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Piano Progression with the
RSL Learning Platform
We’re always looking for an excuse to shake up the routine. Anything that will stop
us falling off that practice-train whilst keeping our skills in check is a winner in our
books, and that’s exactly what the RSL Learning Platform can do for you!
Yes, the time has come to let you know that
the RSL Learning Platform is now fully installed
with all Rockschool Piano grades. From Debut
to Grade 8, you can use this online app to
practise your pieces, your scales and even your
sight reading!

To help you get started, we thought we’d share our top tips
when it comes to tackling that (let’s be honest) notoriously
tricky piano sight reading. We’ve also reminded you of all
the reasons you should practise your scales regularly – we
know how difficult it is to stay motivated for that! Finally,
you’ll find a celebration of the top 10 piano tunes across our
grades, voted for by you! There’s bound to be one in there
that you’ll love.

Get stuck in!
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Tackling Your
Sight Reading
Piano sight reading is a notoriously difficult nut to
crack. There’s a lot going on (we’ve got two lines
of music to read, for one!), and processing this
information quickly and in a pressurized exam
situation, can be nothing less than overwhelming!
You may be sick and tired of worrying about this
section of the exam, and we wouldn’t blame you. It’s
time we made friends with sight reading, and got
those skills up to scratch.
We’ve put together a step-by-step guide that you can
use every time you sit down to practise sight reading.
It will give you a focus for your practice, rather than
the panicked muddle-through that we can so often
do instead (we see you!).
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Step 1 – What IS that key?

Step 2 – Do I Know These Rhythms?

It may sound obvious, but as we all know, sometimes
even the glaring facts go out the window in our sightreading-panic. It’s really important that the first thing
we pay attention to is our key signature. Knowing
what sharps or flats you’re dealing with is imperative
to feeling more secure in the piece you’re about to
embark on. You might even want to have a quick run
through of the scale to really get those accidentals
under your hands.

At this point, you’ll want to have a quick glance over
the extract to assess what is happening rhythmically.
You might know most of the rhythms presented to
you, however, there may be a few moments that you
feel need a little more attention - and that’s cool!
Remember, you have 90 seconds of practice time
in the exam, which may not seem like a lot, but it
certainly allows plenty of time to play through the
bits you’re unsure of.

continued...

Tackling Your
Sight Reading
Step 3 – Fingers!

Step 4 – Are There Any Patterns?

You could nail all the key signatures and rhythms
in the world, but it’s no good if you’re going to be
tripping over yourself from start to finish. The least
we can do is not get in our own way! The simple
solution to this is to make sure there are no glaringly
obvious difficulties in fingering when we first look at
the extract. Take note of any suggestions that might
be given to you in the music, and use those to map
out where your hands will need to go. There might
be a really high note to reach, an awkward chord
change, or a fast-moving passage. You can mitigate
any potential problems by having a quick play
through of those sections.

The fourth and final step is to take note of any
patterns that you may recognise. Remember that
in practising for a grade exam you will have learnt
various scales, chords and arpeggios which will all
crop up in the music you play – whether that be your
sight reading test or just at home with your favourite
song book! If you can pick them out in your examextract, you’ll find it much easier to get through it.
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We’ve put these steps into practise, with an
example from Piano Grade 2, into a video which
you can watch here!

We are wishing you the best of luck in your
piano sight reading test!

the exam!
What exactly are we practising for?

BEFORE THE EXAM!

Whilst we’re practising our sight reading for hours on
end, it’s important to be familiar with the format in
which this will take place in the exam.

Read your grade book. This will tell you how many
bars of music you can expect to read, the tempo you
will be expected to play them at, and what keys you
might come up against. This will be specific to each
grade, so it’s important not to overlook!

We don’t want you to have spent lots of time
practising, to then be shaken by other factors like the
timing, backing track or metronome.
So, here’s a quick breakdown of the exam and some
things for you to incorporate in your practice at
home:
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DURING THE EXAM!
1.
2.
3.
4.

Examiner will place the sight reading test in front
of you.
You have 90 seconds to practise it.
Examiner will play the backing track, with a one
bar count in. This time is for you to practise with it!
Examiner will play the backing track, with a one
bar count in. This time for REAL!

You have a choice. You can decide whether or not to
play with or without a metronome!

Top 10
Tunes for
Piano!
Today, we wanted to celebrate the
Rockschool Piano syllabus, and what
better way to do that than to talk about
our top 10 tunes, chosen by you!

e
You’ll find all of thes
le
tip
ul
m
pieces, along with
the RSL
backing tracks, on
Learning Platform!
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Number 10 – Skyfall (Grade 3)
What a way to kick it off, with this
incredibly powerful song written for
the James Bond film, Skyfall. Sung by
English singer-songwriter Adele (who
has picked up more awards over the
years than we could shake a stick at!), it
was released on the 5th October 2012
for the 50th anniversary of the first
James Bond film ever released.

buy
now

buy
now

Number 9 – He’s A Pirate
(Grade 6)

Number 8 – A Thousand Miles
(Grade 5)

An undoubtedly iconic tune - we are so
glad that this has made it into our top
10. Originally written by Hans Zimmer
and Klaus Badelt for the 2003 film
Pirates of the Caribbean: The Curse of
the Black Pearl, the song has since been
an incredibly popular piano hit. “He’s
A Pirate” very much deserves a spot in
the Grade 6 syllabus, since it features
some pretty intense, fast-moving
chords, alongside a very rhythmic lefthand part. Good luck with this one!

Of course! It wouldn’t be a piano
collection (and certainly not a top ten!)
without this one. Ever since its release
in 2002, this has remained Vanessa
Carlton’s most popular song, and it’s
clear as to why. It’s got almost 400
million Spotify plays to its name, and
comfortably reached the top 10 of the
Billboard Hot 100 chart. This one is a
LOT of fun to play with the backing
track - all that’s missing is Vanessa
Carlton herself (we could get her in
though, right?!).
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Number 7 – Let It Be (Grade 1)
We’re so pleased to be able to bring
these iconic tunes into the Grade 1
realm, and it’s no wonder that it has
proven to be so popular. The Beatles
will always be legendary, and this song
is no exception. Our arrangement is a
solo one, allowing the player to enjoy
the chords as well as the glorious,
singing melody. One for the next
home-concert, we think!
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buy
now

Number 6 – This Is Me
(Grade 2)

Number 5 – Can You Feel The
Love Tonight (Grade 1)

We adore this jaw-dropping ballad just
as much as you do. Though it sits within
the Grade 2 syllabus, our arrangement
doesn’t lose an ounce of its power, and
is truly as direct and emotive as the
original, sang by Keala Settle for The
Greatest Showman (if you didn’t know
that already!). The song has a perfect
build throughout which really captures
the positivity and strength that it
represents. If you haven’t already, check
out our walkthrough and performance
of this wonderful ballad!
Click the video above to watch!

It’s right that this timeless classic
appears somewhere in our top 10
tunes. Elton John collected the 1995
Grammy Award for the Best Male Vocal
Performance, and the song as a whole
won the Academy Award for Best
Original song in the same year. Written
for Disney’s animated film The Lion
King, the song was designed to express
the love between the two lions, and the
writers felt that this song was far more
capable of expressing this than any
dialogue could have been.
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Number 4 – Hallelujah
(Grade 1)

Number 3 – You’ve Got A
Friend in Me (Grade 5)

Originally written by Leonard Cohen,
this song has since become a highly
regarded tune for piano. The quaver
arpeggio in the left hand is so instantly
recognisable to everyone. The song has
been arranged and performed so many
times, and has been used in a variety
of films and television productions! It’s
safe to say that this song is as popular
with the rest of the world as it is with
the RSL pianists.

It’s a joy that this well-known theme
song has found itself in the top three!
The Rockschool arrangement (and
of course the original song!) is full of
positivity, jazzy inflections and quirky
rhythms. We adore this one, and are so
glad that you do too!
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Number 2 – All of Me (Grade 4)
“All of Me” has truly become a piano
anthem. Who can mistake those
syncopated chords in the introduction,
and the rhythm that pushes the song
along throughout. Not to mention that
it’s a beautiful song to sing too! It’s
a love song (John Legend dedicated
it to his wife!), and the Rockschool
arrangement authentically delivers
the same feeling as the original. With
fast but flowing quavers underneath a
soaring melody, it is entirely possible to
lose yourself in this one. No wonder it is
such a popular choice!

buy
now

Number 1 – Bohemian
Rhapsody (Grade 8)
Are you shocked? We’re not. It comes
as no surprise that this nothing-shortof-legendary tune is your Rockschool
number 1! This piece requires an
incredible amount of skill to ensure
that you can do justice to the original
song. As you will know with “Bohemian
Rhapsody”, there is lots going on.
Different melody lines, fast-paced
rhythms, dashing through a vast array
of keys and time signatures. This one
definitely requires some perseverance,
but imagine the home-concert once
you’ve cracked it!

4 Reasons to
Practise Your
Scales
We all know that scales are an important part of our
piano practice, but sometimes, we need that little
reminder as to why we spend so many hours with our
eyes going up and down those keys – we promise
there are many! So, without further ado, here are our
4 top reasons to practice your scales (with some little
practice tips along the way).
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1. Keys!
It might be stating the obvious that scales help us to learn
our keys, but there is more to this than meets the eye.
We are learning these keys because this will mean that
we can identify patterns within our sight reading and our
performance pieces. If you can get the scales ingrained into
your hands and brain, you will find your general reading of
music improves greatly.

2. Muscle Memory
You can almost view scales as an exercise in getting to
know the piano. It’s incredibly important to develop muscle
memory so that we don’t need to be constantly looking at
our hands, freeing us up to look at the notes on the page
instead! It’s almost like we’re mapping out the piano, and by
doing so, we will feel more at home in everything we play.

Practice Tip!

Shake it up a little
.
Change the rhyt
hm,
articulation, and
even the dynam
ics of
your scales. This
will
keep practice mor
e
interesting, but
will
also benefit you
when
you come across
scale
fragments within
your pieces.

continued...

4 Reasons to
Practise Your
Scales
3. Timing and Rhythm

Practice Tip!

Use a metronome. You
can start off slowly
and build up the spee
d as you get more
comfortable with the
scale. Using the RSL
Learning Platform, yo
u can have the notes
of the scale right in fro
nt of you, and use the
inbuilt metronome fea
ture at the same time!
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Scales require maximum control in every way. They
are a precise exercise in rhythmic stability and
consistency, so by practising them daily, your sense of
timing and rhythm will be drastically improved.

4. Dexterity
Ideally, we want our hands to be agile and flexible
when playing the piano. We want to be able to dart
easily around the keyboard, smoothly perform fiddly
and tricky bits, and have a general sense of fluidity
without any discomfort. For all of these things, scales
are your friend! These skills will transfer noticeably
into your performance pieces too.

