DECODE THE DOWNBEAT

How to Read
Time Signatures

UNDERSTANDING METER AT A GLANCE
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"The time signature tells you how to count before you play a single note."
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BASICS

What the Two Numbers Mean

The top number tells you how many beats are in each measure. The bottom number tells you which note

value gets one beat (4 = quarter note, 8 = eighth note, 2 = half note).

4
4

COMMON TIME

4 beats per measure, quarter note gets the beat. The most
common time signature in music.

2
4

MARCH TIME

2 beats per measure, quarter note gets the beat. Common
in marches and polkas.

3
8

COMPOUND SIMPLE

3 beats per measure, eighth note gets the beat — a fast
one-per-measure feel.

3
4

WALTZ TIME

3 beats per measure, quarter note gets the beat. Think of a
waltz: ONE-two-three.

6
8

COMPOUND DUPLE

6 beats per measure, eighth note gets the beat, felt in two
big groups of three.

2
2

CUT TIME

2 beats per measure, half note gets the beat — often felt as
afast4/4.

Tip: Clap or tap the beat while counting out loud — feeling the meter in your body makes reading it on the page much
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Once you can feel the meter, reading it becomes second nature.
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