
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



http://arnel113.wordpress.com/music_theory101 

    Music Theory for Beginners by Arnel Oroceo 2 

 

I. The Musical Staff 

 

The musical staff is where musicians write and arrange musical notation to create a 
musical composition for voice or musical instruments. They draw the notes on the 
lines and spaces of the musical staff. They use the first seven letters of the alphabet 
(A B C D E F G) to name these lines and spaces and each serve as pitch names for the 
notes. 

 

Musical symbols indicate how musicians should read or play these notes. We call 
these symbols musical clefs. The basic musical clefs are the Treble Clef or G-Clef and 
the Bass Clef or F-Clef.  

In a piano music notation, the Treble Clef or G-Clef indicates the notes that the 
musician should play with the right hand. It is G-Clef because the symbol builds itself 
on the G, which is on the second line (counting from the bottom-line) of the staff. 

 

                          

                            Treble Staff- Musical Staff with a Treble Clef or G-Clef                    
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Diagram of line and space tones on the treble clef 

 

The Bass Clef or F-Clef, on the other hand indicates the notes that the musician 
should play with the left hand. It is F-Clef because the symbol builds itself on the F, 
which is on the fourth line (counting from the bottom-line) of the staff. 

 

 

 Bass Staff- Musical Staff with a Bass Clef or F-Clef  

 

 

Diagram of line and space tones on the bass clef 

 

The treble staff and the bass staff taken together build the “The Great or Grand 
Staff”. 
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The Great or Grand Staff 

(Note: The parenthesis on the left side of the Grand Staff indicates that the notation is a 
piano arrangement) 

Composers or musical arrangers arrange musical notes on the Great or Grand Staff to 
develop a melody and create harmony. 

Melody- is the successive sounding of tones that are related to each other in such a 
way as to make musical sense and coherence. In short, the musical tune. 

Harmony- is the pleasing combination of tones in a chord. It forms the structure of a 
musical and vocal arrangement or chord progression. 

The other musical symbols that we will see on the Grand Staff are: 

1. Key Signature: The key signature indicates which notes the player should play on 
the white or black keys. A sharp sign or sharp signs, a flat sign or flat signs at the left 
of the Grand Staff indicate this. It also determines the first note of the particular 
musical scale. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Musical Keys: 
 
G- (one sharp, #) 
D- (two sharps, ##) 
A- (three sharps, ###) 
E- (four sharps, ####) 
B- (five sharps, #####) 
C- (no sharps, no flats) 
Db- (five flats, bbbbb) 
Ab- (four flats, bbbb) 
Eb- (three flats, bbb) 
Bb- (two flats, bb) 
F- (one flat, b) 

 

Key of D- (two sharps, ##) 
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Chromatics- is the change in pitch among the regular tones of the key. This is often 
called “Accidentals”. The change may produce a higher pitch called a sharp chromatic 
or a lower pitch called a flat chromatic. 

 Sharp (#) – raises the pitch of a natural tone by half step to the right 

 Flat ( ) – lowers the pitch of a natural tone by half step to the left 

 Natural (  ) – used to cancel sharps and flats 

 Double Sharp (    ) – used to raise a sharp tone 

 Double Flat ( ) – used to lower a flat tone 

 

2. Time Signature: The time signature is the two large numbers at the left of the 
Grand Staff (the number written above another). It indicates the rhythm or the beat 
intended for a particular musical piece. The upper number tells how many beats in a 
measure. The lower number tells the kind of note that gets one beat. 

 

The diagram above shows a 4/4 beat or the common time.  

 

Rhythm- is the regular succession of accented and unaccented beats. It determines 
how long a particular note should be played or sung or how long it should be 
sustained. It determines which note is accented, which one is not, and what rests 
come between the notes. 

The basic kinds of rhythm are the duple time (2/2) and the triple time (3/4). The duple 
has two beats in a measure and often termed as march-like. The triple has three 
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beats in a measure and often termed as waltz-like. However, the most common 
rhythm is the 4/4 time or common time. We call it common time because most 
musical compositions are in 4/4 beat. There are four beats in a measure and the 
quarter note receives one beat.  

 

 

Notes in a 4/4 beat (common time) 

 

Notes in ¾ beat (waltz-like) 

                          

Notes in 2/2 beat (march-like) 
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Below are examples of rhythmic patterns in common time: 

 

 

3. Measures and Bars- Notes are arranged in measures and are separated by a 
musical bar. The Double Bar indicates the end of the musical piece. 

 

 

The diagram above shows a notation in 4/4 beat with six measures 

 

 

II. The Kinds of Notes and Rests 

 

                                                     

   

                Whole Note (4 beats)             Half Note (2 beats)              Quarter Note (1 beat)                      
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                                Eighth Note (1/2 beat)            Sixteenth Note (1/4 beat) 

 

 

                                               

Whole Rest (4 beats)             Half Rest (2 beats)          Quarter Rest (1 beat) 

 

                                      

                                    Eighth Rest (1/2 beat)             Sixteenth Rest (1/4 beat) 

 

 

DOT (.)     - A dot after a note increases its value by one-half. Example: 

 

 

On the left is a dotted half note. A half note has 
two beats. The dot will increase its value by one-
half, and thus, it will get three beats. 
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III. The Piano Keyboard 

 

 

 

Diagram of a piano keyboard showing the equivalent notes 

 
For easier note identification, observe the two black-key groups on the keyboard in 
the diagram below: 
 
 

 

Black Note Groups 
Notice the 2 black-key groups 
then the 3 black-key groups 
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The C note is the white key 
on the left of the first black 
key in a two black-key group 
on the piano keyboard. 

The Middle C is found at the left 
of the center of the piano 
keyboard. 
  

The D note is the next white 
key on the right of C.  

The D note is at the middle of 
the two black keys in a two 
black-key group. 
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The E note is the white key on 
the right of D.  

E is on the right of the second black 
key in a 2-black-key group on the 
piano keyboard. 
 

F note is the white key after E 

F note is the white key to the 
left of the first black key in the 
3-black-key group on the piano 
keyboard  
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G note is the next white key 
after F 

G note is the second white in 
the 3-black-key group on the 
piano keyboard. 

A note is the next white key 
after G 

A note is the third white key in 
the 3-black-key group on the 
piano keyboard 
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B note is the next white key 
after A 

B note is the last white key in the 
3-black-key group on the piano 
keyboard 

The next C Note is on the first 
white key in the next 2-black key 
group or in the next octave on the 
piano keyboard.  

Another C Note follows after 
B 
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IV. Introduction to Chord Playing 

 

Scale- is the succession of eight notes progressing in musical order. It is equivalent to 
one octave. 

Octave- is the eight full tones above or below a given tone or the interval of eight 
degrees between two tones. There are usually five octaves in an ordinary portable 
keyboard. 

Degrees of the Scale- the tones in the musical scale are numbered from 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 
7 and 8. These numbers represent the degrees of the scale. 

The first and the last notes of the scale (1 & 8) are the most important and are called 
the Tonic. Five notes above the Tonic (1) is the fifth (5) tone, which is also important 
and is called Dominant. Five notes below the tonic (8) is the fourth (4) tone and is 
third in importance. It is called Sub-dominant.  

Tone (2) is called Supertonic. Tone (3) is called Mediant. Tone (6) is called Sub-
mediant. Tone (7) is called Leading. 

 
 

The Major Scale 
 
 

 
 

A diagram of the Scale in C Major showing the corresponding degrees and formula 
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Observe the diagram above: The Major Scale- follows a specific formula. The formula 
for the Major scale is: 1 – 1 – ½ – 1 – 1 – 1 – ½ (translated as: whole step, whole step, 
half step, whole step, whole step, whole step, half step). 
 
Interval- is the distance between two notes. It is either a whole step or a half step. 
 
Whole Step- is either a degree to the left or right of a particular note. Tone D is a 
whole step to the right from C. Tone Bb is a whole step to the left from C. 
 
Half Step- is either a sharp or a flat tone of a particular note. Tone C# is the next black 
key from C and its half step to the right. Tone B is C’s half step to the left. 
  
The diagram is the scale in C Major. From tone C to D is a whole step. Notice that 
there is a black key in between. A whole step usually skips a black key. Tone D to E is 
another whole step. From tone E to F however is only a half step. Notice that from E 
to F, there is no black key in between therefore, the half step is the adjacent white 
key, which is F. From F to G is a whole step. G to A is a whole step. A to B is a whole 
step and B to C is a half step.  
 
Notice, In the C Major scale, you will generally play only the white keys except in 
cases of accidentals. 
 
Using this formula, if you start from tone D and you will be able to form the scale in D 
Major and so on.  
 

Major Triad 
 

 
This is the C Major triad or chord. A triad is named after its root note 
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A Triad is a chord of three tones. 
 
If you take the first, third and fifth tone in a major scale (skipping those in between) 
and sound them together, you will form a triad. 
 
When triads appear in broken form, they are known as Broken Chords or Arpeggios. 
 
 
 

Group I Triad 
(white keys) 

 

   
 
             C Triad                                          F Triad                                          G Triad 

 
 

Group II Triad 
(white-black-white keys) 

 

   
 
                 A Triad                                    D Triad                                           E Triad 

 
 

Group III Triad 
(black-white-black keys) 

 

   
   
          G# or Ab Triad                              C# or Db Triad                            D# or Eb Triad 
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Group IV Triad 
(black & mixed black and white keys) 

 

   
 
             F# or Gb Triad                             A# or Bb Triad                               B Triad 
 
 
 

 
Inversions 

 
Sometimes the position of the notes in a triad may be inverted for easier playing. The 
different positions of the notes of the same chord are simply called inversions. 

 
 
 

The Three Positions of the C Major Triad 
 

                                             
 

          C Root Position 
 

 
 

                            
 

         C First Inversion 

 

 



http://arnel113.wordpress.com/music_theory101 

    Music Theory for Beginners by Arnel Oroceo 18 

 

                          
 

        C Second Inversion 
 

 
 
 

The Minor Scale 
 

 

 
The scale in A Minor showing the corresponding degrees and formula 

 
 
Observe the diagram above: The Minor Scale- follows a specific formula. The formula 
for the Minor scale is: 1 – ½ – 1 – 1 – ½ – 1 – 1 (translated as: whole step, half step, 
whole step, whole step, half step, whole step, whole step). 
 
The scale in C Major generally uses only the white keys. The scale in A minor also uses 
only the white keys. Both scales has the same key signature- no sharps and flats. 
 
The minor scale is often used in a sad or melancholic melody. There are other 
variations in the minor scale like: Minor Pentatonic Scale, Blues Scale, etc… 
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Minor Triad 
 

 
The diagram shows an A minor triad or chord (Am) from the scale of A minor 

 
However, if you want to convert a major triad into a minor triad, simply flatten the 3rd 
tone in a root position. Minor triads also follow the rules on inversion: root [1, b3, 5] – 
1st inversion [b3, 5, 8] – 2nd inversion [5, 8, b10). 
 

 
 

A diagram showing the C minor from the scale of C major 

 
 
 
 

The Dominant Seventh Chords 
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A dominant seventh chord is made up of a major triad and a minor seventh (the 
lowered 7th tone of a major scale) 
 
The easiest way to determine the minor 7th tone is to locate the note which is one 
whole step below the root tone of a chord.  

            
 

  

V. The Sing and Strum Accompaniment Style 

 
 

Generally, the chord-melody style of playing the keyboard is used. This technique is 
employed for keyboards with auto-accompaniment function like Yamaha Technics  
Dual Layer Organs. The left hand plays the full chord while the right hand plays the 
melody.  
 
Sing and strum is one style or way of improvising an accompaniment to a lead line 
(melody). While the melody is being sung, the musician strums an accompaniment by 
playing the root of the chord with the left hand and the full chord with the right 
hand. This style is suitable to the hobbyist musician playing with a group of friends or 
any small group gathering. 
 
 

 
The diagram is an example of a chord-root bass style 
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The diagram is an example of a walking bass style 

 
 

 
 

Chord-Root Style on the Keyboard 
 

 

 
 

Key of C Root-Chord Style on the Keyboard 
 
 

 
 

Key of F Root-Chord Style on the Keyboard 
(Notice: F Octave tone is played with the left hand) 

 
 

 
  

Key of G Root-Chord Style on the Keyboard 
(Notice: G Octave tone is played with the left hand) 
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 Root-Chord Style Variations  

 
There are variations that can be used to enhance the musical quality of playing the 
chords. One is playing a full chord with the right hand and a single tone with the left 
hand. For example, you can play a full C chord with the right hand while pressing a 
single tone or octave tone G with the left hand like the diagram below. 
 

 
 

The diagram shows a C/G chord combination 
 

 
These combinations create better harmony than just using simple chords. Usually, 
when transposing from one key to another, a passing chord is used to establish a 
clear shift in pitch. For example, when transposing to the key of G, the passing chord 
is D7. A variation for the D7 chord is C/D. Tone D with the left hand and a full chord C 
with the right hand. See the diagram below. 
 
 

 
 

The diagram shows a C/D Chord combination 
 
 
This technique adds a simulation or a mimic of what a bass guitar does on the 
keyboard. Technically, the tones played with the left hand are the bass line notes of a 
musical piece. 
 
This technique also allows variations for other complicated chords. For example, C/E 
is a variation for Em6 and A2/F# is a variation for F#m9. 
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The diagram shows a C/E Chord combination 

 
 

 
 

The diagram shows an A2/F# Chord combination 
 
 

Chord Formulas 
 

 
These are the formulas for the three basic chords and their extensions 

 
 

Major Chords 
 

Common Symbol 
(Ex. Key of C) 

Name Formula  
(degrees of the scale) 

(C)  Major 1, 3, 5 

(C)6 Major 6th 1, 3, 5, 6 

(C)M7 Major 7th 1, 3, 5, 7 

(C)M9 Major 9th 1, 3, 5, 7, 9 

(C)add 9 Major add 9th 1, 3, 5, 9 

(C)M6/9 Major 6/9th 1, 3, 5, 6, 9 

(C)M7/6 Major 7/6th 1, 3, 5, 6, 7 

(C)M13 Major 13th 1, 3, 5, 7, 9, 13 
 
 

Minor Chords 
 

Common Symbol 
(Ex. C) 

Name Formula 
(degrees of the scale) 

(C)m minor 1, b3, 5 

(C)m6 minor 6th 1, b3, 5, 6 

(C)m7 minor 7th 1, b3, 5, b7 

(C)m9 minor 9th 1, b3, 5, b7, 9 

(C)m11 minor 11th  1, b3, 5, b7, 9, 11 
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(C)m7/11 minor 7/11th 1, b3, 5, b7, 11 

(C)m add 9 minor add 9th 1, b3, 5, 9 

(C)m6/9 minor 6/9th 1, b3, 5, 6, 9 

(C)m+M7 minor major 7th 
or minor natural 7th 

1, b3, 5, 7 

(C)m+M9 minor major 9th 1, b3, 5, 7, 9 
Dominant Seventh Chords 

 
Common Symbol 
(Ex. C) 

Name Formula 
(degrees of the scale) 

(C)7 dominant 7th 1, 3, 5, b7 

(C)7/6 dominant 7/6th 1, 3, 5, 6, b7 

(C)7/11 dominant 7/11th 1, 3, 5, b7, 11 

(C)7sus dominant 7th suspended 1, 4, 5, b7 

(C)7/6sus dominant 7/6th suspended 1, 4, 5, 6, b7 

(C)9 dominant 9th 1, 3, 5, b7, 9 

(C)11 dominant 11th 1, 3, 5, b7, 9, 11 

(C)13 dominant 13th 1, 3, 5, b7, 9, 13 

(C)13sus dominant 13th suspended 1, 4, 5, b7, 9, 13 

(C)7/6/11 dominant 7/6/11th 1, 3, 5, b7, 11, 13 

(C)11/13 dominant 11/13th 1, 3, 5, b7, 9, 11, 13 

(C)#dim diminished 7th 1, b3, b5, bb7, or 6 

(C)aug or (C)+ augmented  1, 3, #5 

(C)sus suspended or sustained 1, 4, 5 
 
 

Note: 
 
The altered chords are not listed here but they mean just what they say. For instance, 
C7b9b5 would be a C7 chord with the 5th flatted and a flatted 9th added. In other 
words, he formula would be 1, 3, b5, b7, b9. 
 
The diminished and augmented chords do not really fit in any of the families but they 
are most like the dominant chords in the way that they are used. 
 
Remember that the 9, 11, and 13 tones may be thought of as 2, 4, and 6 (and vice 
versa). So the above formulas that have these tones may be written in 2 ways. For 
example, the formula for C9 in the table above is 1, 3, 5, b7, 9. It can also be written as 
1, 2, 3, 5, b7. In the case of the C Major Scale, 2 and 9 falls both on the D (re) note. 
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Tip:  
(Formula)  
Minor Pentatonic Scale: 
1, b3, 4, 5, b7 
 
Blues Scale: 
1, b3, 4, b5, 5, b7    

 
 

VI. Finger Exercises 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



http://arnel113.wordpress.com/music_theory101 

    Music Theory for Beginners by Arnel Oroceo 26 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


