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Glossary 
 

General music terms 
Cover A cover is a song that has already been done by another musician, and the 

artist copies it, perhaps changing some small elements. Sometimes the words 
might change a little, or different instruments might be used, but the melody 
and idea of the song are recognisable as belonging to the original artist.  

Melody If you’ve enjoyed having a song sung to you, you will know what the melody 
is. It’s the way the sound travels up and down with each word. You can play 
melodies on the piano, pressing different keys to get different notes.  

Lyric These are the words that are sung using the melody. Not all melodies have 
lyrics - many pieces of music are written where the melodies are enjoyed on 
their own. But a piece of music is considered a ’song’ if it has lyrics. 

Rhythm This refers to the duration of the notes. Some notes are quick while others 
are long, and others somewhere in between. The rhythm is the particular 
combination of notes of varying duration. Think of the song ‘Happy 
Birthday’. ‘Happy’ is sung quickly, ‘birthday to’ have longer notes, and ‘you’ 
has a really long note. The rhythm could be written as Da da daa daa daa 
daaaaaaaaaa. 

Bass Line The bass line has deeper sounds which make the music feel more full. While 
the melody might have quite long pauses, the bass fills out the song and 
carries it to the next part of the melody. The bass line is played one note at a 
time, and has its own rhythm, which is different from the rhythm of the 
melody. The bass line is usually created using the system of chords and rules 
that characterises Western music 

Harmony The harmony is a collection of notes that complement the melody, which 
may involve multiple notes played at the same time. The harmony is usually 
created using the system of chords and rules that characterises Western 
music. A song may have both harmonies and bass lines, or just one or the 
other. If you picture a singer with their guitar, the voice sings the melody, and 
the guitar plays the harmony or bass line.  
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Percussion These are the drums or other sounds that give a beat, such as clapping or 
knocking wooden sticks together.  Not all songs include percussion, but when 
it’s there it tends to give you that desire to tap your feet along with the song, 
or to move and dance with it.  

4 Piece Band  A four-piece band, also known as a quartet, typically consists of a singer, a 
musician who plays a harmony (which may be on a guitar or a piano), a bass 
player who plays the bass line on a bass guitar, and a drummer who plays 
percussion on a drum kit. 

Tempo This is the speed of the overall song. A slow tempo is around 60 beats per 
minute or lower. A moderate tempo is around 100, and a fast tempo is 
around 130 and above. As a Deaf person, I am inexperienced at processing 
sound, so I find songs easier to hear at a moderate and slow tempo. 

Metronome This is a small machine used by musicians that helps them keep in time. The 
musician sets the tempo, and the machine makes a clicking sound for each 
beat at that tempo. In GarageBand, you can set the metronome to be 
switched on or off. If it is on, you will hear (maybe!!) the clicking sound when 
you play or record a track. When you export a track, the clicking sound is not 
included. It’s just there to help musicians keep in time while creating a track 
or playing a piece of music. 

Genre The genre refers to the style of the song. The style includes the type of lyrics, 
the type of instruments used, the type of chord progressions, the 
arrangement or structure of the song, and the types of rhythms. Genre can 
also be informed by the era and place in which a song was created. There are 
genres and sub-genres. For example, folk music is a genre of music where the 
songs are passed down from one generation to another. There are many sub-
genres of folk music depending on where in the world the music was created. 
Different locations and groups had access to different instruments and 
influences, which helped to shape each sub-genre. 
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Score terms 
Score Score is another word for sheet music - musical notation that is written on 

groups of five lines. Just as we use English to write words that allow us to 
understand the ideas of another, a score is a way of writing down the sounds 
of music in order to convey them to another person. A singer uses a score to 
know the rhythm and melody of a song, and by reading it can therefore sing 
the song. Just as English has correct grammar, spelling and punctuation, 
there are rules for how to present a score. 

Staves  The group of five lines used on a score for music notation. 

Time Signature Notation written on a score that tells you how many beats per bar. 

Bar  A unit of time represented on the score by small horizontal bars on the 
staves. Bars break up the music into smaller chunks, like squares of 
chocolate. 

Beat  A unit of time - bars are divided into an equal number of beats. The time 
signature tells you how many beats in the bar. 

Middle C  The note C which is positioned in the centre of the piano. Musicians orient 
themselves on a piano keyboard by memorising the position of middle C. In 
GarageBand, middle C is labelled C3 on the sideways piano. In conventional 
music notation, middle C is referred to as C4. 

Treble Clef A symbol on the staves which tells you that the notes on the staves refer to 
middle C and the octaves above that. 

Bass Clef A symbol on the staves which tells you that the notes on the staves refer to 
middle C and the octaves below that. 

Sharp The black key on the piano to the right (or above, in the GarageBand 
sideways piano) the white key for the same note. C-sharp, also written as C#, 
is the black note to the right (or above, in the GarageBand sideways piano) 
the note C. 

Flat The black key on the piano to the left (or below, in the GarageBand sideways 
piano) the white key for the same note. B-flat, also written as B♭, is the black 
note to the left (or below, in the GarageBand sideways piano) the note B. 
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Scale and key terms 
Scale A scale is a collection of notes that can be used together in a song. For 

example, a song may be in the C major scale, which consists of the notes  
C - D - E - F - G - A - B - C. 

Key The key of a song is represented by a scale. For example, a song may be in 
the key of C major, and it uses the notes of the C major scale. 

Key Signature  The symbols on the score that indicate the key of the song (sharps or flats). 
Major Scale A major scale consists of a collection of notes in the following format: tone - 

tone - semitone - tone - tone - tone - semitone. A semitone is the distance 
between a note on the piano keyboard and its nearest neighbour. A tone is 
made up of two semi-tones. The distance from the note C to D is a tone, and 
the distance from C to C# is a semi-tone. The white keys on the piano form 
the pattern of the major scale. Hearing people feel that major scales are 
suited to bright happy songs. 

Minor Scale A ‘natural’ minor scale consists of a collection of notes in the following 
format: tone - semitone - tone - tone - semitone - tone - tone. Hearing people 
feel that minor scales are best for songs that are more emotional, sad and 
full of longing. There are a few other types of minor scale, including the 
harmonic minor, and dorian. 

Octave . An octave is a group of 8 notes in a scale. On the piano, the notes from 
middle C to the C above comprise one octave. Melodies and bass lines can be 
moved up or down an entire octave and they will remain in the correct key 
for the song. In musical terms, in order to indicate which octave one is 
referring to, people say the octave of C4 starts with middle C, and the octave 
below that starts with C3, while the octave above it starts with C2. To be 
extra confusing, in GarageBand, middle C is labelled as C3, not C4. For the 
purpose of this course, if I refer to a specific octave, I will be referring to it in 
GarageBand terms, where middle C is C3. When you play the same note in 
multiple octaves, the soundwaves are similar, and this causes the two notes 
to blend very smoothly and sound like a single note. For example, the note 
C4 has a soundwave that vibrates exactly twice as fast as the note C3. 

Transpose To transpose a song, the notes keep the same pattern of sounds, but move 
higher or lower in pitch. If you transpose by exactly an octave, it doesn’t 
change the key of the song. If you move notes up or down but not as far as 
an octave by dragging the notes to a new key, you will need to check that 
every note fits within the new scale. 
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Tonic This is the note name of a key signature, scale or chord. In the key of C major, 
the tonic is C, which is also the first note of the C major scale. When we 
describe chords, each chord has its own tonic, which is the ‘1’ of the chord, 
e.g. for a D minor chord, the tonic is D. 

 

Bass Line and Harmony Terms 
Chord A group of three or more notes. Simple chords usually comprise notes 1, 3 

and 5 of the scale counting from the first note of the chord. With the C major 
scale of C - D - E - F - G - A – B - C, the C chord consists of the notes C, E and G. 
The D chord consists of the notes D, F and A. The A chord consists of the 
notes A, C and E. The notes may be played all at the same time or they may 
be played one after the other in combination. Hearing people find chords to 
be pleasing combinations of notes, which are used to achieve certain effects 
or emotions. Chords are used to create the bass line of a song.  A score often 
includes chord notation by having the letter of the chord written above the 
bar. If the letter includes a ‘7’ after it, then the 7th note of the scale is 
included in the chord too, which means the chord has 4 notes (1, 3, 5, 7). In 
the C major scale, the Cmaj7 chord consists of C, E, G and B. 

Stacked Chord Notes   The notes of the chord are played together in combination. 

Arpeggiated Chord Notes  The notes of the chord are played one at a time in succession. 

Tonic bass line A bass line created using only the first note of the chord, its 
root. For the simplest bass line, play a single note for each bar. 

Chord progression A chord progression is the series of chords used in a song. For 
example, a song that has the A chord for the first bar, the D chord for 
the second bar,  the G chord for the third bar, and the A chord for the 
fourth bar is said to have the chord progression A D G A. Chord 
progressions often repeat through the song. A 16-bar repeating chord 
phrase gives a song a nice rhythmic feel. Some chord progressions are 
common and used in lots of songs, while other chord progressions are 
unique and copying them would be considered plagiarism. Look up 
common chord progressions for your genre of song, if need. 
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Percussion terms 
Drum Kit A set of instruments that are set up with each in a particular position. 

The instruments include: a kick drum, a snare drum, a floor tom drum, 
two or more tom-tom drums, a hi-hat with a pedal, a crash cymbal 
and a ride cymbal. 

The Downbeat Beat one of each bar. Usually this is marked by playing the kick drum. 
It represents the moment your foot touches the floor when tapping 
your foot in time to music. 

The Upbeat  Usually this is marked by playing the snare drum. It represents the 
moment your foot is off the floor when tapping your foot in time to 
music. 

Cymbals Circular brass plates that make a resonating ringing sound or a 'ping' 
when struck. 

Hi-Hat  A pair of cymbals mounted on a stand with a pedal which allows them 
to be brought together or moved apart. When stuck in the closed 
position, th hi-hat makes a short, crisp, muted percussive sound, 
referred to as a 'chick'. When struck in the open position, it plays a 
shimmering sustained tone, similar to the ride cymbal. 

 

  


