Arizona Music Standards
Glossary of Terms
A-B/A-B-A Musical Forms: The organization of sections of a musical work, represented by letters that depict similar and contrasting sections. A-B refers to a work with two distinct parts: A-B-A refers to a work with two distinct parts, the first of which is repeated after performing the second.

A Cappella: “In the Chapel”; term for choral music sung without instrumental accompaniment.

Accent: Giving prominence to a specific musical note.

Accompaniment: A subordinate vocal and/or instrumental part or parts added to a principal part or parts.

Acoustics: The science of sound.

Aleatoric: Term applied to music in which certain choices in composition or realization are, to a greater or lesser extent, left to chance or whim.

Arpeggio: The notes of a chord played one after another instead of simultaneously.

Articulation: The separation of successive notes from one another, singly or in groups, by a performer, and the manner in which this is done; the manner in which notes are performed.

Articulators: Lips, teeth, tongue and throat when used to shape consonants, vowels, embouchure in vocal music production.

Aural: Having to do with the ear or the sense of hearing.

Beat: Unit of measure of rhythmic time.

Blues (12-bar blues): A secular black American folk music of the 20th century, related to, but separate from, jazz. The term describes both the characteristic melancholy state of mind and the eight-, 12-, and 32- bar harmonic progressions that form the basis for blues improvisation; the most common is 12 bars long. The other characteristic is the ‘blue note’, a microtonal flattening of the 3rd, 7th and (to a lesser extent) 5th scale degrees.
Call and Response: A structure that is most often associated with African musical forms, although it is also used elsewhere. One soloist/group performs with the second soloist/group entering “in response” to the first.
Canon: A musical form in which a melody is imitated exactly in one or more parts. Similar to a round.

Chord: Three or more tones sounded simultaneously.

Chord Progression: Succession of harmonic content in time (e.g., tonic-dominant, 12 bar blues).
Chromatic: Movement by half steps (e.g., c to c#).
Chromatic Scale: A scale of half steps with 12 tones to an octave.

Clef: A symbol written at the beginning of a musical staff indicating which notes are represented by which lines and spaces.

Col Legno: Tapping the strings with the stick of the bow.

Composer: A person who writes compositions.

Composition: Creation of original music by organizing sound. Usually written for others to perform.
Conductor: A person who directs a group in the performance of music.

Coordinated Onset: Balance between the muscular activity of the vocal chords and the air pressure beneath them is exactly right for easy, efficient production of high-quality period.

Crescendo: Usual term for gradually increasing in volume.

Cues: Motions made by a conductor to assist a performing ensemble (e.g., give cut offs, entrances, dynamics, breaths).
Decrescendo: Usual term for gradually decreasing in volume.

Descant: An obbligato part that soars above the tune.

Detache: A board, vigorous stroke in which the notes of equal time value are bowed singly with a slight articulation owing to the rapid change of bow.

Diatonic Scale: The notes found with a major or minor scale.

Diction: Enunciation of words in singing.

Disjunct: A term applied to a melodic line that moves by leap rather than in conjunct motion (by step).

Dominant Chord: In tonal music, the chord built on the 5th degree of the scale.
Double Stops: On a string instrument, playing two notes simultaneously.

Dynamics: Varying degrees of volume in the performance of music.

Elements of Music: Melody, rhythm, harmony, pitch, dynamics, timbre, tempo, texture, form, text and/or lyrics.

Embouchure: The proper position of the lips in the playing of wind instruments.
Ensemble: A group of musicians.

Fermata: Pause.
Flautando: A flutelike effect produced by bowing very slightly over the fingerboard.

Form: The structure, shape or organizing principal of music.
Genre: A type or kind of musical work (e.g., opera, oratorio, art song, gospel, suite, jazz, madrigal, march, work song, lullaby, barbershop, Dixieland).

Glottal Onset or Stop: The glottal (stop) is the sound made when the vocal chords are pressed together to stop the flow of air then released, and is the sound in the middle of the interjection un-oh (e.g., for a glottal onset practice saying “egg”).

Harmonic: Pertaining to harmony.

Harmony: The combining of notes simultaneously.

Homophonic: Texture where voices or instruments sound together or in which all the parts move in the same rhythm.

Improvisation: Spontaneous creation of music.
Interval: The distance between two pitches.

Intonation: Singing or playing in tune.

Legato: To be played without any perceptible interruption between the notes.
Levels of difficulty: A classification system used by performing ensembles:

Level 1: very easy; easy keys, meters, and rhythms; limited ranges.

Level 2: easy; may include changes of tempo, key, and meter; modest ranges.

Level 3: moderately easy; contains moderate technical demands, expanded ranges, and varied interpretive requirements.
Level 4: moderately difficult; requires well-developed technical skills, attention to phrasing and interpretation, and ability to perform various meters and rhythms in a variety of keys.


Level 5: difficult; requires advanced technical and interpretive skills; contains key signatures with numerous sharps or flats, usual meters, complex rhythms, subtle dynamic requirements.

Level 6: very difficult; suitable for musically mature students of exceptional competence.

(adapted with permission from the New York State School Music Association (NYSSMA) Manual, 1991)

Major Key: Tonally, a key based on a major scale; a scale that contains the following step pattern: whole, whole. Half, whole, whole, whole, half.

Major Scale: A scale that contains the following step patterns: whole, whole, half, whole, whole, whole, half.

Martele: In string performance, a hammered stroke, an effect obtained by releasing each stroke forcefully and suddenly.

Melodic Minor: A minor scale that has the sixth and seventh scale degrees raised one half step while ascending, and in natural form while descending.
Melody: An organized sequence of single notes.

Meter: The grouping of rhythmic pulses or beats by which a piece of music is measured.

Meter Signature: An indicator of the meter of a musical work, usually presented in the form of a fraction; the denominator indicates the unit of measurement (note) and the numerator indicates the number of units (notes) that make up a measure.

Meters: The pattern of beats by which the timespan of a piece of music is measured.

Minor Key: Tonally, a key based on a minor scale; a scale that contains the following step pattern: whole, half, whole, whole, half, whole, whole.
Minor Scale: A scale that contains the following step patterns: whole, half, whole, whole, half, whole, whole.

Mode: The selection of tones arranged in a scale that form the basic tonal substance of a composition.

Modulation: Tonally, the change from one key or tonal center to another.

Motives: A short figure of characteristic design that recurs throughout a composition or section as a unifying element.
Natural Harmonic: String term describing high tones of a flute-like timbre that are produced by lightly touching the string at one of its nodes instead of pressing it down.
Notation: Method or methods used for writing down music.

Octave: A musical interval of 8 degrees or steps. Musical notes 8 steps apart carry the same letter name and sound similar due to their acoustical properties.

Onsets (see also glottal or coordinated): Referring to vocal sound production, the moment where phonation begins in the vocal folds, creating sound (e.g., for a glottal onset practice saying “egg”; or an aspirate onset, put an “h” in front of your tone; for a coordinated onset sing “meow” like a cat.

Ostinato: A rhythmic or melodic accompaniment figure repeated continuously.

Partner Songs: Two or more totally independent songs that have the same harmonic structure and can be sung together at the same time.

Pentatonic Scale: Tonally, a scale having five tones and containing no half steps. Most commonly: whole, whole, minor third, whole.

Phrase: A musical idea comparable to a sentence or a clause in language.

Phrasing: The clear and meaningful rendition of musical phrases.

Pitch: The location of a note related to its highness or lowness.

Pizzicato: Indication that the string is to be plucked with the finger.

Polyphonic: Music arranged for several voices or instruments in which parts enter individually at different times.

Ponticello: The bridge of a string instrument.
Position: String term describing the places on the fingerboard to which the left hand shifts in order to obtain higher or lower notes.

Range: The compass of an instrument or voice, or of a piece of music, from the lowest note to the highest; the interval between those notes.

Registration: Referring to vocal sound production, the term used to denote various theories of how the human voice changes, both subjectively and objectively, as it moves through its pitch range. This includes falsetto, head and chest voices.
Repertoire: A body or selection of musical works/pieces.
Resonance: The creation by a vibrating body of vibrations in another body. May refer to human singing and/or instrumental playing.

Rhythm: The combinations of long and short, even and uneven sounds that convey a sense of movement in time.

Ricochet: Throwing the bow on the string in the upper third of the bow so it will produce a rapid series of notes.

Ritardando: A gradual slowing of tempo.

Rondo Form: A musical form in which a section is repeated, with contrasting sections in between, such as ABACA. Musical example: Spring from Vivalidi’s The Four Seasons.

Rote: Performing a written piece of music by memory.

Round: Common name for a circle canon in which each musician returns from the conclusion of the melody to its beginning repeating it ad libitum.

Scale: The arrangement of notes in a specific order of intervals, normally whole or half steps.
Score: The organized notation of all of the instrumental and/or vocal parts of a composition. A score is normally vertically aligned so as to represent visually the musical coordination desired in performance.

Slur: A curved line placed above or below a group of notes to indicate that they are to be played legato.

Solfège: A system of designating verbal syllables for the degrees (steps or intervals) of a scale.

Staccato: A manner of performance indicated by a dot placed over a note calling for a reduction of its written duration.

Staff (Staves): A set of lines, on, between, above and below which notes are written. In Western music, a five-line staff has been the most widely used type since early 13th century.
Style: The style of a composition is its manner of treating form, melody, rhythm, counterpoint, harmony and tone color.

Sub-dominant Chord: In tonal music, the chord build on the 4th degree of the scale.

Syncopation: The placement of rhythmic accents on weak beats or weak portions of beats.

Tempo (Tempi): The pace at which music moves according to the speed of the underlying beat.

Tenuto: Held; sustained.

Texture: The musical element representing the different layers of horizontal and vertical sounds, usually with regard to the way individual parts or voices are put together (e.g., polyphonic, homophonic).
Timbre: Term describing the tonal quality of a sound; a clarinet and an oboe sounding the same note are said to produce different timbres.

Time Signature: The meter indicated at the beginning of a piece by two numbers.

Tonality (key): The tonal center of a composition.

Tonic/Tonic Chord: In tonal music, the chord built on the 1st note of the scale (the tonal center).

Transcribe: The writing down of music.

Transpose: To write or perform music in a different key.

Triad: A chord of three notes consisting of a root, a third and fifth above it.
Vibrato: A slight fluctuation of pitch.
Whole Tone Scale: A scale that divides the scale into six equal, tempered whole tones.
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