SCALE STUDY / 1. UNDERSTAND THE SCALE
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The Chromatic Scale

Every neighbouring pitch

What does it mean?

The chromatic scale contains all 12 different pitches within one octave. Every move is one semitone
(half step), the smallest distance between neighbouring keys on a standard piano. Playing every
white and black key in order gives a chromatic scale. The starting note is repeated at the top, so a
one-octave written example has 13 notes but only 12 different pitch classes.

The pattern
H-H-H-H-H-H-H-H-H-H-H-H
All 12 pitches; no notes are skipped.

Understand the distances

Each gap is 1 semitone. Twelve semitones make an octave. A sharp (#) raises a written note by one
semitone; a flat (b) lowers it by one semitone. A natural sign cancels a sharp or flat.

Words you will use

A scale arranges pitches in order. The tonic is its home note. An octave reaches the next note with
the same letter name. A scale degree names a note's position or function relative to the tonic.
Ascending means moving up in pitch; descending means moving down.

Try it first

Say the note names slowly, then sing or play them. Think of a staircase: the scale formula
tells you the size of each step. On a keyboard, count every neighbouring key, including both
black and white keys. A whole step contains two half steps.
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The Chromatic Scale

Every neighbouring pitch

These staff examples use treble clef and 4/4 time. Each quarter note lasts one beat. Rests complete
the final bar when needed. For clarity, the key signature is empty and all required sharps or flats
appear beside the notes. Note names are printed below.

Ascending with sharps
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Ascending with flats
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Descending with flats
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How to read the examples

Read left to right. The treble clef locates G on the second line from the bottom. A sharp or flat is
written before its note and changes its pitch. A natural sign cancels an earlier alteration. Small
ledger lines extend the staff for high or low notes. Bar lines group the beats; they do not change
the scale pattern.

Listen closely

Listen for a smooth, tightly packed climb or fall. Unlike major and minor scales, this scale
has no larger gaps to create their particular pattern. Sing a short group of four neighbouring
pitches before attempting the whole octave.
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The Chromatic Scale

Every neighbouring pitch

Build it step by step

1. Start on C. Move to the very next key each time: C, C#, D, D#, E, F, F#, G, G#, A, A#, B, C.
Notice that E-F and B-C are already half steps; no black key lies between them.

2. Use flat names for the same pitches: C, Db, D, Eb, E, F, Gb, G, Ab, A, Bb, B, C. C# and Db are
enharmonic names: different spellings for the same pitch on a normally tuned keyboard.

3. Practise going down as well: C, B, Bb, A, Ab, G, Gb, F, E, Eb, D, Db, C. Sharps going up and flats
going down are a useful beginner convention, not an absolute notation rule. Musical context
determines the best spelling.

Use it in real music

Chromatic notes create passing motion between important melody notes. Over a C chord, a short
line C-C#-D-D#-E can lead towards E, a stable chord tone. The in-between notes are passing
colours; they need not all be held for the same length.

Use chromatic exercises to improve finger control, coordination and knowledge of the keyboard or
fretboard. Keep the rhythm even and the sound smooth. On guitar or bass, adjacent frets on one
string are semitones.

For improvising, try approaching a chord tone from one semitone below: D# to E over C major.
Listen to the tension and its release. The chromatic scale is a collection of pitches, not a guarantee
that every note will sound settled over every chord.

A chromatic scale can start on any pitch. The pitches remain a series of semitones; the start and finish
move. There is no single chromatic key signature. Accidentals are usually written to fit the surrounding
key and direction of the line.
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The Chromatic Scale

Every neighbouring pitch

A short practice routine

1. Name: Say the notes and point to each one on the staff.

2. Find: Locate the pitches on your instrument. Use comfortable fingering and relaxed hands; ask
your teacher for instrument-specific guidance.

3. Play: Use a metronome at 50-60 BPM, one note per click. Play up and down three times with an
even sound. Slow down if needed.

4. Create: Make a short musical question and answer using the scale. Leave a rest between phrases
and finish on the tonic.

5. Transfer: Build the scale on another tonic using its formula. Check the note names, then play it.

Common mistakes
- Skipping E-F or B-C because there is no black key: these are still semitone steps.

- Counting the repeated top C as a thirteenth different pitch.

- Assuming black keys must always be called sharps. Their names depend on context.

Your turn

1. How many different pitches are in one octave of a chromatic scale?
2. Write the ascending C chromatic scale using flats.

3. Name the same pitch as F# using a flat.
4

. Create a five-note chromatic line that ends on G.

Suggested answers

1. 12 different pitches; 13 notes if the tonic is repeated.
2.C,Db, D, Eb, E, F, Gb, G, Ab, A, Bb, B, C.

3. Gb.

4. One possible answer: Eb, E, F, F#, G.

For younger students: Begin with one example and four-note phrases. Clap a steady beat while a partner
plays.

For adult students: Compare this scale with a related scale, record a short phrase, and explain which note
creates its distinctive sound.
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