Perhaps you were already managing to play without the fingering, because these 
examples were pretty simple. As you learn more and more notes, you’ll find that 
fingering becomes more and more useful. 

Chat with David: 

A milestone 

This stage in your journey – playing using all your fingers – 
is actually quite a milestone. 

You’ll find it opens the door to playing tunes smoothly so 
they start to sound really musical.   
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Tune 2: 

An American tune 

Another American tune, this one written by Stephen Foster, the ‘Father of 
American Music’. 

In this tune, you’ll have to scrunch your fingers together to play the E near the 
end. 

 

Camptown Races 

 

 

The next part of the tune includes some higher notes. You’ll learn those in Lesson 
10, and then you’ll be able to read and play the whole tune. 
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What’s next? 

Now that you’ve learned to play using all your fingers, there is one other skill 
that will help you succeed in reading and playing music. It’s the skill of playing 
without looking at your hand. 

When you play like that, your playing is much smoother, more musical, and more 
fun. 

Doesn’t it take years to learn to play without looking at your hand? Well, no. 
You’re going to do it in the very next lesson. 

Be sure to watch the video at the start of the next lesson. You will see how 
important this is. 

 
Click the green box above, 

or find Lesson 8 on your Book 1 Course Materials page at 

www.dempstermusic.com 
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