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Author Note
Why this book exists

Jazz is often described as “music for musicians” or “a musical language.” Traditionally, it has been learned the
way people learn a language: through immersion. Most jazz method books and courses | tried — and |
bought a lot of them — start there. First you learn the alphabet: theory, fundamentals, scales, modes, and
chord symbols. Then you start putting things together into words and phrases, like the ii-V7-I progression.
Along the way, you are told to memorize a lot of information, listen constantly, and eventually “internalize
it.”

To me, it feels like trying to learn how to crack a safe from a master thief. Obviously, the instructor knows
what they’re doing. But they’re so good at what they do that they take for granted the foundational skills. |
can’t crack a safe if my fingers are not sensitive enough to feel the tumblers moving!

That approach did not work for me. It especially did not work for the part of me that just wanted to be Good
Enough. Good enough to sit down after work, relax, read a lead sheet, and make something that sounded like
jazz.

| could not find a method that gave me that path, so | started making my own drills. These drills are more
crowbar than lockpick; more brute force than finesse. And they worked. For the first time, | could actually
play jazz (or maybe, more accurately, “jazz”). A lead sheet became useful instead of intimidating. | was no
longer stuck applying block chords or stumbling through memorized patterns.

| also found myself finally internalizing the theory. Not because | memorized it harder, but because my hands
kept meeting the same sounds, shapes, and resolutions in small repeatable steps. Instead of broad advice
like “practice ii-V-Il in every key,” | broke the work into bite-sized layers that could actually be practiced.
Doing so led me to notice little “cheats” that no one ever told me!

It worked well enough that | decided to put the drills under one cover and give them away for free (or you
can buy a printed copy).

| am not a jazz pedagogue who studied with the greats. | do not have a PhD in piano performance. | have not
taught thousands of students. | do not even enjoy listening to all that much jazz. | am a self-taught amateur
pianist who enjoys pushing keys on a piano and having it sound decent. So | built a plan that finally made the
genre reachable for me.

This is not how you are “supposed” to learn jazz.

But it works!
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How To Use This Method
An exercise-first path into jazz piano
Knowledge Comes From Doing

Most jazz methods begin with explanation: chord-scale theory, modes, substitutions, voicing categories, and
harmonic analysis. That knowledge can matter, but it does not automatically make your hands able to play
jazz.

This method starts from the other direction. You build small, repeatable actions until the sound, shape, and
movement become physically familiar. The theory is not completely ignored. It is attached to things you can
actually play: roots, guide tones, shells, resolutions, rhythm cells, and simple melodic targets. It is also only
referenced where directly relevant. It’s nice to remember “a minor triad is three half steps and then four half
steps,” but it’s better to just be able to play it without having to do mental calculations (which | will teach you
to do).

The goal is not to avoid understanding. The goal is to make understanding arrive from experience instead of
abstract memorization. The drills are designed to create small, useful realizations: you notice the theory
because your hands just did it. Then you notice the patterns and connections between the different
exercises. Then your brain fills in the blanks, and suddenly you find yourself understanding the theory.

This is not a theory textbook. If you expect deep — or even cursory — explanations, you will be disappointed. It
assumes you can find notes on the piano even if you can’t play the called-for chords quickly (e.g., if you see
Cmaj7, you can find a C somewhere on the piano, if you see DEm7b5, you can find a D#). The explanations
are here to support the drills, not replace them. As you repeat the drills, the theory should start to feel less
like something to memorize and more like something your hands recognize.

Daily Use

Work through the levels in order. Do not skip ahead just because a page looks simple. Simple is the point.
Boring is good. If you can play the exercises while watching TV, you can move on.

At the start of the book, you have the full Fall Flowers lead sheet. This is an original, short piece. Each level
gives you a modified Fall Flowers page that shows the new skill in context. The practice lessons demonstrate
and isolate the skill needed for that level’s Fall Flowers variation. Play through your level’s Fall Flowers
variation at the start of each session, then do the drill, then review and experiment with the full Fall Flowers
lead sheet. Change the rhythm, add notes... boom! Jazz!

Practice one small page at a time. Go slowly enough that you know what you are doing before your hands

move.

It is usually better to practice with a metronome, but only after you can competently make it through the
page.
Definitions

Just a small definitional note because it will come up: in this method, “guide tones” means the 3rd and 7th of
the chord. These are the notes that define the sound and function of a seventh chord. “Shell” means the
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small voicing shape made from those guide tones. A shell can be played as 3-7 or 7-3. When the root is added
underneath, the result is the basic jazz piano frame: root, 3rd, and 7th.

So the guide tones are the notes. The shell is the playable shape. The root tells you where you are. Together,
they give you the essential chord without the extra notes.

How To Advance
Move on when a drill becomes predictable, repeatable, and physically boring in a useful way.

If you’re not sure what to do, or having trouble advancing, do each page prior to the one you’re at three
times in a row (including all prior lessons), and then do the new page twenty times in a row. That should
help you advance quickly.

Lastly, don’t think too hard. Thinking can come later, but will generally get in the way of learning. Just play.
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Level 1

The Fourths Road

Chapter Instructions
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The Fourths Road
C-F, flat BEAD-G, natural BEAD-G

What this teaches: This section teaches the root road used throughout the method. A drawn circle is not the

goal. The goal is to say and play the roots until fourth-motion feels like a route you can pick up from

anywhere, instead of a diagram you have to picture in your head first.

Memory hook: “see-ef, flat bead-gee, normal bead-gee."

How To Practice

Say the whole root road out loud three times before playing: “see-€f, flat bead-gee, normal bead-
gee."

Play the route slowly with the left hand, using any comfortable fingers.

Keep the root road in order, but change the physical direction on the keyboard of each note. For
example: play C up to F, then F down to Bb, then Bb up to Eb. Also try the reverse: C down to F, then
F up to Bb. The root order stays the same; only the keyboard direction changes.

Once that feels comfortable, choose the keyboard direction by musicality (whatever sounds good to
you in the moment) while keeping the road in order.

Repeat with left-hand finger 2 only.

Repeat with left-hand finger 5 only.

Start from random places on the road.

What To Notice

This is a root road, not a key-signature lesson (see below).

The default starting order is C, F, Bb, Eb, Ab, Db, Gb, B, E, A, D, G, but you can start anywhere.

A ii-V-l progression is just two moves along this same road: D (ii) to G (V) to C (1), G (ii) to C (V) to F (l),
and so on.

A “ii” is just a fifth of a fifth. In other words, ii-V-I is just V-I twice. Since the fifth naturally resolves to
the tonic (for reasons), it sounds good to do resolution to resolution.

Important

This method does not teach key signatures, and you don’t need to know them. The only thing you
need to know by way of key signatures is if they exist, then play those notes as sharp or flat unless
there’s an accidental changing it. In other words, if you see two flats in the key signature, you don’t
need to know “this piece is B-flat major or g-minor.” You just need to know “play all Bs and Es as
flats.”

Cheat: You don’t need to know what the chord symbols mean! | purposely am not trying to teach you what

the chord symbols mean, because then you end up trying to memorize them and having to calculate half-

steps before playing the chord. As you will see in later chapters, you don’t need to understand the chords!

You just need to be able to identify the root on the keyboard.
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Level 1 - Fourths Road
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Level 1 - Fourths Road - Two-Step 1i-V-I Roots
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Level 2

Fall Flowers Daily Root Warmup

Chapter Instructions
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Fall Flowers Daily Root Warmup

Memorize the harmonic map before adding harmony

What this teaches: This section teaches the left hand to know the progression of Fall Flowers as a root path.
The roots come first because every later version depends on knowing where the harmony is going without
searching.

How To Practice

e Practice the progression with left-hand finger 2 only (C-F-B-E-A-D-D-G-C)
e Practice the same progression with left-hand finger 5 only.
e Use the practical shifting page to find the fingering that can survive later shells.

e Play the Fall Flowers lead sheet once with both hands to hear the whole etude.

Checkpoint: Play the full progression from memory at a steady pulse, using different fingers.
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Level 2 - Fall Flowers - Roots Practical Shifts
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Level 3

Root + Guide Tones

Chapter Instructions
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Root + Guide Tones

The core three-note jazz piano shape

What this teaches: This section drills the left hand on roots and the right hand on only the 3rd and 7th. The
goal is instant recognition of the two notes that define each seventh-chord quality (major 7, minor 7,

dominant 7, and minor 7 flat 5).

How To Practice

Play one quality at a time around the Fourths Road.

Practice 3-7 before 7-3.

Say the root, the 3rd, and the 7th before each chord.

Check the 7th against the root: major 7 is a half step below the root; flat 7 is a whole step below the root.
Example: For Cmaj7, the 7th is B. B is a half step below the next C. For C7, Cm7, and Cm7b5, the 7th is Bb.
Bb is a whole step below the next C. Do the same check in every key. Fmaj7 uses E, because E is a half
step below F. F7, Fm7, and Fm7b5 use Eb, because Eb is a whole step below F.

Keep the tempo slow enough that you never guess, and also that you are keeping the tempo even.

What To Notice

Major 7: 3-7 is a perfect fifth; 7-3 is a perfect fourth.

Major 7: half-step lean. The 7th wants to resolve up to the root.

Flat-7 chords: whole-step lean. Dominant 7, minor 7, and m7b5 all use the same flat 7.

Dominant 7: both forms are tritones (3-7 and 7-3).

Minor 7 and m7b5 use the same guide tones, but the symbols mean different jobs. This is because with
guide tones you don’t usually play the fifth. So if a piece calls for a m7b5, then it wants you to play the
b5. But, you usually don’t even need to worry about this because you can still leave it out and call it your
own “interpretation” (it will still sound fine and no one will notice). Also, the melody will almost certainly
have the b5 in it, so you will play it anyway.

Checkpoint: Play all four qualities in both directions without stopping.
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Level 3 - Fall Flowers - Guide-Tone Map 3-7
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Level 3 - Fall Flowers - Guide-Tone Map 7-3
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Level 3 - major7 circle of fourths 3_7
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Level 3 - major7 circle of fourths 7_3
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Level 3 - dominant7 circle of fourths 3 7
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Level 3 - dominant7 circle of fourths 7 _3
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Level 3 - minor7 circle of fourths 3 7
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7 circle of fourths 7 3
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Level 3 - minor7b5 circle of fourths 3 7
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Level 3 - minor7b5 circle of fourths 7 3
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