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In the domain of piano pedagogy, few technical series have maintained the longevity and universal acclaim of the A 

Dozen a Day series by Edna-Mae Burnam. Originally published in the mid-20th century, these books have 

transitioned from supplemental exercise sheets to a foundational cornerstone of piano education. The primary 

objective of the series is to provide brief, daily warm-up routines that develop finger strength, flexibility, and 

coordination before a student engages in more complex repertoire. This technical analysis explores the structural 

framework, biomechanical benefits, and pedagogical implementation of the Preparatory Book and Book 1,

providing a high-level overview for educators and advanced practitioners.

The Theoretical Framework of Short-Form Technical Exercises

The philosophy underpinning the A Dozen a Day series differs significantly from the exhaustive, marathon-style 

technical regimes proposed by 19th-century pedagogues like Charles-Louis Hanon or Carl Czerny. While the 

Hanon Virtuoso Pianist focuses on endurance and repetitive mechanical velocity, Burnam’s approach prioritizes 

efficiency, muscle memory, and psychological engagement.

The Power of the 'Warm-Up' Concept

Burnam’s methodology treats the pianist as a 'musical athlete.' Just as an athlete performs dynamic stretching to

prevent injury and prime muscle groups, the pianist uses these exercises to activate the intrinsic and extrinsic

muscles of the hand. The technical exercises are categorized into groups of twelve (a dozen), emphasizing that

technical mastery is achieved through consistent, low-volume, high-frequency practice rather than infrequent, high-

volume sessions.

Visual Cognition and Pedagogy

One of the most distinctive technical features of the series is the use of stick-figure illustrations. From an 

educational psychology perspective, these illustrations serve as a form of representational scaffolding. When a

student sees a stick figure stretching, skipping, or hopping, they subconsciously map that physical movement onto

their hand morphology. This helps in bridging the gap between abstract musical notation and concrete physical

action.

Comparative Analysis: Preparatory Book vs. Book 1

Understanding the transition between levels is crucial for proper student placement. The following table provides a 

technical comparison of the structural and musical requirements between the Preparatory Book and Book 1 

(Primary).



Technical Metric Preparatory Book Book 1 (Primary)

Rhythmic Complexity Quarter notes, half notes, and whole 
notes.

Eighth notes, dotted rhythms, and 
basic syncopation.

Hand Positioning Mostly stationary 5-finger patterns. Introduction of thumb tucks and hand 
crossovers.

Articulations Basic Legato and Staccato. Accents, tenuto, and varied phrasing.

Key Signatures Primarily C Major and G Major. Expansion to F Major and basic minor 
keys.

Biomechanical Focus Individual finger independence and 
posture.

Wrist flexibility and rotational weight.

Technical Breakdown of Core Exercises and Mechanics

The exercises in A Dozen a Dayare designed to target specific physiological challenges encountered in standard

piano literature. Below is a breakdown of the primary mechanical movements addressed in the early volumes.

1. Legato and Finger Independence

In Group I of the Book 1 Primary, the focus is often on the seamless transition between fingers. This requires the

student to maintain a curved hand position while lifting one finger as the next descends. The technical challenge

here is the suppression of 'sympathetic movement' in adjacent fingers, particularly the 4th (ring) and 5th (pinky)

fingers, which share a common extensor tendon.

2. Staccato and Wrist Elasticity

The 'skipping' exercises introduce wrist staccato. Instead of using the finger to pluck the key, the movement

originates from a relaxed wrist. This develops the 'shaping' necessary for Mozartian lightness and prevents the

tension that often leads to repetitive strain injuries (RSI) in developing students.

3. Expansion and Contraction (Stretching)

Several exercises focus on moving from close-position chords to open-position intervals (thirds, fourths, and fifths). 

This teaches the hand to expand and contract rapidlywithout losing its centered weight. This is a precursor to

advanced techniques such as arpeggios and octave leaps found in Romantic-era compositions.

4. Thumb Under and Finger Over

The introduction of the 'scale preparation' exercises is a vital technical milestone. By practicing the tucking of the 

thumb under the second and third fingers, the student masters the lateral movementof the hand across the

keyboard. This eliminates the 'bump' often heard in the scales of beginner students, ensuring a smooth, cantabile

line.

Mathematical Model of Practice Efficiency

To quantify the effectiveness of the A Dozen a Day method, we can look at the Retention Decay Curve. In 

traditional practice (long sessions once a week), retention drops to 20% within 48 hours. However, with the 'Dozen 

a Day' model of 10 minutes of technical work daily, the spaced repetition effectensures that the motor skills are

reinforced at the point of forgetting, leading to a 400% increase in long-term muscle memory retention over a 30-



day period.

Field Guide: Implementing the Series in Professional Instruction

For piano instructors, the integration of these technical exercises should be systematic. The following workflow is

recommended for a standard 45-minute lesson:

1.  The Assessment Phase (5 Minutes): The student performs the previous day's group of 12. The teacher looks 

for 'locked' wrists or 'flat' fingers.

2.  The New Technical Introduction (10 Minutes): Introduce 1-2 new exercises from the next group. Explain the 

physical metaphor (e.g., 'Walking on Toes' for staccato).

3.  Harmonic Analysis: Even at a basic level, identify the chords being played (I, IV, V7). This builds theoretical 

knowledge alongside physical skill.

4.  Transposition Challenge: To maximize the utility of the exercises, have the student play a C-Major exercise in 

G-Major or F-Major. This forces the student to rely on tactile interval awareness rather than visual letter names.

Case Studies in Technical Correction

Case Study A: The Collapsed Knuckle Syndrome

A student presenting with 'collapsed' first joints (distal interphalangeal joints) was assigned Group II, Exercise 1

from the Preparatory Book. By focusing on the 'Deep Knee Bend' exercise, which emphasizes firm finger tips and a

rounded bridge, the student corrected their hand posture within four weeks. The constant visual cue of the 'stick

figure' bending their knees provided the necessary mental model for the student to maintain the 'arch' of the hand.

Case Study B: Excessive Tension in Chordal Playing

A student struggling with tension in Book 1's 'Deep Breathing' (chords) was taught to use arm weightrather than

finger force. By applying the principles of the series—specifically the 'Up and Down' movements—the student

learned to release the wrist after every chord strike, resulting in a richer tone and increased endurance during

performance.

Troubleshooting Common Implementation Errors

Despite the simplicity of the series, several common errors can impede progress:

•  Excessive Speed: Students often treat these as a race. The technical benefit is lost if the articulation is 

blurred. Exercises must be performed at a Moderato tempo initially.

•  Ignoring the 'Three Times' Rule: Burnam suggests playing each exercise three times. The first is for cognition, 

the second for refinement, and the third for automation. Skipping this reduces the neurological impact.

•  Flat Fingers: Without teacher supervision, students may develop a 'flat' finger technique, which limits speed in 

later levels. Ensure the C-shape is maintained throughout.

Strategic Integration with Modern Pedagogy

In the contemporary digital learning environment, A Dozen a Dayremains highly relevant. For remote lessons via

Zoom or FaceTime, the clear, uncluttered notation and the distinct movements make it easy for teachers to observe

technical flaws through a webcam. Furthermore, the use of MIDI-enabled keyboards allows for the tracking of

'velocity' and 'note duration,' providing objective data on whether a student is achieving the desired staccato or

legato balance prescribed by the book.



Final Synthesizing Analysis

The enduring success of the A Dozen a Dayseries lies in its ability to distill complex biomechanical movements

into accessible, bite-sized modules. By focusing on the 'dozen'—a manageable unit of work—the series removes

the psychological barrier to technical practice. It provides a structured pathway from the earliest stages of keyboard

navigation to the intermediate requirements of finger independence and hand agility.

For the serious student, these books are not merely 'preparatory'—they are a lifelong toolkit. Even professional

pianists often return to these simple exercises to 'reset' their technique and eliminate tension. By treating the piano

as an extension of the body and using these exercises to refine that connection, the student builds a foundation

that supports all future musical endeavors. Whether utilized in a private studio or a group class setting, the

methodology of Edna-Mae Burnam continues to be an essential instrument in the development of the modern

pianist, bridging the gap between mechanical exercise and expressive artistry.

As the series progresses into Books 2, 3, and 4, the complexity of the 'dozen' increases, introducing polyrhythms, 

complex ornamentations, and wider intervallic stretches. However, the core principle remains the same: 

consistent, focused, and physiologically sound warm-upsare the key to technical mastery. By adhering to the

structured framework provided in these books, students ensure they are not just playing the piano, but developing

the mechanical proficiency required to communicate music with clarity and ease.
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