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Major Scales 

 

I. Word List 

 

a. General Words 

 

Apply /@"plVI/ (v) 

make use of; bring into operation; be relevant 

- We applied the ointment to the cut. 

 

Ascending /@"sEndIN/ (adj) 

rising; moving upwards 

- In an ascending order, numbers are arranged from lowest to highest. 

 

Contain /k@n"teIn/ (v) 

have; hold within; include 

- What does that big box contain? 

 

Convenience /k@n"vi:nI@ns/ (n) 

ease; simplicity 

- It is certainly a convenience to have a car that is trustworthy. 

 

Cycle /"sVIk(@)l/ (n) 

series; sequence; a course of events regularly 

repeated in the same order 

- We have to wait for the dishwasher's wash and dry cycles to end. 

 

Descending /dI"sEndIN/ (adj) 

falling; moving downwards 

- The products are sorted in descending order based on their price. 
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Modification /mQdIfI"keIS(@)n/ (n) 

change; alteration 

- The director made a slight modification in the script for the movie. 

 

Recognise /"rEk@gnVIz/ (v)  (also Recognize) 

identify; know; distinguish 

- I can always recognise him from far away by the way he walks. 

 

Regardless /rI"gA:dlIs/ (adv) 

despite; without consideration 

- The event will take place regardless of the weather. 

 

Require /rI"kwVI@/ (v) 

need; necessitate; want 

- The toy requires four batteries, which are not included. 

 

Solution /s@"lu:S(@)n/ (n) 

an answer to a problem; the act of solving a 

problem  

- The solution is simple; you need to spend less money. 

 

Throughout /Tru:"aUt/ (prep, adv) 

all over; during the whole time 

- The house is painted white throughout. 

 

Vary /"vE:ri/ (v) 

change; alter; differ 

- The cost of a room at the hotel varies with the season. 

 

b. Technical Terms 

 

Chromatic /kr@(U)"matIk/ (adj) 

referring to the twelve notes that make up a scale 

using all the semitones of the octave; ascending 

or descending by semitones 
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Degree /dI"gri:/ (n) 

each of the successive notes of a scale; the 

interval between any two of these; a position in a 

musical scale, counting upwards from the tonic 

or fundamental note 

 

Diatonic /dVI@"tQnIk/ (adj) 

using only the notes proper to one key without 

chromatic alteration; based on a scale with five 

tones and two separated semitones 

 

Key /ki:/ (n) 

a group of notes based on a particular note and 

comprising a scale, regarded as forming the tonal 

basis of a piece of music; a system of notes 

definitely related to each other, based on a 

particular note 

 

Key signature /ki: "sIgn@tS@/ (n) 

any of several combinations of sharps or flats 

after the clef at the beginning of the staff, 

indicating the key of a piece of music 

=&=£======   =&=ª======   
 

Major /"meIdZ@/ (n, adj) 

(of a scale) having intervals of a semitone 

between the third and fourth, and seventh and 

eighth degrees, contrasted with minor; (of an 

interval) equivalent to that between the tonic and 

another note of a major scale, and greater by a 

semitone than the equivalent minor interval; (of a 

key) based on a major scale; a major key, 

interval, or scale 
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=&===r=s=t=u=v=w=x=y=== C major 
 

Scale /skeIl/ (n) 

a series of notes ascending or descending by 

fixed intervals, especially one beginning on a 

certain note  

 

Tonic /"tQnIk/ (n, adj) 

the first note in a scale which provides the 

keynote of a piece of music; relating to the first 

degree of a scale; (of a chord) having the tonic 

for its root 

=&===r=s=t=u=v=w=x=y=== 
            C (tonic) 

 

Transpose /trans"p@Uz/ (v) 

change the key of a piece of music (to a different 

key); write or play (music) in a different key 

from the original 
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II. Vocabulary Practice 

 

a. Match the words with their definitions. 

  

  

____ 1. tonic  

____ 2. chromatic 

____ 3. ascending 

____ 4. key signature 

____ 5. require 

____ 6. apply 

____ 7. throughout 

____ 8. transpose 

____ 9. scale 

____ 10. modification 

____ 11. recognise 

____ 12. regardless 

____ 13. cycle 

____ 14. solution 

a. any of the combinations of sharps or flats 

after the clef at the beginning of a staff, 

indicating the key of a song 

b. change the key of a piece of music to a 

different key 

c. alteration; change 

d. need; necessitate 

e. make use of; be relevant 

f. despite; without considering 

g. an answer to a problem 

h. all over; from the beginning to the end 

i. a series of notes ascending or descending by 

fixed intervals 

j. sequence; a series of events  

k. the first note in a scale 

l. rising; moving upwards 

m. relating to the twelve notes that make up a 

scale using all the semitones of the octave 

n. identify; distinguish 
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b. Fill in the blanks with the correct words from the list. 

  

degree          tonic          scale          transpose          solution          key          

chromatic          contain          signatures          recognise          diatonic 

 

1. A ____________ scale uses all the twelve notes in an octave and all the 

pitches move by half step. 

 

2. Each of the consecutive notes of a scale is called a ____________. 

 

3. Key ____________ allow us to place the required accidentals of the 

various scales at the beginning of a piece of music. They are placed 

directly to the right of the clef. 

 

4. The ____________ is the first degree of a scale which provides the 

keynote of a piece of music. 

 

5. Medication may not be the best ____________ for the patient's 

condition. 

 

6. The easiest way to find what ____________ a song is in, is by looking 

at the key signature (which is found right after the clef sign on a piece 

of music). 

 

7. Basically a ____________ is a series of notes in an ascending or 

descending order. 

 

8. A ____________ scale is based on five tones and two separated 

semitones. 

 

9. When we ____________ a piece of music, that means we change its 

key to a different one. 

 

10. The room was barely big enough to ____________ everyone who came 

to the meeting. 

 

11. I didn't ____________ you at first with your new haircut. 
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c. Antonyms: choose the word that means the opposite of the given 

word.  

 
1. vary 

a. extend     b.  alter 

c. differ     d.  conform 

 

2. descending 

a. changing     b.  falling 

c. rising     d.  altering 

 

3. convenience 

a. comfort     b.  difficulty 

c. ease     d.  simplicity 

 

4. ascending 

a. rising     b.  varying 

c. moving     d.  falling 

 

III. Reading Passage 

 

Major Scales 

 

opular music, and almost all music anywhere in the world, is 

tonal; that is, its melodies and harmonies tend to be centred 

around a single musical pitch called a tonic. A group of pitches 

arranged in steps around a tonic is called a scale, and the scale 

that forms the basis of most melodies is the major scale. The major scale is 

also known as a diatonic scale, meaning that it contains all seven notes of 

the music alphabet (called scale degrees or steps), arranged in a specific 

pattern above the tonic. The pattern, or formula, for the major scale is 

made up of an ascending series of whole steps (the equivalent of a two-fret 

distance on a guitar or bass, or two keys on a keyboard) and half steps (the 

P 
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distance of one fret or one key). This formula never varies, regardless of 

the tonic on which it begins.  

The formula for the major scale, showing the distance from each note 

of the scale to the next, is as follows: 

 

1         2         3         4         5         6         7         8 

     W     W      H        W        W         W        H 

(W = whole step, H = half step) 

 

Notice that the half steps occur between the third and fourth degrees and 

the seventh and eighth degrees of the scale. This formula is the same 

regardless of the letter name of the tonic, or key, on which the scale is 

built. So the scale can be moved, or transposed, to any key and still have 

the same sound.  

Applying the major scale formula to the key of C, the resulting scale 

looks like this: 

   =&===r===s===t===u===v===w===x===y=== 
      C       D        E        F        G       A        B       C 

             W         W         H    W         W         W         H 
 

In C major, the half steps occur between the notes E-F and B-C. These are 

called naturally occurring half steps, because the distance between these 

notes is naturally a half step, while the distance between all of the other 

notes is naturally a whole step. You can easily see this on a keyboard 

because these pairs of notes have no black key between them. Since the 

key of C major can be played on the keyboard using only white keys, it is 

the easiest key to see and play on that instrument. 

If a major scale starts on a tonic other than C, the major scale formula 

will require that modifications be made to the notes of the musical 

alphabet. To see why this is, we begin a major scale on the tonic G, and 

build the scale step by step according to the major scale formula (W-W-H-

W-W-W-H).  

The formula states that there must be a whole step between the sixth 

and seventh degrees, and a half step between the seventh degree and the 

octave, but the naturally occurring half step between E and F causes a 

mismatch. The solution is to raise the seventh degree, F, by a half step in 
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pitch, thereby increasing its distance from E and decreasing its distance 

from G, the octave. This is done by using a sharp sign in front of F. When 

F is raised to F#, the G scale fits the major scale formula. This means that a 

G major must always contain an F#. 

    =&===v===w===x===y===z==={===Ü|===}=== 
     G        A       B        C        D        E          F#       G 

             W        W          H    W         W           W           H 

 

Because each of these scales (other than C major) requires the use of one 

or more sharps or flats in its construction, for convenience, the sharps and 

flats are collected at the beginning of a piece of music next to the clef sign. 

This is called the key signature. Placing the key signature at the beginning 

indicates that sharps or flats are to be automatically applied throughout the 

piece in all octaves. This saves the time that would otherwise be spent 

writing the accidentals in front of each individual note. The reader, before 

reading the music, will look at the key signature and notice the accidentals 

to be used for all the affected notes. The accidentals in a key signature are 

written on the staff in a specific octave and order, which never varies.  

To be logically sequenced, the building of key signatures follows the 

cycle of fifths. The placement and position of the flats in a key signature 

follows the cycle down in fifths: Bv, Ev, Av, Dv, Gv, Cv, and Fv. 

`Ÿ‹?¤>∕<44444    1>∕<ŸM?N44444 
The placement and position of the sharps in a key signature follows the 

cycle up in fifths: F#, C#, G#, D#, A#, E#, and B#. 

`”È’ØÁ∏Ë44444    1ØÁ∏ËÂÈÊ44444 
To be immediately recognisable, key signatures must always be placed 

consistently on the staff. 

The best way to recognise any key is to know the number of sharps or 

flats used for it. Another way to recognise the key signature is: 

1) For flat keys, the key is represented by the flat before the last flat. 
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`Ÿ‹?444  Ev major 

2) For sharp keys, the key is a half step above the last sharp. 

`”È’444  A major 

3) The key signature of one flat is F major. The key signature of no 

sharps or flats is C major. 

 
 

IV. Comprehension Exercises 

 

a. Write T (true) or F (false). 

  

____ 1. Tonal means melodies and harmonies tend to be centred around a 

single note called a tonic. 

 

____ 2. The major scale is also known as chromatic scale. 

 

____ 3. A whole step equals the distance of one fret on the guitar or one 

key on the keyboard. 

 

____ 4. The major scale formula varies if beginning on a tonic other than 

C. 

 

____ 5. In C major, the half steps are naturally occurring half steps. 

 

____ 6. The key of C major uses only white keys when being played on the 

keyboard. 

 

____ 7. If a major scale starts on a tonic other than C, that scale will 

require the use of sharps or flats. 

 

____ 8. The G major scale will require a sharp to fit the major scale 

formula. 

 



29 

 

____ 9. The placement of the sharps in a key signature follows the cycle 

down in fifths. 

 

____ 10. For flat keys, the key is represented by the last flat. 

 

____ 11. For sharp keys, the key is a semitone above the last sharp. 

 

b. Choose the correct answer. 

 

1. Which of the following is not true about the major scale? 

a. It’s also known as diatonic scale.    

b. Its formula never varies, regardless of the tonic on which it 

begins. 

c. Half steps occur between the third and fourth degrees and the 

sixth and seventh degrees of the scale. 

d. The scale can be moved, or transposed, to any key. 

 

2. A scale is a group of pitches arranged around a ________. 

a. degree     b.  tonic 

c. whole step    d.  half step 

 

3. In a major scale, the half steps occur between ________. 

a. second and third degrees  b.  third and fourth degrees 

c. seventh and eighth degrees  d.  b and c 

 

4. Which of the following is not true about the key signatures? 

a. The sharps or flats are written at the beginning of a song before 

the clef sign. 

b. The sharps or flats are applied throughout the piece in all octaves. 

c. The sharps and flats are written on the staff in a specific octave 

and order, which never varies. 

d. The building of key signatures follows the cycle of fifths. 

 

5. The building of the key signatures ________. 

a. follows the cycle down in fifths  

b. follows the cycle up in fifths 
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c. follows the cycle of fifths   

d. b and c 

 

6. The key signature of one flat is ________. 

a. C major     b.  A major   

c. F major     d.  G major 

 

7. The placement and position of the flats in a key signature ________. 

a. follows the cycle down in fifths  

b. follows the cycle up in fifths 

c. is: Bv, Ev, Av, Dv, Gv, Cv, and Fv.  

d. a and c 

 

8. To recognise the key signature of a sharp key, the key is ________. 

a. the last sharp     

b. the sharp before the last sharp 

c. a half step below the last sharp   

d. a half step above the last sharp 

 

9. The key signature of no sharps or flats is ________. 

a. C major     b.  A major 

c. F major     d.  G major 

 

c. Answer the following questions orally. 

 

1. What is the tonic of a scale? 

 

2. What do we mean by a ‘diatonic scale’? 

 

3. How can we recognise different keys in music notation? 

 

4. Which major scale is the easiest one to read and play on the keyboard? 

Why is that? 

 

5. Why does the G major scale require F to be always sharp? 
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V. Grammar 

 

 Modal Verbs 

 

Modal verbs (e.g. may, can, will, must, should, need) express an ability, 

permission, obligation, wish, etc. to do something.  

Example:  

- We can recognise the key of a song by looking at the key signature. 

- The G major scale must contain an F#. 

Many modal verbs cannot be used in all of the English tenses. That is why 

we need to know the substitutes to these modal verbs. 

 

Modal Verb Substitute Example 

Must to have to I must go. = I have to go. 

must not not to be allowed to I must not go. = I am not allowed to go. 

Can to be able to I can go. = I am able to go. 

Cannot not to be able to I cannot go. = I am not able to go. 

May to be allowed to I may go. = I am allowed to go. 

Need to have to I need to go. = I have to go. 

need not not to have to I need not go. = I don't have to go. 

shall / should 

/ ought to 

to be supposed to / to be 

expected to / to be to 

I shall / should / ought to go. = I am 

supposed to go. / I am expected to go. / I 

am to go. 
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Modals are different from other verbs: 

 They do not use an ‘s’ for the third person singular. 

 They make questions by inversion (‘she can go’ becomes ‘can she go?’) 

 They are followed directly by the infinitive of another verb (without 

‘to’) 
 

a. Choose the correct substitute for each modal verb. 

 

1. You must not go. → You ________ go. 
a. do not have to    b.  need not 

c. are not able to    d.  are not allowed to 

 

2. We ought to win the race. → We ________ win the race. 
a. are able to    b.  are allowed to 

c. are supposed to    d.  are not able to 

 

3. He should be in bed by now. → He ________ be in bed by now.  
a. has to     b.  is allowed to 

c. is supposed to    d.  is able to 

 

4. She needs to see the doctor. → She ________ see the doctor.  
a. has to     b.  is allowed to 

c. is supposed to    d.  is able to 

 

5. I must get up early. → I ________ get up early.  
a. have to     b.  am allowed to 

c. am supposed to    d.  am able to 

 

6. Should I go to the cinema with them? → ________ go to the cinema 
with them? 

a. am I able to    b.  am I allowed to 

c. am I supposed to   d.  may I 

 

b. Use modal verbs where possible. If a modal verb cannot be used 

with a certain tense, use its substitute. 
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1. He ____________ see me yesterday. (not / can) 

 

2. You ____________ answer. (not / need) 

 

3. She ____________ play the guitar. (not / can) 

 

4. Since he bought the new car he ____________ sleep. (not / can) 

 

5. She ____________ stay at school yesterday afternoon. (must) 

 

6. They ____________ go to the concert yesterday. (not / may) 

 

 

VI. Learn More 

 

 The names of flat keys 

When someone is speaking the name of a key, to know right away whether 

it is a sharp key or flat key, remember that all flat keys, except the key of 

F, have the word ‘flat’ in their name, such as B-flat, E-flat, A-flat, etc. 

 

 Musical notes in other languages 

 

Pitch names 

English C D E F G A B 

German C D E F G A H* 

French Ut Ré Mi Fa Sol La Si 

Italian Do Re Mi Fa Sol La Si 

*In German system, H equals B-natural, while B-flat is shown as Bs.  

 

Sharps, flats and naturals 

 # v F 

English sharp flat natural 

German erhöhter niedriger auflösung 

French dièse bémol bécarre 

Italian diesis bemolle bequadro 
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 Did you know? 

 

 Ludwig Van Beethoven's last words were: “I shall hear in heaven!”. 

Beethoven was deaf for the last few years of his life. 

 

 Tchaikovsky suffered from many mental breakdowns and neuroses. He 

believed that his head would fall off, so when conducting an orchestra 

he would hold his chin with his left hand. 

 

 

 

 

“Music expresses that which cannot be said and on which it is impossible to be 

silent.” 

– Victor Hugo 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


