
 

 

Spontaneous Social Piano 

HAPPY BIRTHDAY at a moment’s notice, and how to improvise with your friends 

Lucinda Mackworth-Young, President of The Piano Teachers’ Course UK Ltd 

Have you ever had an experience like this: Everyone knows you’re the one who can play the 
piano - so it’s you who can play Happy Birthday at a moment’s notice, without any notation, 
isn’t it? 

But the problem is you can’t, because our classical 
training, despite success in all those grade exams, 
taught us to be totally and utterly reliant on 
reading notes.  

 

So how do you handle social occasions? 

Tip #1: Just learn the chord progression of Happy Birthday, Auld Lang Syne, or the latest 
pop song, so that you can play a rousing accompaniment while everyone sings. There’s no 
need to play the tune because everyone knows it. And it’s much easier to remember just 
the chords when, as is possibly the case, you’ve already had a glass or two.…  

You need to choose your key with care: Happy Birthday in C 
major is fine for adults, but too low (or high) for children 
because the song begins on the fifth note of the scale, G, 
and has the range of an octave. F major, where the tune 
begins on middle C, works better.  

Then when you’re at the party, and have spotted the piano, 
run through the chords in your mind, and at the right 
moment, play a warm and firm “drumroll” octave on C. This 
gathers everyone’s attention and gives them the starting 
note. Then, as you begin singing, everyone else will join in, 
so you can concentrate on just playing the chords.  

Here is my favourite arrangement, but you may prefer your 
own. The chord symbols in both letters (above the stave) 
and roman numerals (below) will help you memorise the 
progression:   



 

 

 

 
 
Tip #2: Learn a repeated left-hand chord progression which you can play from memory 
while improvising freely, in a five-finger position or full scale, with your right hand. Your 
friends will be able to join in, playing rhythmically on a specified group of notes, regardless 
of whether they’ve had piano lessons.  
 
The example below is a Twelve-bar Blues in Eb, which can be repeated as often as desired, 
and, in this key, the right-hand improvisation can be solely on black notes: Eb Gb Ab Bb and 
Db comprise the minor pentatonic scale from which the Blues scale (which has an additional 
A natural) is derived.  
 

The standard twelve-bar progression is: I    I    I    I 
IV IV  I    I 
V  IV  I    I 

 
Each of the chords below is arranged with an open 5th, 6th, 7th and 6th, except where there 
are swift changes of chord, so there the technical challenge has been reduced.   
 
For the right-hand improvisation:  you may feel more secure and, paradoxically, more free 
to be creative, in this comfortable five-finger position:  
 
 
 
 
But your less experienced friends may prefer to play just with their index fingers, jumping all 
over the keyboard. Physical comfort, enjoyment and musical satisfaction are what matter 
most.  
 
 



 

 

Use the four-bar, left-hand introduction to set a steady beat and feel the swing rhythm.  
Then concentrate on maintaining the left-hand chord progression, improvising simply and 
naturally. If your friends join in, encourage them to imitate and respond to each other’s 
rhythms and ideas to create a fun musical conversation.  
 

 

The Piano Teachers’ Course UK is for pianists and piano teachers who wish to enhance their 
professional teaching skills, come together for inspiration and become part of a motivated, 
supportive and creative musical network. It is also the ideal pathway to boosting your new 
career as a piano teacher, equipping you with the skills and confidence to start growing 
your teaching practice immediately. 

For further information about the course, please visit www.pianoteacherscourse.org, email 
info@pianoteacherscourse.co.uk or phone Rhiana on 07833 687473. 
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