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Introduction to music reading traditionally occurs early in life. Recent studies suggest that expert sight-reading skills must be mastered before the age of 15 (Kopiez, Weihs, Ligges, and Lee, 2006), consequently stressing the importance of understanding how children’s natural cognitive development interacts with their mastering of music reading. Studies show that elementary pitch reading skills can be taught to children as young as 3- or 4-years-old (Capodilupo, 1992; Tommis & Fazey, 1999). As in other studies in music perception, age effects are found in studies on pitch reading. Brotz (1992) found a significant difference in the speed and accuracy between 7- and 9-year-olds in a finger tapping and pitch reading task on a piano and according to Capodilupo (1992) children’s ability to retain more complex aspects of pitch reading increased linearly from age 4 to 10. Interestingly, when children have reached an understanding of the correspondence between a notated pitch and a note on an instrument they may still not be able to visually comprehend a notated melody. In one study, first and second graders were more confident reading and playing one pitch at a time than reading pitches in a melodic context (Pick et al., 1982). These results demonstrate how children’s cognitive development plays an important role and should not be ignored in the endeavour of understanding the early acquisition of complex skills such as music reading.

Music reading is a complex process involving a reading skill and a mechanical skill (Wolf, 1976). The reading skill requires the decoding of two distinct types of codes entailing the pitch information and the timing information. Behavioral and neurological studies suggest that pitch and temporal information are perceived separately both in a listening situation (Palmer and Krumhansl, 1987) and in a music reading situation (Schön and Besson, 2002, Waters and Underwood, 1999). Because music reading is a construct of processes in music perception (Sloboda, 1976, 1978, 1984) research on music reading depends on investigating the underlying processes of perception. Although pitch and timing cannot be truly separated in a musical event or in a music reading situation, the independence of pitch and timing in terms of perception is useful for the purpose of analysing pitch reading independent of the reading of timing information. 

The pitches in a score that appear in a sequence usually represent a melody. According to studies on melodic perception, melodies can be perceived in terms of contour or sequence of intervals (Dowling, 1978; Dowling, 1982). During the development of melodic perception the global features of a melodic contour tend to precede the local or analytic perception of specific intervals (Bartlett and Dowling, 1980; Pick et al., 1988; Trainor and Trehub, 1993). And with musical training global strategies of perceiving melodic contour are replaced by more specific strategies of identifying interval structures (Fujioka, Trainor, Ross, Kakigi and Pantrev, 2004). In the context of pitch reading the visual perception of pitches and of a melodic line is likely to affect the pitch accuracy in music reading. That is, in a music reading situation the accuracy of a melody produced is likely to reflect the strategies used to visually comprehend the notation.
Researchers have suggested that proficient music reading involves a heightened sensitivity to musical structures and understanding of relationships between groups of notes (Sloboda, 1984). Studies indicate that successful sight-reading depends on the recognition of familiar structures such as chords (Salis, 1980; Waters et al., 1998), musical phrases (Sloboda, 1977), and tonality (MacKenzie et al., 1986).  The absence of familiar structures results in poorer music reading performances than when these structures are present. Furthermore, Sloboda (1976) demonstrated a parallel between language reading and music reading when he reported the effect of the so called proof-reader’s error in adult pianists’ sight-reading performances. The best sight-readers in the study played fewer of the errors implanted in the score than did the poorer sight-readers indicating that the experts were reading the score for meaning within the context of the musical piece and thus disregarded erroneous information that did not fit the context.
The existing knowledge on music reading is mostly drawn from studies on expert sight-readers (Edgington, 2006; Goolsby, 1994a, 1994b; Kopiez et al., 2006; MacKenzie et al. 1986; Schön and Besson, 2002; Sloboda, 1974, 1977; Thompson, 1987; Truitt, Clifton, Pollatsek, & Rayner, 1997; Waters et. Al 1998) or adult novices (Kostka, 2000; Lowder, 1973). In music reading there is a lack of  knowledge on the types of errors made by novices. In order to improve music reading instruction it is important, albeit not sufficient, to understand how experts read. It is of cricical importance to understand how novices read, how they make errors and why they make them. The primary purpose of the present study was to explore pitch reading errors of young piano students and to identify error categories that might be proposed as a basis for further studies on music reading errors.

In this study the music reading performances of 35 piano students in their second year of study were analysed in terms of the types of errors they produced as they read 3 simple piano pieces. The students were 6 – 13-years-old which added a developmental dimention to the analysis of errors. The results indicated that there were differences in errors produced that could be attributed to development or maturation, indicating that different reading strategies might be applied at different ages. Also, the results suggested that some practices in the teaching of music literacy skills may be counterproductive for some students’ success in music reading, providing implications for music education and for future research.
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