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MUSICAL ELEMENTS AND QUALITIES 

NOTE 

Basic Definition 

A note is an individual musical sound that has a beginning and an ending 

In the App 

• Notes may be placed on any of the 16 spaces dividing up the circle - just click the 
instrument then the space 

• Different colours are used for different instruments 

 

BEAT 

Basic Definition 

‘The beat’ is a regularly spaced pattern that helps us count and follow the 
music 

Did You Know? 

• Our ears only hear music a tiny slice at a time. The beat is a kind of grid that helps 
us keep track of the timing of all the notes 

• The drum usually plays the beat: its deep sound can be heard under all the other 
instruments 

• ‘Beat’ can also refer to the rhythm pattern (‘that’s a cool beat’), or to an individual 
drum sound (“play that beat a little louder”) 

In the App 

The regularly spaced beat is placed in the first space in each beat unit or quarter of the 
circle 
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BAR 

Basic Information 

A bar is a basic unit of time measurement in music. It represents the amount of time it 
takes to present a musical idea in its simplest form 

Did You Know? 

The average song has about 85 bars of music 

In The App 

• One rotation of the circle represents a bar of music 
• Music is often shown as a linear pattern (e.g. in music notation). But patterns in 

music are often repeated, and the circle format captures that 

 

BEAT UNIT 

Basic Definition 

The time in one bar of music is divided into four quarters, called beat 
units, or beats for short 

Did You Know? 

Meter in music tells us how many beats or beat units there are in one bar. The most 
common meter (the one used in the app) is 4/4. The first number 4 tells us the bar has 4 
beats. The second tells us the value of the beats - in this case, they are ¼ of the bar in length 

In The App 

Each beat unit is shown by a lightly coloured block of 4 spaces 

 

REST OR GAP 

Basic Definition 

A rest is a gap or short pause in the music 

Did You Know? 

• A rest allows a singer or instrumentalist to breathe 
• If we first hear a pattern without a gap then a gap is added, it creates surprise and 

draws our attention to what comes after the gap 
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• Musically, what’s left out is as important as what’s kept in 

In The App 

A rest is shown by the absence of a note. Notes are removed by tapping them a few times  

 

DURATION 

Basic Definition 

Duration is the length of time a note continues to be heard after it 
begins to sound 

Did You Know? 

Most instruments make notes that are shorter or longer. But instruments like the synth 
can play a wider range of note lengths  

In The App 

• Duration is shown only for the synth and guitar notes 
• Tapping a synth or guitar note more than once doubles the duration. The shortest 

duration is 1/16th of a bar, the longest, full bar length 

 

PITCH 

Basic Definition 

Pitch is the quality of a note sounding higher or lower 

Did You Know? 

• A guitar string or human larynx that vibrates faster has a higher pitch 
• Pitches are named using letters of the alphabet (B is higher than A) 
• Doubling the rate of vibration (frequency) of a pitch creates the octave. This sounds 

like the original, only higher, so it’s given the same letter name as the original pitch 

In The App 

Pitches are placed on a slider - this makes it easy to try out different pitches in a melody. 
Different pitches are shown by different colours 
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CHORD 

Basic Information 

A chord is made by playing 3 or more pitches at the same time.  
The pitches blend together so you can’t easily tell them apart 

Did You Know? 

• Chords are named for their lowest pitch (e.g. D) 
• Because chords are often heard throughout the bar, we expect to hear their pitches 

used in the melody, too 

In The App 

• The white lines in this image show the pitches in the chord 
• Chords are chosen from a list at the right of the circle, and play for a full bar (a little 

less for the Rhythm and Blues (RnB) guitar) 

 

TIMBRE 

Basic Definition 

Timbre is the note colour that helps us tell musical instruments like the synth and guitar 
apart 

Did You Know? 

• Timbre is a complex quality. How an instrument is played - e.g. plucking or bowing, 
the materials used to make it - wood or metal, and the acoustics of the room it’s 
played in all affect the timbre 

• We can instantly identify a popular singer’s voice on a recording, so timbre is 
something we are good at processing and remembering 

 

VOLUME 

Basic Definition 

Volume is the loudness of music, both the overall setting and 
the loudness of individual notes (note volume) 
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Did You Know? 

The overall loudness affects the mood and energy level of the music - louder music literally 
produces more sound energy 

In The App 

• We use sounds recorded at a volume level of 84 decibels 
• The volume slider boosts or reduces this pre-recorded level - called ‘gain’ and 

‘reduction’ 
• To make the volume control easier to use, the range is converted to a scale of 1-100 
• There are 3 volume settings for individual drum and hi hat notes. Tapping a note 

more than once makes it louder and makes its colour darker (synth and guitar notes 
cannot be made louder as we use tapping to make their notes longer) 

 

TEMPO 

Basic Definition 

Tempo is the overall speed of the music. It is a unit rate that 
measures how many beats are played in one minute (BPM) 

Did You Know? 

• Musical genres such as rock or hip hop have tempo ranges. Go beyond the range 
and the music no longer sounds like that genre 

• Tempo is powerful: increasing the tempo is a trick DJ’s use to get more people up 
on the dance floor 

In The App 

Tempo is controlled using a slider that makes it easy to try out different settings 

 

PATTERNS 

RYTHM 

Basic Definition 

Rhythm is the timing pattern of musical sounds -it tells us when they 
are heard and how they fit together 
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Did You Know? 

Rhythm is also used to refer to the music made by the drums and percussion (‘what a great 
rhythm section’) 

In the App 

The app makes it easy to visualize rhythm patterns, which are often hard to spot in music 
notation 

 

ON AND OFF THE BEAT 

Basic Definition 

• A drum played at the beginning of a beat unit is ‘on the beat’. 
It tells us a new beat unit is beginning 

• A drum or other sound played just before or just after the 
beginning of the beat unit is called ‘off the beat’ 

Did You Know? 

• To follow the music, we need to hear the regular beat. We expect to hear the rhythm 
played ‘on the beat’. When the music shifts off the beat, we expect it to come back 
‘on the beat’ 

• We feel tension when the pattern moves off the beat, and relief when it comes back 
on the beat 

In The App 

A note that’s ‘on the beat’ is placed in the first space of a beat unit 

 

SCALE 

Basic Definition 

• A scale is a grid that organizes notes into a series of small 
steps up or down in pitch 

• Without a scale, there would be no melody 

Did You Know? 

• A scale includes different sizes of steps up or down in pitch 
• Scales are named for the letter name of their starting note, e.g. D 
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• Just like we need to hear the first drum sound on the beat, we need to hear the first 
note in the scale early on in the melody to follow the melody 

In The App 

The different steps in pitch are shown by thin lines within the pitch block. This makes it 
easy to see the pattern the steps make 

 

PENTATONIC SCALE 

Basic Definition 

A pentatonic scale is made from 5 different pitches. Penta means 5, and 
tonic comes from ‘tone’, another word for pitch 

Did You Know? 

• The pentatonic scale is widely used in popular and world music 
• This scale lowers the chances that the melody will clash with the pitches in the 

chords 

In The App 

We chose this scale because we observed that with the more common major scale, students 
gave up easily when they heard too much dissonance when first working on a melody (a 
major scale has 7 pitches) 

 

MELODY 

Basic Definition 

Melody is the part of the music the singer sings or main instrument 
plays. It weaves together the rhythm and pitch patterns, so it is a kind 
of signature of the whole piece 

Did You Know? 

• The rising and falling pitches in a melody give it a contour or shape 
• We remember the shape as well as the individual pitches. This is one reason the 

melody is the part of the song we remember the most 

In The App 

The melody is placed in the outer layer of the circle 
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MELODY PITCH PATTERNS 

Basic Definition 

The pitch pattern tells us which of the notes in a melody are part of 
the chord playing in the background, and which are not 

Did You Know? 

• When the melody uses pitches that are not used in the chord, we hear a clash and 
feel tension 

• When the melody goes back to a pitch that is in the chord, we feel a sense of relief 

In The App 

• When a chord is ticked, the pitches making up the chord are shown with white lines 
in the melody part of the circle 

• This makes it easy to create a melody that is mostly in sync with the chord 

 

CHORD PROGESSIONS 

Basic Definition 

A chord progression is the relationship between two or more chords that 
follow one another in the music 

Did You Know? 

• In the advanced (Grade 7 and 8) course, students explore the different kinds of 
chords in the app and learn about the most common chord progressions in popular 
music 

• The course also explores how the pitches used in the melody shift when a chord is 
changed, keeping the same pitch pattern 

In The App 

• Different chord types are included in the app, ranging from minor (shown with ‘m’ 
after the chord letter, for example Bm), to major (just the chord letter, for example 
D), to unusual chords such as Asus and D/G which are widely used in today’s music 

• Chord types are explored in the advanced level of the course 
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SEQUENCE OR PHRASE 

Basic Definition 

• A sequence is a series of bars arranged in a specific order - called a 
phrase 

• It is used to build up longer pieces from individual bars of music 

Did You Know? 

• Sequencing is a form of story telling.  
• A piece starts with the seed of an idea, then gradually adds layers and makes smaller 

then larger changes 
• The performer or producer controls the pace of change, just as a storyteller does, 

highlighting places where there is tension, anticipation, or surprise 

In The App 

The sequencing tool is designed to create 8-bar phrases 

 

MUSICAL FORM 

Basic Definition 

The pattern of sequences or phrase lengths in a piece of music is called a musical form 

Did You Know? 

• Music has a rich history of forms ranging from simpler dance and song forms to 
more complex forms like the sonata or symphony 

• Most musical forms use phrase/sequence lengths that are multiples of 2. This makes 
it easy for listeners to compare each new phrase with the one that went before it 

 
 

 

 

If you have any questions that are not answered above, please email 

shaun.elder@rcmusic.ca 


