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First, Take the Uke Quiz 
 

¶ If you score 16 or better in this 20-question quiz (without looking up the 

answers), you are fairly knowledgeable about uke music theory. You can use 

the Syllabus as a refresher, and perhaps pick up a few new things. 

¶ If the information asked in these questions simply doesnôt hold any interest, 
then this Syllabus is not for you.  

¶ If, however, you have a moderate to low score and you find the questions 

interesting, then you should benefit from the Syllabus. 

¶ Finally, if you donôt like quizzes, or find them intimidating, but want to learn 
basic music theory, then skip to the Preface. (And if Prefaces bore you, skip 

that and go right to the Table of Contents, page 9). 
 

1.  The notes of the F chord, as shown below on the fret board (reading left to right), are: 

 

a) G-C-F-A 
b) A-C-F-A 
c) G-C-F#-A 
d) G#-C-F-A 
 

2.  The notes of the G chord as shown below on the fret board (reading left to right), are: 

 

a) G-D-G-B 
b) G-D-F#-Bb 
c) G-D-G-Bb 
d) G-D#-G-Bb 
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3. The IV-V-I chord progression in the key of A is: 

a) A-D-G 
b) D-E-A 
c) D-F-A 
d) A-D-A 
 

4.  The fret board is standard-tuned to G-C-E-A. What note would be played by pressing 
the first red dot (closest to nut) and picking that string higher up the fret board? 

 

a) Ab 
b) G 
c) G# 
d) A 
 

5.  The notes played picking each string (starting with the G string) when the first fret is 
barred (shown by blue line) are: 

 

a) G ς C ς E ς A 
b) A ς D ς F ς A# 
c) G# - C# - F ς A# 
d) G# - D ς F - B 
 

6. The notes played picking each string above the 4th fret bar (blue line), starting with the G 
string), are: 

A  
E  
C  
G 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A  
E  
C  
G 
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a) B ς E ς G - C 
b) B ς E ς G# - C# 
c) C ς F ς A ς D  
d) A# - D# - G ς C 
 

7.  The notes on this piano keyboard represent which chord diagram? 

 

a)   b)    c)  d)  

 

8.  The notes on this piano keyboard represent which chord diagram? 
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a)   b)    c)  d)  

 

9. In playing a movable chord, what is the minimum number of strings that must be 
pressed? 

a) 1 
b) 2 
c) 3 
d) 4 
 
 

10.  Below is the G chord, played with fingers 1, 3, 2. You can go from here to the Em chord 
by using your fourth finger to press: 
 

 
  

a) G string, 1st fret 
b) C string, 3rd fret 
c) A string, 3rd fret 
d) C string, 4th fret 
 

11.  If you strum all the strings open in a standard tune ukulele (G-C-E-A), you will play 
which two chords? 
 
a) C6 and Am7 
b) CMaj7 and Am7 
c) A7 and C7 
d) A and CMaj7 
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12.  The calypso strumming pattern is: 

a)  

b)  

c)  

 

d) None of these, as the calypso strum is used in 3/4 time songs. 

 

13.  The following ukulele tablature is from the song Clementine. The notes of the first two 
measures are: 
 

 
a) F ς F ς F ς C ς A ς A 
b) G ς G ς G ς F ς A# ς A# 
c) F# ς F# ς F# ς C# ς A ς A 
d) E ς E ς E ς D ς A ς A 
 

 

 

 

 

A 
E 
C 
G 
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14.  Starting with the G string (leftmost in the diagram), what chord is played by tablature  
0-2-1-2? 

a)    b)    c)   d)  

 

15. Starting with the G string (leftmost in the diagram), what chord is played by tablature  
0-2-3-2? 

a)    b)   c)   d)  

 
The following 5 questions are True - False. 

16.  One F# immediately following the treble clef sign (as shown) signifies key of D.  
17.  The lowest note you can play on the uke turned to G-C-E-A, with a  

 re-entrant G string, is middle C. 
18.  The Hawaiian D7 chord does not contain the D note. 
19.  E7 can be substituted for E in the key of A 
20.  The I-IV-V chord progression in key of F is F-B-C. 

 
 
 

 

Answers at end of Preface 
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Preface 
The ukulele is not easy but is easier than most other instruments for an adult to learn 

ï compared, say, to the dulcimer, guitar, piano or any wind instrument. It also has 

advantages over three flute-like instruments adults are often drawn to as beginning 

instruments -- the recorder, the Native American flute, and the pennywhistle. Those wind 

instruments are not designed to play chords, just the melody line, so they are more 

limited than the uke, which can do both.   

 

For beginners, one of the best things about the ukulele is that most uke clubs are very 

welcoming. In a typical club session no one can hear you (except perhaps the person 

sitting next to you). If you joined any other instrument group ï playing flute, horn, guitar 

or dulcimer, for example ï with the same level of inexperience, you would be outed 

instantly. The uke is forgiving because it doesnôt carry far and in a jam session good 

players or singers usually provide the rhythm and melody. In many sessions where I have 

fumbled on chord changes or lost the strum pattern, no one has ever noticed (as far as I 

am aware).  

 

The downside of this easy acceptability is that most people who play in a uke group 

get by with just strumming along, so thereôs little incentive to learn about the makeup of 

individual chords, what notes are generated by the finger patterns, or why certain chords 

are played in some songs and not others. People just come to play and have fun. Which 

makes sense -- the club is not a classroom. 

 

Stilléfor the non-musician, the more you understand how the ukulele works, the 

better player you are likely to become. This idea is stated clearly by professional player 

Brett McQueen, creator of one of the top uke web sites, ukuleletricks.com: 

 

Why You Should Know This Stuff 
Brett McQueen 

Iôve said it before. You can get by without knowing a whole lot of theory, but theory helps 
you to articulate in your mind what youôre actually playing. Itôs a language that allows you 
as a musician and artist to communicate the things you want to communicate. 

 
This syllabus is by a novice who became interested in how the ukulele works, and 

now wants to teach other beginners. In that sense the Syllabus has a unique perspective. It 

helps that I know what we donôt know. Before playing the uke I had no musical 

knowledge and played no other instrument. I am far from what anyone would call a 

ñmusician.ò I am not a music teacher, but prefer to consider myself a ñmusic explainer.ò 

If you play the uke, and have any interest in how the instrument ñworksò to make music, 

you should find this syllabus helpful. It is also chock full of links to internet videos and 

other sources to enhance your understanding. 

 

To produce this syllabus I have freely used images from the internet. These images 

are copyrighted by the original creators. Thus this work cannot be used for any 

commercial purpose, and should be viewed as a free teaching aid. At the same time, 

anyone should feel free to use my text for their own purposes. 
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 To get the most out of this syllabus you should have a uke tuned to G-C-E-A, a tuner 

(shown below, attached to the ukeôs head), know at least a few basic chords, and have 

some experience playing in a group setting (even if only a few times).  

 

 
 

In each section are short quizzes to help you review the material. Look for the yellow 

headings QUIZ TIME. I strongly recommend you do each Quiz before proceeding to the 

next section. Answers are provided after Section 10. Also included are several appendices 

with additional material. Some of this material is truly beyond beginner level, but is 

included to show how much more there is to learn about this amazing instrument.   

 

Larry Martin 

drlarry437@gmail.com 

 

 

Answers to ñFirst , Take the Uke Quizò 

 
1. b 
2. a 
3. b 
4. d 
5. c 
6. b 
7. b 
8. d 
9. d 
10. d 
11. a 
12. b 
13. a 
14. d 
15. c 
16. False; it is key of G 
17. True 
18. True 
19. True 
20. False; it is F-Bb-C 

mailto:drlarry437@gmail.com
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SECTION 1: NOTES OF THE UKULELE  

The best way to understand your uke and the notes it can play is by reference to the piano 

keyboard. Throughout this syllabus I show sections of the keyboard as they relate to the 

uke. You will get the most out of the syllabus if you can experiment on a keyboard ï any 

keyboard. If you have ready access to a keyboard or piano, great. If not, I recommend 

going online for a free piano simulator, at http://virtualpiano.net/. (If you prefer some 

other simulated online keyboard, thatôs fine.)   

 

 
 

When you press a note on this simulated keyboard using your mouse or trackpad pointer, 

the name of the note shows at top, as in this figure from the simulator web site. The 

numbers you see when each key is pressed only refer to the keys of this particular 

simulator; the notes of the ukulele tuned to G-C-E-A would be G-32, C-25, E-29 and A-

34. 

 

Musical Scales 

All music is based on musical scales, the easiest and most common of which is the C 

major scale. The C major scale is played on the piano with just the white keys, as shown 

below. The C scale is C-D-E-F-G-A-B. To these 7 notes of the scale is usually included a 

repeat of the first note, which is then number 8.  

 

 

 
 

 

C25   E29  G32 A34 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://virtualpiano.net/
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You can form a scale starting with any note of the keyboard. There are specific patterns 

to these scales. Some are major scales (one pattern), some are minor scales (another 

pattern). How the scales are formed is not important for our purposes. You just need to 

know that each scale has a different arrangement of notes, in a specific order. Of the 

major scales, only C major uses just the white keys on the piano. The other major scales 

use one or more black keys.  

 

Note that each black key is labeled with both a sharp (#) and a flat (b). What to call a 

specific black key (sharp or flat) depends on the scale youôre in, and is not important for 

ukulele players. Thus you can call the black key between C and D a C# or a Db; doesnôt 

matter. (If you are composing music it does matter.)  

 

To repeat, the C major scale (including a repeat of the C) is: 

C - D - E - F - G - A ï B - C 
 

Between the eight keys of the C major scale are five more keys, all black keys. Here they 

are labeled as sharps. These black keys are NOT part of the C major scale.  

C - C# - D - D# - E - F - F# - G - G# - A- A# - B - C 
 

Iôll show one more scale, the G major scale, and then get to the ukulele. The G major 

scale includes one sharp, the F#. Here are the 8 notes of the G major scale, including a 

repeat of the G.  

G - A - B - C - D - E - F# - G 
 

 

 
 

 

Notes on the ukulele 
Itôs easy to visualize the notes on the keyboard, where the sharps and flats are all black 

keys. If you go to your keyboard and alternate playing the white and black notes, you can 

appreciate the differences in the way they sound.  
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The notes you ñseeò on the piano are also on your uke fret board; they are just not as 

obvious. To visualize the notes on the fret board letôs first look at the four strings of the 

ukulele and relate them to the piano keyboard.  

 

 

 
 

Middle C is the lowest note you can play with the standard-tuned uke, which is G-C-E-A. 

In terms of pitch, going from lowest to highest, the notes are C-E-G-A. However, in 

terms of order of strings, we call the tuning G-C-E-A. Picking these four strings in 

succession (G-C-E-A) will give the tune noted in practically every uke book as ñMy Dog 

Has Fleas.ò 

 

Where is middle C on the piano? The thick green arrow shows middle C, which is the 

lowest note you can play on the uke, with standard G-C-E-A tuning. The highest note 

will depend on the size of your uke, but generally it is two octaves up from middle C, 

shown by the thin green arrow. 
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It is obvious that the uke has a much narrower range than the piano, or most other 

instruments for that matter. Still, it can play a large amount of popular music. 

 

Half Steps and Whole Steps 

A very important concept in understanding your uke is the difference between half 

steps and whole steps. A half step is simply the distance or ñintervalò between two 

adjacent keys on the piano. Here again is the C major scale. 

 

 

 
 

 

The interval between C and C# is a half step, because those are two adjacent keys; 

there is no key between them. Similarly, between C# and D is a half step, and so forth. 

 

Note that there are no black keys between E and F, and between B and C. Thus the 

interval between E and F is a half step, as is the interval between B and C. It follows, of 

course, that the interval between C and D is two half steps or one whole step, as is the 

interval between D and E, between E and F#, etc.  Here are the half steps and whole steps 

between middle C and the next C, easily appreciated by reference to the keyboard.  

 

Half Steps   Whole Steps 

C-C#   C-D  

C#-D   C#-D# 

D-D#   D-E 

D#-E   D#-F 

E-F   E-F# 

F-F#   F-G 

F#-G   F#-G# 

G-G#   G-A 

G#-A   G#-A# 

A-A#   A-B 

A#-B   A#-C 

B-C   B-C# 
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The ukulele is also made up of half steps and whole steps. The distance between 

any two adjacent frets is a half step. Two half steps equal a whole step. 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

Now we have the information to take a closer look at the uke fret board. If you 

ñpluckò any of the open strings, without pressing down on any fret, you will play the note 

of that string, i.e., G, C, E or A. When you press a fret (and here ñfretò means the space 

between the vertical strips, not the strips themselves), you will get a different note; 

between two successive frets you will get a half step higher (if you are going up the 

fretboard, toward the sound hole).  Thus, pressing the first fret of A string gives A#; 2nd 

fret of A string give a B; third fret of A string gives a C; etc.  

 

 
 

If itôs not clear why these notes are played by pressing these frets, go back to the piano 

keyboard; you will see that there is a half step difference between A and A#, between A# 

and B, and between B and C. 

 

 

A  
E  
C  
G 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1st  2nd  3rd   4th  
Fret  Fret  Fret   Fret  

 
 
 
 
 
 

A  
E  
C  
G 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A#  B   C  
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If we rotate the fret board to the right, and label all the first five frets, we get this 

important diagram. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Using your tuner, do the following: 

Press 1st fret of A string. What note do you get when you pick the A string? A# 

Press 2nd fret of E string. What note do you get when you pick the E string? F#  

Press 3rd fret of C string. What note do you get when you pick the C string? D# 

Press 4th fret of G string. What note do you get when you pick the G string? B 

Etc. 

 

Practice this up and down the first five frets of your ukulele. Check each note with your 

tuner. Remember, between any two adjacent frets is a half step. Skip a fret on any given 

string and the two notes are a whole step apart. If you play the notes on the piano or piano 

simulator you will better appreciate the difference in sound between half steps and whole 

steps; then see if you can appreciate the difference on your uke.  

 

QUIZ TIME ï SECTION 1 ïNotes of the Ukulele 

1) How many steps are there between F and G?  

2) How many steps are there between B and D?  

3) What note do you get when you press the 4th fret of the C string, and pluck the C 

string?  

4) What note do you get when you press the 5th fret of the G string and pluck the G 

string?  

5) How many complete octaves can a standard-tuned ukulele play?  

1st Fret  

 

2nd Fret  

 

3rd  Fret  

 

4th  Fret  

 

5th  Fret  
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SECTION 2: MUSICAL KEYS AND CHORD PROGRESSIONS 

Every piece of music is in some ñkey.ò Most popular and folk songs are in one of the  

following keys: C, D, F, G, and A. Each of these keys is based on the same-named scale of notes. 

Thus the key of C includes all the chords derived from that C major scale. The key of D includes 

all the chords derived from D major scale, etc. (When there is no qualifier of the key, such as 

ñmajorò or ñminorò, it is assumed to be the major key.) Many songs are written ï and can be 

played ï in more than one key. For example, ñClementineò is commonly played in either key of 

C or key of F. Thus, depending on the music at hand, it might be played with chords derived 

from the C major scale or with chords derived from the F major scale. 

 

Since each musical key has specific chords, it follows that the key determines which chords are  

played in the song. If the singer announces the song will be sung in C, you donôt want to play the 

chords that go with the key of G; it wonôt sound right. The key of C plays the natural F note; the 

key of G plays F#. Big difference. So everyone should be playing and singing in the same key 

for any particular song.  

 

There are several ways to note the ñkeyò of a song. On most song sheets used in jam sessions, 

the key should be evident in one of two ways.  

 

1) It is printed at the beginning of the song, as is shown here for the opening stanzas of City 

of New Orleans: ñKey C.ò Couldnôt be any clearer than that.  

2) The key is denoted by the first and last chords. In this song the first chord is C, as  

is the last chord of the entire song. When they are different, the rule is that the last chord 

determines the likely key.  
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Chords from the C Major Scale and Chord Progressions 

A chord is simply three or more notes played together. Music in the key of C will use 

chords from the C major scale, which is C-D-E-F-G-A-B-C. Here is the C major scale on 

the keyboard.   

  

 

 

 

You can form a 3-note chord starting with any of the notes of this scale. (The formula 

for determining these 3-note chords is discussed in Appendix B.) 

 

While there are seven possible 3-note chords in this scale, three are of the utmost 

importance: the 1st, 4th and 5th chords. In the C major scale, these are the C Major, F 

Major and G Major chords. (These 3 chords are called either the ñ1-4-5ò or the ñI-IV-V 

chordsò; most sources use I-IV-V to refer to these 3 chords.) 
 

C chord is C-E-G ï the ñ1ò (or I) chord 

F chord is F-A-C ï the ñ4ò (or IV) chord 

G chord is G-B-D ï the ñ5ò (or V) chord 

 

 
 C       E      G                   F       A       C                        G       B      D 
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Before we get to these three chords on the uke I want to again show notes obtained on 

the first five frets (this was introduced in Section 1). Pressing the G string 1st fret and 

plucking that string will give G#; pressing C string 1st fret and plucking that string will 

give C#; pressing A string 3rd fret and plucking that string will give C; etc. I highly 

recommend you become familiar with the notes on the first five frets.  

 

 
 

 

Standard chord diagrams are shown with this vertical configuration, omitting the 

labeling of individual notes over the frets. Here are the I-IV-V chords of the C major 

scale as they are played on the uke fret board. When finger notation is shown, as it is 

here, 1 is the index finger, 2 is the middle finger, 3 is the ring finger and 4 is the pinkie. 

Below the chords Iôve also placed the note played by each string when you strum the 

chord 

                    
        G  C  E  C          A  C   F  A         G  D  G  B 

 

 

PLAY THESE CHORDS! Then, with your tuner, pick each note individually, to see 

what the notes are.  

 

  

1st Fret  

 

2nd Fret  

 

3rd  Fret  

 

4th  Fret  

 

5th  Fret  
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Chord Progressions 

When these three chords are played in a piece of music they form what is called a 

ñchord progression.ò Most popular music is based on the I-IV-V (1-4-5) chord 

progression. Why? Because this progression is most pleasing to the brain. That 

explanation may sound simplistic, but think about it this way. Song writers didnôt decide 

out of the blue that I-IV-V was the best progression. Itôs the other way around. When 1-

IV-V sounded better than most other progressions, it began to appear in more and more 

songs. Itôs not at all intuitive; itôs trial and error. I-IV-V is more pleasing than other chord 

progressions, so is used more often.  

 

If you know the I-IV-V chord progression for each of the common keys, you know 

enough to strum chords for thousands of songs.  

 

The I-IV -V Chord Progression for Key of C 

Here is the 1-IV-V chord progression for the key of C. 

 

Musical Key  I-IV-V Chords 

C   C = C-E-G 

F = F-A-C 

G = G-B-D 

 

 

The C chord (or I chord in this scale) is played with the ring finger (#3) on the A 

string, third fret, as shown in the chord diagram.  

 

 
  G-C-E-C        

 

When you strum you will thus play the open strings to get G, C and E, but the A 

string will not play A; it will play C. Check this out with your tuner. Thus, when you 

strum all four strings you are playing G-C-E-C: the C chord. 

 

***  
 
Before we get to F and G chords, do you notice the difference between a uke chord and a 

piano chord with the same notes? On a real piano or keyboard you can play the notes of a chord 
simultaneously, using three fingers. Or, you can play them one at a time, what is commonly called 
a ñbroken chordò: C followed by E and then G. In the ukulele, when you strum you can only hit 
one string at a time, no matter how fast your fingers.  
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Piano: 
C-E-G played simultaneously 
or 
C-E-G played one note at a time, in succession (broken chord) 
 
Uke: 
C-E-G played one note at a time, in quick succession by strumming (broken chord) 
 
Thus all uke chords are, in a sense, broken chords. Still, the C-E-G of the uke is the same as 

the C-E-G of the piano, and you should frequently refer to the keyboard to understand these 
chords. The piano is by far the best instrument to visualize the chords youôll be playing on the uke 
(or on any other instrument, such as the guitar).  

 

***  

 

Now we come to the F chord in this I-IV-V chord progression for the key of C.  

 

 
     A-C-F-A       

 

 

It is fingered as shown above in the chord diagram. When you strum you will play the 

open strings C and A. The G string is pressed at the second fret to give an A, and the E 

string is pressed at the first fret to give an F. Pluck these strings with your tuner in place 

to confirm the notes. Thus, when you strum you are playing A-C-F-A: the F chord. 

 

The G chord is played as shown.  

 

 
   G-D-G-B 
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When you strum you will play the open string G. The C string is pressed at the 2nd 

fret to give a D. The E string is pressed at the third fret to give a G. The A string is 

pressed at the 2nd fret to give a B. Thus, when you strum you are playing G-D-G-B: the G 

chord. Pluck these strings with your tuner in place to confirm these notes. 

  

 The I-IV -V Chord Progression for Key of G 

You can do this exercise with each of the other popular musical keys: D, F, G, and A. 

Letôs look at the key of G, which seems to be the 2nd most popular key, after C. Here is 

the G major scale on the piano keyboard. Unlike C major, it has one sharp: F#. 

 

 

 
 

 

Here are the 1-IV-V chords for the G Major scale. 

 

Musical Key  I-IV-V Chords 

G   G = G-B-D 

C = C-E-G 

D = D-F#-A 

 

                      
 

 

The G chord and C chord are exactly the same as the G and C chords in C major 

(described above). However, instead of the F chord we now have a D chord.  
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The D chord is played as shown.  

 

 

 
       A-D-F#-A 

 

 

The only open string is the A string. The G, C, and E strings are all pressed at the 2nd 

fret. Thus when you strum the G string, you are playing an A. When you strum the C 

string you are playing a D. And when you strum the E string you are playing an F#. 

Check these out with your tuner. The result: A-D-F#-A: The D chord. 

 

Substituting V7 for V in Chord Progressions. 

When you see chord progressions in uke books and in printed music, you are apt to 

find a ñV7ò chord substituting for the V chord. So called ñseventh chordsò are very 

common in popular music, e.g., G7, C7, D7. Each of these ñV7ò chords is very close to 

the corresponding V chord in a I-IV-V chord progression, and is often preferred over the 

V chord. (This is an example of chord substitution, which will be brought up again in a 

later section.) Below are chords for the C major scale from Ukulele Hunt, showing G7 

instead of G.  

 
C Major Chords (chords in the key of C) 

 

    I              IV       V 
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A 7th chord adds a fourth note to the basic 3-note triad. Below is G7 on the piano 

keyboard, along with the G and G7 chords shown in uke chord diagrams. The G7 adds a 

fourth note, F, to the standard 3-note G chord of G-B-D. 

 

 

G7 Chord 

 
 

 

            
     G   D    G    B                  G    D    F    B 

 

The difference between G and G7 is that the latter includes an F note. Otherwise, G7 

and G share the G-D-B notes.   

 

 

F Major Chords (chords in the key of F) 

Below are chords for the F major scale from Ukulele Hunt, showing C7 instead of C.  

 

    I              IV        V 

 

 

 

 

Below is C7 on the piano keyboard, along with the C and C7 chords shown in uke 

chord diagrams. The C7 adds a fourth note, Bb, to the standard 3-note C chord of C-E-G. 
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C7 Chord  

 
 

 

                                          
                G   C    E    C                   G    C     E   Bb                
  

 

The difference between C and C7 is that the latter includes a Bb note. Otherwise, C7 

and C share the G, C and E notes.  

 

                      
                 G   D    G     B                 G    D    F    B 

 

 

QUIZ TIME ï SECTION 2 ï Keys and Chord Progressions 

1) What extra note does C7 chord have compared to C chord?  

2) What extra note does G7 chord have compared to the G chord?  

3) What does the open string play on the G chord?  

4) What do the open strings play on the F chord?  

5) What is the I-IV-V chord progression for the key of F?  
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Below are chords for all five common major scales: C, D, F, G and A, along with 

suggested fingering. From http://www.dummies.com/how-to/content/ukulele-for-

dummies-cheat-sheet-uk-edition.html. Note that the 2nd, 3rd and 6th chords are minor 

chords. An explanation of how these chords are derived for the C major scale is in 

Appendix B. The important aspect is to focus on the I, IV, V progression for each scale. 

If you learn these basic I, IV, V chords you can strum thousands of songs.  

 

    I           IV     V 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

http://www.dummies.com/how-to/content/ukulele-for-dummies-cheat-sheet-uk-edition.html
http://www.dummies.com/how-to/content/ukulele-for-dummies-cheat-sheet-uk-edition.html
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SECTION 3: THE UKE FRET BOARD  

Donôt Proceed Without It 
The four chords shown above (C-D-F-G) are known to just about all beginning uke 

players, because they are so common. However, many players donôt know the notes on 

the fretboard. If you want to go further in your understanding you need to know the notes 

on the fretboard. Or, at least, know how to figure them out. To be blunt, you wonôt 

understand your uke the way you should unless you know the fretboard. Here it is, 

diagram courtesy of Underground Ukulele: 
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How does this work? The ñnutò of the uke is at the very top, just above the first fret. 

The 16th fret is at the bottom (one you we will probably never play). If you place your 

finger to cover any letter in the location shown and press on the string, then pluck that 

string, you will get the note shown. Thus if you press the E string at the first fret, and 

pluck the E string, you will get an F. If you press the A string at the third fret, and pluck 

that string, you will get a C; etc. (Note: this fretboard figure uses #ôs but could also have 

used bôs to indicate the same notes; thus G# could be labeled Ab; C# could be labeled Db; 

etc. See Appendix C for the fret board diagram with sharps labeled as flats.) 

 

I recommend you memorize the notes for the first three frets at least, then learn how 

to figure out all the others. Itôs really easy. Each successive fret is one piano key higher 

(including all the black keys). This is the same as saying one half-step higher. Letôs go 

back to the C major scale on the piano. 

 

 
 

Confirm each of the following statements by reviewing both the C major piano scale 

and the fretboard diagram, then with your tuner. 

 
C to C# is one half step. You get C# (or Db) when you press the 1st fret of C string. 

C# to D is one half step. You get D when you press the 2nd fret of C string. 

D to D# is one half step. You get D# (or Eb) when you press the 3rd fret of C string. 

D# to E is one half step. You get E when you press the 4th fret of C string. 

E to F is one half step. You get F when you press the 5th fret of C string. 

 

Whoa! Why not E to E#? If you look at the piano, youôll see there are no black keys 

between E and F, and between B and C. The reason is beyond this syllabus, but is a fact 

you should memorize. Think BE. After B and after E there is no black key. The next key 

after B and E is not a sharp or flat; it is C after B, and F after E.  

 

Thus, when you have a B on the fretboard, the next note up on the same string will be 

C, which is one-half step higher than B. 

 

When you have an E on the fretboard, the next note up on the same string will be F, 

which is one-half step higher than E. 
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This type of exercise can be replicated on any string. Here are the first five notes of 

the A string. Confirm these statements with the above diagram (piano keyboard and the 

uke fretboard), and with your tuner. 

 
A to A# is one half step. You get A# (or Bb) when you press the 1st fret of A string. 

A# to B is one half step. You get B when you press the 2nd fret of A string. 

B to C is one half step. You get C when you press the 3rd fret of A string. 

C to C# is one half step. You get C# (or Db) when you press the 4th fret of A string. 

C# to D is one half step. You get D when you press the 5th fret of A string. 

 

Do this exercise for each of the strings, and check the results with your tuner. That 

way youôll become familiar with the first five frets, where most songs are played 

(certainly by beginners).  

 

After you feel comfortable with the first five frets, practice playing the C Major scale 

on your uke: C-D-E-F-G-A-B-C. A glance at the fretboard shows many ways of doing 

this. The simplest method is to use a combination of open strings and fretted strings to 

play the notes. The figure below is similar to the fretboard diagram from Ukulele 

Underground, but is horizontal instead of vertical, and only goes to 12 frets instead of 15.  

Only notes in the C Major scale are labeled (from 

http://www.ezfolk.com/uke/Tutorials/major-scales/major-scales.html).  

 

    
 

Playing the C Major Scale on Your Fret Board 

C ï open C string  

D ï 2nd fret, C string 

E ï open E string 

F ï 1st fret, E string 

G ï 3rd fret, E string 

A ï open A string 

B ï 2nd fret, A string 

C (one octave higher than middle C) ï 3rd fret, A string 

 

***  

 

 

 

 

http://www.ezfolk.com/uke/Tutorials/major-scales/major-scales.html
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Letôs look again at the I-IV-V chords of the C Major scale: C, F and G. 

 

Musical Key  I-IV-V Chords 

C   C = C-E-G 

F = F-A-C 

G = G-B-D 

 

 
 

Below are the first 5 frets of the fretboard, to correspond to the chord diagrams above.  

 

 
 

Now it should be easy to see how these chords are created by the finger patterns.  

 

¶ Strumming the C chord will give G (open string), C (open string), E (open 

string), and C (A string, third fret pressed): G-C-E-C = C chord. 

¶ Strumming the F chord will give A (G string, 2nd fret pressed), C (open 

string), F (E string, 1st fret pressed), and A (open string): A-C-F-A = F chord. 

¶ Strumming the G chord will give G (open string), D (C string, 2nd fret 

pressed), G (E string, 3rd fret pressed), and B (A string, 2nd fret pressed):  

G-D-G-B = G chord. 

 

QUIZ TIME ï SECTION 3 ï The Uke Fret Board 

1) Pressing the C string at the 4th fret will give what note?  

2) How many strings in the F chord play the F note?  

3) Considering just the first 12 frets, how many ways are there to play the C note on 

the ukulele?  

4) Considering just the first 12 frets, how many ways are there to play an F note?  

5)  What is the V chord of the C major scale?  
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SECTION 4: COMMON CHORDS AND CHORD 

SUBSTITUTION S 

Chord Substitution 

The next chart, from Ukulele Hunt, shows the 20 most played uke chords in all the 

songs listed on their web site. I recommend you learn as many as you can. Some may be 

too difficult to play initially (particularly E and Bm), but again, there are substitutions 

you can use.  

 

 
 

Theoretically there are hundreds of possible chords, when you include the same chord 

played several different ways. The following web site has a look up program for over 700 

chords. http://www.ukuleletricks.com/ukulele-chords/. Itôs fun to scroll through them. 

Just look at the different ways there are to play C major. Despite this plethora of uke 

chords, if you learn the above 20, with perhaps a few more added in, you will be able to 

play virtually any song you come across. Appendix D shows a table of recommended 

chords from 6 different web sites. 

 

***  

 

In the key examples discussed so far, C and G, Iôve shown the I-IV-V chord 

progressions. Turns out that each chord in the progression can be substituted by one or 

more other chords. The reason is their similarity: the substitutions usually sound just as 

good as the original chords. And an added bonus is that they are often easier to play.   

 

Below is a table of some common keys used for uke songs, the basic I-IV-V chord 

progression for each, and chords that can be substituted. In several instances the 

substitute chord is more popular than the basic chord of the I-IV-V progression. (This is 

by no means a complete list of chords that can substitute.) 

http://www.ukuleletricks.com/ukulele-chords/
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Musical Key  I-IV-V Chords  Chords that can substitute 
C   C = C-E-G  CM7, C7 

F = F-A-C  F7 

G = G-B-D  G7 

 

 D   D = D-F#-A  D7 

    G = G-B-D  G7 

    A = A-C#-E  Am, A7 

 

 F   F = F-A-C  F7 

    A = A-C#-E  Am, A7 

    C = C-E-G  CM7, C7 

 

G   G = G-B-D  G7  

C = C-E-G  CM7, C7 

D = D-F#-A  D7 

 

 A   A = A-C#-E   Am, A7 

    D = D-F#-A  D7 

    E = G-B-D  E7 

 

You may note that two of the chord substitutions are not among the twenty most 

popular: CM7 and F7. However, these two are easy to form. CM7 (or Cmaj7) is simply 

the 2nd finger on the 2nd fret of the A string. F7 is the same as F, with the addition of the 

middle finger on the third fret of the C string. 
 

 

 
 

QUIZ TIME ï SECTION 4 ï Chord Substitution 

1) Substituting F7 for F gives what notes for the chord?  

2) To go from F to Am, what string would you un-fret?  

3) List the chords in the substitution column that require only a single finger for 

fretting.  

4) To go from G to Em without lifting any fingers, what would you press?  

5) Which of the 20 most common chords have all four strings fretted?   
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SECTION 5: LEAD AND SONG SHEETS, AND CHORDS 

 
Actual Songs, and How They are Printed 

In uke club sessions, the music played will show up in one of two ways (by ñshow 

up,ò I mean it will either be in a song book on paper, in a downloaded computer program 

on an iPad or computer, or projected on the wall for all to see).  

 

1) Standard musical notation shows the actual notes, measures, etc. (A measure, or 

bar, is the section between two vertical lines). The chords appear above the 

measures. This is called a ñlead sheet.ò  Standard musical notation for uke shows 

the treble clef, the key signature, and the time signature ï everything the musician 

needs to play the piece. This version of Clementine is an example of standard 

musical notation. 

 

 
 

The  indicates the treble clef. In a piano, the treble clef shows the notes for the 

right hand. (Notes for the left hand are written on the bass clef). The key here is F, 

because there is one Bb in the key signature, shown as a b on the third line of the 

treble clef. These lines, from bottom to top, are E G B D F, often memorized as 

ñEvery Good Boy Deserves Fudge.ò So b on the third line means all Bôs are 

flatted, and that this is the key of F. The fact that the piece begins and ends with 

the F chord also signifies it is in the key of F. The  after the b is the time 

signature, and means there are three beats per measure, with each quarter note 

getting one beat.  

 

You donôt have to read music to play uke using standard musical notation. You 

just change chords on the words, as shown; you can ignore all the notes.  

 

One advantage of standard musical notation is that it puts all players óon the same 

pageô. The other way music is commonly displayed, so called song sheets, are not 

standardized, and are often modified to meet the needs of the group. Sometimes 
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they are modified more than once, so that different players have the song in 

different keys! This is less likely to happen with standard musical notation. Some 

groups use the popular Beloff Daily Ukulele books, which together have over 700 

uke songs in standard musical notation (i.e., as lead sheets). With standard books, 

everyone is literally on the same page. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2) When the melody line is shown with letters for the chords displayed above, the 

term used is ñlead sheet.ò  Clementine music shown on the previous page is thus 

shown as a lead sheet. When only the lyrics and letters for chords are shown, the 

term used is ñsong sheetò; see song sheet for Clementine, below. Song sheets are 

not standardized, and in fact are often modified to suit the needs of each particular 

group. Most uke groups I have attended (about 10 different ones, and counting) 

have favored song sheets, because they are less intimidating than lead sheets, and 

because singers and experienced players can modify them to suit their own special 

talents. In this section of a Clementine song sheet, the chords are shown before 

the words (further down I will show song sheets with chords over the words).  
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Chord Progressions in both types of song sheets 

Letôs look at a few songs and their chord progressions, using both standard musical 

notation and song sheets. Shown below once again is Clementine in the key of F, using 

standard musical notation (a lead sheet). Only two of the chords in the I-IV-V 

progression are in this example, F and C7.  

 

¶ I-IV-V Chord progression for Key of F: F-A-C 

¶ Chords in this version of Clementine: F and C7. 

 

 

Here is Clementine in the key of C, using a song sheet. 

¶ I-IV-V Chord progression for Key of C: C-F-G 

¶ Chords in this version of Clementine: C and G7. 
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And here is Clementine in the key of D, again with just two of the chords from the 

typical 3-chord progression. 

¶ I-IV-V Chord progression for D: D-G-A 

¶ Chords in this version of Clementine: D and A7. 
 

 

 

As you can see, simple songs can use only two of the three chords in a I-IV-V chord 

progression. Now letôs look at some songs with all three chords of a I-IV-V chord 

progression. 
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Here is a song sheet for Five Foot Two, showing words and chords only. It is in the 

key of C.  

¶ I-IV-V Chord progression for C: C-F-G 

¶ Chords in this version of Five Foot Two: C, E7, A7, D7, G7 
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Here is This Land in the key of G. 

¶ I-IV-V Chord progression for G: G-C-D 

¶ Chords in this version of This Land: G, C, D7 

 
 
 
G      C           G 

This land is your land this land is my land  

     D7          G 

From California to the New York I sland  

         C             G 

From the Redwood Forests to the Gulf Stream waters  

D7               G 

This land was made for you and me  

 

     C           G 

As I was walking that ribbon of highway  

   D7         G 

I saw above me an endless skyway  

   C         G 

I saw below me a Golden Valley  

D7               G 

This land was made for you and me  

 

Repeat #1  

 

       C            G 

I roamed and rambled and followed my footsteps  

           D7          G 

Through the sparkling sands of her diamond deserts  

    C           G 

And all around me a voice was sounding  

D7               G 

This land was made for you and me  

 
 

QUIZ TIME ï SECTION 5 ï Song Sheets and Chords 

1) What is the I-IV-V chord progression for key of D?  

2) What is the I-IV-V chord progression for key of G?  

3) True or False: In standard music notation, a new chord starts on each measure.  

4) If all you have is a song sheet (words and chords), how can you tell what key 

a piece of music is in?  

5)  In standard sheet music, what does  mean on the treble clef?  
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SECTION 6: CHORD VEXATION AND MOV ABLE CHORDS 

 
Changing chords, while keeping the rhythm, bedevils all beginning uke players. Apart from 

insufficient practice, there are two main reasons for this situation: 1) Physical limitation and 2) 

Uncommon Chords. 

 

Physical Limitation 

One and two fret chords are easy for everyone, such as  

 

 

 
 

and  

 

 
 

Three-fret chords (meaning chords where fingers have to press strings in 3 different locations) 

are more difficult, but if the fingers are close together, itôs not a big problem. On the 20 most 

popular chords 9 are 3-fret; of the 5 most popular, two are 3-fret, the G and the D.    

            
 

 

Four-fret chords ï meaning the strings are pressed in four different places - are generally more 

difficult, especially when they call for using one finger on two or more frets ï so called barre 

chords. Barre chords are very difficult for some people. 
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Four-fret chords are special because they are closed chords. In closed chords, all the strings are 

fretted, i.e., there are no open strings. They are also called ómovable chordsô, because you can 

move them up or down the fret board to get a different chord. Thus, once you master the 

fingering for one of these 4-fret closed chords, you have mastered the fingering for others as 

well. The most common four-fret chord is Bb. 

 

 
 

 

To play Bb you either bar the first two strings with the first finger (as shown here), or you could 

use the first and second fingers for the A and E strings, first fret; then you would use finger 3 for 

the 2nd fret at C string, and finger 4 for the 3rd fret at G string.  

 

For most beginners, learning this chord well enough to play in a song is difficult initially.  

However, this chord shape is IMPORTANT BECAUSE IT IS MOVABLE; YOU CAN USE IT 

TO PLAY OTHER CHORDS.  

 

Once you get this chord shape down, you can move it up the fret board one-half step to play the 

B chord.  

 

     B 

 
 

Move the fingers another half step up and you have C chord.  
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Another half step with this same fingering, you get C#, and so on. This same shape at the 7th fret 

will play E, which may be easier for some people than the more common way of playing E, 

which is a stretch and bedevils most beginners, as shown here.  

 

 
 

Below is a photo of an expert playing E. He is barring the G, C and E of the fourth fret, and 

pressing the A string at the second fret. Most beginners canôt do that! They either end up 

pressing the A string at the fourth fret with their barre finger, or cannot make the stretch at all. 

 

 
 

 

Now if you are in the key of A, you can substitute E7 for E.  

 

 
 

However, in other keys E7 wonôt sound good as a substitute for E. In that case, if youôre adept at 

the Bb fingering, you could move that fingering to the 7th fret and play the E note. 

 

 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiTqbGQw8rMAhWE7R4KHYmUA_EQjRwIBw&url=http://www.ukulele-chords.com/E&psig=AFQjCNHxNSX4PtIwTmXT5jjR0XnoYtsi_Q&ust=1462798480924474
https://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://ukulelehunt.com/wp-content/uploads/2009/04/picture-129.jpg&imgrefurl=http://ukulelehunt.com/2009/04/22/e-chord-ukulele/&docid=n5QJ4DOoj1ErjM&tbnid=xxDZSOVw93gNUM:&w=320&h=240&bih=852&biw=1125&ved=0ahUKEwiWj-OPw8rMAhWD1h4KHXnkClsQMwg_KA8wDw&iact=mrc&uact=8
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When physically challenging chords appear, it is best to play a reasonable alternative, or simply 

skip over them.  

 

Uncommon chords 

There are well over a thousand possible chords for the uke. Very experienced players may know 

a hundred or more. The beginner is happy to learn a dozen or so. Single page chord charts carried 

by many players can appear very intimidating. Letôs say you know G and G7, two of the 20 most 

popular chords listed by Ukulele Hunt. But look whatôs shown on this one chord chart for the 

letter G: G, G7, Gbm, Gbm7, etc., etc., all the way to G9. Eighteen ñGò chords alone! Do you 

have to learn those too? Of course not, and probably very few uke players know even half of 

them.  

 

.  

 

In every uke session youôre likely to encounter chords youôve never played. Here is the song 

sheet for Iôm Gonna Sit Right Down and Write Myself a Letter, in the Key of G.  
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You could know all the common chords, consider yourself a pretty good player, and still be 

unfamiliar with Gmaj7, B7, G6 and Edim. Or, you might actually know them, but not so well 

that you can make the quick chord transition. This happens all the time ï uncommon chords crop 

up. All you should do is either keep playing the previous chord, or play something similar to the 

ones listed (e.g., G for Gmaj7 and G6). No one knows all the chords, and this is not a big deal in 

practice.  

 

QUIZ TIME ï SECTION 6 ï Chord Vexation and Movable Chords 

1) What is a movable chord? 

2) E7 can be substituted for E in what key? 

3) Bb chord fingering played at the 3rd fret would give what chord?  

4) To play E using the chord shape for Bb, what fret you move the fingering to? 

5) When finger presses two or more strings at the same time, it is called what? 

 

  
































































































































































































