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In the realm of piano pedagogy, few names command as much immediate recognition as Edna Mae Burnam. Her 

'A Dozen a Day' series has served as the technical foundation for millions of pianists worldwide since its inception. 

However, among the various technical manuals and exercise books available, 'A Dozen a Day – Play with Ease in 

Many Keys'occupies a unique and critical niche. Released in 1975 following the astronomical success of the core

technical books, this volume focuses specifically on the bridge between mechanical finger dexterity and harmonic

fluency across the full spectrum of key signatures.

The Historical and Pedagogical Context of Edna Mae Burnam’s Methodology

To understand the technical utility of 'Play with Ease in Many Keys,' one must first acknowledge the pedagogical 

philosophy of Edna Mae Burnam (1907–2007). Burnam’s approach was revolutionary for its time, emphasizing 

short, focused exercisesover the lengthy, often exhausting etudes found in the works of Hanon or Czerny. Her

method relies on the psychological principle of 'chunking'—breaking down complex motor skills into manageable

12-exercise sets that can be mastered quickly, providing a sense of accomplishment that sustains student

motivation.

'Play with Ease in Many Keys' was developed as a supplemental bridge. While the main series focuses on physical 

mechanics (legato, staccato, phrasing), this specific volume addresses the cognitive and tactile hurdle of 

transposition and key signature recognition. By 1975, Burnam recognized that many students were technically

proficient in C Major but struggled with the 'black key' geography of keys like G-flat Major or E-flat Minor. This book

was the surgical solution to that specific deficiency.

Core Concepts: The Architecture of Key Fluency

The book consists of 32 short melodies, specifically designed to introduce the performer to the unique 

topographical landscape of various keys. The structural brilliance of this volume lies in its Major/Relative Minor 

pairing. This theoretical framework ensures that the student understands not just the notes on the page, but the

underlying harmonic relationships that define Western music.

The Theoretical Framework of Major and Relative Minor Pairs

In music theory, every major key has a relative minor key that shares the same key signature. For example, C Major 

and A Minor both contain no sharps or flats. Burnam’s exercises utilize this relationship to reinforce the tonal center

awareness. When a student plays a piece in D Major followed immediately by its relative, B Minor, they are training

their ear to recognize the shift from an 'Ionian' (major) sound to an 'Aeolian' (natural minor) sound while maintaining

the same physical 'map' of the keyboard (two sharps: F# and C#).

Technical Anatomy: 5-Finger Patterns and 16th Notes

A recurring technical motif in this volume is the use of 5-finger patterns. Unlike advanced etudes that require 

complex shifting or thumb-tucking (as seen in full scales), these exercises often keep the hand in a fixed position. 

This allows the student to focus entirely on the rhythmic precision of the 16th notes. The 16th notes in 'Play with 



Ease in Many Keys' typically function as 'running' passages—scalar or broken chord patterns that move up and 

down the 5-finger range. This builds velocity and evennesswithout the added complication of shifting hand

positions, making it an ideal intermediate stepping stone.

Technical Analysis of Core Mechanics

The efficacy of these 32 melodies can be analyzed through several mechanical vectors: tactile recognition, 

harmonic mapping, and rhythmic subdivision.

1. Tactile Key Recognition

Each key signature presents a different physical profile. In C Major, the fingers remain largely on the lower plane of 

the white keys. In B Major, the hand must move 'into' the keyboard to reach the five sharps. Burnam’s exercises 

force the student to adapt their hand postureto accommodate the varying heights of the black keys. This prevents

the common technical error of 'flat-fingered' playing, which often occurs when students are intimidated by complex

key signatures.

2. Mathematical Distribution of Note Values

The exercises are mathematically structured to maximize the density of 16th notes within a short timeframe. By 

concentrating these fast movements within a 5-finger pattern, the student practices metacarpophalangeal joint 

(knuckle) independence. The following table illustrates the typical structural breakdown of an exercise in this

volume:



Structural Component Technical Focus Pedagogical Goal

A-Section (Measures 1-4) Tonic Reinforcement Establish the key center and hand 
position.

B-Section (Measures 5-8) 16th Note Runs Develop velocity and finger 
independence.

C-Section (Measures 9-12) Relative Minor Shift Develop ear training and harmonic 
transition.

Cadence (Final 2 Measures) Authentic Cadence (V-I) Reinforce the resolution within the 
specific key.

Comparative Evaluation: 'Play With Ease In Many Keys' vs. Standard 
Methods

To understand why this book remains a staple for Willis Music and piano teachers worldwide, it is helpful to

compare it against other common technical approaches. Many methods either ignore the variety of keys until

advanced stages or introduce them in a dry, non-musical fashion.



Feature Burnam: Play with Ease Hanon: The Virtuoso 
Pianist

Czerny: Op. 599

Melodic Content High (Short Melodies) None (Mechanical Patterns) Moderate (Short Etudes)

Key Variety Comprehensive (Many 
Keys)

Mostly C Major (Initial) Slow Progression

Rhythmic Focus 16th Note Runs Consistent 8th/16th Varied Rhythmic Figures

Lesson Length Very Short (12-16 bars) Long (60+ bars) Moderate (16-32 bars)

Primary Benefit Key Fluency & Ease Stamina & Strength Reading & Articulation

Field Guide: Implementing the Burnam Method in Daily Practice

For piano instructors and self-taught students, the implementation of 'Play with Ease in Many Keys' should be 

systematic. Because the pieces are short, they should not be treated as 'repertoire,' but rather as technical warm-

ups. The goal is not just to play the notes, but to achieve a level of 'ease'—hence the title.

Step-by-Step Integration Procedure

1.  Visual Mapping: Before playing, identify the key signature. Locate all sharps or flats on the keyboard for the 5-

finger position required.

2.  Slow Motion Sub-Division: Practice the 16th note passages at 25% of the target tempo. Focus on the 'lift' of 

each finger. Finger independence is the priority over speed.

3.  The Relative Minor Pivot: Always practice the Major and its Relative Minor in the same session. This 

reinforces the relationship between the two keys (e.g., G Major and E Minor).

4.  Metronomic Increments: Start at a tempo where the 16th notes are perfectly even. Increase the metronome 

by 2-4 BPM only once the passage can be played three times without tension.

5.  Transposition Challenge: Once a melody is mastered in its original key, try playing the same 5-finger pattern 

in a neighboring key. This is the ultimate test of 'Play with Ease' principles.

Technical Breakdown of 16th Note 'Running' Patterns

One of the most cited aspects of this book is the inclusion of 16th notes. In piano pedagogy, 16th notes are often 

the point where students develop muscle tension. Burnam mitigates this by using 'running' patterns. A running

pattern typically follows a linear scalar motion (e.g., 1-2-3-4-5-4-3-2-1). 

Mathematically, these patterns allow the student to practice rhythmic subdivision (four notes per beat) without the 

cognitive load of large leaps. The biomechanical focus here is on the quick releaseof the key. If a student 'holds'

the tension after the note has sounded, the subsequent 16th note will be uneven. The 'Play with Ease' method

encourages a light, 'brushed' touch that is essential for Mozartian or early-Classical performance styles.

Case Studies and Troubleshooting Common Challenges

Even with Burnam’s accessible approach, students often encounter specific hurdles when dealing with multiple

keys and 16th notes.

Problem: 'Key Signature Fatigue'



Symptoms: The student plays correctly in C, G, and F Major, but consistently forgets the flats in E-flat Major or the 

sharps in E Major.Technical Solution:Use the 'Pre-Flight Checklist' method. Have the student play the 5-finger

scale and the I-V-I chord progression in the new key before attempting the melody. This 'resets' the brain's internal

map to the new key signature.

Problem: Uneven 16th Notes ('Limping' Rhythm)

Symptoms: The first and third 16th notes are longer than the second and fourth.Technical Solution:Rhythmic

Variation Practice. Have the student play the passage in 'dotted rhythms' (long-short, long-short) and then reverse it

(short-long, short-long). This forces the fingers to move quickly through the 'short' notes, evening out the overall

touch.

Problem: Wrist Tension in 'Black Key' Melodies

Symptoms: Visible tension or 'pumping' of the wrist when playing in keys like B Major or G-flat Major.Technical 

Solution: Check the hand depth. Students often try to play the black keys at the very tip, near the edge of the key.

Instruct the student to move the entire hand forward (toward the fallboard) so the fingers are positioned naturally

over the black keys. This eliminates the need for the arm to 'reach,' which causes tension.

Engineering Better Practice: The 'Dozen' Philosophy

The title 'A Dozen a Day' is not just catchy branding; it is a structural engineering principle for learning. By limiting 

the scope to 12 exercises (or in this book's case, 32 short melodies usually practiced in small batches), Burnam 

prevents neural fatigue. Scientific studies in motor learning suggest that 'distributed practice' (short sessions over

many days) is significantly more effective for long-term retention than 'massed practice' (one long session).

In 'Play with Ease in Many Keys,' the short melodies act as micro-challenges. Each one presents a specific 

technical problem—a particular finger crossing, a specific key signature hurdle, or a rhythmic syncopation—and 

then resolves it within 12 to 16 bars. This allows the student's brain to form myelin sheathsaround these specific

motor pathways efficiently.

Advanced Applications: Beyond the Page

While designed for intermediate students, the technical principles in 'Play with Ease in Many Keys' can be extended

to advanced studies. 

•  Ear Training: A teacher can play the Major version of a Burnam melody and ask the student to immediately 

sing or play the Relative Minor version.

•  Improvisation: Use the 5-finger patterns provided in the book as 'kernels' for improvisation. If the exercise is in 

D Major, the student can use those 16th note runs as the basis for a 4-bar improvised cadenza.

•  Sight-Reading: Because the pieces are short and follow logical harmonic progressions, they are excellent 

tools for sight-reading drills. The 'ease' comes from recognizing patterns rather than individual notes.

Synthesizing the Role of Key Fluency in Modern Pedagogy

The enduring relevance of Edna Mae Burnam’s work, specifically 'A Dozen a Day – Play with Ease in Many Keys,'

lies in its ability to demystify the complex geography of the piano. By pairing major and relative minor keys and

utilizing the accessible 5-finger pattern, Burnam provides a framework where technical 'ease' is an achievable

reality rather than a distant goal.

For the modern pianist, this book is more than just a collection of 32 melodies written in 1975; it is a 



biomechanical manualfor developing a fluid, tension-free relationship with the keyboard. Whether used as a

supplement to a standard method or as a focused study on key signatures, its emphasis on short, meaningful

practice remains the gold standard in music education. By mastering these 'running' 16th notes and the diverse

tonal landscapes of many keys, the student builds the physical and cognitive infrastructure necessary for the high-

level repertoire of Chopin, Liszt, and beyond. The legacy of Willis Music and Edna Mae Burnam continues to thrive

because it recognizes a fundamental truth: mastery of the piano is built one dozen notes at a time.
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