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A SCALE is a collection of pitches that 
follows a set pattern of ascending or 
descending intervals. A major scale, 
for example, may start on any note, as 
long as the subsequent notes follow the 
appropriate pattern of whole steps and 
half steps. The same is true of minor 
scales—but with a different pattern of 
steps, of course. 

Since there are so many major and mi-
nor scales, all with differing pitches, 
it can be useful to refer to the steps of 
the scale by numbers rather than notes. 
These numbers are called “scale de-
grees” and are assigned in ascending 
order, beginning with the lowest pitch 
as 1. You may also hear scale degrees 
referred to by more technical names, as 
shown below. (Scale degree 7 has two 
names, depending on whether you are 
in major or minor.)

A note’s scale degree gives you an idea 
of how the note will function in a piece 
of music written in the scale’s key. Mu-
sic is all about creation and release of 
tension—so the function of a scale de-
gree has to do with the amount of ten-
sion it creates and where it “wants” to 
move next in order to resolve the ten-
sion. The most important functions to 
understand are those of scale degree 1 

(tonic), scale degree 5 (dominant) and 
scale degree 7 (leading tone or subton-
ic, depending on whether you are in 
major or minor, respectively).

THE TONIC is the tonal center of a key; 
it is like home base, where all harmonic 
tension is released. You will notice that 
nearly every piece of music ends on the 
tonic, or a chord built on the tonic. 

THE DOMINANT is the second most 
important scale degree in establishing 

the key in your ear. It is harmonically 
strong, so it often has the effect of cre-
ating an uplifting mood. The dominant 
is further strengthened by moving to 
the tonic—but of course, just because it 
wants to move there doesn’t mean it al-
ways does. Often, a songwriter or com-
poser will continue to draw out tension 
in order to make the final resolution 
more meaningful. 

SCALE DEGREE 7—the leading tone 
or subtonic—creates more tension than 
any other. In a major key, 7 is called 
the leading tone because it so strong-
ly wants to lead up the half step to the 
tonic. In a minor key, it wants to drop 
down a half step to 6. Unlike the dom-
inant, this scale degree and the chords 
built on it are harmonically weak, and 
sound somewhat unstable.

While these three scale degrees have 
the most firmly defined functions, the 
rest have unique roles and qualities, too. 
Scale degrees 2 and 6 gravitate toward 
and strengthen the dominant; the har-
monically weak 3 gravitates toward 4 or 
6; and 4 often leads to the tonic, espe-
cially for the purpose of creating a gentle 
resolution rather than a strong one.
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