
A staff consists of five horizontal lines on which we mark the succession of pitches (notes) that make a 
musical composition. Those pitches are marked by ovals written on or between the lines of the staff. The 
staff is read from left to right. 

Below are examples of what we call note heads on the staff. Each note head represents a different pitch.

In a general sense, the staff acts like a graph. The lower a note head is on the staff, the lower the pitch it 
represents is. 

Below is a succession of notes, each one a step higher in pitch than the note before it (remember, the staff is 
read from left to right).

Getting Your Feet Wet with Music Theory
If you’ve never learned anything about how to read music, you’ll need to complete this starter workbook 
before moving on to the more advanced Music Theory for Singers courses. 

Why do you need this intro course?
Before you can speak the language of music, you have to learn the musical “alphabet.” That’s what we’ll cover 
in this lesson. On these pages, you’ll learn how music is notated and the basics of how it is counted. Then 
you’ll be ready for the next stages of the Music Theory for Singers coursework

_______________________________________________________________________________________

Let’s get started! First, you’ll need to know what a staff is. Here is a picture of a staff:

The placement of the note head tells us what pitch to play or sing. Next, we need to know how long to hold 
that pitch...
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The first note          is called a whole note. It’s note value is 4, meaning you hold it for four beats (we’ll learn 
more about beats later - for now, just trust me).

is called a half note. It’s note value is 2 (half of a whole note), meaning you hold it for The second note         
two beats.

The third note         is a quarter note. Sensing a pattern? It’s note value is 1. A quarter note equals one beat.

The fourth note             is an eighth note. It is equal to half of a beat (counting eighths will not be covered in 
this lesson, but I        wanted you to be aware that there are notes that equal a fraction of a beat).

Let’s look at these notes on a staff...

• The first note (reading from left to right) will be played or sung for a total of two beats, because it is a
half note.

• The second note is a step higher in pitch but will only be played for one beat, because it is a quarter
note.

• The third note is still higher in pitch but is a whole note, so it will be played or sung for four beats.
• The fourth note is yet higher, and lasts for half of a beat because it is an eighth note.
• The last note is also an eighth note but is the lowest pitch of all the notes.

Stop here and review what we’ve covered, so far. If this final example and 
accompanying bullet points did not make sense to you, reread this section until it does. We 
will be building upon this information as we move forward.

How long do you play each note? 
Each note has a different length (what we call note value) depending on how it looks. Below are four 
kinds of notes. Each has a slightly different appearance and a different note value.



More about the staff.

Now that you understand how the lines of the staff represent different pitches, and how the different notes 
tell you how long to hold those pitches, let’s put that knowledge into practice. First, though, we need to 
talk more about how music is organized on the staff.

Below is a staff that has been separated by vertical lines (called bar lines) into three of what we call 
measures (or bars).

bar lin
e

bar line

4
4

Measure 1 Measure 2 Measure 3

I’m sure you remember the note values you learned earlier, but here’s a recap anyway: 
• A whole note        lasts for four beats.

• A half note       lasts for two beats.

• A quarter note        lasts for one beat.

• An eighth note        lasts half a beat.

Now, take a look at the two lines of music below. 
The two 4’s you see at the beginnng of each line is what we call the time signature. We’re not going to 
learn more about time signatures in this lesson. For now, I’ll only say that because of that symbol, each 
measure has to have four beats in it. Again, I’ll ask you to trust me on that!

Take whatever time you need to verify/recognize how the combination of notes in each 
measure below equals four beats. You’ll want a solid grasp of this before moving on.

4
4
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Good work, so far. Keep it up! You already learned that notes written lower on the staff are
lower in pitch than notes written higher on the staff. But how do you know what specific note is being 
represented by a note head? The answer is Clefs.

A clef is a symbol written at the begining of every staff line that tells you what notes the lines of the staff 
will represent. I’m going to introduce you to the two clefs primarily used by singers. 

The Treble Clef, which looks like this: 

And the Bass Clef, which looks like this:

Below are the note names for lines and spaces on each clef. Notice that if you move upward from line to space 
to line to space, you progress through the alphabet from A to G, repeatedly. Also, notice where these 
notes are found on the keyboard. The bass clef represents lower pitches than the treble clef.

    The lines of the treble clef:       The spaces of the treble clef:

E
G B

D
F

A

G B
D

F

    The lines of the bass clef:       The spaces of the bass clef:

A
C

E
G

A
C

E

F

M
iddle C F ECADG A   B  C       E   F  G      B       D  E       G  A  B       D       F   G A  B  C    

Here is how 
they each 
look on the 
staff.

Spend some time going over how the notes of the treble and bass clefs are situated on the 
keyboard. More about finding notes on the keyboard on the next page... 
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Middle C Middle C
_________________________________________________________________________

There are two more symbols you'll need to learn before moving on to the more advanced 
Music Theory for Singers courses. They are called Sharps and Flats. 

= Sharp

= Flat

A sharp raises a note by 
one adjacent key on the 
keyboard.

G G#

E Eb

A flat lowers a note by 
one adjacent key on the 
keyboard.

See below where these notes are found on the keyboard. G# is one adjacent key higher on 
the keyboard than a G. Eb is one adjacent key lower on the keyboard than E.

G E

G# Eb

C CC F F

Two things about the keyboard...
First: we find and keep our bearings using the black keys. 
They're organized in alternating groups of two and three 
keys, and they outline the octaves. The white key to the left 
of the two black keys is always a C. The white key to the left 
of the three black keys is always an F. And so on through 
the alphabet...

Second: do yourself a favor and memorize where middle C 
is on each clef. Middle C is the C closest to the middle of 
your keyboard. On the bass clef, it is drawn one ledger line 
above the staff. In treble clef, it is drawn one ledger line 
below the staff. They are the same note on the keyboard.

__

__
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C C

Whether a black key is called by it's sharp or flat name 
depends on context and is a topic for future courses. 
For now, simply recognize that a key on the piano can 
have more than one name. Look over the image to the 
right to understand the possible sharp and flat names 
that each black key can have. If you don't understand 
why, reread the previous page.

Try the next exercise without looking at the image above. Then, use the image 
to check your answers. 

For each black key indicated, write two possible note names using sharps and flats.

CC

On the keyboard diagrams below, draw arrows or otherwise mark the four notes 
written on the staffs above the keyboards. Refer to previous pages for help, if needed.

_________________________________________________________________________
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bar lin
e

bar line

Measure 1 Measure 2 Measure 3

Let’s review:
This is a staff:

These are the parts of a staff:

4
4

This means 4 beats in each measure: This is a treble and a bass clef:

E
G B

D
FA

G B
D

F

    Notes on the lines of the bass clef:     Notes on the lines of the treble clef:

• A whole note       lasts for four beats

• A half note      lasts for two beats

Notes values:

• A quarter note      lasts for one beat

• An eighth note       lasts half a beat

M
iddle C FADG A   B  C       E   F  G      B       D  E       G  A  B  C  D  E   F  G  A  B  C    

Middle C Middle C

__

__
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To complete this lesson, you will need a metronome. 
A metronome is a device musicians use set the speed of a song by emitting a steady click. There are tons of 
free metronome apps you can put on your phone or another device. You can also Google the word 
“metronome” and several free ones will pop up.

I recommend setting the metronome for 60 (60 beats per minute). Start the metronome and listen to the 
steady click. Each click is the equivalent of a quarter note. A half note will last for two clicks, and a whole 
note will last for four clicks.

With the palm of your hand against a flat surface, tap out the following examples using the metronome. Do 
it as many times as you need to get the note values right:

4
4

4
4

1         2        3         4 1        (2)         3          4 1        (2        3        4)

 1        2          3        (4) 1        (2         3          4) 1        (2)        3         4

M
iddle C CC

When you feel comfortable with these basic rhythms, look next at the pitches. If you own a keyboard, play 
the correct pitches with the correct rhythm. If you don’t own a keyboard, find the correct notes on the image 
below, and use the tip of a pencil, or something else pointy, to tap the rhythm out on the correct notes in the 
picture. However you do it, use the metronome.

This concludes the Getting Your Feet Wet workbook. To further build upon what you've 
learned, consider the workbooks Treble and Bass Clef Practice and Counting Rhythms 

next. These and more can be found at www.OnlineWithJudyFine.com.
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