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Keyboard Technique Part 2
Goal: To introduce students to the synthesizer and some of 
the essential and basic techniques of synth performance and 
production. 

What will you learn?: 
Students will learn about synthesizer technique in 2 ways: 
(1) various ways in which the synth can be physically played 
in manners that differ from traditional piano technique, 
and; (2) the technical capabilities and considerations that a 
performer should know when using the synth to replicate 
various instrument sounds in order to render the best and most 
authentic performance possible.

Learn the pentatonic scale and practice building it in 4 different keys.
Practice playing the pentatonic lick (1, 2, 3, 5) and the variations over any set 
of chord changes.

Transpose the pentatonic scale to 4 more different keys.
Continue to practice playing the pentatonic lick and variations over various 
chord changes.

Experiment playing with the various brass sounds on your synth. These 
include trumpets, trombones, tuba, euphonium, French horn, etc.

Practice “active listening” (make mental notes of each instrument’s timbre, 
whether the patch is a solo instrument or section, what do instruments sound 
like when combined with other instruments of the same family? different 
family?, etc.) You are trying to learn to identify the authenticity of various 
sounds (i.e., do the synth patches sound just like the actual instrument? Why 
“yes,” or why “no”?)

Experiment playing with the various string sounds on your synth. These 
include the violin, viola, cello, and bass.
Practice “active listening” and focus on issues such as:
the instrument’s timbre
whether the patch is a solo instrument or string section
range/register issues (what is too high, what is too low?)
what do instruments sound like when combined with other instruments of the 
same family? different family?

Topics to be discussed:
waterfall keys vs. weighted/
graded-hammer action 

“sound”/”patch” 
terminology
 
mono- vs. polyphonic
 
decay/sustain

Monday:

Tuesday:

Wednesday:

Thursday:

Friday:

Practice Plan (20-30 minutes per day)
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Experiment with string sounds that use the following articulations:
arco
pizzicato
tremolo
Listen to music that features prominent string parts and ask yourself:
What specific strings are being used?
What is the harmony (chords)?
What is the specific voicing of the string parts (how are the actual chords 
spelled when written for the horns)?
Consider range and register issues.
Can you play the string parts on your synth along with the recording?

Review all of the above. Leave time in your practice session for free 
exploration of your synth. Searching for sounds, playing along with 
recordings, tweaking various effects, transcribing music and playing it on 
various non-keyboard sounds  - this is all excellent practice that will help you 
better understand the parameters and abilities of synths in general.
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graded-hammer action 
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