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SCALES 

 

1) Is it Major or Minor? 

a. Minor – find the relative major 

 

2) Is it a Sharp or a Flat key? 

a. Flat key – Go one Flat Further (use Blanket Explodes) 

b. Sharp key – Go Down a Semitone (use Father Christmas) 

 

3) Is it a Harmonic minor or a Melodic minor? 

a. Harmonic – Raise the 7
th

 

b. Melodic ascending – Raise the 6
th

 & 7
th 

 

c. Melodic descending – Keep as the key signature  
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IDENTIFYING KEYS IN PIECES WITHOUT KEY 

SIGNATURES 

1) Find and write down all the accidentals.   

a. Arrange them in order of the mnemonics.  

b. Look for any ‘missing’ or ‘extra’ accidentals that might be a 

sharpened 7th and give a hint that you are working with a minor 

key.  

 

2) Is it a Major Key? 

a. If a flat key, the key will be the last but one flat (Blanket Explodes) 

b. If a sharp key, the key will be one semitone above the last sharp 

(Father Christmas) 

 

3) Is it a possible Minor Key? 

a. Remember a sharpened 7th will have the tonic (key) a semitone 

above it. 

b. Work out your relative major using the flats/sharps in the score 

c. Make sure the relative major is the correct one for the tonic 

above the sharpened 7
th

  

 

4) If you are being asked to rewrite the music with the key signature, 

remember to make the notes exactly the same  (any notes outside the 

new key signature in the original are still outside the key signature in 

yours)  
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RHYTHM WRITING 

This question, along with the setting words to music question, is the most 

subjective and most open to individual interpretation. 

There are, however, a few criteria that need to be stuck to, and a few 

guidelines that will give you a better composition if you follow them. 

Essential 

• Have the correct amount of beats/part beats in each bar 

• Adjust number of beats in final bar if anacrusis is present 

• Use some of the given rhythm in your composition (making sure the 

piece as a whole works and yours isn’t too different from the opening) 

• Use different rhythms to those given (imagination and making the piece 

work as an interesting composition, not just lots of repetition) 

Desirable 

• Use of clear phrases (a pair of two bar phrases). Use of anacrusis to 

begin second phrase if anacrusis begins the first 

• Use one or more rests (sound is made more interesting by the silences 

next to it!) 

• Put a long note at the end (but not too long; don’t fill an entire bar with 

a single note) 

Work in beats, and make sure you are not just counting the beats correctly, 

but grouping them correctly. 
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Setting Words to Rhythm 

As with the rhythm writing question, this is quite 

subjective, and there are both essential and desirable criteria.  

All of these setting questions can easily be set to either 2/4 or 3/4 time. 

Anything more complicated is obviously welcome (as long as it is correct), but 

it is a good start to think of your question as either fitting into 2 or 3 time. 

Essential 

• Have the correct amount of beats/part beats in each bar 

• Adjust number of beats in final bar if you use an anacrusis 

• Make sure your stresses are in the correct places – go through the entire poem 

(don’t get halfway and assume the rest will be the same!) 

Desirable 

• Use slightly adjusted rhythms where you initially saw exact repetition 

• Use one or more rests (sound is made more interesting by the silences next to it!) 

Steps to finding the rhythm 

1. Say the poem to yourself out loud (or if in the exam, in your head) until you can both 

read it and ‘feel’ the meter easily 

2. Tap a pulse whilst you say the poem out loud (in the exam, you can ‘tap’ silently by 

pushing with your fingers onto the table but not actually tapping) 

3. Identify the basic time signature  

4. Write the actual bar lines in the printed words by continually saying the poem out 

loud while tapping the pulse. If you are losing your place, try a two handed tap – 

Right for beat 1, Left for beat 2 (and 3 if present).  Use the physical tapping to help 

you work out which syllable you are speaking at the moment you tap ‘Right’ for beat 

1. 

5. Write out a simple rhythm with the words written to fit.   

6. Elaborate the rhythm, making it more interesting and less repetitive 

7. Double check your counting. 

8. Work in beats, and make sure you are not just counting the beats correctly, but 

grouping them correctly. 
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Transposing at the Octave 

There are two methods to do this and successfully avoid the 

common pitfalls (rewriting the melody in another clef at the same 

octave, or transposing by two octaves) 

The important thing to do here is to develop a strategy to stop 

yourself making a common error. 

• This exercise is made up of two parts – (rewriting in a new 

clef, and doing the actual transposing)  

• Keep these two parts separate and remember to do both of 

them. 

 

1) Transpose first 

• Transpose the first note of the music up or down the 

octave as asked 

• Write the new note on the original stave itself 

• Rewrite that note to your new clef 

• Continue from there 

 

2) Rewrite first 

• Rewrite the first note of the music in the new clef 

• Transpose that note up or down an octave as asked 

• Continue from there 
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INTERVALS 

 

Remember which properties relate to each interval 
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1) Always think of the bottom note in the interval as the Tonic of a Major 

Key, and work out your property from that point. 

• If the upper note is within the major key of the lower, the interval 

is Major (or perfect if 4
th

, 5
th

, 8ve) 

• The chart on the previous page shows how the interval properties 

change as they move by semitones away from the majors or 

perfects. 

 

2) If the major key of the bottom note has either too many sharps/flats for 

your liking (i.e. F#) or an impossible one that would need enharmonic 

transpositions (Cb), change the bottom note to an easier one. 

But remember!  

 

Whatever you do to one note, you MUST do to the other WITHOUT USING AN 

ENHARMONIC EQUIVALENT 

Example of working: 

 

Top note = C natural 

Bottom note = G sharp 

 

1) Count the interval (5
th

)  

2) Lower bottom note by a semitone to give an easy key to work with(G 

natural) 

3) Lower top note by a semitone (C flat) 

4) Find key signature of new bottom note (G major = F#) 

5) Check top note is within major key signature of new bottom note (the 

5
th

 of G major is C natural, so C flat is a semitone lower) 

6) Lower perfect 5
th

 by a semitone (diminished 5
th

)  

 

In the Exam 

 

1) Count the interval 

2) Write down the original note names (remember the key signature!)  

 2)  Write down any adjusted note names  

 3)  Work through semitone changes to find property 

4)  Remember! 4ths, 5ths, and 8ves have no major or minor, only 

perfect 

  



ABRSM Theory   www.properpianofingers.com 

Grade 4 Help Sheets   © Lynne Phillips 2013  

TRIADS 

1) Find the key signature 

a. Is it a Major Key? 

i. If a Flat Key, go one flat further (Use Blanket 

Explodes) 

ii. If a sharp key, go down a semitone (Use Father 

Christmas) 

b. Is it a Minor Key? 

i. Find the relative major. 

ii. Work out the key signature in the same way as you 

would a major key 

 

2) If you are being asked to use a key signature, write it in now 

 

3)  Work out and write in the triad itself 

 

4) If you are being asked to not use a key signature, look at the 

notes in the triad, identify any that are involved in the key 

signature, and add accidentals as you need to.  

 

5) Are you being asked to write a dominant triad in a minor key? 

a. Remember the sharpened 7
th

 is present in this triad, so 

remember to raise it – it will be the middle note of the 

triad. 
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IDENTIFYING TIME SIGNATURES 

To work out a time signature, you need to… 

• Identify the note groupings (i.e. quavers in groups of threes, or rests 

that make up clear beat divisions) so you can work out the types of beats  

- simple or compound 

• Count the notes so you definitely get the correct amount of beats/notes 

in each bar 

Common errors are… 

• Not looking at beat grouping and getting ¾ and 6/8 mixed up 

• Counting the notes in the first or last bar only, where there is a possible 

anacrusis 

Strategy 

1) Look for a bar with clearly defined beat groupings 

2) Add the note values together 

3) Use a time signature that matches your beat groupings not just the note 

values 

4) Check your time signature with other bars – take extra care to check that 

your time signature works for the beat groupings in each bar 

5) If you have two similar options (i.e. 2/4 or 4/8), see if either could work.  

If both are possible, then both are potentially correct – there is often 

more than one right answer to this question. 
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SIMPLE AND COMPOUND TIME 

• Simple Time is a time signature made up of 

single note beats  

Compound Time is made up of dotted note beats 

 

• The top number in a compound time signature will always be 

divisible by 3, although watch out for simple time signatures 

with the number 3 itself as a top number.  

 

• Duple, Triple, and Quadruple time can be worked out by adding 

up the number of beats in the bar.  Be careful to add the beats 

and not just the notes.   

o Examples 

¾ is simple triple because there are three beats of a 

crotchet in length 

9/8 is compound triple because there are three beats of 

dotted crotchet in length 

2/8 is simple duple because there are two beats of a 

quaver  in length 

12/16 is compound quadruple because there are four 

beats of a dotted quaver in length 
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TECHNICAL NAMES OF NOTES 

1) Tonic 

 

2) Supertonic 

• ‘Super’ means ‘above’.  

• ‘Supertonic’ means ‘above the tonic’. 

 

3) Mediant 

• ‘Mediant’ means ‘in the middle’. 

• The Mediant is in the middle of the two most important 

notes in a key – the Tonic (1
st

) and the Dominant (5
th

) 

 

4) Subdominant 

• ‘Sub’ means ‘under’ (think submarine or subway)  

• The Subdominant is the note underneath the Dominant 

 

5) Dominant 

• ‘Dominant’  means ‘important’. 

• The Dominant is the most important note in a key (not 

including the Tonic) 

 

6) Submediant 

• The word ‘Submediant’ refers to the note halfway 

(mediant) between the Subdominant and the Tonic 

 

7) Leading Note 

• The Leading Note is literally ‘leading’ up towards the 

Tonic 
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WRITING RESTS 

1) Look at the time signature 

 

2) Identify and jot down the beats 

 

3) Working within the beats, start adding in the rests, always 

completing each beat or fraction of a beat before beginning 

the next one… 

a. Complete each small note value first (i.e. finish the 

demisemiquaver, then finish the semiquaver, then finish 

the quaver, then finish the crotchet, then finish the minim 

etc)  

b. If working in compound time, finish the note, then add 

the dot 

c. Finish off the beat 

d. If in quadruple time, finish off the half bar  

e. Finish off the bar 

 

Remember that when writing rests, you will often be writing multiple 

rests where it might seem easier to just write one.  

The following example, as longwinded as it looks, IS correct. 

  

Rhythm & Time Signatures 



ABRSM Theory   www.properpianofingers.com 

Grade 4 Help Sheets   © Lynne Phillips 2013  

INSTRUMENTS OF THE ORCHESTRA 

The main instruments in each family, in order of range (highest at 

the top) 

 

Percussion – The percussion family is large and extensive.  The 

following are just a few examples of the two types of percussion; 

tuned and untuned 

 

Strings

Violin

Viola

Cello

Double Bass

Woodwind

Flute

Oboe

Clarinet

Bassoon

Brass

Trumpet

Horn

Trombone

Tuba

Tuned (pitched) 

• Timpani, Xylophone, Glockenspiel, 
Chime Bar

Untuned (unpitched) 

• Triangle, Snare Drum, Wood Block, 
Gong
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REWRITING IN SIMPLE OR COMPOUND TIME 

1) Identify the beat structure of the original  

2) Jot down the beats (e.g. crotchets, dotted 

quavers, minims) and the amount of beats (duple, 

triple, or quadruple) 

3) Exchange the simple beats for compound (or the other way round) and 

jot down the new beat values (examples below) 

• If the original had 2 crotchet beats (2/4 time), jot down the 

new beats as 2 dotted crotchets (6/8 time) 

• If the original had 3 dotted minims  (9/4 time), jot down the 

new beats as 3 minims (3/2 time) 

4) Work on the rewriting one beat at a time 

• Simple Time is made up of groups of 2, Compound of groups of 3 

• Duplets and triplets need to sound the same when you change the 

time signature 

• A triplet in simple time will rewrites easily into the triplet sound of 

compound time 

• A duplet in compound time rewrites easily into the duplet sound 

of simple time 

• A beat in compound time divided into 3 equal parts will need a 

triplet sign when rewriting in the duplet sound of simple time 

• A beat in simple time divided into 2 equal parts will need a duplet 

sign when rewriting in the triplet sound of compound time 

5) Tap out both the original rhythm and your rewritten one.  If they … 

a) Sound the same 

AND 

b) The new rhythm is easy to work out how to count… 

Then you have probably done this correctly 
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REWRITING IN NOTES OF HALF OR TWICE THE 

VALUE 

1) Identify the beat structure of the original  

2) Jot down the beats (e.g. crotchets, dotted quavers, minims) and the 

amount of beats (duple, triple, or quadruple) 

3) Exchange the beats for beats of half or twice the value, and jot down 

the new beat values (examples below) 

• Halving question - If the original had 2 crotchet beats (2/4 

time), jot down the new beats as 2 quaver beats (2/8 time) 

• Doubling question - If the original had 3 dotted crotchets  

(9/8 time), jot down the new beats as 3 dotted minims (9/4 

time) 

4) Work on the rewriting one beat at a time 

• Halve or double each note value 

• Stay working within beats, grouping and beaming the beats 

accordingly 

• Remember the groupings may change (crotchets do not need to 

be beamed, but their halves (quavers) do)  

5) Tap out both the original rhythm and your rewritten one.  If they … 

i. Sound the same 

AND 

ii. The new rhythm is easy to work out how to count… 

Then you have probably done this correctly 
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CHROMATIC SCALES 

Remember the two rules –  

• Don’t use the same line or space more than twice 

• If there is a key signature, use the sharps and flats within the 

key signatures first 

 

There are two stages to this –  

• Writing a chromatically sounding scale 

• Writing a chromatic scale correctly 

 

1) Look at the key signature and note the sharps or flats 

2) Imagine a chromatic scale being played on whichever 

instrument you find it easiest to do so 

3) Work note by note – imagine the note then write in whichever 

enharmonic equivalent fits with either the given outline or the 

two rules 

4) Check that your last note is exactly an octave higher than your 

first, and that you have 13 notes written down (12 notes, the 

first one repeated at the octave) 
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BEAMING AND GROUPING 

• Identify the meaning of your time signature (jot down how the 

beats are constructed) 

• Mark on the original score where the beats actually lie (circle 

the beats, or draw dividing lines)  

• Begin rewriting, working beat by beat. 

• Remember the small rules, e.g.  

o Semiquavers should not be grouped into more than a 

crotchet’s worth 

o Triple time should be grouped in its three separate beats, 

unless the entire bar can be grouped as one (i.e. 6 

quavers in ¾) 

• Things can get awkward when notes that are too long for the 

beat are used in the original, you will have to subtract portions 

of beats from longer notes and attach them to other notes 

using ties.  Remember you can make this process easier by 

making any rough jottings down either on the original or on 

spare paper.  
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