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Dear Reader 
In today’s world, where so much is changing and information is so freely available, I 
just want to outline your rights and mine with regard  to this booklet, which is part of 
my home study course ‘Read & Play Music’. 

This is a legally binding agreement between you and myself (David Dempster). Please 
read it carefully. 

This is a multimedia home study course which contains lessons, audios, videos, and 
documents – all in digital format.  Unlike printed books and music where you own the 
physical book, the standard for digital works is to purchase a licence to use the media. 

You have purchased a Group User Licence. This means the course materials will be used 
only by members of your group, such as a choir, a school music class or a community 
study group. This licence is intended for a group of up to 20 members. If you have a 
larger group, please purchase multiple licences. 

Terms of Group User Licence 

 

Your group members may: 

 STUDY the course materials online. 

 DOWNLOAD the course materials 
and read them on their personal 
computers or other devices. 

 PRINT the course materials from 
downloaded files, up to one copy 
per group member, for their 
personal use. 

 

Your group members may not: 

 Resell, lend or give away your 
course login, any downloaded 
course files, or any printed course 
materials. 

 Print additional copies of the 
course materials. 

Thank you for respecting my intellectual property rights.     

David Dempster 
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LESSON 17: 

SHOWING THE PATTERN 

We’ve seen how the beat in music occurs in a repeating pattern. We’ve seen two 
patterns: 

 4 beats in a measure 

 3 beats in a measure 

There are other patterns, but these two are the most common. So those are the 
ones we’re going to study now. 

It’s important for a musician to know the pattern of a piece of music he’s about to 
play. So there is a special way of indicating the number of beats per measure at 
the start of each piece of music. 

And that’s what we’re going to look at now. 

First, a short review. 
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REVIEW 
SEE WHAT YOU CAN DO 

This is a review of what you learned in Lesson 16: Duration of Silences. 

Let’s make sure you can do all this well before you go on. 

STEP 1: COUNT ALOUD and POINT to the music below: 

STEP 2: CGOUNT ALOUD and PLAY the music below: 

 

Answer to STEP 2: If you’d like to check your accuracy, you can compare it to an 
audio recording: 

 
Click the blue box above, 

or find the audio on your Book 1 Course Materials page at 

www.dempstermusic.com 

How did that go? If you had any trouble with it, do a bit more work on the 
exercises of Lesson 16 or earlier. If you did fine, carry on. 
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MUSIC THEORY 
BUILD YOUR KNOWLEDGE 

Showing the number of beats per measure 

In printed music, the number of beats per measure is shown at the start, to the 
right of the treble clef, like this: 

 

In the piece of music above, there is a total of 3 beats in each measure. Add them 
up for yourself. For example, the second measure contains a half note (2 beats) 
and a quarter rest (1 beat), for a total of 3 beats. 

Here’s an example where there are 4 beats per measure: 
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Showing that the quarter note represents 1 

beat 

In Book 1 of this course, we are using the quarter note to represent 1 beat. That 
fact is shown by placing the number ‘4’ underneath the top number: 

 

But, you ask, why bother putting ‘4’ on the bottom if it is always the same? 

The answer is, there are times when the quarter note does not represent 1 beat. 
You’ll learn about that when you do Book 3: Read and Play Tunes With Fascinating 
Rhythms. 

The pair of numbers stacked one over the other is called a time signature.  

Definition: a time signature is a pair of numbers, one over the other, that 
indicates the repeating pattern of the music. The top number indicates 
how many beats are in each measure, and the bottom number indicates 
which type of note represents 1 beat.  

Licensed to Washburn Academy



Read & Play Music – Book 1 Lesson 17: Showing the Pattern 
 

 

 

Copyright © 2017 David Dempster. dempstermusic.com 
All rights reserved. 

Group User Licence 

5 

Here’s an example of a time signature: 

 

The time signature shown above is called ‘3/4 time’ or ‘3/4’ (spoken like this: 
‘three-four’). 

A common mistake by new students is to call it ‘three-quarter time’. A 
professional always calls it ‘three-four time’. 

This means there are 3 beats per measure and each quarter note is 1 beat. 
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Examples of time signatures 

Here are the two time signatures we’re studying for now. 

This tune has a time signature of  3/4. (Remember to say it as ‘three-four’!) We 
say the tune is ‘in three-four time’: 

 

Add up the number of beats to make sure each measure has 3 beats. 

This tune has a time signature of  4/4. We say the tune is ‘in four-four time’: 

 

Add up the number of beats to make sure each measure has 4 beats. 
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Common time 

4/4 time is by far the most commonly used time signature. For that reason it is 
also called ‘common time’ and can be shown like this: 

 

Definition: common time is another name for the 4/4 time signature. 
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By the way . . . 

You might think that the symbol for common time is the letter ‘C’ standing for 
‘Common’. And that’s a misconception held by many musicians. 

Actually, it’s a bit more interesting than that. Musicians of 500 years ago 
considered some time signatures to be perfect and others to be imperfect. 
Specifically: 

 3/4 time was considered perfect, since ‘3’ represented the Holy Trinity 
(the Christian concept of the 3 expressions of God). 3/4 time was 
therefore represented by a circle, which was considered a perfect 
shape. 

 4/4 time was considered imperfect, and was represented by a broken 
circle, which looks like the letter ‘C’. 

So the symbol for common time is actually a broken circle, not a letter ‘C’. 

(They didn’t have time signatures back then, but the above explanation gives the 
gist of the story.) 
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Counting the beats with a time signature  

Up till now, I’ve been telling you how to count the beats. I won’t need to do that 
any more, because the time signature will tell you how to count. 

A time signature of 3/4 tells us to count the beats as ‘1 2 3  1 2 3’: 

 
Counting in 3/4 time. 

Reminder: The numbers are counted evenly ‘1 2 3  1 2 3’ even though they are 
printed unevenly because of the spacing of the notes. 

A time signature of 4/4 (or common time) tells us to count the beats as ‘1 2 3 4  1 
2 3 4’: 

 
Counting in 4/4 time. 
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Pickup notes and pickup measure 

Sometimes a tune starts with one or more notes that do not make up a complete 
measure. This is called a pickup measure.  

Definition: a pickup measure is a measure, at the start of a piece of music, 
that has fewer beats than indicated by the time signature. The notes in the 
pickup measure are called pickup notes. 

Here’s an example: 

 
A piece of music with a pickup measure. 

Questions (see answers below): 

1. How many beats per measure are indicated by the time signature in the music 
above? 

2. How many beats are there in the first measure? 

3. How many beats are there in each of the other measures? 
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Answers:  

1. The time signature has a 4 on the top, indicating there should be 4 beats in 
each measure.  

2. However, the first measure has only 2 beats. That is therefore a pickup 
measure containing 2 pickup notes.  

3. The other measures all have 4 beats. 

Why do we have pickup measures?  

You may be wondering why we have pickup measures, and why some tunes start 
with a pickup measure and some don’t. 

Let’s explore that by looking at a couple of well-known songs. Here are the first 
words: 

‘Yankee Doodle went to town’ (traditional American song) 

‘O come, all ye faithful’ (Christmas carol) 

These two songs start off in different ways. To illustrate, I’m going to have you 
stamp your feet along with the words. 
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With ‘Yankee Doodle’, you’ll probably find it natural to stamp like this: 

 

Do that now: say the words and stamp your feet as shown above. Notice that your 
first stamp is on the first syllable, ‘Yan-’. 

Now here’s how to stamp along with the second song:  

 

Notice that your first stamp doesn’t land on the first syllable, ‘O’. It’s more 
natural for you to stamp on the second syllable, ‘come’. You say ‘O’ just before 
your first stamp. 

Why is that? 

It’s because the phrase ‘O come’ starts with a weak syllable. ‘O come’. Similar to 
phrases such as ‘it is’ or ‘the rain’, or words such as ‘a-long’, ‘be-come’, ‘to-day’. 

On the other hand, the word ‘Yan-kee’ starts with a strong syllable. ‘Yan-kee’. 
Similar to ‘can-dy’, ‘ta-ble’, ‘mus-ic’. 
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We saw earlier that the first beat in a measure is usually strong (counted ONE – 2 
– 3 – 4). So if we write a tune to fit the words ‘Yankee Doodle’, it’s natural for the 
strong syllable ‘Yan-’ to occur on the strong first beat of a measure. Like this: 

 

But the words ‘O come’ in the second song need to be treated differently. Here, 
the second syllable ‘come’ is strong, so it should be at the start of a measure. The 
first syllable ‘O’ should be just before it. Like this: 

 

That means the tune for this song must start with an extra note just before the 
first bar-line. And that’s a pickup note.  
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Here’s what it looks like in printed music: 

 

By contrast, the tune for ‘Yankee Doodle’ needs no pickup note, since the first 
syllable is strong:  

 

The above examples were both songs: music with words. The music starts with a 
pickup measure or not, depending on whether the first syllable is stressed. 

A lot of music has no words. In that case it is up to the composer to decide 
whether he wants a pickup measure, depending on the character he wants to 
give his music. 

Licensed to Washburn Academy



Read & Play Music – Book 1 Lesson 17: Showing the Pattern 
 

 

 

Copyright © 2017 David Dempster. dempstermusic.com 
All rights reserved. 

Group User Licence 

15 

Incomplete final measure when there is a 

pickup measure  

In some types of music, if there is an incomplete measure at the start (a pickup 
measure), then the final measure in the music is also incomplete.  

For example, if a piece of music is in 4/4 and the first measure contains only 1 
beat, the final measure contains 3 beats. The idea is that the first measure and 
the last measure together add up to one complete measure of 4 beats. 

Here’s how that looks: 

 
A piece of music with a pickup measure at the start and an incomplete 

measure at the end. The first and last measures add up to 1 complete measure 

of 4 beats. 

This rule of leaving an incomplete measure at the end is usually applied in 
classical music (the music of Mozart, Beethoven and so on). In more modern 
times the rule is not always applied, so you may see this: 

 
A piece of music that doesn’t follow that rule. There is a pickup measure (1 

beat), but the last measure is complete (4 beats). 
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Counting the beats in a pickup measure 

Here’s that example again with a pickup measure at the start: 

 

This is in 4/4 time, so each full measure is counted ‘1 2 3 4’. 

But how are we to count the pickup measure? It only has 2 beats. 

Here’s the answer. To work out the counting, we have to think of the pickup 
notes as preceded by silent beats to make up a complete measure. In this 
example, the pickup notes take up 2 beats, so we imagine them preceded by 2 
silent beats to make a total of 4 beats:  
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And that shows us how to count the pickup measure. The 2 imagined rests are 
counted ‘1 2’ and the 2 pickup notes are counted ‘3 4’. 

Now here’s an example of 3/4 time with a pickup measure. How would you count 
it? 

 

Since each measure has 3 beats, the pickup note is effectively the 3rd beat in a 
measure that starts with 2 imagined silent beats. So we count it like this: 
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PRACTICAL 
BUILD YOUR SKILL 

Let’s get a little practice in working out the time signature for some pieces of 
music. 

To make it a little challenging, some of them will have pickup measures. 

If you’re not sure about any of this, review what you just read above. 

Try to answer each question before you peek at the answer given below! 

Exercise 1: 

Work out the time signature 

1   Time signature 

1. What time signature should this music have? (See answer below.) 

 

  

Licensed to Washburn Academy



Read & Play Music – Book 1 Lesson 17: Showing the Pattern 
 

 

 

Copyright © 2017 David Dempster. dempstermusic.com 
All rights reserved. 

Group User Licence 

19 

Answer: 

The time signature should be ‘4/4’. How do we know that?  

a. Ignore the first measure (which can sometimes be an incomplete pickup 
measure), and count the beats in any of the other measures. You’ll find 
there are 4 beats in each measure. So the top number is ‘4’. 

b. The bottom number is ‘4’, indicating that we are using the quarter note to 
represent the beat. (The bottom number will always be 4 for now. You’ll 
learn about different numbers in a later book of this course.) 

c. So the time signature is ‘4/4’.  

Here is the music complete with its time signature: 

 

2   Pickup measure? 

1. Does it have a pickup measure? 

Answer: 

No. There is no pickup measure, because measure 1 is a complete measure with 4 
beats. 
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3   Counting the first measure 

1. How would you count the first measure? 

Answer: 

The first measure is counted ‘1 2 3 4’ since it is a full measure. 

Exercise 2: 

Work out another time signature 

1   Time signature 

1. What time signature should this music have? 
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Answer: 

The time signature should be ‘3/4’: 

a. The top number is ‘3’ since every measure except the first measure has 3 
beats.  

b. The bottom number is ‘4’ since we are using the quarter note to represent 
the beat.  

c. So this music is in ‘3/4 time’. (Remember to say this as ‘three-four time’, 
not ‘three-quarter time’.) 

Here is the music complete with its time signature: 

 

2   Pickup measure? 

1. Does it have a pickup measure? 

Answer: 

Yes. The first measure is a pickup measure because it contains only 2 beats 
instead of 3. 
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3   Counting the first measure 

1. How would you count the first measure? 

Answer: 

Imagine one silent beat before the 2 beats in the pickup measure.  

Count ‘1’ for the silent beat, and ‘2 3’ for the 2 notes, like this: 
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Exercise 3: 

Work out one more time signature 

1   Time signature 

1. What time signature should this music have? 

 

Answer: 

The time signature should be ‘4/4’. Here is the music complete with its time 
signature: 

 

2   Pickup measure? 

1. Does it have a pickup measure? 
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Answer: 

Yes. The first measure is a pickup measure containing only one beat. 

3   Counting the first measure 

1. How would you count the first measure? 

Answer: 

Count ‘1 2 3’ for the 3 imagined silent beats, and ‘4’ for the first note. 

Tune 1: 

One more tune with timing only 

This is the last tune I’m going to have you play with timing only. The next tunes 
will be complete with both pitch and time. 

This one is the timing from an old Christmas carol. 
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Apply the Count-Point-PlayC practice method you learned in Lesson 15: 

1   Count aloud and point 

2   Count aloud and play C 

 

 

Good King Wenceslas (timing only) 

 

 

This tune is included in full, with both pitch and time, in the Book 1 Tunes at the 
end of Book 1. 
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Chat with David: 

Look what you’ve learned in Part 2 

Reminder: musicianship is the collection of knowledge and 
skills needed to be a fine musician. 

I expect you have a feeling of accomplishment, having 
worked through the lessons and seen your musicianship 
grow and grow. You’re making some serious progress in 
building your knowledge and skills. 

Part 1 (recap) 

Here are the knowledge and skills you learned earlier in Part 1 of this book: 

 Knowledge of frequency and pitch 

 Knowledge of the pitches (C, D, etc.) of the white keys on the piano 

 Knowledge of how pitches (C, D, etc.) are represented on a staff with 
treble clef 

 Skill in reading pitches from a staff with treble clef 

 Skill in playing pitches on the piano, playing white keys with your right 
hand 
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Part 2 (just completed) 

And here are the knowledge and skills you just acquired in Part 2: 

 Knowledge of beats and repeating patterns of beats 

 Knowledge of note and rest types 

 Knowledge of time signatures  

 Skill in creating a beat 

 Skill in reading timing 

 Skill in playing timing on the piano  

Impressive! Look how your musicianship is growing.   
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Orientation: 

Part 2 – DONE! 

Here’s a reminder of the 3 parts of Book 1:  

 
Roadmap for Book 1. 

Well done on completing Part 2. You learned to read time from printed music 
and play with accurate timing. 
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What’s next? 

In Part 3, we’re going to combine pitch and time to create music. This is where it 
all comes together. 

Part 3 is the last part of Book 1: Read and Play Simple Tunes. When you finish Part 
3, you will be able to read and play the tunes in the Book 1 Tunes at the end of Book 
1. 

And remember, all of the work you are doing to build your knowledge and 
skills is taking you nearer your goal of being able to play the music you 
want to play. 

The fun of playing music is your payback for all the good work you’re doing. 

You’re on a roll, so carry on with Part 3. The music will appear as you start to put 
pitch and time together.  

 
Click the green box above, 

or find Lesson 18 on your Book 1 Course Materials page at 

www.dempstermusic.com 

Licensed to Washburn Academy

https://dempstermusic.com/
https://dempstermusic.com/book-1-course-materials-group/

