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Terms and Symbols Used on the AP Music Theory Exam

David Lockart

The terms and symbols in the list below may appear in the directions or questions on 
the AP Music Theory Exam, as well as in course instructional materials. As such, the 
list will be an invaluable guide in the development of an AP Music Theory course, but 
it is not intended to limit course content—some teachers may choose to include topics 
not shown here.

It is important to note that the list does not include extremely basic musical 
vocabulary, even though such widely used terms may be used on the exam—for 
example, “quarter note” is not listed. Nor is every term of equal importance—for 
example, “strophic” and “rubato” may not appear on every exam, but “melody,” 
“phrase,” and “texture” certainly will.

Definitions and illustrations of the terms and concepts listed here can be found 
in music theory textbooks and standard reference works, such as The New Harvard 
Dictionary of Music.

Form

Symbols

Lowercase letters indicate musical phrases or subsections: for example,  a b  indicates 
a contrasting period;  a b a  indicates a phrase, contrasting phrase, and return to 
the original phrase. A prime (as in  a a' ) denotes a phrase and a varied restatement. 
Capital letters are used to indicate larger sections of compositions.  

Terms

Cadence
Cadential extension
Coda
Codetta
Contour
Countermelody
Elision (phrase elision)
Fragment (fragmented motive)
Introduction 
Jazz and pop terms
 bridge
 chorus
 song form (AABA)
 turnaround
 twelve-bar blues

Melodic procedures
 augmentation
 conjunct
 diminution
 disjunct
 extended version, phrase extension
 fragmentation
 internal expansion
 inversion, melodic inversion
 literal repetition
 motivic transformation
 octave displacement
 retrograde
 rhythmic transformation
 sequence
 sequential repetition
 shortened version
 transposition 
 truncation

© 2008 The College Board. All rights reserved. Visit the College Board on the Web: www.collegeboard.com. 

12  © 2008 The College Board. All rights reserved. Visit the College Board on the Web: www.collegeboard.com.

Motive
Period
 antecedent
 consequent
 contrasting period
 double period
 parallel period
Phrase group
Refrain
Small forms
 binary
 rounded binary
 ternary

Solo, soli
Stanza
Strophic
Theme
 thematic transformation
Through-composed
Tutti
Variation
Verse

Harmony

Symbols

Roman and Arabic numerals
 Capital Roman numerals denote major triads.
 Lowercase Roman numerals denote minor triads.
 A capital Roman numeral with a “ + ” indicates an augmented triad.
 A lowercase Roman numeral with a “  ” indicates a diminished triad.

Arabic numerals or figured-bass symbols denote intervals above the bass and 
hence indirectly indicate chord inversion. Arabic numerals may indicate voice 
leading and/or nonharmonic tones.

Triads
  indicates a first inversion triad

 6
4 indicates a second inversion triad

Seventh Chords
 7 indicates a root-position seventh chord

 7 indicates a diminished (fully-diminished) seventh chord

 7 indicates a half-diminished seventh chord

  indicates first inversion

  indicates second inversion

  indicates third inversion

Other figures
 8–7 indicates melodic movement from an octave to a seventh above the bass.
 9–8, 7–6, 4–3 indicate a suspension and melodic resolution.

An accidental before an Arabic numeral indicates alteration of the interval 
involved.
A figure with a slash (e.g.,  ) or a plus (e.g., 4+) indicates that the note 
creating the interval in question is raised a half step.


