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In the realm of piano pedagogy, few instructional series have achieved the level of ubiquity and enduring relevance 

as Edna-Mae Burnam’s A Dozen A Day. Published by Willis Music, this series has served as the foundational

technical curriculum for millions of pianists worldwide. The brilliance of the series lies in its modular approach to

finger dexterity, wrist flexibility, and rhythmic precision, presented through short, manageable exercises that avoid

the physical and mental fatigue often associated with 19th-century technical regimes like those of Hanon or Czerny.

The Pedagogical Framework of Edna-Mae Burnam

Edna-Mae Burnam (1907–2007) revolutionized piano instruction by recognizing that technique should not be an 

isolated, grueling chore but a preliminary ritual that prepares both the mind and the body for performance. The A 

Dozen A Dayphilosophy is rooted in the concept of "short-task success." By breaking down complex technical

movements into twelve daily exercises grouped into distinct sets, Burnam facilitates a high frequency of successful

execution, which is critical for building muscle memory and technical confidence in students of all ages.

The Psychological Impact of the 'Stick Figure' Aesthetic

One cannot analyze A Dozen A Day without mentioning the iconic stick-figure illustrations that accompany each 

exercise. From a technical writing perspective, these are not merely decorative. They serve as visual mnemonics.

When a student sees the figure 'Deep Breathing' or 'Walking,' their brain immediately associates the musical

notation with a specific physical action. This bridges the gap between abstract musical symbols and the concrete

bio-mechanics of the hand and arm.

Technical Analysis of Book 1: Primary and Beyond

Book 1 (often recognized by its distinct blue or green covers depending on the edition and region) focuses on the 

fundamental mechanics of the five-finger pattern. The exercises are designed to be transposed, allowing students

to explore the topography of the keyboard beyond the C-major white-key orientation. This section analyzes the core

mechanical objectives found within the first series of exercises.

1. Legato and Weight Transfer

Many exercises in Book 1, such as 'Deep Breathing,' utilize the two-note slur. This teaches the fundamental 'down-

up' motion of the wrist. The technical execution involves dropping the weight of the arm into the first note (the 

'down' motion) and lifting the wrist to release the second note (the 'up' motion). This promotes weight transfer

rather than isolated finger striking, which is essential for preventing repetitive strain injuries.

2. Independent Finger Articulation

Exercises like 'Running' or 'Skipping' target the independence of the fourth and fifth fingers (the annularis and digiti 

minimi). Because these fingers share a common extensor tendon, they are naturally weaker. Burnam’s sequences 

isolate these fingers in rhythmic patterns that force independent movement without requiring excessive force, 

thereby strengthening the lumbrical muscles of the hand.

3. Staccato and Wrist Flexibility



The 'Hopping' exercises introduce the staccato touch. Technically, this requires a 'wrist staccato' where the hand

bounces from the wrist joint like a hinge. This movement is critical for developing a light, crisp touch and ensures

that the student does not hold tension in the forearm during rapid passages.

Structural Hierarchy of the A Dozen A Day Series

The series is meticulously graded to ensure a linear progression of difficulty. Understanding the hierarchy is

essential for piano instructors when integrating these books into a broader curriculum.



Book Level Technical Focus Target Audience Key Mechanical 
Milestones

Preparatory Book Basic finger movement Early Beginners Five-finger position, basic 
rhythm.

Book 1 (Primary) Independence &amp; Agility Beginner to Intermediate Legato/Staccato contrast, 
basic chords.

Book 2 Extended Hand Positions Late Intermediate Scale fragments, hand 
crossings.

Book 3 Velocity &amp; Control Early Advanced Arpeggios, chromaticism, 
double notes.

Book 4 Virtuosity &amp; Strength Advanced Octave work, complex 
rhythmic groupings.

Comparative Analysis: A Dozen A Day vs. The Hanon Virtuoso Pianist

A frequent debate in piano pedagogy centers on whether to use the Hanon exercises or the Burnam method.

Below is a structured comparison based on technical efficiency and pedagogical outcomes.



Feature A Dozen A Day (Burnam) The Virtuoso Pianist (Hanon)

Length of Exercises Short (4-8 measures) Long (2 pages)

Mental Fatigue Low (Varied patterns) High (Repetitive patterns)

Musicality Includes phrasing and dynamics Strictly mechanical

Visual Aids Stick figures for physical cues Text-heavy instructions

Transposition Encouraged for all exercises Fixed in C-Major (initially)

While Hanon is excellent for building pure endurance, Burnam’s A Dozen A Day is superior for developing varied 

touch and interpretive technique. The brevity of Burnam's exercises allows for a higher degree of focus on the 

quality of the movement rather than just the quantity of the notes played.

Mathematical Models of Technical Progress

Technical proficiency in piano can be modeled as a function of deliberate practice (P) and frequency of 

repetition (F), constrained by cognitive load (C). The formula for Technical Mastery (T) can be expressed as:

T = (P × F) / C

In the context of A Dozen A Day, the cognitive load (C) is intentionally kept low by utilizing short exercises and

clear visual cues. This allows the frequency (F) and the quality of practice (P) to remain high, leading to a faster

rate of mastery (T) compared to longer, more complex etudes where C is high and P often diminishes due to

fatigue.

Practical Implementation: A Technical Field Guide

To maximize the benefits of A Dozen A Day Book 1, instructors and students should follow a systematic workflow

during each practice session. The goal is not to play through the entire book, but to master one 'Group' of twelve

exercises at a time.

•  Step 1: The Warm-Up (Group 1, Exercises 1-3): Focus on breathing and large muscle movements. Ensure the 

shoulders are relaxed and the feet are grounded.

•  Step 2: Isolation (Group 1, Exercises 4-8): Focus on specific finger movements. Use a metronome to ensure 

rhythmic stability. Start at 60 BPM and increase incrementally.

•  Step 3: Articulation Contrast (Group 1, Exercises 9-12): Practice the transition between legato and staccato. 

Pay close attention to the silence between staccato notes.

•  Step 4: Transposition: Once an exercise is mastered in C Major, move it to G Major, F Major, and eventually D 

Major. This builds 'keyboard topography' awareness.

Case Study: Correcting 'Collapsed Knuckles'

A common technical flaw in beginning students is the collapsing of the distal interphalangeal joints (the first 

knuckle). Using A Dozen A Day, an instructor can assign 'Walking' specifically to monitor the 'arch' of the hand. By

slowing the tempo and requiring the student to 'sink' into the key with a firm fingertip, the Burnam exercises provide

a controlled environment to correct this bio-mechanical inefficiency before it becomes a permanent habit.



Bio-mechanics and Musculoskeletal Health

The A Dozen A Day series is notable for its emphasis on forearm rotation and neutral wrist alignment. In 

technical piano playing, the extensor digitorum muscles are often overused, leading to tendonitis. Burnam’s 

exercises encourage the use of the flexor digitorum profundus and the flexor digitorum superficialisin a way that

balances the hand’s muscle groups. By emphasizing the 'up' motion (the release), the exercises ensure that the

muscles are not in a state of constant contraction, which is the primary cause of tension-related injuries in

musicians.

Troubleshooting Common Implementation Errors

Even with a well-structured method like Burnam's, errors in execution can occur. Below are common failure modes

and their technical solutions.



Failure Mode Symptom Technical Solution

Over-extension Tension in the back of the hand Ensure the hand returns to a 'closed' 
position between stretches.

Key Bedding Harsh, percussive sound Teach the student to release the 
weight once the 'escapement' of the 
piano action is felt.

Rhythmic Inconsistency Uneven notes in 'Running' Practice with 'rhythmic 
variations' (e.g., long-short, short-long 
patterns).

Shoulder Elevation Physical fatigue in the neck Integrate the 'Deep Breathing' 
exercise's arm weight into every 
exercise.

The Evolution of the Series: Online Audio and Digital Integration

With the release of the Book/Online Audioeditions (HL 416761), Willis Music has modernized the series for the

21st century. The inclusion of professional backing tracks serves a dual technical purpose:

1.  Rhythmic Entrainment: Playing along with a track forces the student to maintain a steady pulse, correcting 

the tendency to slow down during difficult passages.

2.  Aural Development: The tracks provide a harmonic context for the technical exercises, making the practice 

session more engaging and musically rewarding.

Concluding Technical Synthesis

The enduring success of A Dozen A Dayby Edna-Mae Burnam is a testament to the effectiveness of structured,

modular technical training. By focusing on the bio-mechanics of the hand, the psychology of short-term goals, and

the necessity of varied touch, the series provides a comprehensive curriculum that scales from the absolute

primary level to advanced virtuosity. For the modern pianist, these exercises are not merely warm-ups; they are a

vital component of a sustainable and healthy technical foundation. As piano pedagogy continues to evolve, the

principles established by Burnam—clarity, brevity, and physical awareness—remain the gold standard for

instrumental instruction.

Integrating these exercises into a daily routine ensures that the mechanical hurdles of the instrument are 

addressed systematically, allowing the performer to focus on the ultimate goal of piano study: expressive musical 

communication. Whether used in a traditional conservatory setting or for adult self-study, the 40-page instructional 

guides of the A Dozen A Day series continue to be an essential tool in the development of keyboard mastery.
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