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Rhythm 
The standard note length is quarter note, which is typically one beat.  Notes are measured in fractions: whole, 
half, quarter, eighth, sixteenth, 32nd, 64th.  Dots are added to the right of the note-head to add 50% of the note 
value onto the length of the beat, i.e. dotted quarter = 3 eight notes, dotted half = 3 quarter notes.  Notes in a beat 
are usually beamed together; beams seldom cross over a beat (except 1/8 notes, which sometimes will cover two 
full beats).  Tied notes add the value of the 2

nd
 note to the first. 

 
Time Signature 
Time Signature is made up of 2 numbers.  The top note is the number of beats per measure.  The bottom note is 
value of note that gets the beat.  Most modern music is written in 4/4 (also called common time) or 2/4 (also called 
cut time).  3/4 time is also somewhat common.  These time signatures are categorized as duple meter, as there 
are 2 eighth notes in a beat.   

 
However, there are other time signatures that are categorized as triple meter, meaning 3 eighth notes make up a 
beat.  Some examples of this are 6/8, 9/8, and 12/8 time.  Note that the standard beat in a triple meter bar is the 
dotted quarter, rather than the quarter note, which is standard in duple meter. 
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In addition, sometimes we want to “steal” a portion of triple meter time and place it into a song which is primarily in 
duple meter.  This is called a triplet. 
 
 
Eighth Note triplets: 
 
 
 
 
Quarter Note triplets: 
 
 
 
These examples apply to modern music.  Unless the music was used for dancing (which naturally requires a 
regular rhythm), period music often does not have a time signature or has a time signature which changes.  
However, if the music has been transcribed into modern notation, these general rules still apply.  
 
Exercises 
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Pitch 
Once you understand how to read rhythms, you can begin to 
add pitch.  Each line and space on a staff represents a 
different note.  You may remember learning “F A C E” as a 
child to remember the names of the notes in the spaces and 
“Every Good Boy Does Fine” for the notes on the lines.  
Ledger lines allow us to read notes that lie above or below 
the staff, such as middle C, which is on a ledger line below 
the staff in treble clef and on a ledger line above the staff in 
bass clef. 
 
In addition, if the key includes notes other than the “white” 
keys on a modern piano, they can be either sharps or flats, 
depending on the key.  Adding a flat to any note moves it 
down a half-step, while adding a sharp moves it up a half-
step.   
 
Notes such as C# and Db are called enharmonic notes, as 
they are the same note on the piano, but they are named 
differently depending on the key. 
 
Scales/Modes 
While most modern music is written in either the major or minor scale, period music was written in modes.  
Modern music theory was not invented until the time of Bach in around 1750.  Prior to this, the “rules” were very 
different. 
 

 
      (2=Whole Step; 1=Half Step) 
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Key Signature 
The above examples of modes 
use only the “white” notes on a 
modern piano.  However, 
scales and modes can be used 
in any key signature.  A key 
signature helps you determine 
what note is the tonal center of 
a piece of music.  From this 
point on, we will focus on major 
and minor scales, as those are 
what are most frequently 
encountered. 
 
Since most (but not all) songs 
end with the tonal center, this, 
along with the key signature, 
will tell you what key a song is 
in.  For example, if a song ends 
on Bb and the key signature 
has two flats, then the song is 
in Bb major.  Likewise, if the 
song ends on D and has one 
flat, then the song is in D minor.  
(Similarly, if the song ends on F 
and has 3 flats, then the song is 
either in F Dorian, or it is in D 
minor and ends on the 3

rd
 

rather than on the tonal center; 
however, this is not typical.)   
 
If are good at analysis , then 
the chord structure can also 
give us hints, as I, IV, and V 
chords, along with the occasional vi chord are typically very predominant.  If you are well-versed in reading chords 
and understand their function in a song, you may find this helpful.  However, that is beyond the scope of this 
class. 
 
Clefs 
While most of the examples I have shown are in treble clef, there 
are other clefs as well.  The most common are treble and bass 
clef, but there is also a C clef, which can move up and down the 
staff.  Alto and tenor clefs are both C clefs. 
 
In treble clef, also known as G clef, the curly part curls around 
the G line.  In bass clef, also known as F clef, the little dot that 
starts the curve is on the F line.  In any C clef, the point in the 
middle of the “B” is middle C.  This is clef is useful for avoiding 
writing ledger lines, but since most people are not as familiar 
with recognizing notes on sight when they are written using this 
clef, it is seldom used in modern music.  You may, however, find 
them in older music, or occasionally in ensemble parts written for 
non-transposing mid-range instruments such as the viola.
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Solfege 
Once we have established the tonal center, we can translate what we are seeing into solfege syllables.  Just like 
Julie Andrews in “The Sound of Music,” understanding Do, Re, Mi, etc. is important for figuring out how notes in a 
song relate to one another.  There are also hand signs which accompany the syllables.  The syllables on the left 
represent the major key.  The ones on the right are the substitutions made for a minor key. 
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There are three variations of the minor key.  
They are natural, melodic, and harmonic minor.  
When we refer to a minor key, we are usually 
referring to the natural minor.  However, melodic 
minor is often more typical in practice, as when 
you are going up, you get leading tones to Do, 
and when you are going down, you want the 
leading tones to go down to Sol. 
 
When you are first learning, you may want to 
write in the solfege syllables below the notes.  
Once you have practiced for a while, you will 
begin to be able to do this by ear.  Always keep 
the tonal center (Do) in the back of your mind, 
as that will not only help you stay in tune, but will 
also help you figure out what solfege syllable you are singing. 
 
Intervals 
Arguably the most powerful tool to 
help you sight-sing a song is 
knowing your intervals.  It is 
extremely rare for a song not to 
have any “jumps.”  You will have to 
know how to sing a note other than 
the one immediately above or below 
the current note in the scale.  Here 
is where intervals (as well as being 
able to keep track of Do and Sol in 
your head) become your friend. 
 
To help you remember what each 
interval sounds like, I have listed 
some well-known songs which start 
with each interval. 
 
Minor 2

nd
: Jaws theme 

Major 2
nd
: Happy Birthday 

Minor 3
rd
: Lullaby (Brahms) 

Major 3
rd
: Michael, Row Your Boat Ashore; Oh When the Saints 

Perfect 4
th
: Here Comes the Bride 

Tri-tone: Maria (from West Side Story); The Simpsons theme 
Perfect 5

th
: Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star 

Minor 6
th
: The Entertainer (3

rd
 & 4

th
 notes) 

Major 6
th
: NBC; My Bonnie Lies over the Ocean 

Minor 7
th
: There’s a Place for Us; Have you Driven a Ford 

Major 7
th
: Bali Ha’i (1

st
 to 3

rd
 note; there is an octave jump in between) 

Perfect Octave: Somewhere Over the Rainbow 
 
Please keep in mind, however, that when the interval is functionally different in the song, it may seem to have a 
different quality.  (For example, an octave on Do sounds different than an octave on Sol in the context of the 
song.  Likewise, a P4 from Do to Fa will sound different than Sol to Do in context.)  This is why intervals and 
solfege are most effective when used together. 
 
Useful Resources 
Listen and Sing: Lessons in Ear-Training and Sight-Singing – David Damschroder 
Henscratches and Flyspecks: How to read melodies from songbooks in twelve confusing lessons – Peter Seeger 
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Exercises 
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