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That’s difficult. And takes a long time.
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Basic Music Theory
 Scales

 Keys
 Key Signatures
 Circle of Fifths

 Chords
 Chord Types

Song Theory
 Song Keys

 Song Parts

 Song Structure

 Rhythm 
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 This method works for most songs, but music often has outliers

 Tune your instrument first!

 Steps:
1. Listen carefully to the final note played at the end of a chorus (and usually the 

verse, too)
2. Pluck the string at different frets until you find the same note (ex. 3rd fret = Note C)
3. Once you find the note, you know the root chord of the song. (ex. C Major, 

probably)
4. Thus the song is in that key (ex. Key of C Major)

 When the next chorus comes, strum that chord to verify it sounds right.

 Watching the fret hand of the person playing can give you clues
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 Reviewing the C-Major Scale



 On the Road Again by Willie Nelson
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M6Ggp3TJjuE
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 On the Road Again by Willie Nelson
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M6Ggp3TJjuE

 Chorus resolves to an = Note E

 Key of E Major (not minor)

 Thus, chords  E, A and B
 (because of the 1, 4, 5 pattern)
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ExamplesDescriptionType

• C Major [C]Happy, simple, cheerful, confident, bright, 
satisfying

Major

• C Minor [Cm]Sad, serious, dark, sullen, apprehensive, 
melancholy, depressed, mysterious

Minor

• C Dominant 7th [C7]
• C Major 7th [Cmaj7]
• C Minor 7th [Cm7]

Strong, relentless, funky, soulful, moderate 
edginess

Sevenths

• C Major 6th [C6]
• C Minor C6th [Cm6]

Sixths

• Dominant 9th [C9]
• C Major w/ added 9th [C(add9)]

Open, optimisticNinths

• C5 [C5]Strong but neutral, neither happy nor sad, the 
root and its perfect 5th

Power Chord

• C Diminished [Cdim]
• C Suspended 2nd [Csus2]
• C Suspended 4th [Csus4]

Others



 Verse
 Contains the main story or meaning of the song
 Usually not repeated, but sometimes is

 Chorus / Refrain
 A section of a song that is repeated several times, usually after each verse
 May contrast with the verse melodically, rhythmically, and harmonically; it may assume a 

higher level of dynamics and activity
 Usually resolves to the song’s key

 Bridge
 A contrasting section that prepares for the return of the verse and the chorus
 Often in the relative minor of the song’s key

 Hook
 A short riff, passage, or phrase, that is used in popular music to make a song appealing 

and to "catch the ear of the listener"
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Many songs use this common format:

1. Verse 1

2. Chorus

3. Verse 2

4. Chorus 

5. Bridge

6. Chorus

7. Verse 3 (sometimes)

8. Chorus
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Country Roads by John Denver



 Some songs only have verses 
and no repeated sections
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A Boy Named Sue by Johnny Cash



 Many verses and choruses follow the 
“1, 4, 5” chord progression (or similar):
 Key of C Major =  C, F, G
 Key of G Major =  G, C, D

 Sometimes the minor 6th is added
 Key of C Major =  Am
 Key of G Major =  Em
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 Understanding rhythm is crucial to accurate arraignments
 Lines of lyrics often only span 4 or 8 beats (or 3 or 6 if in waltz time)

 Down Beat verses Up Beat

 4/4 time – Counting to 4s or 8s
 1 2 3 4

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

 3/4 time – Waltz time
 1 2 3

 Chord changes are on the down beat 80% of the time

 Hearing this is crucial to accurate arraignments
 Listen to the bass or drums
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 This is when the first word of a line of lyrics is 
technically in the measure before

 Nearly all bluegrass, folk, and pop song do this

 A “tacet” is when the instrument doesn’t sound
 In our case, it means there’s no strum of the ukulele

 Fixing this in source material and songs already in 
the database is something I do a lot of:
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