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Overview of this session: 

1. Why teach music theory, history and creativity to orchestra students? 

2. The plan for teaching Tonal Literacy to string students 

3. Making theory easy: Tips for reducing the workload for teachers 

4. A better method for teaching Rhythmic Literacy 

5. Teaching A Brief History of string instruments and music 

6. Using Creativity Projects to teach composition, improvisation and synthesize 

music making 
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Why Teach Music Theory to Orchestra Students? 
 
It is easy to be overly optimistic about what our students know. Often, we don’t bother to 
check—or even want to check for fear that we may be wrong—to find out how many of our 
students are functionally illiterate. These students learn by ear, and they really don’t know enough 
about how the symbols translate to sound to independently read and perform music. 
 

Do your students really know? 
(And how do you know unless you’ve asked or tested them?) 

 
1. What note is a whole step higher than B, C, D, E, and F? A whole step lower? 
2. What are the enharmonic names of sharp/flat notes, like G#, C#, Eb and Bb? 
3. Can your students write and quickly name the notes above and below their staff? 
4. Can your students finish this diagram to agree with the given key signature? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Can your string students explain  

• What a symphony is, and how it is different from a concerto? 
• When were string instruments invented and by whom? How do they differ from 

each other?  
• Who was Beethoven, and did he live before or after J.S. Bach? Can they name two 

things each of these composers contributed to the world of string music? 
• What method would your students use to figure out how to read and perform the 

rhythm below?  
 

 
 
They know the folk song “Mary Had a Little Lamb;” can they write it on a staff: 
 

 

 
What is it called when students/people cannot write down even the most basic ideas? 
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Exercise 10.4. Key Signatures and Fingerboard Maps

1. Add accidentals to the note names below so they agree with the following key signature.

  A B C D E F G A

2. Next, write only these notes that fall within this key signature onto the A String map below. Since the key 

signature has an F�, C�, and G�, you should NOT write F K , C K , or G K  on the diagram.

3. On the D string map below, write only the notes that fall within the following key signature.

4. On the fingerboard map below, write the names of your open strings in the circles on the left side of the line, 

starting with the highest string in the top circle. Then:

• Look at the key signature to the left and fill in all of the flat and natural notes in that key. Each string 

will look like a scale with half steps and whole steps.

• Shade in the remaining spaces on the fingerboard that represent other notes not in that key signature. 

The lowest string has been done for you.

� � � � �� ���� � � � � � � �

A

D� �� � � � � � � � � �� � � � �� �� �� �� � � � �

� ��� �� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �

� � � � �� ���� � � � � � � �

Unit 10 Study Guide

On a separate piece of paper, answer the following questions:

1. What is a minor second? What is a major second?

2. What notes are a minor second above A, B, C, D, E, F, and G? What notes are a major second above?

3. What notes are a minor second below A, B, C, D, E, F, and G? What notes are a major second below?

4. What is a key signature, and how does it affect the notes on the staff?

5. Use a blank fingerboard map to fill in the names of the notes that belong to the key signature of one of 

your concert pieces (as you did in Question 4 of Exercise 10.4).

A@G B@ C D E@ F G
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Unit 4 ! Introduction to Writing Music 

Exercise 4.3. Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star

1. On the staff below, finish writing Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star. Write the correct notes, rhythms, and stems. 

All of the leaps go up to an A. Use your instrument to help you if necessary.

2. Now write Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star starting on the note G. Use your instrument to help you figure out the 

correct notes. Include your clef, time signature, bar lines, and rhythms with stems going the correct direction.

� �� � � � � � �� � � � ��
� � �

Unit 4 Study Guide

On a separate piece of staff paper, write the following:

1. Using only your instrument to help you, write Frère Jacques, Mary Had a Little Lamb, and Twinkle, 

Twinkle, Little Star using the starting notes in this unit. CHALLENGE: Figure out one or more of these 

melodies starting from a different note.

2. Choose one of the following melodies (or one of your own) and write it out, using your instrument to 

help you. Be sure to include your clef, time signature, bar lines, and rhythms with stems going the correct 

direction.

• Go Tell Aunt Rhody

• London Bridge

• Jingle Bells

• This Old Man
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Unit 15 ! Simple Meter with Sixteenth Notes

LESSON 15.4

Subdividing with Sixteenth Notes

Counting sixteenth notes through longer notes and rests is called “subdividing.” Professional musicians subdivide 

in order to read challenging dotted and syncopated rhythms correctly. It is especially important to subdivide during 

the long notes and rests. Count and perform the rhythm below. The arrows will help you identify beats that begin 

in the middle of the notes. 

Exercise 15.4. Subdividing with Sixteenth Notes

1. In the first measure below, how many sixteenth note stems are in the dotted quarter? _____ Which beats occur 

in the middle of a long note? _______________________ Over the remaining measures, write sixteenth note 

stems, beams, and beat numbers. Then perform the rhythm with your bow hand while counting sixteenths.

2. Write sixteenth note stems, beams, and beat numbers over the exercise below. For best results, write all the 

sixteenth note stems first, and then add beams and beat numbers. Then perform the rhythm while counting.

3. Write all sixteenth note stems first, and then add beams and beat numbers. Then perform the rhythm while 

counting.
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Unit 15 Study Guide

On a separate piece of paper, answer Questions 1–4. For additional practice, try Questions 5 and 6.

1. How is duple meter different from triple meter? Give examples of time signatures for each meter.

2. What do the top and bottom numbers in a simple meter time signature tell us? 

3. In a dotted rhythm, how much time does the dot add to the dotted note?

4. What does it mean to “subdivide”? How many sixteenths go into a BÈHÈÈ? NÈÈHÈÈ? EÈÈHÈÈ?
5. Count and perform the rhythms in this unit for a stand partner or friend.

6. Find some sight-reading exercises or concert music with challenging sixteenth note rhythms. Then mark 

the music with sixteenth note stems, beams, and beat numbers, and perform the rhythms while counting.
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Category 1: Tonal Literacy (Two-Year Overview) 
 

First Year 
1. Review note names, this time with an explanation of clefs and ledger lines 
2. Learn all of the notes are on the fingerboard—including which natural notes are 

separated by half steps, and what are the notes between the natural whole steps? 
3. Write all of these natural and chromatic notes on the staff 
4. Learn the rules for accidentals and how they are different from key signatures 
5. What are major and minor seconds, and how do key signatures affect finger 

patterns 
 

Second Year 
6. Advanced Finger Pattern Study through Tetrachords and Major/minor Thirds 
7. Major Scales and Key Signatures in all sharp and flat keys 
8. Minor Key Signatures and the Three Forms of Minor Scales 

 
Many students want to learn how to read music better, 

But they are too afraid (or embarrassed) to ask. 
 
 
Tonal Lesson 1 
 
Explain ledger lines and clefs,  
 
and do speed drills to practice note recognition.  
 
 
 
 
 
Students who cannot read will tell you they don’t need to know the names of the notes—
but they will never fully understand how key signatures affect finger patterns until they 
know the names of the notes.  
 
Tonal Lesson 2 
Explain which natural notes have half and whole steps between them. 

 

Then, explain what goes in between the natural notes with whole steps between them. 
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Unit 2. The Staff, Clefs, and Note Names

LESSON 2.1

The Staff and Ledger Lines

Composers and arrangers use notation to write down their musical 

ideas. This written record is called composition, and it allows others 

to read, study, and perform the music later, sometimes long after the 

composer is gone. Music notes are written on a staff with five lines 

and four spaces. Ledger lines are small lines that are used to extend the 

range of the staff, and they are only used when notes need to be written above or below the staff. The distance 

between each ledger line is the same as the distance between the lines of the staff. 

 ���������������

Ledger lines Staff 

Exercise 2.1. The Staff and Ledger Lines

1. What is the purpose of written notation?________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

2. When are ledger lines used, and how far apart are they spaced from the staff and each other?

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

3. Copy the notes from the left side of the staff to the right side of the staff below. Make sure the distance 

between the ledger line and the staff is the same as the distance between the lines of the staff.

� � � � � � � � � �

� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �

LESSON 2.2

Clefs

If we tried to write the entire range of the orchestra on a single staff, as shown on the staff below, there would be 

too many ledger lines. 
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LESSON 2.3

Note Names

You may already know the names of the notes on the lines and spaces, but let’s double check just to make sure. If 

you don’t know the names, refer to your instrument method book or the Internet.

Exercise 2.3. Note Names in First Position

1. On the staff below, write the names of the notes over the noteheads.

2. On the staff below, write the notes of your lowest string in the first measure and the notes of your highest 

string in the last measure. Use ledger lines when necessary, and when you are finished, write the note names 

over each note in all four measures.

3. On each staff below, say the names of the notes out loud to yourself or to your stand partner. Do not write 

in the note names. Then set the metronome to 60 and say one note name per beat. Gradually increase the 

speed until you can read the notes at 120 beats per minute.  

Unit 2 Study Guide

On a separate piece of paper, answer the following questions:

1. What is a staff? How and when does a composer write ledger lines?

2. Explain why there are different clefs. Which string instruments use which clef?

On a separate piece of staff paper, complete the following tasks:

3. Write your clef and all of the notes in first position on your instrument. Then write the note names 

over the notes. Practice saying the names of notes in your concert music with a metronome, focusing 

specifically on the notes on your lowest and highest strings that use ledger lines.

4. Draw a treble clef, alto clef, and bass clef. Then write the note middle C in each clef.
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�
�

�
�

�
�

�
�

� � � � � � �
� � � � �

� � � �
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� � � � � � � �
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� � � � � � � �
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� � � � �

� � � �
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� � � � � � � �

� � � � � � � � �
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�
� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �

The treble clef is used to write the highest notes in the orchestra, most often played by the 

violins. The treble clef circles the second line on the staff, which is called “G.” The treble clef 

is a G-clef.

The alto clef is used to write notes played by the viola in the middle range of the orchestra. 

The alto clef is a C-clef, and the line in the center of the clef is always “middle C.”

The bass clef is used to write the lowest notes in orchestra played by the cello and double bass. 

This is an F-clef. The ball near the top of this clef and the two dots on the right identify the 

fourth line as an F. The cello and string bass read the same clef, but the bass sounds one octave 

lower than the cello.

The note middle C in the image on the right allows us to see how these three clefs are 

related to each other. Treble clef lines are above middle C. Bass clef lines are below 

middle C. And middle C is in the middle of the alto clef.

Exercise 2.2. Clefs

1. Write your instrument’s clef ten times on the staff below. Be sure your clef is positioned on or around the 

correct line associated with your clef. 

2. On the staff below, write the clef symbol below the name of the clef. Then write the note middle C in that 

clef. Below the staff, write the name of the instrument(s) that uses that clef.

� � � � �
� � � � �

� � � � �

Treble Clef Alto Clef Bass Clef

� � � � � �
G

� � � � � �
C

� � � � � �
F

So, we write a clef at the beginning of every staff to indicate which range of notes are associated with the lines and 

spaces on a specific staff, as in the following example. 
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Unit 5. Understanding the Fingerboard Map

LESSON 5.1

Half Steps and Whole Steps

The distance between two notes is called an interval, and string diagrams like the one below help us see and 

understand these distances. In the left diagram below, notice how there is a space between A and B, no space 

between B and C, and a space between C and D. Notice also how the notes in the diagram on the right look evenly 

spaced on the staff, but they are not evenly spaced on the fingerboard

When two notes touch, just as B touches C, the distance between them is called a half step. A half step is the 

smallest interval in orchestra music; there is no other note between two notes that are separated by a half step.  The 

distance from A to B is a whole step. A whole step is made up of two half steps. Two notes separated by a whole 

step do not touch, and there is one note between them.

� � � � �
Half Step

Exercise 5.1. Half Steps and Whole Steps

1. What is an interval? _________________________________________________________________________

2. Notes separated by a half step have _____ note(s) between them, and notes separated by a whole step have 

_____ note(s) between them. A whole step is made up of _____ half steps.

3. Over the staff below, write a “W” between the notes that are separated by a whole step, and write a� � � � � 

between the notes that are separated by a half step. Use the fingerboard diagram on the left to help.

� � � � �

A B C D

D E F G

LESSON 5.2

Natural Notes

There are seven natural ( K ) notes in music: A, B, C, D, E, F, and G. 

After G, the note names start over again with A. Natural notes are 

neither sharp nor flat. In the diagram to the right you will see that 

there are two pairs of natural notes (B-C and E-F) that are separated 

by a half step. All of the others are separated by a whole step.

A B C D

D E F G
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LESSON 5.4

Flats

Flat notes are a half step lower than their natural neighbor. On a finger pattern diagram, flat notes go to the left of 

the natural neighbor. On the fingerboard, they are a half step closer to the scroll.

G A BA@ B@

Exercise 5.4. Flats

1. In the diagram below, write the names of the flat notes in between the natural notes. For example, B@  goes 

in the space between A and B, and D@  goes between C and D.

2. In the spaces below, write the flat ( @ ) name for the note that is a half step higher than:

A _____     F _____     D _____     G _____     C _____

3. Write the natural note name with a natural sign ( K ) in the empty circles below.

4. Using flats if necessary, write the names of the notes that are a whole step lower than:

A _____     F _____     D _____     G _____     C _____     E _____     B _____

A B C D E F G A

B@ D@ E@ G@ A@

LESSON 5.5

Enharmonic Spelling

C� and D@  share the same space on a fingerboard; this relationship is called an enharmonic. Enharmonic notes 

have different names and look different on the staff, but they are played the same way and sound the same. The 

enharmonic spelling for C� is D@ , and the enharmonic spelling of D@  is C�.

Exercise 5.5. Enharmonic Spelling

1. Each space between the natural notes below has a sharp and flat name. Write both names of the notes in 

one circle as shown below. Between C and D, for example, you would write C� / D@  . 

2. Write the enharmonic spelling for each note below.

A� È= _____     C� È= _____    D� = _____    F� = _____     G� È= _____

A@= _____     B@= _____     D@= _____    E@= _____     G@= _____

C D E F G A BC�È
CÈD@
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Exercise 5.2. Natural Notes

Look at the diagram on the previous page to answer the following questions. Use your instrument to double 

check your answers.

1. What two pairs of natural notes are only a half step apart? _____-_____ and _____-_____

2. True or False: The pairs of notes A-B, C-D, D-E, F-G, and G-A all have a space between them.

3. Over the staff below, write a “W” between the notes that are separated by a whole step, and write a� � � � �
between the notes separated by a half step.

� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �
LESSON 5.3

Sharps

All natural notes that are separated by a whole step have a note between them with two names—a sharp ( � ) name 

and a flat ( @ ) name. Sharp notes are a half step higher than their natural neighbor. On the finger pattern below, 

sharp notes go to the right of the natural neighbor. On the fingerboard, they are a half step closer to the bridge.

G A A� BG�

Exercise 5.3. Sharps

1. In the diagram below, write the names of the sharp notes in between all of the natural notes. For example, 

A� goes in the space between A and B and C� between C and D.

2. In the spaces below, write the sharp ( � ) name for the note that is a half step lower than:

A _____     E _____     D _____     G _____      B _____

3. Write the natural note name with a natural sign ( K ) in the empty circles below. The first is C K È.

4. Using sharps if necessary, write the names of the notes that are a whole step higher than:

A ____     E _____     D _____     G _____     B _____     F _____     C _____

A B C D E F G A

C� D� F� G� A�



 4 

Finally, explain enharmonic notes and teach students to complete a fingerboard map. 
 

 
 
Students should be able to answer the following questions: 
 

 
 

Tonal Lesson 3 
I explain how accidentals work, and how to write chromatic notation on a staff. 

 

 

Tonal Lesson 4 
 
Explain how key signatures work, and how they affect finger patterns 
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LESSON 5.4

Flats

Flat notes are a half step lower than their natural neighbor. On a finger pattern diagram, flat notes go to the left of 

the natural neighbor. On the fingerboard, they are a half step closer to the scroll.

G A BA@ B@

Exercise 5.4. Flats

1. In the diagram below, write the names of the flat notes in between the natural notes. For example, B@  goes 

in the space between A and B, and D@  goes between C and D.

2. In the spaces below, write the flat ( @ ) name for the note that is a half step higher than:

A _____     F _____     D _____     G _____     C _____

3. Write the natural note name with a natural sign ( K ) in the empty circles below.

4. Using flats if necessary, write the names of the notes that are a whole step lower than:

A _____     F _____     D _____     G _____     C _____     E _____     B _____

A B C D E F G A

B@ D@ E@ G@ A@

LESSON 5.5

Enharmonic Spelling

C� and D@  share the same space on a fingerboard; this relationship is called an enharmonic. Enharmonic notes 

have different names and look different on the staff, but they are played the same way and sound the same. The 

enharmonic spelling for C� is D@ , and the enharmonic spelling of D@  is C�.

Exercise 5.5. Enharmonic Spelling

1. Each space between the natural notes below has a sharp and flat name. Write both names of the notes in 

one circle as shown below. Between C and D, for example, you would write C� / D@  . 

2. Write the enharmonic spelling for each note below.

A� È= _____     C� È= _____    D� = _____    F� = _____     G� È= _____

A@= _____     B@= _____     D@= _____    E@= _____     G@= _____

C D E F G A BC�È
CÈD@
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Exercise 5.5. Enharmonic Spelling (cont.)

3. Fill in all of the natural note names: A, B, C, D, E, F, G, and A. Leave a blank space in between all of the 

notes separated by a whole step, and make sure the two exceptions, B-C and E-F, are in adjacent circles. 

They should touch because they have no notes between them. Then write a diagonal line in the spaces 

between the natural notes that are separated by a whole step, and write both the sharp and flat note names.

4. Repeat this process with the two lines below.

5. Fill in the fingerboard map below. Write the note names of your open strings in the four circles left of the 

line, with the lowest string on the bottom. Fill in all of the natural notes on your instrument. Remember 

which natural notes have half steps between them: B-C and E-F are in adjacent circles. They should touch 

because they have no notes between them. Finally, draw diagonal lines in the remaining circles, and then 

write the sharp note names on the left side of the diagonal line and flat note names on the right.

A A

B B

F F

Unit 5 Study Guide

On a separate piece of paper, answer the following questions:

1. What is an interval? Explain the difference between a half step and a whole step?

2. Which two pairs of natural notes have a half step between them? 

3. List the 5 pairs of natural notes with a whole step between them, such as A-B for example.

4. Explain the difference between a sharp, flat, and natural note. Explain the term enharmonic.

5. What notes are a half step higher than A, B, C, D, E, F, and G? What notes are a half step lower?

6. What notes are a whole step higher than A, B, C, D, E, F, and G? A whole step lower?

7. What is the enharmonic spelling for A�, C�, D�, F�, G�, A@ , B@ , D@ , E@ , and G@ ?
8. Complete a fingerboard map for your instrument without any visual aids.
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Unit 7 ! Chromatic Notation

LESSON 7.2

How Accidentals Work

An accidental changes all notes on the same line or space until the end of the measure. If the note is written in 

a different octave or after the bar line, a new accidental is required. In the example below, the third note is a C�È
because it is on a line that was sharped earlier in the measure. The fourth note requires a new sharp because its 

space has not been sharped yet. The fifth note is 

a C K  because it occurs at the beginning of a new 

measure. Accidentals only change notes up to the 

end of the measure.

� � �� � ��
21 3 4

� �� � ��
5 6 7 8

� � �� �� � � �� � �� � � �� �� �� � �� �

� �� �� � � �� � � �� � � �� � �� � � �
LESSON 7.3

Writing Chromatic Scales

A chromatic scale is a scale made up entirely of half steps. When writing with sharps, the descending scale requires 

naturals to cancel out the sharps. When using flats, the ascending scale requires naturals to cancel the flats. Half 

step marks have been included over the natural half steps to show there are no sharp notes between B-C and E-F.

� � �� � � �� � �� � � �� � �� � � �� �� �� �� � �� �� �� �� � �� ��
� � �� �� � �� �� �� �� � �� �� �� �� � �� � �� � � �� � �� � � �� �

Exercise 7.2. How Accidentals Work

1. In the example above, is the fifth note in measure 1 an E or an E@ ? Explain why.

___________________________________________________________________________________________

2. Is the second note in measure 2 an E or an E@ ? Explain why.

___________________________________________________________________________________________

3. Add up all the times E@  appears in both measures. How many are there? _____

4. How many times does A� appear in both measures? _____

5. In the example below, is the third note in measure 1 a C or C�? Explain why.

___________________________________________________________________________________________

6. Add up all the times B@  appears in both measures below. How many are there? _____

7. How many times does C� appear in both measures? _____
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Exercise 7.3. Writing Chromatic Scales with Sharps and Flats

Copy both ascending and descending chromatic scales from the examples on the previous page to the two 

staves below. Include the half step marks and be careful not add extra notes between and B-C and E-F.

1. Write the one-octave ascending and descending chromatic scale from A to A using sharps and naturals.

2. Write the one-octave ascending and descending chromatic scale from A to A using flats and naturals.

3. Write your clef and a two-octave ascending and descending chromatic scale that starts and ends with your 

lowest open string note. Use sharp and natural accidentals only. Write half step symbols over the pairs of 

natural half steps (B-C and E-F).

4. Write your clef and a two-octave ascending and descending chromatic scale that starts and ends with your 

lowest open string note. Use flat and natural accidentals only. Write half step symbols over the pairs of 

natural half steps (B-C and E-F).

Unit 7 Study Guide

On a separate piece of paper, answer the following questions:

1. What two pairs of natural notes are separated by a half step?

2. Write the three accidental symbols and explain what they do.

3. Where should an accidental symbol be written in relation to the note?

4. Which notes in the staff are affected by an accidental, and for how long are they affected?

5. What is a chromatic scale?

6. On a piece of staff paper, write a two-octave ascending and descending chromatic scale using only sharps 

and naturals. Then write a second two-octave ascending and descending chromatic scale using only flats 

and naturals. Then play the chromatic scales on your instrument and say the note names as you play them.
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Exercise 10.1b. Major and Minor Seconds (cont.)

HELPFUL TIP: In the next exercises, write the notehead first and then figure out if you need an accidental to 

make it a minor or major second. The first measures in each line have been done as examples.

2. Write the note that is a minor second higher than the given note, as shown in the first measure.

3. Write the note that is a minor second lower than the given note, as shown in the first measure.

4. Write the note that is a major second higher than the given note, as shown in the first measure.

5. Write the note that is a major second lower than the given note, as shown in the first measure.

� � �� � � � �� �� � ��

� � �� � � � �� �� � ��

� � �� � � � �� �� �� ��

� � �� � � � �� �� �� ��
LESSON 10.2

Introduction to Key Signatures

A key signature indicates which notes should be played sharp or flat, and it is located after the clef on every staff 

of music. If a composer writes music in which all the F’s and C’s are sharp, they can either write out all the sharps 

as shown in Figure A, or they can put the sharps in the key signature, as in Figure B.

Any sharp or flat in the key signature affects all notes of the same name. For example, the key signature in Figure 

B has one F� and one C�, but it makes all F’s and C’s (upper and lower) sharp.

Exercise 10.2. Introduction to Key Signatures

1. In each line of music below, write accidentals in front of the notes that are made sharp or flat by the key 

signature. Remember to include accidentals on all notes with the same name.

� � � � � �� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �
� ��� �� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �

� � �� � � �� � � � �� � � �� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �Figure A Figure B
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G A B DC�

Exercise 10.3. Key Signatures and Finger Patterns

1. Each measure below has four notes on the staff that correspond to the string diagram. Look at the key 

signature to determine which notes are sharp or flat. Then write the names of the notes in the correct spaces 

on the fingerboard map. The first one has been completed for you. 

2. Each measure below has a half step in the measure. Look at the key signature to determine which notes are 

sharp and flat. Then write a half step symbol over the pairs of notes that are minor seconds. Pay attention 

to the key signature. The first measure has been completed for you. 

3. Look at the key signature to determine which notes are sharp or flat. Then write a half step symbol over the 

pairs of notes that are minor seconds. Pay attention to the key signature and the accidentals.

G

D D

AA

� �
� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �

� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �

� � � � � � � � � � � �� � �� �� � �� � � � �� � �

� �� � � � � � � � � �� � � � �� �� �� �� � � � �

� � � � �� ���� � � � � � � �

� � � �� ��
� � � � � � � �

� � � � � �� ����� � � � � � � �



 5 

When a student asks, “Is that a high 2?”  your student is telling you 
“I cannot read a key signature, and I’m not even sure about the note name.” 
 
Tonal Lesson 5 
String instruments do not have keys/buttons like wind instruments or pianos, so string 
students need to learn how major and minor seconds and how tetrachords work. 
I teach students how to construct major, minor, Phrygian and Lydian tetrachords.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Here is an excerpt from an exercise I have my students do: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Students (especially cellists) need to know how to construct major and minor thirds to 
figure out finger patterns and extensions. 
 

 
 
Here is an excerpt from an exercise I have my students do: 
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Unit 17 ! Tetrachords and Thirds

Exercise 17.3. Major and Minor Thirds

1. Each measure below has a third in it. Write a lowercase “m” over the measures with a minor third and a 

capital “M” over the measures with a major third. You may want to sketch out a fingerboard map to help 

you determine each interval, step by step.

2. In each measure below, write the note that is a minor third higher than the given note. HINT: Draw the 

notehead first, and then determine if you need to add an accidental to make the third minor. Not all answers 

will require accidentals; some will be natural. The first measure of each line has been done for you.

3. In each measure below, write the note that is a major third higher than the given note.

4.  In each measure below, write the note that is a minor third lower than the given note.

5. In each measure below, write the note that is a major third lower than the given note.

� � � � � � � � � � �� �� � � �� �� �
� � �� �� � � �� �� � �� �� �� �� �� �� �� ��

� � �� � � � �� �� � ��

� � �� � � � �� �� �� ��

� � �� � � � �� �� � ��

� � �� �� � � �� �� �� ��

Unit 17 Study Guide

On a separate piece of paper, answer the following questions:

1. Explain the difference between a minor third and a major third in terms of whole steps.

2. What notes are a minor third above A, B, C, D, E, F, and G? What notes are a minor third below?

3. What notes are a major third above A, B, C, D, E, F, and G? What notes are a major third below?

4. Name the four tetrachords introduced in this unit, and explain how each is different from the others.

5. Draw seven major tetrachords, each one starting on a different letter: A, B, C, D, E, F, and G.

6. Draw seven minor, seven Phrygian, and seven Lydian tetrachords, each starting on a different letter: A, B, 

C, D, E, F, and G.
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Exercise 17.2. The Four Tetrachords (cont.)

3. Write the name of the first note of the tetrachord in the circle. Then draw the remaining three circles, leaving 

a space between circles when there is a whole step. Finally, write in the names of the remaining notes of the 

tetrachord. The first one has been done for you.

4. Finish writing the note names in the circles of the tetrachords below. Then in the spaces on the left, write 

the name and mode of each tetrachord.

D

G A B@ CExample: G Minor Tetrachord

E@  Major Tetrachord

E Lydian Tetrachord

F� Phrygian Tetrachord

F�

G

A

E@

C�

LESSON 17.3

Major and Minor Thirds

A thirdthird is made up of two notes that skip a note on the staff, such as A to C or D to F. On the staff below are many 

different types of thirds. Notice how thirds skip from one line to the next line, or from one space to the next space. 

� � � � � �� � �� � � �� � �� � �� �� ��
Major thirds are a half step bigger than minor thirds. 

A major third is two whole steps, and a minor third is 

one-and-a-half whole steps, as shown here. F G A B C

Major third Minor third
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LESSON 17.2

The Four Tetrachords

There are four common modes of tetrachords—major, minor, Phrygian, and Lydian—and they each have a half step 

in a different place. The major tetrachord begins with two major seconds and ends with a minor second between 

the third and fourth notes. In a minor tetrachord, the minor second is between the second and third notes, as shown 

below.

1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4

Major Minor

In the Phrygian tetrachord, the minor second is between 1 and 2. Lydian has no minor second at all. 

1 2 43 1 2 3 4

Phrygian Lydian

Tetrachords are identified by the name of the note in the first circle and the mode. For example, the first note in the 

tetrachord below is G and the half step is between the second and third notes, which makes it a minor tetrachord. 

So this tetrachord is identified as a G minor tetrachord. 

G A B@ C

Exercise 17.2. The Four Tetrachords

1. Write the full name for each tetrachord, including the name of the first note and the mode of the tetrachord. 

The first one has been done for you.

2. Finish writing the note names in the circles of the tetrachords below. Then in the spaces on the left, write 

the name and mode of each tetrachord.

C D E F�

E F AG

F� G� A� B

A

D

G

C Lydian tetrachord
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Exercise 17.2. The Four Tetrachords (cont.)

3. Write the name of the first note of the tetrachord in the circle. Then draw the remaining three circles, leaving 

a space between circles when there is a whole step. Finally, write in the names of the remaining notes of the 

tetrachord. The first one has been done for you.

4. Finish writing the note names in the circles of the tetrachords below. Then in the spaces on the left, write 

the name and mode of each tetrachord.

D

G A B@ CExample: G Minor Tetrachord

E@  Major Tetrachord

E Lydian Tetrachord

F� Phrygian Tetrachord

F�

G

A

E@

C�

LESSON 17.3

Major and Minor Thirds

A thirdthird is made up of two notes that skip a note on the staff, such as A to C or D to F. On the staff below are many 

different types of thirds. Notice how thirds skip from one line to the next line, or from one space to the next space. 

� � � � � �� � �� � � �� � �� � �� �� ��
Major thirds are a half step bigger than minor thirds. 

A major third is two whole steps, and a minor third is 

one-and-a-half whole steps, as shown here. F G A B C

Major third Minor third



 6 

Tonal Lesson 6: Major Scales in Sharp and Flat Keys 
I teach my students how sharp and flat scales are constructed (the same way I teach 
tetrachords). 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
And I explain how to read and write the major key signatures in all keys.   
 

 
 
 

 
Tonal Lesson 7: Minor Key Signatures and Scales  
Explain the differences in relationships between relative minors and parallel minors.   
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Explain the differences in relationships between three types of minor scales. 
 

Harmonic 
 
 
 

Melodic   
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LESSON 21.2

The Order of Flats

In the table from Question 2 of Exercise 21.2, the order of the fourth scale degrees are as follows: B@ , E@ , A@ , D@ , 
G@ , C@ , F@ . This is known as the order of flats, and in flat key signatures the flats are always written in that order. 

It can be easily remembered with a mnemonic device: BBattle EEnds AAnd DDown GGoes CCharles’ FFather.

Exercise 21.1. How Flat Major Scales Are Built (cont.)

3. On the staves below, write out the scales that you built on the previous page. Write flats ( @ ) in front of the 

notes that are flat. The first two have been done for you.

� � � � � � � � �C Major (0 sharps)

� � � � �� � � � �F Major (1 flat)

� ��
B@Major (2 flats)

� ��
E@Major (3 flats)

� ��A@Major (4 flats)

� ��
D@Major (5 flats)

� ��G@Major (6 flats)

� ��
C@Major (7 flats)

� �
F Major (1 @ :  B@ )

� ��
B@  Major (2 @ : B@ ,  E@ )

� ���
E@  Major (3 @ : B@ ,  E@ ,  A@ )

There are three rules that are very helpful for remembering key signatures:

1. Flat Key Signature Rule1. Flat Key Signature Rule: The name of the key is the same as the second-to-last flat in the 

key signature. In the key signature to the right, the second-to-last flat is A@ , so this is the key 

signature for A@ Èmajor. Be sure to include the @  in the name of the key because A and A@  are 

different keys. There are two exceptions to this rule:

• The key of F major only has one flat. This is easy to remember because the word flat begins with the letter F. 

• The key signature for C major has no flats or sharps.

2. The Rule of Sevens2. The Rule of Sevens: Keys that share the same letter name have sharps and flats that always add up to seven. For 

example, the key of G has one sharp, so the key of G@  has six flats, because 1 + 6 = 7. The key of D has two sharps, 

so the key of D@  must have five flats, because 2 + 5 = 7. The key with seven sharps is C � major. The key with seven 

flats is C@  major. Do you remember the key in which all seven notes are natural? 

� ����
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LESSON 20.3

The Order of Sharps

Check the answers for Question 6 of Exercise 20.2. The order of the seventh scale degrees of the major sharp keys 

are as follows: F �, C �, G �, D �, A �, E �, B �. This is known as the order of sharps, and it can be easily remembered 

with a mnemonic device: FFather CCharles GGoes DDown AAnd EEnds BBattle. In Book 1 you learned that the key signaturekey signature 

is a group of sharps or flats written after the clef that indicates which notes on the staff should be performed sharp 

or flat. When writing a key signature, sharps must be written in the order of sharps: F, C, G, D, A, E, and B.

�
C Major (0 �)

� �
G Major (1 �: F �)

� � �
D Major (2 �: F �, C �)

� � � �
A Major (3 �: F �, C �, G �)

Exercise 20.3. The Order of Sharps

1. Next to the first clef below is the signature for the key of C� major. This key has seven sharps; every note 

is sharp. Write this key signature nine more times, each with the sharps on the correct lines and spaces and 

with the correct order of sharps. Use the first example as a model, and repeat the mnemonic device from 

above each time you rewrite the key signature.

2. Use the mnemonic device to help you write the key signatures of the keys indicated under each measure. 

Then write a whole note on the first scale degree of the key, which is a minor second higher than the last 

sharp (the seventh scale degree.) The key of G has been done for you.  

� � � � � � � �
�

� � �
1� 2 � 3 � 4 � 5 � 6 � 7 �

Unit 20 Study Guide

On a separate piece of paper, complete the following tasks:

1. Draw a major scale diagram with scale degrees, similar to the diagram in Lesson 20.2.

2. Write the order of sharps. Write the names of the major sharp keys in order from no sharps to seven.

3. Explain what scale degrees are. Explain why the first scale degree is called the “resting tone.”

4. Explain how to find the name of the key (first scale degree) when looking at a sharp key signature.

On a separate sheet of staff paper, complete the following tasks:

5. Write a one-octave scale in each of the sharp keys using accidentals (not key signatures).

6. Write the key signature for each of the seven sharp keys using the correct order of sharps.

Sharp Key Signature Rule:Sharp Key Signature Rule: The last sharp in each key signature is the seventh scale degree. To find the major key of 

a sharp key signature, just go up a minor second from the last sharp.
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LESSON 20.1

How Major Scales Are Built

A major tetrachord has a stepwise pattern made of two major seconds and a minor second. A major scalemajor scale is made 

of two major tetrachords separated by a whole step, as shown below. This pattern is the same for all major scales.

M2 M2 m2 M2 M2 m2

The C major scale below is built with a C tetrachord and a G tetrachord separated by a major second.

C D E F G A B C

G A B C D E F� G

M2

The G major scale is built with a G tetrachord and a D tetrachord separated by a major second. Notice how the 

seventh note of the G scale is an F �, because it must be a major second higher than E. 

Exercise 20.1. How Major Scales Are Built

1. The second tetrachord of the G scale (above) is the D tetrachord that begins the D major scale. Complete 

the D scale below and continue building the remaining scales on this page. You will notice that the seventh 

note of each scale is a new sharp that stays in the remaining scales.

D

A

E

B

F�

C�
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Exercise 20.1. How Major Scales Are Built (cont.)

2. On the staves below, write out the scales that you built on the previous page. Write sharps ( �) in front of 

the notes that are sharp. The first two have been done for you.

� � � � � � � � �C Major (0 sharps)

� � � � � � � �� �G Major (1 sharp)

� �
D Major (2 sharps)

� �A Major (3 sharps)

� �
E Major (4 sharps)

� �
B Major (5 sharps)

� ��F
� Major (6 sharps)

� ��
C � Major (7 sharps)

LESSON 20.2

Scale Degrees

Scale degreesScale degrees identify specific notes in a scale based on their order in the scale. The first scale degree is the first note 

of the scale; the third scale degree is the third note, and so on. Melodies sound finished or “resolved” when they 

end on the first scale degree, which is why it is often called the “resting tone.” Scales are named by their first scale 

degree. For example, an F � scale begins and ends with F �. Since the first and eighth note of a scale are the same, we 

replace the eighth scale degree with a 1 again to avoid confusion. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1

Exercise 20.2. Scale Degrees

1. Which major scale degrees are separated by only a half step? _____ - _____ and _____ - _____

2. What is another name for the first scale degree?_________________________________________________

3. What is the second scale degree of a: D scale? ________      A scale?________     F � scale?________

4. What is the seventh scale degree of a:    G scale? ________      D scale?________     A scale?________

5. In the table below, write the name of the key (first scale degree) and the seventh scale degree associated 

with the key that has the number of sharps indicated below.

Number of sharps in key 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

First scale degree (name of key)

Seventh scale degree
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Unit 21. Major Scales in Flat Keys

LESSON 21.1

How Flat Major Scales Are Built

The C major tetrachord is the first tetrachord in a C major scale, but it is also the second tetrachord of a different 

major scale. By filling in the notes of the first tetrachord of the new scale, we learn that the C major tetrachord is 

the second half of an F major scale, as shown below. 

M2 M2 m2 M2 M2 m2

C D E F G A B C

F G A B@ C D E F

Exercise 21.1. How Flat Major Scales Are Built

1. The F major tetrachord (in the F scale shown above) is also the second tetrachord of a B@  major scale 

(shown below). Finish writing in the note names of the B@  scale below and the remaining scales on this 

page. Notice how the fourth note of each scale is the new flat that stays in the remaining scales.

2. In the table below, write the names of the first and fourth scale degrees in the keys with the number of flats 

indicated below. The first two have been done for you.

B@

E@

A@

D@

G@

C@

F G A B@

Number of flats in key 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

First scale degree (name of key) C F

Fourth scale degree F B@

30

Music Theory for the Successful String Musician ! Christopher R. Selby

LESSON 21.2

The Order of Flats

In the table from Question 2 of Exercise 21.2, the order of the fourth scale degrees are as follows: B@ , E@ , A@ , D@ , 
G@ , C@ , F@ . This is known as the order of flats, and in flat key signatures the flats are always written in that order. 

It can be easily remembered with a mnemonic device: BBattle EEnds AAnd DDown GGoes CCharles’ FFather.

Exercise 21.1. How Flat Major Scales Are Built (cont.)

3. On the staves below, write out the scales that you built on the previous page. Write flats ( @ ) in front of the 

notes that are flat. The first two have been done for you.

� � � � � � � � �C Major (0 sharps)

� � � � �� � � � �F Major (1 flat)

� ��
B@Major (2 flats)

� ��
E@Major (3 flats)

� ��A@Major (4 flats)

� ��
D@Major (5 flats)

� ��G@Major (6 flats)

� ��
C@Major (7 flats)

� �
F Major (1 @ :  B@ )

� ��
B@  Major (2 @ : B@ ,  E@ )

� ���
E@  Major (3 @ : B@ ,  E@ ,  A@ )

There are three rules that are very helpful for remembering key signatures:

1. Flat Key Signature Rule1. Flat Key Signature Rule: The name of the key is the same as the second-to-last flat in the 

key signature. In the key signature to the right, the second-to-last flat is A@ , so this is the key 

signature for A@ Èmajor. Be sure to include the @  in the name of the key because A and A@  are 

different keys. There are two exceptions to this rule:

• The key of F major only has one flat. This is easy to remember because the word flat begins with the letter F. 

• The key signature for C major has no flats or sharps.

2. The Rule of Sevens2. The Rule of Sevens: Keys that share the same letter name have sharps and flats that always add up to seven. For 

example, the key of G has one sharp, so the key of G@  has six flats, because 1 + 6 = 7. The key of D has two sharps, 

so the key of D@  must have five flats, because 2 + 5 = 7. The key with seven sharps is C � major. The key with seven 

flats is C@  major. Do you remember the key in which all seven notes are natural? 

� ����
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Unit 25. Minor Key Signatures

LESSON 25.1

Relative Minor

So far we have studied major key signatures and scales built on two major tetrachords. After major scales, the next 

most common scale found in orchestra music is the minor scaleminor scale. Every minor scale shares a special relationship 
with one major scale.

� �� � � ��� � � ��� �� �� ��

C D E F G A B C

AC D E F GBA

C Major Scale

A Minor Scale

Above you will see that the scales of C major and A minor share the same notes, which means they also share the 

same key signature. The biggest difference between these two scales is the resting tone; that is, C major melodies 

usually end on the resting tone C, and A minor melodies end on A, which is the resting tone of the A minor scale.

 Scales that share the same notes and key signatures are called “relatives.” C major is the relative majorrelative major of A 

minor, and A minor is the relative minorrelative minor of C major. The first scale degree of the relative minor is always the sixth 

scale degree of the major scale, as shown below.

In the examples below, the whole note is on the resting tone of the major key, and the quarter note notehead is on 

the resting tone of the minor key. Instead of going up six scale degrees to find the relative minor key, it is easier to 

go down a minor third from the resting tone of the major key.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1

3 4 5 6 7 121

Major Scale

Minor Scale
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LESSON 26.2

The Difference Between Major and Minor Scales

Compare the major and natural minor scales below. The notes are similar except for the third, sixth, and seventh 

scale degrees. In major scales these three scale degrees are “raised,” and in minor scales they are “lowered.” This is 

true for all major and natural minor scales.

�
�

� � � � � �� � � �� �� �

� � �� � � �� �� �� � � � � � � �

� �� �� � � �� � �
� �� �� � � �� � �
� � � � � � � �

A Major

A Minor

In major scales, the distances from 

the resting tone to the third, sixth, 

and seventh scale degrees are a major 

third, major sixth, and major seventh, 

respectively.

A B C� D E F� G� A

C D E F G ABA C� F� G�

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1

Major third

Major sixth

Major seventh
Minor third

Minor sixth

Minor seventh

Exercise 26.2. The Difference Between Major and Minor Scales

1. Change the following major scales to minor by adding accidentals to lower the third, sixth, and seventh 

scale degrees. Look closely at the major key signatures and use a natural to lower a sharp note, or a flat to 

lower a natural note. Then write half step marks over the notes separated by half steps like in the example.

� � � � �� � � �� �� � � �� �� � � �� � �
� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �
� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �
� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �

In minor scales, the distances from the 

resting tone to the same scale degrees 

are a minor third, minor sixth, and 

minor seventh, respectively.

Example

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1
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LESSON 26.4

Melodic Minor Scales

The augmented second is an awkwardly wide interval in a melody. To get around this problem, composers use 

the melodic minor scalemelodic minor scale for melodic passages. In melodic minor scales the sixth and seventh scale degrees are 

both raised when ascending up the scale, and both scale degrees are lowered to their natural minor form when 

descending. Notice the difference between the ascending and descending D melodic minor scale below; the half 

steps are in different places in the ascending and descending scales, and there are no augmented seconds.

� � �� � � � � � �� �� � � �� �� � � � � �
� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �

Exercise 26.4. Melodic Minor Scales

1. On the staves below, write the key signature and ascending/descending melodic minor scales in the given 

keys. Use sixteenth notes like the D melodic minor scale directly above. 

�
�
�
�

F Melodic Minor

F� Melodic Minor

E@  Melodic Minor

G� Melodic Minor

Unit 26 Study Guide

On a separate piece of paper, answer the following questions:

1. What is the difference between relative minor and parallel minor? Give examples.

2. Explain the difference between natural, harmonic, and melodic minor in terms of scale degrees.

3. What is an augmented second? How is it similar to and different from a minor third?

4. Explain the difference between major and minor scales in terms of thirds, sixths, and sevenths. 

On a separate piece of staff paper, complete the following tasks:

5. Write your clef and all key signatures from five sharps to five flats with one key signature on each staff.

6. Write a one-octave ascending and descending harmonic minor scale and a one-octave ascending and 

descending melodic minor scale that agrees with the key signature on each staff.

7. Add half step markings to your scales and write “A2” over any augmented seconds.
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LESSON 26.3

Harmonic Minor Scales

The third scale degree is always lowered in all forms of minor scales; the minor third between the resting tone and 

the third scale degree never changes. In the natural minor scales studied in the previous lesson, the sixth and seventh 

scale degrees are also always lowered and never raised. In harmonic minor scalesharmonic minor scales, the sixth remains lowered, but 

the seventh scale degree is raised a half step, as shown below. The raised seventh creates a third half step in the 

scale (between scale degrees 7 and 1) and an augmented second between the sixth and seventh scale degrees. An 

augmented secondaugmented second is a type of second with a distance of three half steps, as shown below.

C D E F G ABA F� G�

Augmented second

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1

Even though this interval is the same distance as a minor third, it is not a third. In the A harmonic minor scale 

above, the interval between F and G� must be some kind of second because the note names are sequential. In the 

C harmonic minor scale below, the augmented second looks like a second, not a third. To raise the seventh scale 

degree, a sharp sign is used when the note is natural, and a natural sign is used to raise flat notes, as shown below.

& bbb œ œ œA œ œ œA œn œ
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1

A2 œ œn œA œ œ œA œ œ
1 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

A2

Exercise 26.3. Harmonic Minor Scales

1. Write the key signature for the minor key identified at the beginning of each staff. 

2. Then write a one-octave ascending and descending harmonic minor scale using the correct accidental to 

raise the seventh scale degree.

3. Finally, write half step markings over the three pairs of half steps, and write “A2” above the augmented 

second, like in the C harmonic minor scale written above. 

�
�
�

G Harmonic Minor

B Harmonic Minor

B@  Harmonic Minor
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THEORY BREAK 
 

Making Theory Easier for the Teacher 
 

Step #1: Find and use a good music theory workbook designed for string students.  
Most teachers don’t have time to recreate a curriculum, worksheets and tests. 
 
Tips for making workbooks easier for the teacher 

• Have students work in books at the beginning of class, or end of class, or at home. 
• Books are also helpful during fund raisers, after concerts, and when there is a sub 
• Don’t grade every page! Instead  

o Do a quick check by having students hold up their books to show you if they did 
the work.  

o Then, have students trade books with their stand partner and have students check 
each other’s answers 

o Have students explain concepts, ask questions, and share what they learned 
 
Step #2. Use videos to help students learn the lessons in the book. 
 
Benefits for using video supplements 

• Some students struggle with reading lessons, and videos can be viewed in class or at home 
• Students can watch the video as a class or individually, and the teacher can answer 

questions to fill in gaps. 
 
Step #3. Use educational supplements from a Teacher Edition to give students more practice and 
to measure what they really understand. 
 
Tips for using reproducible worksheets 

• Copy and distribute worksheets after students have completed the workbook lessons 
• Have students do worksheets at the end of class or at home 
• Don’t grade every page; do a visual homework check, and have students trade papers. 
• Have students use workbook and worksheets to review and ask questions before the quiz 

 
Tips for using reproducible quizzes 

• Copy and distribute worksheets to make sure students are doing their work and learning 
each lesson. 

• If a student fails a quiz, make them do another worksheet to earn the right to take another 
quiz 

• Give students a B Quiz when a second quiz if necessary 
 

 
 

A good theory curriculum can make a string teacher’s job easier! 
Armed with good materials, teachers can expect students to do the work 
and learn the lessons they need to become more well-rounded musicians 
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Category 2: Rhythmic Literacy (Two-Year Overview) 
 

First Year 
1. Review rhythmic values (whole, half, quarter and eighth notes and rests), simple 

meter time signatures and introduce an effective method for marking, counting and 
independently performing simple meter rhythms down to eighth notes. 

2. Learn how to mark, count and perform ties, syncopation and dotted rhythms. 
3. Learn compound meter time signatures and learn a method for marking, counting 

and independently performing compound meter rhythms down to eighth notes 
 

Second Year 
1. Review simple meter time signatures, and learn a method for marking, counting 

and independently performing simple meter rhythms down to sixteenth notes and 
rests 

2. Review compound meter time signatures, and learn a method for marking, 
counting and independently performing compound meter rhythms down to 
sixteenth notes and rests 

3. Learn about time signatures with a half note beat (2/2, 3/2, and 4/2) and also 6/4. 
Learn how to mark, count and independently perform rhythms in these meters. 
 

“How does that go? Can you play that for me?”  
Your student is telling you “I cannot read the rhythmic notation.” 
 

Rhythm Lesson 1: Review Basic Rhythmic Principles 
 
Review and explain the parts of notes and how they are written 
Example: 
 

 
 

Review time signatures 
 
And give students exercises that require  
knowledge about how time signatures work. 
 
 
 
For Example: 
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Exercise 3.3. Quarter Note Time Signatures (cont.)

2. In each measure below, write the correct number of quarter notes to illustrate the time signature.

3. What does the bottom number of a time signature tell us? _________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

4. What does the top number tell us? ______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

LESSON 3.4

Quarter Note Rhythms

In this lesson, you will mark quarter note rhythms by putting a mark over every quarter beat. Quarter notes and 

quarter rests get one beat mark. Half notes get two evenly spaced marks, and whole notes get four. 

Exercise 3.4. Quarter Note Rhythms

1.  In the first three measures below, we have written quarter note stems above each beat. There are four stems 

(beats) in each measure of 
��. Half notes and half rests get two evenly spaced stem/beat marks, and whole 

notes and whole rests get four. Write stems over each beat in the last three measures, and write the beat 

numbers over each stem to complete the exercise.

 

When you have finished, practice performing the rhythm by counting “1, 2, 3, 4” while moving your bow 

hand to the rhythm. 

2. Just as in Question 1 above, mark the beats with evenly spaced quarter note stems directly over each note 

below. Then write beat numbers (1 2 3 4) directly over the stems to complete the exercise, and practice 

performing the rhythm with your bow hand while counting “1, 2, 3, 4.”

3. The exercise below only has three beats per measure. Mark the beats with quarter note stems directly over 

each note or rest, and write the beat numbers (1 2 3) over the stems. Then count and perform the rhythm.

�� �� �� � ��

�� � � �
1 2 3 4

�
1 2 3 4

� � �
3 421

� � � � � � �

�� � � � � � � � � � � � � �

�� � � � � � � � � � � � �
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Unit 3. Rhythm and Time

LESSON 3.1

Notes and Rests

A whole note is the same length as two half notes, four quarter notes, or eight eighth notes.

• A whole note ( T ) has an open notehead and no stem.

• A half note ( E ) has an open notehead and a stem.

• A quarter note ( N ) has a filled notehead and a stem.

• A single eighth note ( B ) has a flag on the right side of the stem, 

and multiple eighth notes are connected by a single beam.

A whole rest ( � ) fills an entire measure with rest, no matter how long the measure is. All other rests are moments of 

silence equal to the length of the notes that share their name. They are pictured at the bottom of the exercise below.

Exercise 3.1. Notes and Rests

1. Describe how whole notes, half notes, and quarter notes look in terms of noteheads and stems.

 ___________________________________________________________________________________________

 ___________________________________________________________________________________________

2. Explain when eighth notes use flags versus beams. ________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

3. How is the length of a whole rest different from that of a whole note? _______________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

4. In each measure below, write four more of each type of note in that measure. In the eighth note measure, 

write two notes with flags and two connected with a beam.

5. In each measure below, write four more of each type of rest in that measure.

Whole Note Half Note Quarter Note Eighth Note

Whole Rest Half Rest Quarter Rest Eighth Rest

�
� �
� � � �
� � � � � � � �

� � � ��

� � � �
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Unit 3. Rhythm and Time

LESSON 3.1

Notes and Rests

A whole note is the same length as two half notes, four quarter notes, or eight eighth notes.

• A whole note ( T ) has an open notehead and no stem.

• A half note ( E ) has an open notehead and a stem.

• A quarter note ( N ) has a filled notehead and a stem.

• A single eighth note ( B ) has a flag on the right side of the stem, 

and multiple eighth notes are connected by a single beam.

A whole rest ( � ) fills an entire measure with rest, no matter how long the measure is. All other rests are moments of 

silence equal to the length of the notes that share their name. They are pictured at the bottom of the exercise below.

Exercise 3.1. Notes and Rests

1. Describe how whole notes, half notes, and quarter notes look in terms of noteheads and stems.

 ___________________________________________________________________________________________

 ___________________________________________________________________________________________

2. Explain when eighth notes use flags versus beams. ________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

3. How is the length of a whole rest different from that of a whole note? _______________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

4. In each measure below, write four more of each type of note in that measure. In the eighth note measure, 

write two notes with flags and two connected with a beam.

5. In each measure below, write four more of each type of rest in that measure.

Whole Note Half Note Quarter Note Eighth Note

Whole Rest Half Rest Quarter Rest Eighth Rest

�
� �
� � � �
� � � � � � � �

� � � ��

� � � �12
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LESSON 3.2

Stem Length, Placement, and Direction

How long is the stem, and which way does it go? The stem is one octave long; it travels to the line or space that 

is one octave away from the notehead. Notes below the middle line have stems that go up the right side of the 

notehead; notes above the middle line have stems that go down 

the left side. The stem of a note on the middle line can go either 

direction but should match the stems next to it.

Exercise 3.2. Stem Length, Placement, and Direction

1. How long is the stem of a note?________________________________________________________________

2. When does the stem point down?______________________________________________________________

3. When the stem is pointing down, does it go on the left or right side of the notehead?___________________

4. Add stems to the notes below. The stems should go on the correct side of the notehead, be the correct 

length, and go in the correct direction. In measure 3, make each note a single eighth note with a flag on the 

right side of the stem. 

LESSON 3.3

Quarter Note Time Signatures

A time signature is a fraction-like symbol that tells us how beats are organized in each measure.

In simple meters, the upper number generally 

tells us how many beats are in a measure.   

The lower number tells us what note value 

gets the beat. The 4 on the bottom means the 

quarter note gets the beat.

A  is a time signature called common time, 

which is the same as 
�� and has four quarter 

notes per measure. 

��  
��  =  �/  =  2  N  beats per measure

��  =  �/  =  3  N  beats per measure

��  =  �/  =  4  N  beats per measure

A  =  �/  =  4  N  beats per measure

Exercise 3.3. Quarter Note Time Signatures

1. In the space at the beginning of each measure below, write the time signature that is illustrated by the 

rhythm in that measure.

� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �

�� � � � � � � � � � � � � � �

� � � �� � �� �� � � �
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Teach students a system for marking, counting and independently performing 
rhythms 
 

 
 
 

 
1. Write the correct number of stems over each note/rest 
2. Write beams & beat numbers to organize the stems into beats. 
3. Perform the rhythm with the bow hand while counting “1+ 2+ 3+ 4+” 

 
Rhythm Lesson 2: Ties, Syncopation and Dotted Rhythms 
Teach students not only how they look, but more importantly, how to mark, count, and 
perform ties, syncopation and dotted rhythms. 

  
 
 
  
 

 
Rhythm Lesson 3: Compound Meters 
Explain the difference between simple and compound meters and time signatures. 
 

 
Teach students how to mark, 
count, and perform rhythms in 
compound meters.  
 
 
In their second year of theory, I teach students half-note time signatures and also how to 
mark, count and perform sixteenth note rhythms in simple and compound meters.  

15

Unit 3 ! Rhythm and Time

�� � � �� � � � � � � � � �� � �
Unit 3 Study Guide

On a separate piece of paper, answer the following questions:

1. How many eighth notes equal a quarter note? A half note? A whole note?

2. Describe how each of the following look in terms of open/closed noteheads, stems, flags, and beams: 

whole note, half note, quarter note, and eighth note. Write each one five times. 

3. What do the top and bottom numbers of a time signature mean?

4. Find a musical example or some concert music with quarter notes and eighth notes in  
�� ,  

�� , or  
�� . Then 

mark the music with eighth note rhythms using stems, beams, and beat numbers as explained in this unit.

Exercise 3.6. Beaming Beats of Eighth Notes (cont.)

A note about counting eighth notes: When counting eighth note rhythms, use your teacher’s counting system or 

the traditional system: 1 + 2 + 3 + 4 +. The syllables are easier to pronounce if the “d” is silent. Count “1 an 

2 an 3 an 4 an” while moving your bow hand to the rhythm in the exercises below. The most important time 

to count in music is during the long notes and rests, so keep counting eighths (1 + 2 + 3 + 4 +) through every 

measure, especially those with a whole note or whole rest.

2. Beams have been added to each pair of eighth notes in the first two measures. Finish the last two measures 

by writing eighth note stems and adding beams to each pair of stems.

3. Now that the beats are easier to see, write the beat numbers over the first eighth note of each pair. Complete 

the last two measures below with eighth note stems, beams, and beat numbers. Remember to carefully 

space the correct number of stems over the longer notes and rests. Then count and perform the rhythm.

4. The music below is in a different meter; there should be six stems and three beams per measure. Write 

eighth note stems, add beams, and write the beat numbers over each beam. Then perform the rhythm with 

your bow hand while counting out the eighth notes.

5. Each measure below is missing time. Write eighth note stems and beams over each measure to determine 

how much time is missing. Then in the first three measures, write a note or combination of notes at the end 

of each measure to complete the correct amount of time. Use rests to complete the last two measures.
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On a separate piece of paper, answer the following questions:

1. How many eighth notes equal a quarter note? A half note? A whole note?

2. Describe how each of the following look in terms of open/closed noteheads, stems, flags, and beams: 

whole note, half note, quarter note, and eighth note. Write each one five times. 

3. What do the top and bottom numbers of a time signature mean?

4. Find a musical example or some concert music with quarter notes and eighth notes in  
�� ,  

�� , or  
�� . Then 

mark the music with eighth note rhythms using stems, beams, and beat numbers as explained in this unit.

Exercise 3.6. Beaming Beats of Eighth Notes (cont.)

A note about counting eighth notes: When counting eighth note rhythms, use your teacher’s counting system or 

the traditional system: 1 + 2 + 3 + 4 +. The syllables are easier to pronounce if the “d” is silent. Count “1 an 

2 an 3 an 4 an” while moving your bow hand to the rhythm in the exercises below. The most important time 

to count in music is during the long notes and rests, so keep counting eighths (1 + 2 + 3 + 4 +) through every 

measure, especially those with a whole note or whole rest.

2. Beams have been added to each pair of eighth notes in the first two measures. Finish the last two measures 

by writing eighth note stems and adding beams to each pair of stems.

3. Now that the beats are easier to see, write the beat numbers over the first eighth note of each pair. Complete 

the last two measures below with eighth note stems, beams, and beat numbers. Remember to carefully 

space the correct number of stems over the longer notes and rests. Then count and perform the rhythm.

4. The music below is in a different meter; there should be six stems and three beams per measure. Write 

eighth note stems, add beams, and write the beat numbers over each beam. Then perform the rhythm with 

your bow hand while counting out the eighth notes.

5. Each measure below is missing time. Write eighth note stems and beams over each measure to determine 

how much time is missing. Then in the first three measures, write a note or combination of notes at the end 

of each measure to complete the correct amount of time. Use rests to complete the last two measures.
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On a separate piece of paper, answer the following questions:

1. How many eighth notes equal a quarter note? A half note? A whole note?

2. Describe how each of the following look in terms of open/closed noteheads, stems, flags, and beams: 

whole note, half note, quarter note, and eighth note. Write each one five times. 

3. What do the top and bottom numbers of a time signature mean?

4. Find a musical example or some concert music with quarter notes and eighth notes in  
�� ,  

�� , or  
�� . Then 

mark the music with eighth note rhythms using stems, beams, and beat numbers as explained in this unit.

Exercise 3.6. Beaming Beats of Eighth Notes (cont.)

A note about counting eighth notes: When counting eighth note rhythms, use your teacher’s counting system or 

the traditional system: 1 + 2 + 3 + 4 +. The syllables are easier to pronounce if the “d” is silent. Count “1 an 

2 an 3 an 4 an” while moving your bow hand to the rhythm in the exercises below. The most important time 

to count in music is during the long notes and rests, so keep counting eighths (1 + 2 + 3 + 4 +) through every 

measure, especially those with a whole note or whole rest.

2. Beams have been added to each pair of eighth notes in the first two measures. Finish the last two measures 

by writing eighth note stems and adding beams to each pair of stems.

3. Now that the beats are easier to see, write the beat numbers over the first eighth note of each pair. Complete 

the last two measures below with eighth note stems, beams, and beat numbers. Remember to carefully 

space the correct number of stems over the longer notes and rests. Then count and perform the rhythm.

4. The music below is in a different meter; there should be six stems and three beams per measure. Write 

eighth note stems, add beams, and write the beat numbers over each beam. Then perform the rhythm with 

your bow hand while counting out the eighth notes.

5. Each measure below is missing time. Write eighth note stems and beams over each measure to determine 

how much time is missing. Then in the first three measures, write a note or combination of notes at the end 

of each measure to complete the correct amount of time. Use rests to complete the last two measures.
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Unit 8. Ties, Syncopation, and Dotted Rhythms
LESSON 8.1

Ties and Syncopation

A tie is a curved line (like a slur) that connects two notes of the same pitch, resulting in a 

single note that is held for the same length as the two notes tied together. Ties are used to 

hold a note over a bar line, or for longer than its normal length. Syncopation is the term used to identify rhythms 

that accentuate the middle of the beat and hide the beginning of the beat. Syncopation sounds like 1 + 2 + 3 + 4 + if 

you only say the “ands”   but not the beat numbers. In the example below, the “and” of the beat is accentuated and 

beats 2 and 4 are “hidden.”
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Exercise 8.1. Ties and Syncopation
1. TIES. Over the notes below, write eighth note stems and beams with the beat numbers over each beam. The 

first stem goes directly over the note or rest, and the remaining stems within that note or rest value should 

be spaced evenly before the next note or rest. To understand the effect of the ties, perform the rhythm with 

your bow hand while counting out the eighth notes (1 + 2 + 3 + 4 +).

2. SYNCOPATION. In the first measure below, beat 4 begins in the middle of the quarter note, so the first 

eighth note stem of that beat is written over the middle of that quarter (identified with an arrow). Finish this 

exercise by writing eighth note stems first, putting two stems evenly over the quarter notes. Then add beams 

and beat numbers over each measure. Perform the rhythm with your bow hand while counting eighth notes.

3. In the first measure below, the quarter notes are “off the beat” because they fall between beats 2, 3, and 4. 

Finish this exercise by putting two eighth note stems evenly over the quarter notes. Then add beams and 

beat numbers over each measure. Perform the rhythm with your bow hand while counting eighth notes.
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LESSON 8.2

Dotted Rhythms

In a dotted rhythm, the dot increases the length of a note by half of its value. In the measures below, you can see a 

regular quarter note contains two eighth notes, so a dotted quarter note contains three. A normal half note contains 

two quarter notes, so a dotted half note contains three quarter notes.

Dotted rests behave the same way. A quarter rest contains two eighth rests, so a dotted quarter rest contains three. 

A normal half rest contains two quarter rests, so a dotted half rest contains three.

� � � �� � � � � � � �� � � �= = = =

� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �= = = =

Exercise 8.2. Dotted Rhythms

1. Quarter note stems have been marked in the first measure below. Finish this exercise by writing quarter 

note stems and beat numbers over each measure. Then perform the rhythm with your bow hand while 

counting out the quarter notes.

2. In the first measure below, there are three eighth note stems in the dotted quarter note and rest. Notice how 

the first eighth note stem of beat 2 is over the middle of the dotted quarter. The eighth notes fall on the + 

of beats 2 and 4. Finish this exercise by writing eighth note stems and beams with beat numbers over each 

measure. Then perform the rhythm with your bow hand while counting eighth notes.

3. Each measure in the exercise below is missing time. Determine how much time is missing and then write one 

note in measures 1–3 and one rest in measures 4–6 at the end of the measure to complete it with the correct 

amount of time. The notes or rests may require a dot to contain the correct amount of time.
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�� � �� �� �� �� �� � � � � �

Unit 8 Study Guide

On a separate piece of paper, answer the following questions:

1. What is a tie? What is syncopation?

2. How much time does a dot add to a note or a rest? Used tied notes to explain your answer.

3. Find a musical example or concert music with ties, syncopation, and dotted rhythms in  
�� ,  

�� , or  
��È. Then 

mark the music with eighth note rhythms using stems, beams, and beat numbers as explained in this unit.
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Unit 11. Compound Meter

LESSON 11.1

Duple vs. Triple Meters

Music has a heartbeat called a pulse or beat, and these beats can be grouped in different ways. How they are 

grouped is called the music’s meter. Meters with beats organized into groups of two are called duple meter, and 

they usually have time signatures with even top numbers like 
�� and 

�� . Meters with three beats in a group are called 

triple meter and have time signatures like 
�� . 

�� �� ��� � � � � � � � �
�� �� ��� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �
�� �� ����� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� ��
�� �� ���� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �

Simple 
Meter

Compound 
Meter

Two Beats Three Beats Four Beats

�� �� ����� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� ��
�� �� ���� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �
�� �� ����� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� ��
�� �� ���� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �

�� �� ��� � � � � � � � �
�� �� ��� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �

�� �� ��� � � � � � � � �
�� �� ��� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �

Exercise 11.1. Duple vs. Triple Meters

1. The heartbeat of music is called the __________________________ or the ___________________________.

2. The term that identifies how beats are grouped is called the ________________________________________.

3. Explain the difference between duple and triple meter. ____________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

LESSON 11.2

Simple vs. Compound Meters

In the previous lesson you learned how beats can be organized in groups of two or three. In this lesson, you will 

learn that beats can also be divided into two or three parts. In simple meter the beat is divided into two equal parts; 

when the quarter note gets the beat, it is divided into two eighth notes. In compound meter the beat is divided into 

three equal parts; the pulse is usually given to the dotted quarter, which is divided equally into three eighth notes. 

Look at the difference between simple and compound meters with two, three, and four beats per measure.
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��� �� �� �	
1 2 3 4

��
1 2 3 4

�� � � �� � � � �	 � � ��

�� �� �� ��
1 2 3

�� �� �� �� � �� � � �� �� � � � � �� �� ��
LESSON 11.3

Compound Time Signatures

Simple and compound time signatures are different. In compound meter, the beat is almost always some kind 

of dotted note, which is difficult to express as a fraction. So, in compound time signatures, the numbers refer to 

characteristics of the beat’s division and not the beat itself.

In compound meters, the upper number always 

tells us how many divisions are in a measure.  

The lower number tells us what note value 

gets the division. An 8 on the bottom means 

the eighth note is the division and the dotted 

quarter gets the beat.

��  
��     =   �/ÈH  =  2  NÈÈH  beats per measure

��     =   �/ÈH  =  3  NÈÈH  beats per measure

���     =  �/ÈH  =  4  NÈÈH  beats per measure

Since there are three divisions in each beat, we can determine the number of beats per measure by dividing the top 

number by three. For example, 
�� music typically has two beats per measure, 

�� has three beats per measure, and 
���  

has four. The table on page 35 illustrates this well. 

Exercise 11.3. Compound Time Signatures

1. In the space at the beginning of each measure below, write the time signature illustrated by  the rhythm in that 

measure. Some measures are expressed as eighth note divisions and others are written as dotted quarter beats.

� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �
�� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� ��

Exercise 11.2. Compound Meters (cont.)

5. Finish the last four measures by writing stems over each beat. The first stem goes directly over the note or 

rest, and the remaining stems within that note or rest value should be spaced evenly before the next note 

or rest. Then practice performing the rhythm by counting “1, 2, 3, 4” while moving your bow hand to the 

rhythm.

6. This exercise only has three beats per measure. Mark the beats with stems directly over each beat, and write 

the beat numbers (1 2 3) over the stems. Perform the rhythm with your bow hand while counting.
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LESSON 11.5

Tempo, Beats, and Meter

The tempo is the speed of the music, and the tempo largely determines which note values feel like the main beat 

in the music. Looking at the time signature gives us a very good clue about how beats will be organized in the 

measure, but without playing the music and determining what note value gets the beat, it is difficult to be certain.

If a piece in 
�� is slow enough for the eighth note to get the beat, then it will feel like and sound like simple meter, 

because the eighth note beat is divided into two sixteenth notes. Conversely, if a piece in 
�� is played fast enough to 

be felt and conducted in one (one beat per measure), it will feel and sound like compound meter, because the beat 

is divided into three quarter notes. 

So, when asked how many beats are in a measure of  
�� , the correct answer is: It depends. What is the tempo, 

and what note value feels like the beat? Young musicians focus a lot on how the music should look; experienced 

musicians, especially conductors, spend much more time thinking about how music should sound. So, look at the 

music and imagine how it should sound. Then play the sounds you hear in your head.

Unit 11 Study Guide

On a separate piece of paper, answer the following questions:

1. How is compound meter different from simple meter? How is duple meter different from triple? Give 

examples.

2. How is compound meter different from triple meter?

3. What do the top and bottom numbers in a compound time signature tell us?

4. In math, 
�� and 

�� are the same. What is the difference between 
�� and 

�� in music?

5. What is tempo, and can it change the meter? How?

6. Find a musical example or some concert music in compound meter; then mark the music with eighth note 

rhythms using stems, beams, and beat numbers as explained in this unit.

Exercise 11.4. Eighth Note Rhythms in Compound Meter (cont.)

3. In the music below, write eighth note stems, then add beams, and write the beat numbers over each beam.

There should be three stems in each beam, and eighth note stems should line up directly with the eighth 

notes. Longer notes and rests should have the correct number of evenly spaced stems. 

Now move your bow hand to the rhythm while counting 1 + a, 2 + a, 3 + a, 4 + a.

4. The music below is in 
�� . There should be six stems and two beams per measure. Write eighth note stems, 

then add beams, and write the beat numbers over each beam. Practice counting in 
�� first. Then perform the 

rhythm with your bow hand while counting in 
�� .

��� � � � � � � � � � � � �
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Category 3: History of String Music 
 

Just because your college history book was dull and exhaustively thorough 
Doesn’t mean you have to teach music history the same way. 

 
Each year, I spend a little time teaching a brief unit on each of the artistic/musical eras in 
which string music was and is important: 

• Baroque 
• Classical 
• Romantic  
• Modern (Music of Today) 

 
In each era, my goal is to introduce one to two composers, and help students understand a 
little about the composer’s life and their contributions to the world of string music. 
 
Students also learn about the genres of string music that appeared in each era: 

• Baroque: Sonata, concerto, ballet, suite, opera, overture 
• Classical: Symphony, string quartet, piano trio 
• Romantic: Concert overture/tone poem, musical nationalism  
• Modern (Music of Today): jazz, film music, musicals, and strings in popular music 

 
Using an established curriculum like a string theory or music history book can help 
teachers start a conversation with students about the differences between a symphony and 
a concerto, or other musical genres or composers. I explain when composers lived and 
when specific genres first appeared, and I explain the differences between them. It’s easy 
to supplement this conversation with recordings immediately available on YouTube.  
 
I try to keep it brief and simple, but I want my string students to know a little about the 
500-year history string music. And more than just learning who Mozart and Beethoven 
were, I also want them to know that orchestra music is alive and well today; the most 
recognizable film music being created today is performed by orchestras.   
 
EXTRA CREDIT: When students miss a concert (for excused reasons) and need to make up 
the grade—or if students want to earn some extra credit, I usually give them a historical 
essay assignment with a writing prompt that asks questions like: When and where did the 
composer live? How did he/she earn money, and for whom did they compose? What 
contributions did this composer make to the world of string music? 
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Category 4: Creativity Projects and Lessons 
 
Learning to Write Music 
Use exercises like the one below to get students started on writing music. Students 
can/should use their instruments to help them figure out the notes.  

 

 
Then, they can write the same melody on a piece of blank staff paper starting on a 
different note. Activities like this are powerful exercises that help students synthesize all of 
the tonal and rhythmic lessons they are learning. 
 
Learning to Elements of Music 
Find an orchestra piece that illustrates different musical elements--such as melody, 
harmony, rhythm, and bass line. Have students play these elements separately and talk 
about each one. Then, have them play the orchestra piece and discuss how the elements 
work together. 
 
Learning to Improvise with a Jam Session 
Introduce a simple four-bar chord progression like 
this one:  
 
Explain how students can add rhythmic harmonies, bass lines and chops. 

 

 
Then give students some direction to help them create their own melodies, improvisations 
and put together some of the musical elements into a piece all of their own.  
 
Additional Creativity Projects 
 

1. Cover Project. Put students into small groups of 3 to 5 kids with varied 
instrumentation. Help them find a popular song that they like, and guide them as 
they create an instrumental cover of this song. Have them perform their cover for 
the class. 

2. Arrangement Project. Composing from scratch can be daunting for some young 
musicians. Arranging a short piece around a melody they already know—folk or 
holiday melody—can feel more doable and very rewarding for the students. 
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Unit 4. Introduction to Writing Music

Exercise 4.1. Frère Jacques

1. On the staff below, finish writing Frère Jacques. Write the correct notes, rhythms, and stems. Use your 

instrument to help you if necessary.

2. Now write Frère Jacques starting on the note C. Use your instrument to help you figure out the correct 

notes. Include your clef, time signature, bar lines, and rhythms with stems going the correct direction.

Exercise 4.2. Mary Had a Little Lamb

1. On the staff below, finish writing Mary Had A Little Lamb. Write the correct notes, rhythms, and stems. 

Use your instrument to help you if necessary.

2. Now write Mary Had a Little Lamb starting on the note B. Use your instrument to help you figure out the 

correct notes. Include your clef, time signature, bar lines, and rhythms with stems going the correct direction.

� �� �� � � � �� � � �� �
� �

� �� � � �� � �� � �
� � � � � �� � � � �
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Unit 27. Jam Session

Few things in music are more fun than being part of a good jam session with your friends. Get in a group of three or 

more players and take turns playing the different parts of 

the chord progression here. The biggest/lowest instrument 

usually plays the bottom notes, known as the bass line, 

and the smaller instruments play the upper notes.

� �� �� �� �����
G� ���

F ���
E�

����
D

Rhythm

Add rhythms to your chord progression. Experiment with placing accents on beats 2 and 4. Try out the different 

rhythmic examples below, or create your own.
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D

� �� �� �� �� ��� �� �� ��� ��� ��� �� �� ��� �� �� ��� ��� ��� � �� �� ��� �� �� ��� �� ��� ��� ��� ��� �� �� ��� �� ��� ��� ���

Rhythmic Bowing #1

Rhythmic Bowing #2 Rhythmic Bowing #3

Swing or no swing? Remember, eighth notes can be played evenly or unevenly, with the first note of each pair longer 

than the second. This is called “swing.”  

� �� �� �� ��� �� �� �� ��� �� � �� �� ��� ��� ��� �� ��� ��� ���
� � � �

will sound like

You can create more emphasis on beats 2 and 4 by adding chops or chords, as shown below. Chops are performed 

by “crunching” the bow against the string while holding the strings lightly with the left hand so they don’t ring. 

The best way to learn how to chop is to find someone who can teach you, or look it up on YouTube. Playing chops 

takes practice; it is not as easy as it looks.

� �� � ���� ���� � � ���� ����� � � � � � � � � � � � � �� � ��� �� ���
Chops Chords
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You can create more emphasis on beats 2 and 4 by adding chops or chords, as shown below. Chops are performed 

by “crunching” the bow against the string while holding the strings lightly with the left hand so they don’t ring. 

The best way to learn how to chop is to find someone who can teach you, or look it up on YouTube. Playing chops 

takes practice; it is not as easy as it looks.
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Chops Chords

49

Unit 27 ! Jam Session

Bass Line and Melody

The bass line is the lowest and most important line of notes in a chord progression. It can be played with long tones, 

such as whole notes, or with a driving rhythm that sets the character of the piece. The bass line usually starts on the 

bottom note of the chord each time the chord changes, but it may include other notes between the chord changes. 

Try out the examples below, or create your own.

� �� �� �� ���� � ��� �� �� �� � ��� �� �� �� � ��� �� �� �� � ��� �� ��
� �� �� �� �� � ��� �� �� � ��� �� �� � ��� �� �� � ��� � �� �� �� �� � � � �� �� � � �

� �� �� �� ���� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� ��
Bass Line #1

Bass Line #2

Bass Line #3 Bass Line #4

The melody is the most important musical line above the bass line. It is usually written or improvised in the upper 

range of the instrument where it can be heard above the chords. When creating a melody, keep it simple and use 

mostly chord tones until you get more comfortable adding non-chord tones. Try improvising over the progression 

at the top of page 48, or use one of the four progressions below.

� �� �� ������
A� ����

D� ����
G ����

C

� � �� �� ������
G ����

B� ����
E� ����

C

� � �� �� ������
D m ����

G m 7 ����
B� ����

C 7

� � � �� �� ������
D ����

G ����
B m ����

A7

Chord Progression #2 in A Minor Chord Progression #3 in G Major

Chord Progression #4 in D Minor Chord Progression #5 in D Major

Unit 27 Final Project

Get in a group of three to five players with diverse instrumentation and create a piece using one of the chord 

progressions from this unit. Create a plan for how your piece will begin, develop, and end. Use the model 

outlined below or create your own. Rehearse your piece, and then play it for your teacher (or the class).

1. Introduction: How are you going to begin? Soft or loud? With everyone or just one person? Start simply 

with a whole note chord progression or maybe with a pizzicato bass line.

2. Rhythm Plan: Start simply with chops and then add chords and rhythmic bowing as the piece develops.

3. Melody: Create or improviseimprovise a melody while others back up the soloist with rhythmic harmonies and bass 

line. Decide the order of the soloists who will improvise.

4. Grand Finale: Take the melody up an octave and add plenty of embellishment. Accompany with forte 

eighth notes, chords, and a strong bass line. Then fade out or end together on one of the chords.
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Habits of a Successful Orchestra Director 
Habits of a Successful String Musician 

Habits of a Successful MIDDLE LEVEL String Musician 
 

NEW RELEASE: Music Theory for a Successful String Musician 
 
Music	Theory	for	the	Successful	String	Musician	presents	a	
comprehensive	and	pedagogically	sound	sequence	specifically	for	
orchestral	string	students,	and	it	addresses	questions	and	resolves	
problems	that	are	unique	to	the	orchestra	classroom.	This	curriculum	
will	help	directors	teach	music	theory,	music	literacy,	music	history,	
and	creativity—all	of	those	hard-to-reach	standards	that	will	
ultimately	help	music	students	become	more	well-rounded	and	better	
performers,	creators	and	consumers	of	great	music.			
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