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INTRODUCTION: WHY "OLD MACDONALD HAD A FARM" IS A PERFECT RECORDER
PIECE FOR BEGINNERS

Learning to play the recorder is a rite of passage for many young musicians, and few songs are as
universally recognized or as satisfying to master as "Old MacDonald Had a Farm." This timeless
nursery rhyme offers an ideal entry point for beginners because its melody is simple, repetitive, and
built on a limited range of notes. The Old Macdonald Had A Farm music notes for recorder
typically  use  just  four  or  five  pitches,  making  the  song accessible  even for  those  who have never
picked up the instrument before. More importantly, the tune's playful structure allows learners to
focus  on  breath  control,  finger  placement,  and  rhythm  without  feeling  overwhelmed  by  complex
intervals  or  fast  tempo  changes.
As a recorder teacher with years of experience working with beginners, I  have seen countless
students light up when they first play this song. The joy of producing a recognizable melody from a
simple plastic instrument is genuinely motivating. In this comprehensive guide, we will walk through
everything you need to know about playing "Old MacDonald Had a Farm" on the recorder, including
the exact notes, proper technique, common pitfalls, and creative ways to make the song your own.

UNDERSTANDING THE RECORDER: A BRIEF OVERVIEW FOR ABSOLUTE BEGINNERS

Before we dive into the Old Macdonald Had A Farm music notes for recorder, let us take a
moment to understand the instrument itself. The recorder is a woodwind instrument that dates back
to medieval  times,  though it  remains  popular  today in  educational  settings.  Its  simple design
features a mouthpiece, a bore, and eight finger holes (seven on the front and one on the back). The
soprano recorder is the most common type for beginners,  and it  is  the one we will  reference
throughout this article.
Holding the recorder correctly is crucial for producing clear notes. Your left hand should cover the
top three holes (thumb on the back, index, middle,  and ring fingers on the front),  while your right
hand  covers  the  bottom  four  holes.  Keep  your  fingers  curved  and  relaxed,  covering  the  holes
completely with the pads of your fingers. Any small gaps will cause air to escape, producing squeaks
or weak tones. With proper posture and gentle breath support, you will be ready to tackle the notes
needed for "Old MacDonald Had a Farm."

THE NOTES YOU NEED FOR "OLD MACDONALD HAD A FARM" ON RECORDER

The traditional version of this folk song uses only five notes: G, A, B, C, and D. For recorder players,

these correspond to the following fingerings:

G – Thumb on back hole, index finger on top front hole. All other holes open. This is often the
first note beginners learn.
A – Thumb on back hole, index and middle fingers on the top two front holes. The remaining
holes remain open.
B – Thumb on back hole, index, middle, and ring fingers on the top three front holes. This note
is slightly higher in pitch and requires steady breath support.
C – Thumb on back hole, all front holes covered except the thumb. The index finger may be
lifted slightly depending on your recorder model. The note C sits above B in pitch.
D – Thumb on back hole, index finger covering the second hole from the top, with the thumb
covering the back hole. This is the highest note in the melody.

If you are working from Old Macdonald Had A Farm music notes for recorder sheet music, you
will notice that the melody moves mostly stepwise, which means it progresses from one note to the
next without large leaps. This stepwise motion is one reason the song is so beginner-friendly. The
entire tune stays comfortably within the lower register of the soprano recorder, so you do not need
to worry about high notes that require more breath pressure or precise fingering.

STEP-BY-STEP GUIDE TO PLAYING THE MELODY

Let us break down the melody of "Old MacDonald Had a Farm" phrase by phrase. I will use letter
names  to  represent  the  notes,  and  I  will  indicate  the  rhythm with  simple  dashes  for  beats.
Remember that each dash represents one beat in a moderate tempo. The song is in 4/4 time,
meaning four beats per bar.

First Phrase: "Old MacDonald had a farm"
G - G - G - D - D - D - C - B - A - G
Start on G for "Old," then repeat G for "Mac," then G again for "Don." The next three notes are all D
for "had a farm," then descend through C, B, A, and finally back to G for the last syllable. This phrase
establishes the melody's pattern of rising and falling. Take a slow, steady breath before you begin,
and ensure each note is clear. Beginners often rush the rhythm here, so count out loud: 1-2-3-4 for
each bar.
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Second Phrase: "Ee-i-ee-i-o"
D - C - B - A - G - G - G
This is the famous refrain that everyone recognizes. The notes descend from D to G in a smooth
scale, then the final three Gs provide a rhythmic punch. Keep your fingers light and precise as you
move from D down to G. Many students find this phrase the most fun to play because it  is catchy
and easy to memorize. Practice it slowly at first, then gradually increase your speed as your fingers
grow more comfortable with the sequence.

Third Phrase: "And on his farm he had a
cow"
D - D - D - D - C - B - A - G
Notice  that  this  phrase is  almost  identical  to  the  first  one,  except  it  starts  on  D instead of  G.  The
repetition reinforces the melody while introducing a slight variation. The word "cow" lands on G,
matching  the  "farm"  note  from  the  first  line.  If  you  have  practiced  the  first  phrase  well,  this  one
should feel familiar. The Old Macdonald Had A farm music notes for recorder often repeat this
pattern to help learners internalize the melodic contour.

Fourth Phrase: "Ee-i-ee-i-o" (repeated)
D - C - B - A - G - G - G
This is an exact repeat of the second phrase. By this point, your fingers should be moving with more
confidence. The repetition is intentional, giving you multiple chances to refine your technique.

FULL NOTE SEQUENCE FOR THE ENTIRE SONG

Here is the complete melody written out in letter form, with each line representing one verse line.
You can use this as a quick reference while practicing:

G - G - G - D - D - D - C - B - A - G1.
D - C - B - A - G - G - G2.
D - D - D - D - C - B - A - G3.
D - C - B - A - G - G - G4.

That is the core melody. To extend the song, simply repeat these four lines while substituting
different animals. For instance, you might sing "he had a duck" in place of "he had a cow" and play
the same notes. The Old Macdonald Had A Farm music notes for recorder remain identical
regardless of which animal you choose, which is why the song is so adaptable.

TIPS FOR PLAYING THE RECORDER WITH GOOD TONE

Playing the correct notes is only half the battle. To sound truly musical, you must also focus on your
tone. Here are some expert tips that will help you produce a warm, clear sound:

Use gentle, steady breath. The recorder responds best to a consistent airflow. Imagine you
are blowing across the top of a bottle rather than into it. Too much force will cause sharp, shrill
tones; too little will produce weak, airy sounds.
Keep your fingers flat but relaxed. The pads of your fingers should cover the holes
completely, but do not press down hard. Tension in your hands will slow your finger
movements and cause fatigue.
Practice with a metronome. "Old MacDonald Had a Farm" should be played at a
comfortable walking tempo. A metronome set to 80 beats per minute is a good starting point.
Gradually increase the speed as you gain confidence.
Listen to recordings. Hearing how professional musicians interpret this simple melody can
inspire your own playing. Pay attention to phrasing, dynamics, and subtle timing variations.
Record yourself. This is one of the best ways to identify areas for improvement. You might
notice that you are rushing certain phrases or that your tone wavers at the ends of notes.

COMMON MISTAKES AND HOW TO AVOID THEM

Every  beginner  makes  mistakes  on  the  recorder,  and that  is  perfectly  normal.  The key  is  to
recognize these errors early and correct them before they become habits. Based on my experience
working with students learning the Old Macdonald Had A Farm music notes for recorder, here
are the most common issues and their solutions:

Problem 1: Squeaking or Squealing
Sounds
Squeaks  usually  occur  because  a  finger  is  not  covering  a  hole  completely,  or  because  you  are
blowing  too  hard.  Check  your  finger  placement  and  reduce  your  breath  pressure.  If  you  still  hear
squeaks, try playing each note individually to isolate the problem hole.

Problem 2: Missing Notes or Hesitation
If you pause between notes or skip over certain pitches, you may be unsure of the fingerings. Spend
five  minutes  each  day  practicing  the  scale  from G  up  to  D  and  back  down.  This  will  build  muscle
memory and eliminate hesitation.
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Problem 3: Uneven Rhythm
Many beginners rush through the repeated G notes at the end of each phrase. Count aloud as you
play: "1-and-2-and-3-and-4." Clap the rhythm before you play it on the recorder to internalize the
beat.

Problem 4: Holding the Recorder
Incorrectly
If your right elbow is flared out to the side or if you are leaning your head to one side, your posture
may be interfering with your playing. Sit up straight, keep your elbows slightly away from your body,
and bring the recorder to your mouth rather than bending your neck down.

CREATIVE VARIATIONS TO MAKE THE SONG YOUR OWN

Once you have mastered the basic melody, you can experiment with variations to develop your
musical creativity. Here are some ideas:

Change the dynamics. Play the first phrase softly (piano) and the second phrase loudly

(forte). This simple contrast adds emotional depth to a simple tune.
Add ornaments. Light trills or grace notes between the main notes can make the melody
sound more decorated and interesting. Try adding a quick upper neighbor note before the final
G in each phrase.
Play at different tempos. A very slow, gentle version sounds almost like a lullaby, while a
fast, bouncy version is great for a cheerful performance.
Accompany yourself. If you have a second recorder or a digital keyboard, you can record a
simple drone on the note G and play the melody over it. This gives you a sense of harmony
and ensemble playing.
Transpose to a different key. For a more advanced challenge, try playing the song starting
on a different note. For example, starting on C instead of G will require you to learn new
fingerings and hear the melody in a different tonal center.

THE EDUCATIONAL VALUE OF TEACHING THIS SONG TO CHILDREN

"Old MacDonald Had a Farm" is not just a fun tune; it is also a powerful educational tool. When
children learn the Old Macdonald Had A Farm music notes for recorder, they develop several
key skills simultaneously:

Fine motor coordination. Covering and uncovering the small holes on the recorder


