
resource guide: 
My top 10 pop songs 
for beginner piano students
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Finding the right pop music to teach can be a challenge. 
 

Sometimes students will bring in music that they want to play, or just say "I'd really like to learn this!". 
 But at other times, you may want to explore a speci�c pop song as a way to practice a skill that the 

student has been learning about: perhaps chords, progressions, rhythm, pulse or inversions. 
 While I start teaching my students about naming, forming and playing chords from the very �rst lesson, 

unless they put this knowledge into some kind of musical practice, their newly-found knowledge will 
seem quite useless. In my opinion, the two best ways of putting chord knowledge into action is via 
improvising/composing or playing pop music. And the latter is what this cheat sheet is all about. 

 
This is a list of my Top 10 easy pop songs that I use to teach students about chords, progressions and 
music in general. If any of these are unfamiliar to you (I'd be surprised!), then take a listen to them on 
YouTube before you start teaching. Make sure you're happy with the song and know how it goes. Be 

certain to decide how you want to teach it too: with the music, from chords, demo and copy, etc.  
 

Stay tuned for more help about how I teach these pop songs coming up in your email inbox soon :)
 

Happy teaching!
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1. let  it be - the beatles  (original key)

 2. hey jude in c - the beatles  (original key: f )

You might wonder about the relevance of the �rst two given they were composed around 45 

years ago and all my teaching is about being modern and progressive!

 

The thing is that kids these days still seem to know and like them (which says a lot about the 

quality of the original song-writing!). They have timeless appeal and can be played with simple, 

steady rhythms, even by beginners. 

 

You can teach both of these pieces by having the student play rhythmic chords to keep the beat 

and adding 7ths or slash chords as and when they can (until then, just play the root position triads). 

 

They are also great songs to use with a backing track app like NoteStar for iPad when students 

have mastered the progressions. 

 

The original key of Hey Jude opens-up another teaching point with students about the idea of 

transposition, because if they'd like to play this song with the original recording on YouTube, they'll 

need to play it F Major. What does it mean to transpose to a new key? How do you do it? What 

sharps/�ats are involved? 

 

These are all great questions that you can delve into using this song as a base. My students can't 

get enough of these two songs: they can learn them quickly and you can go in all sorts of exciting 

teaching directions (eg. into the Circle of 5ths, keys, melody, etc.) once they know the basics.
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3. Clocks - Coldplay
You only ever need to teach the �rst 4 bars of this song to have a winning experience with any 
student. It's cool, it's groovy and everyone loves it. Let's face it, it's a ri� that all pianists should know! 
 
For beginners, I tend to teach this by rote: ie. Demonstrate and show the position and then your 
students copy. Watch how quickly your students' faces will light up when they realise what they are 
playing and how cool it sounds. 
 
Keep the LH simple to start with: just single bass notes are �ne; it's the RH that holds all the magic.
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This is another timeless classic that around 80% of kids still know today (and even if they 
don't, you can play a YouTube and show them how cool it is!). While it's not that easy to 
read the music, this is easily taught with basic chords: Try a C chord in the RH with a 
descending bassline in the LH. 
 
With a few more instructions, you can help them understand the slash chords G/B and 
show them how to change the RH chord each bar while the LH descends. It's not a perfect 
rendition of the original, but it's enough to get your students �red-up. 
 
Here's a simpli�ed version of the original (the �rst one is the most basic way to play (just 
root position) and the second play-through introduces slash chords:  

4. Piano Man - Billy Joel
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5. Skyfall - Adele

7. Someone Like You - Adele
Musically, this is a bit like learning a modern (and far less complex!) 'Moonlight 
Sonata' (and we all know how appealing some simple arpeggios can be). 
 
Someone Like You is a simple 4-chord song that uses broken chords to �ll out the 
sound and add interest. Students will quickly realise that this song is actually fairly 
boring on its own, so again, I'd recommend getting students to play along to the 
singer using NoteStar once they've got the progression.
 
Good teaching points with the inversions of the chords in RH and also the use of the 
R/5/8 (root/5th/octave) in the RH for the F#m chord given how ubiquitous this 
patter is in popular music (albeit normally in the LH). 

There's something about the major/minor combinations of the chords in this song that really appeal. 
Even if students haven't seen the movie, they'll probably know the song. Easy to teach with chords, 
particularly when you add inversions. Keep the LH in minims to start as the dotted rhythm can be 
tricky. Can be incorporated with the NoteStar backing track. 

6. The Scientist - Coldplay
Another winner. Easy to play - even from the music - and lots of students will know it well. The best 
thing is it's one of the few modern pop songs that has a steady, easy rhythm. Just use single notes or 
octaves in the LH to start, just in semibreves to begin. Good teaching points around what F2 means 
(Fsus2) and the use of the 7th in the Dm chord. 
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8. Get Lucky - Daft Punk

9. Simpson's Theme

Everyone loved this song when it came out. It's another 4-chord song that is easy to learn 
with chords. Great for introducing inversions because of where the hands are placed. Add 
a backing track and you've got a pupil-winning piece that will teach them all about chords 
and inversions. 
 
Here are the chords in the original key: 

Everyone knows it, everyone loves it and every pianist should be able to pull it o� (a bit like happy 
birthday really...but that's another story!). 
 
Great teaching points regarding Danny Elfman's use of the Lydian Mode. Don't worry about teaching 
(counting) the rhythm; show the student the notes and let them play it in time. 

bm f#md e
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10. James Bond Theme
There's something about chromatic bass lines that kids love. This is a great teaching piece because 
it's in A minor, which is a key that students generally learn early on and involves recognising a triad in 
the RH. 
 It can be taught by demo/copy or music depending on where the students is at in their reading.
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PS. If you've got more advanced students, and want some real crowd-pleasers, check out my favourite 

pop riffs for intermediate to advanced pianists: 

 
Love Song - Sarah Barielles

A Thousand Miles - Vanessa Carlton

Virtual Insanity - Jamiroquai

Your Song - Elton John

Walking in Memphis - Marc Cohn

River flows in you - Yiruma

Don't stop believing - Journey


