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This is a sample chapter from Section 1: Grade 1 Course and Exercises 

3. ACCIDENTALS 

In music theory, the term "accidentals" is used to describe some notes which have been slightly 

altered. Accidentals are the symbols which are placed before the note on the stave - they can be 

"sharps", "flats" or "naturals". 

In this unit we'll have a look at what accidentals are exactly and how they are used in music theory. 

  

THE OCTAVE 

To begin, let’s look at a piano keyboard again. 

 

How many different notes are there between two Cs (don’t count the C’s twice)?  

If we count all the black and white notes, we’ll find there are 12 different notes. (Don’t count the C 

twice!) This span of notes is called an "octave". 

This isn’t only true for the piano – every instrument uses the same series of notes. 

 

SHARPS AND FLATS 

So, we have 12 different notes, but we only use 7 letters of the alphabet. We use the words “sharp” 

(=higher) and “flat” (=lower) with a letter name, to cover all those “in-between” notes. Sharps and 

flats are two kinds of "accidentals". We can use symbols for accidentals, instead of the words sharp 

and flat. 

 Sharp symbol  Flat symbol 

Find the notes C and D on the keyboard (they are both white notes). 

In between them, you’ll see a black note. 

We can say that this note is a bit higher than C, so it is “C sharp” (C#), or we can say it is a bit lower 

than D, so it is also “D flat” (Db). 

 

NATURALS 

The third type of accidental we are going to look at is called the "natural". 

We use the word “natural” (or the symbol ) to say that a note is neither sharp nor flat. This is very 

useful, because sometimes when a note has already been altered by an accidental (flat or sharp), we 

need to put a natural sign in to tell the player that it isn't flat or sharp any more.  

Flats, sharps and naturals make up the main accidentals, and they are the only accidentals you need 

to know for grade one music theory. 



 

© Victoria Williams – www.mymusictheory.com 

Grade 1 Music Theory Course & Exercises 

4 

 

QUESTIONS ON ACCIDENTALS 

In the Grade 1 music theory exam, you are sometimes asked to identify the higher or lower note of a 

pair. The notes will be in the same position on the staff, but have different accidentals next to them. 

Remember that flats are low and sharps are high, while naturals are in the middle. 

Which of these two notes is lower? 

The first note is G natural, and the second note is G flat. Flats are lower, so the 

second note is lower.  

 

Which of these two notes is lower? 

The first note is G natural, and the second note is G sharp. Sharps are higher, so 

the first note is lower.  

  

BAR LINES AND ACCIDENTALS 

When an accidental has been written, all the other notes which are the same pitch, (or position on 

the staff), are also affected by the accidental, but only until a bar line is drawn. 

Here’s an example: 

 

Note 1 is natural, because we haven’t put any 

accidentals. 

Note 2 is flattened by the flat symbol. 

Note 3 is also flattened by the symbol from 

number 2, because it's in the same bar. 

Note 4 is natural, because the bar line cancels 

the effect of the flat. 

Note 5 is flattened by the accidental symbol. 

Note 6 is naturalised by the bar line. 

  

Notes of the same letter name, but which occupy different positions on the staff, are not affected by 

each other’s accidentals. 

Note 3 is a G natural. The flat on number 2 doesn’t affect it, because it’s 

not the same pitch – it’s an octave higher. 
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3. ACCIDENTALS EXERCISES 

1. Give the letter names of these notes. Use the correct symbol for sharps and flats. 

 

 

2. Complete the sentence. “Accidentals affect all subsequent notes written on the same line/space 

until a ___________________ is drawn.” 

 

3. Give the letter name of the notes marked with a star. Include the  or  sign when needed.  

 

 

 

4. Circle all the F sharps in this melody. 

 

5. Circle the higher or lower note, as indicated. 
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3. ACCIDENTALS ANSWERS 

 

1. 

 

 

2. Bar line. 

 

3.  

 

 

4. 

 

5. 
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This is a sample test from Section 3: Thirty Grade One Tests 

REVISION TEST THREE 

Look at the following extract from a traditional song, and answer the questions below. 

  

1. What value (e.g. minim/half note) are (a) the longest and (b) the shortest notes? (2 points) 

2. Explain the Italian term Moderato in English. (2 points) 

3. Write out bar 5, beaming the notes together correctly. (2 points) 

 

4. Write a pause (fermata) above the final note. (1 point) 

5. Write the Italian terms for “moderately soft” under the 1st beat of bar 1, and “loud” under the last 

beat of bar 4. (2 points) 

6. Write out the scale of D major ascending, in the bass clef, in semibreves (whole notes), without 

using a key signature but adding any necessary sharps and flats. The first note is given. (4 points) 

 

7. Complete bars 4 and 6 with appropriate rests in the places marked *. (2 points) 

8. Add two notes above the given note to make the tonic triad in D major. Do not use a key 

signature, but add any necessary sharps or flats. (2 points). 

  

9. Give the number (e.g. 2nd, 3rd) of the melodic intervals marked A and B. (2 points) 

10. What is the 7th degree of the scale of D major? (1 point) 

/20 
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REVISION TEST THREE – ANSWERS 

 

1. The longest note is a semibreve (whole note), and the shortest note is a semiquaver (sixteenth 

note). 

2. Moderato means “at a moderate speed/pace/tempo”. 

3. Make sure that the first A quaver (eighth note) is not beamed. 

  

4.  

5.  

6. 

 

 

7.  

 

 

8.  

 

9a. Octave;    9b. 2nd. 

10. C# 

  

 


