Ear Training for Songwriters
For many people, the thought of playing “by ear” or being able to anticipate the chords,
notes and musical charges in a song you’ve never heard before seems like an
impossible task. It’s often considered a gift rather than a skill that can be learned and
constantly improved on. Yet, as church based musicians we often have repertoires that
consist of perhaps 150 songs that we need to be able to lead confidently in, and
preferably without having to locate the music at a moments’ notice. Alternatively, if
you’re in the type of church where someone starts a spontaneous worship song wouldn’t
it be nice to be able to locate the right key and anticipate what chord is coming next?
And for songwriters too, wouldn’t it be good to be able to hear and try out every chord
that is available to us in any key rather than just try to shoehorn the melodies we create
into familiar chord sequences that can make a new song sound a bit predictable.
Alternatively if we create a melody line that goes just too high for our congregation to
sing, how do we know what the correct chords will be if we find that the melody best
works in a lower and unfamiliar key? And for some of us who haven’t had any formal
musical training, what on earth is a ‘key’ anyway?
Getting familiar with this ‘music theory’ that frees us to know exactly what to play over
any song we hear is not the daunting process it appears and couples a little theoretical
knowledge with honing your ‘musical ear’. This skill of playing by ear can be developed
in the same way as anyone can improve their musicianship, with practice, patience and
most importantly, by increasing your musical listening skills.
Playing by ear is really about recognising the number of musical ‘steps’ between the
note you have just played and the one that comes next. Just as you can remember the
melody of a song you can actually train yourself to ‘remember’ how many steps higher or
lower your note has travelled as the melody has changed. You can then apply exactly
the same principle to any chord in a song. Most people can recognise the difference
between a happy sounding major chord and a sadder sounding minor chord. Learning to
go further and recognise a sequence of chords really is possible. With a bit of practice,
you could adapt the same chord sequence into a variety of different keys, without music.
The secret is having a framework which helps you recognise what possible chords are
coming next – and then adding the age old discipline of practice. When I started to play
guitar in my teens I was at a church where people would often sing out a spontaneous
song and I had to pretty quickly learn ways to figure out which chords to play as the song
was being sung. The fear factor was a great motivator to learn!
So how do we learn what chords are available to us in a key? The first way to start is to
pick a familiar key – Try G, D or E for guitarists as we regularly play songs in those keys
and are familiar with the chord shapes. For this exercise we’ll start with G.
First, to find the notes in the key of G we use the major scale. Saying a song is in the
key of G equates to using the major scale of G to find all its melody line notes and
chords. If you’re not too familiar with the notes in the major scale take a look at the
exercise below.
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What is a major scale?
A major scale is easily recognised by the singing of the song Doh, Ray, Me Fah, Soh,
Lah, Te, Doh
Next, count how many ‘steps’ are between Doh, (sung low) and Doh, (sung high) Only
count Doh once.
You will discover that there are always seven notes in any major scale. Remember the
1st note and the 8th are both named ‘Doh’ and have the same sound albeit an octave (or
eight steps) apart.
So the way to work out the notes in a key is this: Write the numbers 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 across
the top of a page and then underneath assign the notes in the key to the numbers.
For example in the key of G major we would start with G as note number 1 and work up
alphabetically through our 7 musical notes.
1
G

2
A

3
B

4
C

5
6
D etc.

7

Three rules for working out what notes are in the major scale of any ‘key’.
1. There is always one of every alphabetical letter between A and G - the musical
alphabet. There is never two of the same letter in the same scale. E.g. you won’t
find Bb and B together in a key.
2. You never miss out any letters.
E.g. A scale will never go
A

B

C

E

F,

missing D.

3. You never mix sharps (#) and flats (b) together in the same key. E.g. A scale will
never go A,
Bb, C,
D#,
E,
F#,
G
I’ll put in the sharps and flats at this stage and we’ll learn how to do this together in a
future article. For now, complete the table below to show the correct notes in each of the
following keys.
C

A

G

D

E

F

4

5

6

G

A

You fill in the blanks
1

2

3

C

D

E

A
G

#
A

D
E
F

D

E

#

D
F#

#

7

#

#
B

A
Bb

G#

#
C
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Chords Within The Key
In addition to the notes in the major scale or key, there are also seven chords that fit
over the individual notes.
The chords are either major or minor in sound and all follow the same major/minor order
sequence explained below
Each chord is made up from individual notes taken from the relevant major scale. The
formula for the chords looks like this:
1
Major

2
Minor

3
Minor

4
Major

5
Major

6
Minor

7
Minor (½
diminished)

Lets work this formula into the chord table above and line up our notes from the key of G
major.
1
G
Major

2
A
Minor

3
B
Minor

4
C
Major

5
D
Major

6
E
Minor

7
F#
Minor (½
diminished)

These seven chords make up the chords that you are likely to find in any song in the key
of G. Some are more common than others. These are G major, C major, D major and E
minor (the numbers 1, 4, 5 and 6). You may also have played the chords of A minor and
B minor in songs within the key of G.
Don’t worry about the 7th chord being described as ½ diminished. Just think of it as
minor for now and I’ll come back it in a later article and explain how why and where to
use diminished chords and chords “outside the key” to great effect in a congregational
worship band setting.
So try taking any existing song or new melody and play it the key of G working out the
chords using the chart above. Try listening out for which chords sound major or minor
and choose the right chord by hearing which of our alternatives fits best. The more you
do this, the more you will find your ear will ‘tune in’ to the possibilities of what chords fit
the song.
Once you’ve got that mastered try it in other keys. The same Major/Minor chord formula
works in exactly the same way in every major key. So perhaps if your melody becomes
too high for an average congregation to sing, pick a lower key and use the exact same
formula to plot out the right chords in that new key. If you’re not sure how to find which
key you should be using, sing up and down your new melody until you find the note
which seems to be the first note of the key, the Doh. Whatever that note is called, forms
the home or the ‘root’ note of that key.
Don’t be afraid to try utilizing the 2nd and 3rd chords in each key over your melodies.
They aren’t generally used much in worship songs but because both chords are minors,
they can provide some really fresh sounds, particularly if your lyrics contain a lamenting
or reflective theme.
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Finally, whilst learning all this technique, don’t forget that theme and content, particularly
in worship songs are just as important as great melody. I defy you to try and find a song
that has stood the test of time, pop song, worship song, or hymn, that doesn’t have a
great theme and lyrical content. Great melodies will always catch people’s attention, but
great theme and content will cause that song to last.
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