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Learning to see music

SHINING EXAMPLE: Hobart piano teacher Helen Hull with her son, Tarshi, 13, whom she taught using the Simply Music method. Tarshi went on to
win a music scholarship to Hutchins and plays in a jazz ensemble with older musicians. Picture: KIM EISZELE

PENNY THOW

N OBODY would expect a young
child to be able to read and write
before they could speak, but that
is exactly what is required when
learning to play the piano,
according to Australian pianist

and composer Neil Moore.
Moore, who is now based in the United States,

developed his Simply Music system of learning 10
years ago based on his childhood experience of
hearing music and visualising shapes and
patterns.

The method is now taught by hundreds of
people on three continents and Moore says it
enables beginners to play contemporary,
classical, gospel, accompaniment and blues piano
from their first lessons. Students also learn to
read, improvise, compose and arrange music.

He says Simply Music works for people of all
ages and for people with autism, Tourette’s,
ADHD and other cognitive, behavioural or
physical challenges.

In Hobart, Simply Music is taught by Helen
Hull, who says everyone is musical, whether they
know it or not, and no one fails using the method.

Hull’s students range from seven-year-olds to
those in their 70s.

She even brought piano-playing back into the
life of an 81-year-old blind woman who had not
been able to play because she could no longer read
music.

Hull says the Simply Music method
temporarily delays music reading and immerses
students in the actual experience of playing.

‘‘Simply Music begins by distilling entire
pieces into simple shapes, patterns and concepts
that students can clearly see and easily play on
the keyboard,’’ she said.

‘‘With no attention on music reading, students
are free to relate directly to the piano and develop
a natural connection to the instrument.’’

The approach is vastly different from that Hull
experienced as a child.

‘‘I started learning in the traditional way when
I was eight,’’ she said.

‘‘I was taught by nuns and had to do scales,
drills, exercises and exams and was only allowed
to play classical music. I had to read music from
the page and got into trouble if I did it any other
way. I also found it a very isolating experience.’’

Hull continued to study piano through school
and eventually enrolled in a music education
degree, which was interrupted by overseas travel.

‘‘When I came back I realised I no longer
wanted to be part of the education system and
didn’t want to teach people the way I had been
taught,’’ she said.

Instead, Hull completed a bachelor of arts
degree and worked in the corporate sector until
the birth of her son Tarshi, who is now 13.

When Tarshi was about three Hull realised he
loved music and she resolved to teach him to play
the piano when he was older. It was then she
discovered the Simply Music program, which at
the time was in its infancy.

‘‘I initially went along just to get some ideas,’’
she said.

‘‘I had zero interest in becoming a piano
teacher but after experiencing the program I
discovered it was really what I wanted to do. It
was a turning point in my life. I had discovered
my passion.

‘‘Simply Music gives anyone the opportunity to
play. It’s so much fun and gives people a sense of
achievement and victory every step of the way.’’

Tarshi is an example of the success of the
program. He has a repertoire of about 80 pieces,
won a music scholarship to Hutchins School and
plays in a jazz ensemble with nine older musicians.

Hull teaches students in small groups and
brims with enthusiasm about the experience.

‘‘During level one some of the adult students
are so moved when they play an accompaniment

with both hands for the first time and fellow
students start to sing along,’’ she said.

‘‘They get up from the piano, their eyes
glistening with tears, and everyone is so excited
for them.

‘‘The lessons are not only social, with people
getting together to play, but the opportunity for
observatory learning is really powerful.

‘‘People say it is the highlight of their week,
that they learn from each other and it becomes
part of their lives.’’

Teaching is also a moving experience for Hull
who obviously has a close connection with her
students, including a young girl with Joubert
syndrome, a genetic disorder that affects balance,
co-ordination and muscle control, including
eyesight.

‘‘When she first began she could hardly get her
fingers to work on the piano. But I knew how
much she loved music and I was convinced I could
teach her to play,’’ Hull said.

‘‘She is now in level five of the program and has
started learning the full version of Beethoven’s

Fur Elise. She also won her category of her
school’s talent quest which was open to students
of all abilities.

‘‘It has been a huge boost to her confidence. She
used to have to lean on her mother when she came
to the lessons but when she won the competition
it looked like she was walking on air.’’

! To find out more about the Simply Music
program phone Helen Hull on 6244 1672.

On show
Saturday: The Tasmanian Symphony
Orchestra’s Song of Destiny concert,
2.30pm, Federation Concert Hall.
Conducted by Johannes Fritzsch, featuring
mezzo soprano Lilli Paasikivi and the TSO
Chorus, the program will offer Brahms
Variations on a Theme by Joseph Haydn,
Elgar’s Sea Pictures, a new commission by
Tasmanian composer Maria Grenfell and
the title work, Brahms’ Song of Destiny.

Heartthrob Zac ready to cut loose

LEAVING SCHOOL: Zac Efron with High School
Musical co-stars, left, Vanessa Hudgens, his real-

life girlfriend, and Ashley Tisdale.

I T all happened quicker than you can say
‘‘High School Musical 3: Senior Year’’.
The day after the Disney cable TV

phenomenon became a US box office record-setter
with a $42 million opening weekend, Paramount
Pictures fast-tracked a previously announced
remake of the 1984 film Footloose, with High
School Musical star Zac Efron in the role that
made Kevin Bacon famous.

Producers Craig Zadan and Neil Meron
(Chicago, Hairspray) have joined the project, the
script is undergoing a rewrite with a teen-young
adult demographic in mind and new songs are
being written to complement the movie’s title
song and tracks such as Let’s Hear It for the Boy.

And Efron, who turned 21 on October 18, is on
the verge of a deal that will give him a payday
only just short of $10 million, plus script approval.

The new Footloose will reunite him with Kenny
Ortega, who has directed all three High School
Musical movies thus far.

‘‘We’re still trying to figure out the right way to
do it,’’ Efron says during an interview in Los
Angeles prior to flying to Australia to promote
HSM3. ‘‘We want to put our own spin on it.’’

Articulate and polite to a fault, Efron plays
down the hysteria that has surrounded High
School Musical and him in particular.

‘‘The fans are usually great and I haven’t come
across anything I haven’t been able to handle,’’ he
says. ‘‘Sometimes the mums can be a little
overzealous and can be kind of funny.

‘‘No, I’d say primarily I’m just a lot busier now,
which is fun. This is what I’ve always wanted to
do and it’s been a pretty exciting road. This is
what we’ve always dreamed High School Musical
would become.’’

There is no doubt Efron has emerged as the
major star of the films in which he plays Troy
Bolton, captain of the East High Wildcats
basketball team, although his co-stars Vanessa
Hudgens (who plays Gabriella Montez and is
Efron’s girlfriend on screen and off), Ashley
Tisdale (Sharpay Evans), Lucas Grabeel (Ryan
Evans), Corbin Bleu (Chad Danforth) and
Monique Coleman (Taylor McKessie) all are
poised for big-screen careers.

For instance, Grabeel has a supporting role in
the biopic Milk, starring Sean Penn as the
assassinated gay rights advocate Harvey Milk.

Hudgens, 19, already has two albums to her
credit and will be seen next year in another
music-based film, Bandslam.

‘‘She’s grown up, as all of us have,’’ an
obviously admiring Efron says.

‘‘She continues to grow more talented with
every instalment of High School Musical and
she’s turning into a woman.’’

He smiles and adds: ‘‘It’s been great to watch.’’
While Hudgens recently bought a $2.75 million

house (six bedrooms, six bathrooms, pool with
barbecue island) in LA’s Studio City, the pair
apparently have no plans to move in together.

‘‘I’m only 19,’’ she almost blushes during a
separate interview.

Efron continues to live in an apartment in
nearby Toluca Lake, but plans to move.

‘‘There’s a lot of people living in my building
right now so it would be nice to go some place
where I could live in peace,’’ he says.

‘‘It’s not going to be anything big. I’ve always
believed in living below your means, but privacy
is an important issue now.’’

Efron describes the three High School Musical
movies as ‘‘such a wild experience that we’ve all
been through hand-in-hand’’ and has mixed
emotions about it coming to an end for him with
the third film.

‘‘Right now I’m glad. I think it’s time for us to
leave, but we’ve travelled the world together and
done so much together.

‘‘Anyone who’s been through high school
knows the last day can be really sad.

‘‘Hopefully, for me it’s just the start of
something new, to coin a phrase. There are a lot
more opportunities out there, different roles that
I’m looking to start to play.

‘‘Honestly, I’m excited about the future. I’m
looking forward and I feel prepared. I’m ready to
move on. I’m ready to grow up.’’

LAWRIE MASTERSON
! High School Musical 3 is due to open
locally on December 4.


