
IMPROVING PITCH: EAR TRAINING
AND HARMONY

Singing on pitch can be both an easy and a challenging skill to gain, depending on the 
student and the vocal circumstances. For instance, some students have problems hearing or 
reproducing pitch accurately, as they may be tone deaf. Other singers may experience 
unwanted pitch deviations only at pivotal registration points (the passaggi) due to their 
incorrect navigation of the ascending scale (referred to as ‘static laryngeal funtion’) – this is 
the most common reason for pitch errors that we encounter when giving lessons. 
Many singers find that simple, nearly predictable melodies are easy to sing pitch perfectly, but 
then they struggle with pitch once the melodies become more complicated or require larger 
intervallic leaps and thus greater technical proficiency. Still others have a fine ear for pitch, 
but are so self-conscious about singing in front of others that they doubt their abilities to sing 
on tune and worry that the tone of their voices will sound unpleasant to others, especially in 
the higher area of the range.
If a singer struggles with pitch in general, it is best to begin with developing his or her ear by 
starting out simple. Basic five-note, then one octave, major scales are a good place to start, 
as most people are familiar with and feel comfortable with the predictability of such patterns. 
If the singer can manage these scales successfully without deviating from the pitch, then he 
or she is not truly tone deaf, and developing an ear for pitch will be relatively easy. Eventually, 
arpeggios and more challenging melodies, as well as scales in minor keys or modes, for 
example, can be attempted. The student needs to learn to be able to recognise the presence 
of both discordant and harmonic sounds. It is often easiest to hear pitches on a 
piano/keyboard or an acoustic guitar.

If ‘pitchy-ness’ is a significant problem for the singer, that singer should not attempt to teach 
him or herself how to recognize correct pitch until after it has been confirmed that he or she 
can indeed hear the differences between pitch perfect notes and sour notes. If a vocal 
instructor is not available, a friend or family member who has a good ear for music can help 
the singer by verifying when pitch is correctly matched. If the singer can consistently tell when 
he or she strays from the desired pitch, the problem is likely more technical in nature, and is 
most easily remedied by some exercises that will improve how the singer navigates the scale.



We have one very young student who used to consistently go flat around B3 (the B 
immediately below middle C), and couldn’t sing any lower. Her pitch was perfect above this 
point. This note is not the lowest pitch that even a soprano can sing, so we knew that she 
should be able to sing a little lower in the scale yet. we soon learned that the problem was 
that she was not accessing her chest register at all, and was attempting to carry her head 
voice down as low as possible. Once she began to use her chest voice function, however, her 
problems with pitch at the bottom of her scale disappeared, and she gained another half 
octave in range.

When it comes to harmony, there are many different approaches to teaching and learning the 
skill. Harmonizing is a useful skill to have, particularly in contemporary genres, whether the 
singer is singing back-up vocals live or in the studio either for himself or herself or for another 
singer, or whether he or she likes to add some harmony lines even when singing lead in order 
to add some drama to the lead melody line. Of course, having an ear for harmony is also 
necessary in choral settings where the group is divided into four or more different voice parts.

Simple exercises in which a chord is played and the singer attempts to select one of the 
notes to sing (i.e., the third or the fifth note of the scale) may initially help to develop the ear 
to hear and come up with basic harmonies. The teacher should sing the melody note or line 
so that the student has a point of reference and can learn not to get thrown off pitch by 
hearing other notes of the scale being sung simultaneously.

We've noticed that there seems to be a link between singers who were regularly exposed to 
multi-part harmony early in life and their ability to harmonize easily as adults, although we 
have no published scientific research to back up this hypothesis, and this note should not be 
misconstrued as a prediction of one’s ability or inability to learn how to harmonize.

Many of our students sing in choral ensembles at church or school or in community choruses, 
and this provides a great opportunity for them to learn how to harmonize (if they are not 
singing the soprano part, which is generally the lead melody of the song). A group setting is 
pressure free, as no individual voice stands out from the group, and if an individual singer 
deviates from the harmony line or has difficulty finding it, there are other singers around him 
or her who can get that person back on track. Every one of our students who sings in a choir 
has claimed to have become much better at harmonizing with each season spent singing with 
their groups.

We also encourage our students wishing to learn to harmonize to begin listening to groups, 
such as barbershop quartets or southern Gospel vocal bands who rely very heavily upon 
multi-part harmonies for their sound and style. With these groups, harmonies are generally 
very easy to pick out and easy to follow. Early pop music from the 1950's and 1960's also 
made use of a lot of harmony. Even if these styles of music aren’t particularly appealing to a 
given student, they can still make a great educational and practice tool. Also, getting into the 
habit of singing harmonies to the songs on the radio or one’s CDs or I-pod instead of always 
gravitating toward the lead melody is a really good one to get into because, as with anything 
in life, we learn and improve most through practice and repetition.
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