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Spelling Subdominant-Function Triads and Seventh Chords in Major and Minor Keys 
Utilizing a Patterned Approach 

Dr. Paula J. Telesco 

Diatonic chords that have a subdominant function (also called a predominant function) play an important 
role in tonal music and tonal chord progressions. They precede the dominant chord and provide impetus 
to move to the dominant. This is a result of their containing two pitches that surround the dominant note: 
ą and ć (fa and la, or le in minor), with ą usually being in the bass and ć usually being in an upper voice. 
This explains why the ii chord is typically found in first inversion—that puts the subdominant note, ą, in 
the bass. One might conceive of these notes as analogous to upper and lower leading tones—they 
converge on the dominant from opposite directions.

The two diatonic triads that contain ą and ć are the subdominant and supertonic chords: 

1. In major keys: IV (ą–↑ć–Ă, fa–la–do) and ii (ă–ą–↑ć, re–fa–la) 

2. In minor keys: iv (ą–∫ć/↓ć–Ă, fa–le–do) and iiº (ă–ą–∫ć/↓ć, re–fa–le)1

Each of these chords exists as a seventh chord as well. All diatonic subdominant-function seventh chords 
contain ą, ć and Ă:

1. In major keys: IV7 (ą–↑ć–Ă–Ą, fa–la–do-mi) and ii7 (ă–ą–↑ć–Ă, re–fa–la–do) 

2. In minor keys: iv7 (ą–∫ć/↓ć–Ă–Ą, fa–le–do-me) and iiø7 (ă–ą–∫ć/↓ć–Ă, re–fa–le–do)

While the student worksheet does not require any part writing, I have included below several examples 
of typical part writing for the convenience of the instructor, who may wish to share these with their 
students. The arrows in the examples illustrate how, when these chords are written in four voices, ą in 
the bass moves up to Ć, and ć in an upper voice moves down to Ć. These chords can progress to either V 
or V7: 

        C: IV        V       (V7)           ii6        V       (V7)           IV7      V       (V7)          iiŀ        V       (V7)

 I use ↑ć to refer to the major 6th scale degree, e.g., A& in C major, and ∫ć/↓ć to refer to the minor 6th scale 1

degree, e.g., A∫ in the key of c minor. ć without an arrow refers to the 6th scale degree in general without 
specifically referring to a major or minor key.

1 1
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               c: iv        V      (V7)           iiº6      V       (V7)          iv7       V      (V7)           iiøŀ      V      (V7)

All of these diatonic subdominant-function chords have chromaticized versions as well, all of which 
progress to V even more strongly than their diatonic counterparts because they contain either ƒą,∫ć/↓ć, 
or both. This creates half-step motion pushing to Ć, the root of the dominant chord, as ƒą and/or∫ć/↓ć act 
as lower and/or upper leading tones. These chromaticized subdominant-function chords are the 
following:

1. Secondary dominants
2. Secondary leading-tone chords
3. Neapolitan 6th chords
4. Italian, German, and French Augmented 6ths chords

I include below examples of each to demonstrate how the chromaticized chords emerge from their 
diatonic counterparts and to show their typical part writing.

       C: IV   V7/V    V    (V7)      ii6    V6/V   V    (V7)     IV7   viiø7/V   V    (V7)      iiŀ   Vŀ/V    V   (V7)

               c: iv   V7/V    V   (V7)     iiº6   V6/V   V   (V7)     iv7  viiº7/V   V    (V7)    iiøŀ   Vŀ/V   V    (V7)

2 2
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        C: IV6   viiº6/V  V   (V7)         c: iv6   viiº6/V   V    (V7)      iv    N6    V   (V7)      iiº6   N6    V  (V7)

               c: iv6       It6        V      (V7)           ivŀ      Gr6       iұ        V              iiø$      Fr6       V       (V7)
                                                                                          [Vұ ~~~~ !]

The attached worksheets offer a systematic pattern-based approach to spelling diatonic subdominant-
function triads and seventh chords in all major and minor keys. Pattern recognition ability has been 
shown to be an important predictor of success in Music Theory courses. Nancy Rogers and Jane 
Clendinning have tested this correlation and their results are consistent with this assertion.  Rogers and 2

Clendinning ran a study in which they administered “a battery of tests addressing basic numeracy, 
spatial skills, and pattern recognition.”  Their study included several standard tests such as the 3

following:

1. Mental rotation of an object: students have to determine which of four objects are rotations of the 
original object. An example follows: 

 

 Nancy Rogers, Jane Piper Clendinning, Sara Hart, and Colleen Ganley: “Specific Mathematical and Spatial 2

Abilities Correlate with Music Theory Abilities,” Proceedings of the 14th International Conference on Music 
Perception and Cognition, 2014, http://www.icmpc.org/icmpc14/files/ICMPC14_Proceedings.pdf

 Much has been written about the relationship between music and mathematical abilities; see, for example,  3

Barroso, Connie, Colleen M. Ganley, Sara A. Hart, Nancy Rogers, and Jane P. Clendinning, “The Relative 
Importance of Math- and Music-related Cognitive and Affective Factors in Predicting Undergraduate Music 
Theory Achievement,” Applied Cognitive Psychology 33 no. 5 (Sept. 1, 2019): 771–83, doi:10.1002/acp.3518.
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2. Geometric Invariants Test: students have to determine which of the six images in each group don’t 
match the other five. An example follows:

3. Approximate Number System Test: students were shown collections of intermixed blue and yellow 
dots, with five to twenty dots per color, for 600 milliseconds (ms) and had to determine whether there 
was a larger number of yellow dots or a larger number of blue dots. An example is shown below.

Rogers and Clendinning also devised specifically musical tests, such as their “Standard Music Notation 
Recognition Test.” Students saw images of common musical symbols for 500 ms and had to determine 
whether a given example of musical notation represented correct standard notation. A few examples 
follow:

1. Students had to determine whether the sharps and flats in key signatures were in the correct or 
incorrect order, or whether they were on the correct line or space:

        

2. Students had to determine whether individual notes had their stems and flags going in the correct 
direction:

       

II. METHOD 
Rather than relying solely on broad measures such as 

standardized exams to represent math ability, we administered 
a battery of tests addressing basic numeracy, spatial skills, and 
pattern recognition, as well as surveys addressing anxiety and 
confidence. Just as importantly, we didn’t assume that musical 
ability is well represented by years of private study, hours of 
practice time, or public concerts. We focused instead on 
performance in music theory classes and on music theory 
exams, because — as an academic study of music — music 
theory grades are particularly likely to reflect the underlying 
cognitive processing and affective factors that may link 
achievement in mathematics and music. 

A. Participants 
This study included 99 participants (60 female, 38 male; 

one declined to answer), all of whom were recruited from 
beginning music theory courses at Florida State University. 
Most (86) were enrolled in Music Theory I, the first course in 
the required four-semester music theory sequence required for 
music majors; the remaining 13 were enrolled in 
Fundamentals for Music Majors, a remedial course that 
precedes Music Theory I. Their mean age was 18.4 (SE = .12). 
Participants granted permission to obtain their music theory 
grades, entrance exam scores, and standardized test scores. 
(Data from several additional participants who withheld their 
permission have not been included in this report.) They were 
awarded extra credit for their participation. 

B. Procedure and Apparatus 
The skills tests and surveys were administered online 

through Qualtrics. Participants completed all components 
from their own computers during the first week of the 
semester (before the courses in which they were enrolled 
addressed any skills relevant to the tasks involved). Following 
the skills tests and surveys, participants answered a 
questionnaire addressing their musical background, training, 
and demographic information. Although many individual 
components were timed, students were allowed to pause 
between components. Not including any such pauses, the total 
time required was approximately 45 minutes. 

C. Measures 

1)  Mental Rotation Test. This test (Vandenberg & Kuse, 
1978) consisted of 24 items. Each item included a picture of a 
three-dimensional object on the left called the target object. 
On the right, there were pictures of four three-dimensional 
objects. Two of these pictures depicted the same object as the 
target, only rotated and thus presented from a different 
perspective. The other two pictures were different: they were 
either a mirror image of the target object or had different 
features. Participants were asked to identify which two of the 
four objects were the same as the target. A sample is provided 
in Figure 1. 

2)  Geometric Invariants Test. This test (Dehaene, Izard, 
Pica, & Spelke, 2006) consisted of 14 items drawn from the 
original 45-item scale. Each item included an array of six 
similar images, five of which instantiated a particular concept 
(e.g., symmetry or equidistance) while the remaining one 

violated it. Participants were asked to identify the image that 
didn’t match the other five. Samples are provided in Figure 2. 

3)  Approximate Number System Test. Participants 
completed the 120-item Panamath Test (www.panamath.org), 
a freely available web-based test of the Dots Task, a measure 
of the approximate number system (Halberda, Mazzocco, & 
Feigenson, 2008). The Dots Task is a method for measuring 
the ability of an individual to understand and manipulate 
numerical quantities non-symbolically. The process 
underlying this ability of non-symbolic number sense is called 
the Approximate Number System, an intuitive recognition of 
number. Participants were shown collections of intermixed 
blue and yellow dots, with five to twenty dots per color, for 
600 ms and determined whether there was a larger number of 
yellow dots or a larger number of blue dots. They were 
instructed to ignore the size of the dots, focusing solely on the 
quantity. A representative image is provided in Figure 3. The 
accuracy and response time for each trial was recorded, and 
this was converted into a participant’s Weber fraction 
(w-score), which represents the smallest ratio that can 
accurately be discriminated by a given individual. 

 
Figure 1. A sample item from the Mental Rotation Test. 

 

Figure 2. Three sample items from the Geometric Invariants 
Test. 

 

Figure 3. A sample image from the Approximate Number System 
Test. 

4)  Berlin Numeracy Test. This test (Cokely, Galesic, 
Schulz, Shazal, & Garcia-Retamero, 2012) consisted of four 
items drawn from the original collection. The Berlin 
Numeracy Test quickly assesses statistical numeracy and risk 
literacy. It has been shown to be a strong predictor of an 
individual’s comprehension of everyday risks and statistical 
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4)  Berlin Numeracy Test. This test (Cokely, Galesic, 
Schulz, Shazal, & Garcia-Retamero, 2012) consisted of four 
items drawn from the original collection. The Berlin 
Numeracy Test quickly assesses statistical numeracy and risk 
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probabilities. Participants answered questions such as the one 
below. 

Imagine we are throwing a five-sided die 50 times. On average, 
out of these 50 throws how many times would this five-sided 
die show an odd number (1, 3 or 5)? 

5)  Standard Music Notation Recognition Test. This 
researcher-developed test consisted of 28 items falling into 
three distinct categories: individual symbols, key signatures, 
and rhythmic notation. For individual symbols, participants 
saw images of common musical symbols for 500 ms. Some 
images were correct, and others had been distorted (e.g., 
written backwards). Participants were asked to determine 
whether or not the image represented correct standard musical 
notation. Samples are provided in Figure 4. 

For key signatures, participants saw images for 500 ms. 
Some images were correct, and others had been distorted (e.g., 
accidentals were written in the wrong order or in the wrong 
register). Participants were asked to determine whether or not 
the image represented correct standard musical notation. 
Samples are provided in Figure 5. 

For rhythmic notation, participants saw images of a 
one-measure rhythm in either 3/4 or 6/8 for 500 ms. Some 
images beamed the eighth-notes correctly, while others either 
beamed inappropriate combinations of eighth-notes. 
Participants were asked to determine whether or not the image 
represented correct standard musical notation. Samples are 
provided in Figure 6. 

6)  Triad Recognition Test. This researcher-developed test 
consisted of 10 items. Because some participants had no prior 
instruction in music theory, they were first provided with an 
explanation of a triad:  

A triad contains three notes that can be arranged on a staff to 
fall on consecutive lines or consecutive spaces. This might 
involve changing octaves.  

Clarifying illustrations showed a triad built on consecutive 
spaces, a triad built on consecutive lines, and two 
demonstrations in which notes were moved an octave in order 
to reveal the triadic structure. Participants then saw images of 
three pitches (without accidentals) on a single clef for 500 ms. 
Some of the images formed triads and others did not. 
Participants were asked to determine whether or not the 
images contained triads. Samples are provided in Figure 7. 

7)  Musical Pattern Continuation Test. This researcher- 
developed test consisted of six items. In this untimed test, 
participants were shown a melodic pitch pattern containing 
7-10 notes. They were asked to determine which one of four 
possible continuations maintained the established pattern. A 
sample is provided in Figure 8. 

    
Figure 4. Four sample items from the individual symbol portion 
of the Standard Music Notation Recognition Test. 

 

   

Figure 5. Three sample items from the key signature portion of 
the Standard Music Notation Recognition Test. 

 

 
Figure 6. Two sample items from the rhythmic notation portion 
of the Standard Music Notation Recognition Test. 

   

Figure 7. Three sample items from the Triad Recognition Test. 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 8. A sample item from the Musical Pattern Continuation 
Test. 
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Imagine we are throwing a five-sided die 50 times. On average, 
out of these 50 throws how many times would this five-sided 
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Figure 5. Three sample items from the key signature portion of 
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3. Students saw one-measure rhythms in either 3/4 or 6/8 and had to determine whether the beaming 
was correct for the given meter: 

                     

Another specifically musical test was their “Musical Pattern Continuation Test.” This is analogous to the 
number sequence test whereby one has to determine the next number in a series of numbers. For 
example: 2, 4, 6 _____. Their “Musical Pattern Continuation Test” asks students to evaluate a given 
melodic pattern and then choose from four possible continuations the one that maintains the established 
melodic pattern. One such example is shown below:

Rogers and Clendinning say their “Musical Pattern Continuation Test” was the “single most successful 
measure” that predicted success in Music Theory, “correlating with performance in all music theory 
courses.”

Hence, it is to students’ advantage to recognize and apply simple patterns when spelling chords. The 
worksheet exercises promote pattern-based spelling by prompting students to reproduce a chord or 
harmonic pattern up one whole or half step at a time. This approach enables students to develop and 
utilize pattern recognition to help them learn and understand more fully a new concept. This kind of 
practice has the additional benefit of continuously sensitizing the student to the multitudinous patterns in 
music, an important skill for any musician to have. I have found that approaching all topics in a way that 
utilizes and reinforces pattern recognition to be a very helpful approach.
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For key signatures, participants saw images for 500 ms. 
Some images were correct, and others had been distorted (e.g., 
accidentals were written in the wrong order or in the wrong 
register). Participants were asked to determine whether or not 
the image represented correct standard musical notation. 
Samples are provided in Figure 5. 

For rhythmic notation, participants saw images of a 
one-measure rhythm in either 3/4 or 6/8 for 500 ms. Some 
images beamed the eighth-notes correctly, while others either 
beamed inappropriate combinations of eighth-notes. 
Participants were asked to determine whether or not the image 
represented correct standard musical notation. Samples are 
provided in Figure 6. 

6)  Triad Recognition Test. This researcher-developed test 
consisted of 10 items. Because some participants had no prior 
instruction in music theory, they were first provided with an 
explanation of a triad:  

A triad contains three notes that can be arranged on a staff to 
fall on consecutive lines or consecutive spaces. This might 
involve changing octaves.  

Clarifying illustrations showed a triad built on consecutive 
spaces, a triad built on consecutive lines, and two 
demonstrations in which notes were moved an octave in order 
to reveal the triadic structure. Participants then saw images of 
three pitches (without accidentals) on a single clef for 500 ms. 
Some of the images formed triads and others did not. 
Participants were asked to determine whether or not the 
images contained triads. Samples are provided in Figure 7. 

7)  Musical Pattern Continuation Test. This researcher- 
developed test consisted of six items. In this untimed test, 
participants were shown a melodic pitch pattern containing 
7-10 notes. They were asked to determine which one of four 
possible continuations maintained the established pattern. A 
sample is provided in Figure 8. 

    
Figure 4. Four sample items from the individual symbol portion 
of the Standard Music Notation Recognition Test. 

 

   

Figure 5. Three sample items from the key signature portion of 
the Standard Music Notation Recognition Test. 

 

 
Figure 6. Two sample items from the rhythmic notation portion 
of the Standard Music Notation Recognition Test. 

   

Figure 7. Three sample items from the Triad Recognition Test. 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 8. A sample item from the Musical Pattern Continuation 
Test. 
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Spelling Subdominant-Function Triads and Seventh Chords in Major and Minor Keys 
Utilizing a Patterned Approach 

Dr. Paula J. Telesco 

While there is an abundance of scientific and psychological literature available on pattern recognition, I 
have found no such research on how one can improve or teach pattern recognition. There are various 
blog posts about doing number puzzles and object puzzles, much like the examples shown above, and 
several articles concerning using pattern recognition to teach piano to beginning students, but nothing 
concerning how to improve this ability for music theory studies.  Nevertheless, I believe that 4

approaching musical topics as this handout and worksheet do, utilizing a pattern-based approach, 
supports the development of pattern awareness.

The Worksheets
Each worksheet is laid out on two or three staves (as necessary to accommodate the keys). The upper-
most staves contain the white-note keys (C major, D major, etc.; c minor, d minor, etc.). The lower 
staves contain the flat and sharp keys, underneath their corresponding white-note keys. When working 
left to right across the page, the keys progress up by step through the white notes, from C to B; students 
transpose each chord up either a M2 or a m2 (C–D, D–E, E–F, etc.). Immediately below each white-note 
key is its corresponding black-note key or keys; to notate those keys, students need to transpose up or 
down by an augmented unison (C–C#, D–Db, etc.). 

This pedagogical approach enables and encourages students to recognize patterns as they notate these 
chords, and helps sensitize them to musical patterns in general. The instructor should make these 
patterns explicit before asking the students to do the worksheets so that students can be aware of them as 
they work. There are a number of patterns that may be pointed out:

1. All white-note major keys have a corresponding black-note sharp or flat key, while C major has both 
a flat and sharp corresponding key:

• Flat keys: Cb major, Db major, Eb major, Gb major, Ab major, Bb major (note that there is a flat-
note key for every black note) 

• Sharp keys: C# major and F# major. 

2. All white-note minor keys have a corresponding black-note sharp or flat key, while A minor has both 
a flat and sharp corresponding key: 

• Sharp keys: c# minor, d# minor, f# minor, g# minor, a# minor (note that there is a sharp-note key 
for every black note); 

• Flat keys: eb minor; ab minor, and bb minor.

 One interesting post is the following from The Ohio State University, which condenses and summarizes the 4

findings of a highly technical article, co-authored by one of their faculty members: Ohio State University, "This is 
your brain detecting patterns: It is different from other kinds of learning, study shows." ScienceDaily. 
www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2018/05/180531114642.htm (accessed June 10, 2021). The complete article is 
Arkady Konovalov, Ian Krajbich, “Neurocomputational Dynamics of Sequence Learning,” Neuron, 2018; DOI: 
10.1016/j.neuron.2018.05.013
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3. When transposing a chord in a white-note key to its corresponding black-note key (transposing up 
or down an augmented unison), one can think of the chords as positive/negative images of one 
another: the ii chord in C major is d–f–a, so the ii chord in C# major will be d#–f#–a#, and so on. 
When transposing up an augmented unison, white notes become sharps, and flats become white 
notes; when transposing down an augmented unison, sharps become white notes, and white notes 
become flats. My students have found this approach to be very helpful. 

4. When moving up the scale from C–D, D–E, E–F, etc., all notes are transposed up by the same 
amount, either a M2 or a m2. Therefore, the ii chord in C major, d–f–a, becomes e–g–b as the ii 
chord in D major, etc.

5. Once a student has spelled the ii chord correctly, adding the tonic note above the 5th creates the 
minor 7th necessary for the ii7.

At this point, it would be valuable to ask students what other patterns they can discover, to further 
encourage them to engages in this important activity. While having them look at the first examples on 
pp. 4 and 5 of their handout, the instructor may wish to guide students to discover these two additional 
patterns:

1. Having spelled the ii7 correctly, eliminating the root creates the IV chord. 
2. The M7 of the IV chord is the note a m2 below the root of the IV7 chord.

To give the students an opportunity to figure this out on their own before seeing the answers, these two 
answers appear upside down on the student handout and worksheet that follows.
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Spelling Subdominant-Function Triads and Seventh Chords in Major and Minor Keys Utilizing a 
Patterned Approach: Student Handout and Worksheet

Dr. Paula J. Telesco 

Diatonic chords that have a subdominant function (also called a predominant function) play an important 
role in tonal music and tonal chord progressions. They precede the dominant chord and provide impetus 
to move to the dominant. This is a result of their containing two pitches that surround the dominant note: 
ą and ć (fa and la, or le in minor), with ą usually being in the bass and ć usually being in an upper voice. 
This explains why the ii chord is typically found in first inversion—that puts the subdominant note, ą, in 
the bass. One might conceive of these notes as analogous to upper and lower leading tones—they 
converge on the dominant from opposite directions.

The two diatonic triads that contain ą and ć are the subdominant and supertonic chords: 
1. In major keys: IV (ą–↑ć–Ă, fa–la–do) and ii (ă–ą–↑ć, re–fa–la)  1

2. In minor keys: iv (ą–∫ć/↓ć–Ă, fa–le–do) and iiº (ă–ą–∫ć/↓ć, re–fa–le)

Each of these chords exists as a seventh chord as well. All diatonic subdominant-function seventh chords 
contain ą, ć and Ă:

1. In major keys: IV7 (ą–↑ć–Ă–Ą, fa–la–do-mi) and ii7 (ă–ą–↑ć–Ă, re–fa–la–do) 
2. In minor keys: iv7 (ą–∫ć/↓ć–Ă–Ą, fa–le–do-me) and iiø7 (ă–ą–∫ć/↓ć–Ă, re–fa–le–do)

While this worksheet does not require any part writing, I have included several examples below to show 
typical part writing of these chords. The arrows in the examples below illustrate how, when these chords 
are written in four voices, ą in the bass moves up to Ć, and ć in an upper voice moves down to Ć. These 
chords can progress to either V or V7: 

        C: IV        V       (V7)           ii6        V       (V7)           IV7      V       (V7)          iiŀ        V       (V7)

               c: iv        V      (V7)           iiº6      V       (V7)          iv7       V      (V7)           iiøŀ      V      (V7)

 In this handout, ↑ć denotes the major 6th scale degree, e.g., A& in C major, and ∫ć/↓ć denotes the minor 6th scale 1

degree, e.g., A∫ in the key of c minor. ć without an arrow refers to the 6th scale degree in general without 
specifically referring to a major or minor key.
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All of these diatonic subdominant-function chords have chromaticized versions as well. Learning to 
spell the diatonic subdominant-function chords, and understanding how they function, will be of 
significant help to you when you learn their chromaticized versions later.

The attached worksheets offer a systematic pattern-based approach to spelling diatonic subdominant-
function triads and seventh chords in all major and minor keys. It is important to develop your ability to 
recognize patterns—music is full of patterns! Pattern recognition ability has been shown to be an 
important predictor of success in Music Theory courses.

The exercises are laid out on two or three staves (as necessary to accommodate the keys). The upper-
most staves contain the white-note keys (C major, D major, etc.; c minor, d minor, etc.). The lower 
staves contain the flat and sharp keys, underneath their corresponding white-note keys.

Here are some helpful things to be aware of:

1. All white-note major keys have a corresponding black-note sharp or flat key, while C major has both 
a flat and sharp corresponding key:

• Flat keys: Cb major, Db major, Eb major, Gb major, Ab major, Bb major (note that there is a flat-
note key for every black note) 

• Sharp keys: C# major and F# major. 

2. All white-note minor keys have a corresponding black-note sharp or flat key, while A minor has both 
a flat and sharp corresponding key: 

• Sharp keys: c# minor, d# minor, f# minor, g# minor, a# minor (note that there is a sharp-note key 
for every black note); 

• Flat keys: eb minor; ab minor, and bb minor.

Here are several patterns to be aware of, and these will help you spell the chords correctly:
1. When transposing a chord in a white-note key to its corresponding black-note key (transposing up or 

down an augmented unison), you can think of the chords as positive/negative images of one another: 
the ii chord in C major is d–f–a, so the ii chord in C# major will be d#–f#–a#, and so on. When 
transposing up an augmented unison, white notes become sharps, and flats become white notes; 
when transposing down an augmented unison, sharps become white notes, and white notes become 
flats.

2. When moving up the scale from C–D, D–E, E–F, etc., all notes are transposed up by the same 
amount, either a M2 or a m2. Therefore, the ii chord in C major, d–f–a, becomes e–g–b as the ii 
chord in D major.
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There are additional helpful visual patterns you may discover as you look at the first examples on pp. 4 
and 5. For example:

• Once you have spelled the ii chord correctly, adding the tonic note above the 5th creates the minor 
7th necessary for the ii7. 

 
See if you can find two more visual patterns. Your instructor can help guide you. The answers appear 
below, upside down!

3

1.Having spelled the ii7 correctly, eliminating the root creates the IV chord. 
2.The M7 of the IV chord is the note a m2 below the root of the IV7 chord.
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Notate the given chords in root position, including all necessary accidentals. Do not use key signatures. 
Be sure to think about the scale degrees and syllables in each key as you build the chords. Measures with 
rests in them do not require any notation.

1. Major keys: 

ii = ă ą ć (re fa la) ii7 = ă ą ć Ă (re fa la do)
IV = ą ć Ă (fa la do) IV7 = ą ć Ă Ą (fa la do mi)
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2. Minor Keys: make sure you use the minor 6th scale degree (le, ∫ć/↓ć) when building the supertonic and 
subdominant triads and 7th chords. It is the use of that scale degree that creates a diminished triad on the 
supertonic, a minor triad on the subdominant, a half-diminished 7th on the supertonic, and a minor 7th on the 
subdominant (and those are the most frequently used chord qualities for supertonic and subdominant chords in 
minor keys). Measures with rests in them do not require any notation.

iiº = ă ą ∫ć/↓ć (re fa le)  iiĴ7 = ă ą ∫ć/↓ć Ă (re fa le do)

iv = ą ∫ć/↓ć Ă (fa le do) iv7 = ą ∫ć/↓ć Ă Ą (fa le do me)
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   Answer key 

1. Major keys: 
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2. Minor Keys:
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Dr. Paula J. Telesco 

Abstract

This discussion and worksheet is appropriate for high school AP students, liberal arts college non-music-
majors, music minors, or music majors. 

This handout and worksheet offers a systematic pattern-based approach to spelling subdominant-
function triads and seventh chords. Students are asked to notate these chords in primarily the white-note 
major and minor keys (some of the most frequently encountered keys). These exercises are laid out so 
that the keys progress up by step, through the white notes, beginning with C major or c minor, so that 
students transpose each chord up either a whole step or a half step. This pedagogical approach allows 
students to recognize a pattern as they notate these chords, and helps sensitize them to musical patterns 
in general. Pattern recognition ability has been shown to be an important predictor of success in Music 
Theory courses.

Some basic information is included regarding Nancy Rogers’ and Jane Clendinning’s testing of the 
correlation between pattern recognition and success in Music Theory classes. I have found approaching 
topics in a way that utilizes and reinforces patterns to be a helpful approach. 
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