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Hear it. Sing it. Number it. Play it. Move it.
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1
Chapter 1

Your Ears Already Know More
Than You Think
You have been learning music your whole life. Every song you can hum, every hymn you

can sing along with, every tune stuck in your head. Your ears saved all of it.

Playing by ear means getting what is in your ears out through your hands. This book

shows you how, one small step at a time.

Every song is built on seven numbers.

Musicians all over the world use numbers to talk about music. When a band leader says

"go to the 4," every player knows what to do, in any key. You are going to learn to hear

those numbers.

The Ear Loop
Every lesson in this book uses the same five steps. We call it the Ear Loop.

1 Find home. Every song has a home note. We call it 1.

2 Sing it. If you can sing it, you can find it.

3 Number it. Count up from home to name each note.

4 Play it. Find those numbers on the piano.

5 Move it. Play the same numbers starting from a new home.
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Notice that singing comes before playing. That is on purpose. Your voice is the bridge

between your ears and your hands. You don't need a great voice. Humming counts.

Whispering counts.

How to use this book
Each chapter has ideas to read, things to try at the piano, songs to figure out, and online

tools to practice with. Go slow. Do a little every day. Ten minutes a day beats one hour a

week.

Practice online: Hear the 7 numbers. Find it in this chapter at
thehousethatrocks.com/learn/piano/playing-by-ear/playing-by-ear-book-1

Before you move on
[   ]  I know what playing by ear means.

[   ]  I can name the five steps of the Ear Loop.

[   ]  I hummed a song I know today.
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2
Chapter 2

Finding Home: The 1
Think about the end of a song. The last note feels finished, like walking in your front door.

That feeling is home. Musicians call the home note 1.

In this book we start in the key of C. That means home is C.

C

1
D

2
E

3
F

4
G

5
A

6
B

7
C

1

Key of C

Find C on the piano
Look at the black keys. They come in groups of two and groups of three. C is the white key

just to the left of every group of two. There are many Cs on the piano, and they are all

home. The one near the middle is called middle C.

Try it at the piano. Play middle C. Hold it. Now hum it and match the sound. Play it

again to check. Do this five times.

Hearing home
Most songs end on 1. So a quick way to hear home is to sing the last note of a song you

know.
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Try it at the piano. Sing "Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star" and stop on the very last note.

Hold it. That is home. Now find the key on the piano that matches your voice. If it isn't

C, that's fine. You may be singing in a different key. Whatever note matches is your 1

for now.

Practice online: Home or Not Home?. Find it in this chapter at
thehousethatrocks.com/learn/piano/playing-by-ear/playing-by-ear-book-1

Teacher tip. Play short tunes and stop on different notes. Ask, "Does that sound finished?"
Students who can't name a single note can still feel home. That feeling is the foundation for
everything in this book.

Before you move on
[   ]  I can find every C on the piano.

[   ]  I can sing a note and match it on the piano.

[   ]  I can tell when a tune ends on home.
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3
Chapter 3

Little Steps: 1, 2, 3
Now we add the next two numbers. In the key of C, 2 is D and 3 is E.

C

1
D

2
E

3
F

4
G

5
A

6
B

7
C

1

Key of C

Put your right-hand thumb on C. Your second finger lands on D and your third finger lands

on E. Finger numbers and note numbers match. That makes life easy.

Up, down, or same
Every new note does one of three things. It goes up, it goes down, or it stays the same.

Hearing that is the first real ear skill.

Try it at the piano. Play 1 2 3 slowly and sing along: "one, two, three." Then 3 2 1.

Then mix them up: 1 3 2 1. Sing the numbers out loud every time.
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Hot Cross Buns
Key of C. Home (1) is C.

3 2 1

3 2 1

1 1 1 1 2 2 2 2

3 2 1

Practice online: Find the Number (numbers 1 to 3). Find it in this chapter at
thehousethatrocks.com/learn/piano/playing-by-ear/playing-by-ear-book-1

Practice online: Echo Me (3 notes, numbers 1 to 3). Find it in this chapter at
thehousethatrocks.com/learn/piano/playing-by-ear/playing-by-ear-book-1

Teacher tip. Have students sing number names instead of words. "Three, two, one." It feels
silly at first. It is also the fastest way to connect a sound to its name.

Before you move on
[   ]  I can play and sing 1, 2, 3 in the key of C.

[   ]  I can hear if a note goes up, down, or stays the same.

[   ]  I can play Hot Cross Buns without looking at the numbers.
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4
Chapter 4

Five Fingers, Five Numbers: 1 to 5
Add 4 and 5. In the key of C, 4 is F and 5 is G. Now each finger of your right hand sits on

its own number. This is called five-finger position.

C

1
D

2
E

3
F

4
G

5
A

6
B

7
C

1

Key of C

The 5 is a special number. After home, it is the strongest note in the key. Lots of melodies

start on 5, and lots of melodies jump between 1 and 5.

Try it at the piano. Sing 1 2 3 4 5 and back down to 1. Then jump: sing 1, then 5,

then 1. Find each jump on the piano.
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Mary Had a Little Lamb
Key of C. Home (1) is C.

3 2 1 2 3 3 3

2 2 2 3 5 5

3 2 1 2 3 3 3

3 2 2 3 2 1

Ode to Joy
Key of C. Home (1) is C.

3 3 4 5 5 4 3 2

1 1 2 3 3 2 2

3 3 4 5 5 4 3 2

1 1 2 3 2 1 1

Practice online: Echo Me (4 notes, numbers 1 to 5). Find it in this chapter at
thehousethatrocks.com/learn/piano/playing-by-ear/playing-by-ear-book-1

Practice online: Find the Number (numbers 1 to 5). Find it in this chapter at
thehousethatrocks.com/learn/piano/playing-by-ear/playing-by-ear-book-1

Teacher tip. Small steps are next door. Jumps skip over keys. Ask students, "Was that a step
or a jump?" before asking "Which number?" Breaking the question in two makes it much
easier.
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Before you move on
[   ]  I can play 1 to 5 in five-finger position.

[   ]  I can tell a step from a jump.

[   ]  I can play Mary Had a Little Lamb and Ode to Joy.
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5
Chapter 5

Your First Song by Ear
Time for the real thing. You are going to figure out a whole song with nobody showing you

the notes.

How to figure out any melody

1 Find home. Sing the last note of the song. Find it on the piano. That is 1.

2
Find the first note. Sing it, then slide your voice down to home. Count the notes
you pass through.

3 Up, down, or same? Ask this for every new note.

4 Step or jump? Steps are next door. Jumps skip over keys.

5
Check it. Play what you found and sing along. If a note sounds wrong, it is
usually just one key off. Try the key next door.

Don't worry about rhythm. You already know how the song goes. Your ears will handle the

timing.

Try it before you look.



The House That Rocks  |  Playing By Ear, Book 1 13

When the Saints Go Marching In
Key of C. Home (1) is C. Fill in each circle with the number you hear.

Answers are in the back of the book.

Practice online: Echo Me (song lines). Find it in this chapter at
thehousethatrocks.com/learn/piano/playing-by-ear/playing-by-ear-book-1

Try it at the piano. Once you can play it, sing it with the words while you play. That is

how you know it lives in your ears, not just your fingers.

Before you move on
[   ]  I followed the five steps to find a melody.

[   ]  I figured out at least one line of When the Saints by myself.

[   ]  I can play the whole song and sing along.
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6
Chapter 6

The Whole Family: 6, 7, and High 1
Two more numbers complete the family. In the key of C, 6 is A and 7 is B. After 7 comes C

again. We call that high 1.

C

1
D

2
E

3
F

4
G

5
A

6
B

7
C

1

Key of C

The 7 wants to go home
Play 7 and stop. It feels unfinished, like a question. Now play high 1. Ahh. That pull from 7

to 1 is one of the strongest sounds in music. Once you hear it, you will hear it everywhere.

Try it at the piano. Play 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 and stop. Wait three seconds. Then play high 1.

Notice how much your ears wanted it.

High and low numbers
The numbers repeat all the way up and down the piano. A dot above a number means the

higher one. A dot below a number means the lower one. So the G just below middle C is

low 5.
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G

5
A

6
B

7
C
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B

7
C

1

Key of C

Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star
Key of C. Home (1) is C.

1 1 5 5 6 6 5

4 4 3 3 2 2 1

5 5 4 4 3 3 2

5 5 4 4 3 3 2

1 1 5 5 6 6 5

4 4 3 3 2 2 1

Amazing Grace (first two lines)
Key of C. Home (1) is C.

5 1 3 1 3 2 1 6 5

5 1 3 1 3 2 5

Practice online: Find the Number (all the numbers). Find it in this chapter at
thehousethatrocks.com/learn/piano/playing-by-ear/playing-by-ear-book-1
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Teacher tip. Amazing Grace starts below home. Ask, "Is the first note higher or lower than
home?" Most students guess higher. Finding the low 5 is a great lightbulb moment.

Before you move on
[   ]  I can find all seven numbers in the key of C.

[   ]  I can hear the pull from 7 to 1.

[   ]  I can play notes below home, like low 5 and low 6.
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7
Chapter 7

Your First Chords: 1 and 5
A chord is three or more notes played together. If the melody is the person singing, the

chords are the floor they stand on.

How to build a chord
Start on a number. Skip one. Play the next. Skip one. Play the next. That's it.

The 1 chord is 1, 3, and 5. In the key of C, that is C, E, and G. It is called a C chord.

C

1
D E

3
F G

5
A B C

The 1 chord in C: C

The 5 chord is 5, 7, and 2. In the key of C, that is G, B, and D. It is called a G chord.

C D E F G

5
A B

7
C D

2
E

The 5 chord in C: G
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Home and away
The 1 chord sounds at rest. The 5 chord sounds like it is waiting to go home. That pull is

what you listen for.

Try it at the piano. Play the 1 chord, then the 5 chord, then the 1 chord. Sing "home...

away... home" as you play.

Here's a shortcut for your left hand. You don't need all three notes. Just play the number

itself, the bottom note. That is what bass players do.

Mary Had a Little Lamb
Key of C. Home (1) is C.

3 2 1 2 3 3 3

Left hand chords: 1 (C) 1 (C)

2 2 2 3 5 5

Left hand chords: 5 (G) 1 (C)

3 2 1 2 3 3 3

Left hand chords: 1 (C) 1 (C)

3 2 2 3 2 1

Left hand chords: 5 (G) 1 (C)

Practice online: Name That Chord (chords 1, 5). Find it in this chapter at
thehousethatrocks.com/learn/piano/playing-by-ear/playing-by-ear-book-1

Before you move on
[   ]  I can build a chord by skipping notes.

[   ]  I can play the 1 chord and the 5 chord in C.

[   ]  I can hear the difference between home and away.
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8
Chapter 8

The Three Big Chords: 1, 4, and 5
The 4 chord is 4, 6, and high 1. In the key of C, that is F, A, and C. It is called an F chord.

C D E F

4
G A

6
B C

1

The 4 chord in C: F

With 1, 4, and 5 you can play thousands of
songs.

Hymns, gospel, rock, country, folk, and kids' songs all lean on these three chords. Learn to

hear them, and a huge amount of music opens up to you.

What does 4 sound like?
If 1 is home, 4 is stepping out onto the front porch. It feels open and lifting, and it often

shows up on big, happy words. The 5 is different. It leans back toward home.
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When the Saints Go Marching In
Key of C, 4 beats in each box

1
C

1
C

1
C

1
C

1
C

1
C

5
G

5
G

1
C

1
C

4
F

4
F

1
C

5
G

1
C

1
C

Amazing Grace
Key of C, 3 beats in each box

1
C

1
C

4
F

1
C

1
C

1
C

5
G

5
G

1
C

1
C

4
F

1
C

1
C

5
G

1
C

1
C

Each number is one bar. Count the beats and change chords on the first beat of each bar.

Try it at the piano. Play the Amazing Grace chords with your left hand. Now sing the

melody over them. Then try playing the melody with your right hand at the same time.

Practice online: Name That Chord (chords 1, 4, 5). Find it in this chapter at
thehousethatrocks.com/learn/piano/playing-by-ear/playing-by-ear-book-1

Practice online: Number Chords. Find it in this chapter at
thehousethatrocks.com/learn/piano/playing-by-ear/playing-by-ear-book-1

Before you move on
[   ]  I can play the 1, 4, and 5 chords in C.

[   ]  I can hear whether a chord is 1, 4, or 5.

[   ]  I can play the chords to Amazing Grace and sing along.
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9
Chapter 9

The 6 Chord: Your First Minor
Chord
The 6 chord is 6, high 1, and high 3. In the key of C, that is A, C, and E. It is called A

minor, written Am.

C D E F G A

6
B C

1
D E

3

The 6 chord in C: Am

The 1, 4, and 5 chords are major chords. They sound bright. The 6 chord is a minor chord.

It sounds softer and more thoughtful. Both are beautiful. Great songs use both.

Four chords, endless songs
Put 1, 5, 6, and 4 in a row and you get one of the most used chord patterns in modern

music. You will hear it in worship songs, pop songs, and movie music. Here are four

patterns to learn:

The worship and pop pattern
Key of C, 4 beats in each box

1
C

5
G

6
Am

4
F

1
C

5
G

6
Am

4
F
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A gentle pattern
Key of C, 4 beats in each box

1
C

4
F

6
Am

5
G

1
C

4
F

6
Am

5
G

Starting on minor
Key of C, 4 beats in each box

6
Am

4
F

1
C

5
G

6
Am

4
F

1
C

5
G

The old-school pattern
Key of C, 4 beats in each box

1
C

6
Am

4
F

5
G

1
C

6
Am

4
F

5
G

Try it at the piano. Play 1 5 6 4 over and over with your left hand. Hum anything you

want on top. You just wrote your first song.

Practice online: Name That Chord (chords 1, 4, 5, 6). Find it in this chapter at
thehousethatrocks.com/learn/piano/playing-by-ear/playing-by-ear-book-1

Practice online: Number Chords. Find it in this chapter at
thehousethatrocks.com/learn/piano/playing-by-ear/playing-by-ear-book-1

Teacher tip. Turn on the radio or a worship playlist and ask students to listen for 1 5 6 4.
When they spot it in a song they love, they are hooked.

Before you move on
[   ]  I can play the 6 chord in C.

[   ]  I can hear the difference between major and minor.

[   ]  I can play all four patterns in this chapter.
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10
Chapter 10

Move It: Same Song, New Key
Here is the best part about numbers. The numbers stay the same. Only the letters change.

When home moves to G, G becomes 1. Everything else moves with it. Mary Had a Little

Lamb is still 3 2 1 2 3 3 3. It just starts on a different key.

G

1
A

2
B

3
C

4
D

5
E

6
F G

1

7

Key of G

In the key of G, the 7 is a black key, F sharp (F#). That's what keeps the pattern sounding

right. The space between each number never changes, so sometimes a black key has to

join in.

F

1
G

2
A

3
B C

5
D

6
E

7
F

1

4

Key of F

In the key of F, the 4 is a black key, B flat (Bb).
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Key 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

C C D E F G A B

G G A B C D E F#

F F G A Bb C D E

D D E F# G A B C#

Key 1 chord 4 chord 5 chord 6 chord

C C F G Am

G G C D Em

F F Bb C Dm

D D G A Bm

Mary Had a Little Lamb (new key)
Key of G. Home (1) is G.

3 2 1 2 3 3 3

2 2 2 3 5 5

3 2 1 2 3 3 3

3 2 2 3 2 1

Try it at the piano. Play Mary Had a Little Lamb in C. Then in G. Then in F. Same

numbers, three different homes.

Practice online: Find the Number (numbers 1 to 5). Find it in this chapter at
thehousethatrocks.com/learn/piano/playing-by-ear/playing-by-ear-book-1
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Before you move on
[   ]  I can find 1 through 7 in the keys of C, G, and F.

[   ]  I can play a song in a new key using numbers.

[   ]  I know the 1, 4, 5, and 6 chords in C, G, and F.
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11
Chapter 11

Copy a Real Song
This is what all of Book 1 has been building toward. Pick a song you love from church, the

radio, or a movie, and figure it out yourself.

1 Listen three times. Don't touch the piano yet. Just sing along.

2 Find home. Sing the last note of the chorus. Find it on the piano. That's your key.

3
Work in small pieces. One line at a time. Play the recording, pause, sing, then
find.

4 Find the first note of each line by counting from home.

5 Find the rest. Up, down, or same? Step or jump?

6 Add chords. Try 1, 4, 5, and 6 under each line. The one that sounds right is right.

7 Move it. Play the song in another key.

Teacher tip. Many recordings are in keys with lots of black keys. That's fine. Home is
wherever home is. If it gets frustrating, many digital pianos have a transpose button that lets
students play in C while it sounds in the song's key.
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My song:

Home note (my key):

First line in numbers:

Chords I found:

Before you move on
[   ]  I figured out the melody of a real song.

[   ]  I found the chords using 1, 4, 5, and 6.

[   ]  I can play it in a second key.
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12
Chapter 12

Book 1 Ear Check
You made it. This ear check shows what your ears can do now. Take your time. There is no

rush.

Name: ______________________________ Date: ______________

Part 1: Know your numbers
Circle the right answer.

1. In the key of C, what note is 5?

(  ) E    (  ) F    (  ) G    (  ) A

2. In the key of C, what number is E?

(  ) 2    (  ) 3    (  ) 4    (  ) 5

3. Which notes make the 1 chord in C?

(  ) C E G    (  ) C D E    (  ) C F A    (  ) G B D

4. Which of these chords is minor?

(  ) 1    (  ) 4    (  ) 5    (  ) 6

5. In the key of G, what note is 4?

(  ) F    (  ) C    (  ) D    (  ) B

6. The 7 really wants to go to...

(  ) 5    (  ) 6    (  ) high 1    (  ) 4
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Part 2: Ear check
Your teacher plays the home note, then a mystery note. Circle the number you hear. (Or use the online Ear
Check.)

7.    1     2     3     4     5

8.    1     2     3     4     5

9.    1     2     3     4     5

10.    1     2     3     4     5

11.    1     2     3     4     5

Your teacher plays the home chord, then a mystery chord. Circle the chord you hear.

12.    1     4     5     6

13.    1     4     5     6

14.    1     4     5     6

Part 3: Play it
Your teacher checks each box when you play it.

[   ]  15. Play When the Saints Go Marching In by ear, in the key of C.

[   ]  16. Play Mary Had a Little Lamb in the key of G.

[   ]  17. Play the pattern 1 5 6 4 in the key of C, two times through.

Score: ______ out of 17     Passed Book 1:  Yes / Not yet

Teacher signature: ______________________________

You can hear it. Now go play it.
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Answers
When the Saints Go Marching In

1 3 4 5

1 3 4 5

1 3 4 5 3 1 3 2

3 3 2 1 1 3 5 5 4

3 4 5 3 1 2 1

Ear Check, Part 1
1. G   2. 3   3. C E G   4. 6   5. C   6. high 1  
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Practice log
Ten minutes a day. Write what you worked on.

Date Minutes What I worked on Teacher


