Basic Chord Theory
What’s a chord?
A chord is three or more notes played at the same time. Chords provide the harmony (a combination of sounds pleasing to the ear) that supports the melody (a combination of single tones related to one another that make up a phrase or idea) of a song.
In sheet music chords are indicated by chord symbols, written above the musical staff. A chord symbol is simply an abbreviation for the name of that chord. For example, the symbol for an A minor chord would be Am.

So what’s the Major Scale got to do with chords?

The notes of a chord can be determined by assigning a numeric formula to the major scale. Each chord type has its own specific formula. 

But first you’ll need the formula for the major scale (yeah, there’s a formula for that too!). Whatever note you start with will give your scale it’s name.
Major Scale Formula: Whole-Whole-Half-Whole-Whole-Whole-Half
The wholes mean go a whole step, or two frets on your guitar and the halves mean go a half step, or one fret on your guitar.

Here’s the E major scale for an example:

E              F#              G#              A              B              C#              D#               E
     Whole              Whole                Half                Whole           Whole              Whole                Half
Let’s talk about degrees for a moment.

 Basically your starting note is called the 1st degree, so in this example E is your 1st degree. Then just count up, one by one. F# is the 2nd degree, G# is the 3rd degree, A is the 4th degree, B is the 5th degree, and so on.

Chord Building 101

To build a major chord use the formula 1- 3 - 5. That means take the first, third and fifth degree of the major scale and those notes will make a major chord. 

Minor chords are built with the formula 1 - b3- 5. This means the first, flat third and fifth degree of the major scale form a minor chord.
Putting it all together
Let’s say you want to figure out what notes make up the Am chord. First you figure out your A major scale (all chords are built from the major scale), using the W-W-H-W-W-W-H formula.

A               B               C#               D               E               F#               G#             A            
      Whole              Whole                Half                Whole               Whole                Whole                Half

- Now to make a minor chord we know that we need to plug in the 1 – b3 – 5 formula. 

1st degree = A

2nd degree = B

3rd degree = C#

4th degree = D

5th degree = E

6th degree = F#

7th degree = G#

8th degree = A

- The first degree is A. To get a flattened third degree we take the third degree and move it down the fretboard one fret, so C# becomes C. The fifth degree is E.

-The Am chord is made up of the notes A, C and E.
Now it’s your turn
1. Using the A major scale above, figure out what notes make the A major chord (remember to use the major chord formula).

A major =   _____        _____        _____

2. Now using the major scale formula figure out what notes make up the C major scale (remember to start with C).

C major scale =  ____     ____     ____     ____     ____     ____     ____     ____

3. OK, so what notes make up the Cm chord?

C minor =   _____      _____      _____
