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Understanding the Ukulele
with the RSL Learning Platform
We’re always looking for an excuse to shake up the routine. Anything that will stop
us falling off that practice-train whilst keeping our skills in check is a winner in our
books, and that’s exactly what the RSL Learning Platform can do for you!
Yes, the time has come to let you know that
the RSL Learning Platform is now fully installed
with all Rockschool Ukulele grades. From
Debut to grade 8, you can use this online app
to practise your pieces, your scales and even
your sight reading!

To help you get started, we thought we’d share our top tips
when it comes to tackling the art of sight reading. We’ve
also reminded you of all the reasons you should practise
your scales regularly – we know how difficult it is to stay
motivated for that! You’ll also find a celebration of the top
10 tunes across our Ukulele grades, voted for by you. There’s
bound to be a song in there that you’ll love.

Get stuck in!
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Tackling Your
Sight Reading
Ukulele sight reading is a notoriously difficult nut to crack.
Coordinating your left hand with your right, making sure
your technique is spot on, and reading the music in front of
you all adds up to a potentially overwhelming experience.
Processing this information quickly and in a pressurised
exam situation may be daunting, but remember that sight
reading is a skill which can be worked on and improved. It’s
time we made friends with sight reading, and got those skills
up to scratch.
We’ve put together a step-by-step guide that you can use
every time you sit down to practise sight reading. It will give
you a focus for your practice and leave you calmer in the
exam so you can compose yourself and trot through the
sight reading section in a measured way.
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Step 1 – What’s that key?

Step 2 – Do I Know These Rhythms?

It may sound obvious, but as we all know,
sometimes even the glaring facts go out the
window in our sight-reading-panic. It’s really
important that the first thing we pay attention to
is our key signature. Knowing what sharps or flats
you’re dealing with is imperative to feeling more
secure in the piece you’re about to embark on.
You might even want to have a quick run through
of the scale to really get those accidentals under
your fingers.

At this point, you’ll want to have a quick glance
over the extract to assess what is happening
rhythmically. You might know most of the rhythms
presented to you, however, there may be a few
moments that you feel need a little more attention
- and that’s cool! Remember, you have 90 seconds
of practice time in the exam, which may not seem
like a lot, but it certainly allows plenty of time to
play through the bits you’re unsure of.

continued...

Tackling Your
Sight Reading
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Step 3 – Fingers!

Step 4 – Are There Any Patterns?

You could nail all the key signatures and rhythms
in the world, but it’s no good if you’re going to
be tripping over yourself from start to finish.
The least we can do is not get in our own way!
The simple solution to this is to make sure there
are no glaringly obvious technical challenges
when we first look at the extract. Which hand is
moving where? Are you strumming or picking?
Ask yourself some questions before diving into
the music.

The fourth and final step is to take note of any
patterns that you may recognise. Remember that
in practising for a grade exam you will have learnt
various scales, chords and arpeggios which will all
crop up in the music you play – whether that be your
sight reading test or just at home with your favourite
song book! If you can pick them out in your examextract, you’ll find it much easier to get through it.
We are wishing you the best of luck in your Ukulele
sight reading test!

the exam!
What exactly are we practising for?

BEFORE THE EXAM!

Whilst we’re practising our sight reading for hours on
end, it’s important to be familiar with the format in
which this will take place in the exam.

Read your grade book. This will tell you how many
bars of music you can expect to read, the tempo you
will be expected to play them at, and what keys you
might come up against. This will be specific to each
grade, so it’s important not to overlook!
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1.
2.
3.
4.

We don’t want you to have spent lots of time
practising, to then be shaken by other factors like the
timing, backing track or metronome.
So, here’s a quick breakdown of the exam and some
things for you to incorporate in your practice at
home:

DURING THE EXAM!

Learn more
about our exam
options here!

Examiner will place the sight reading test in front
of you.
You have 90 seconds to practise it.
Examiner will play the backing track, with a one
bar count in. This time is for you to practise with it!
Examiner will play the backing track, with a one
bar count in. This time for REAL!

You have a choice. You can decide whether or not to
play with or without a metronome!

4 Tips for Learning
and Memorising
Ukulele Chords
Here’s the truth: memorising ukulele chords is no walk
in the park. Sure, those handful of beginner chords are
easy, but if you really want to become a good ukulele
player, you have to learn more than those.

Learning new chords and making sure you don’t
forget them can be a real struggle, especially for those
of us who aren’t particularly skilled at memorising
things.

In this article I’ve listed some of the various ways
ukulele players can learn and master chords. You can
also do these when learning to play six-string guitar,
bass, and baritone ukulele chords.

This piece has been written for RSL Awards
by Rebecca Marlow on behalf of Know Your
Instrument.

Well, the good news is you can train yourself to store
information in your long-term memory rather than
your short-term memory. In addition, there isn’t just
one way to learn and memorise new ukulele chords.
Different techniques work for different people.

Ready? Get your ukulele, try these out, and see which
methods work for you.
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continued...

4 Tips for Learning and
Memorising Ukulele Chords
Play songs that include new chords

Take your time

One way to get a good feel of new chords is by playing
songs that have these chords in them, especially
your favourite tunes. The sound of the chords would
already be familiar to you, which is helpful if you’re
going to play them. It’s also a great way to learn to play
your favourites, so start with a song!

Memorising ukulele chords requires practice, so give
your brain and body enough time to absorb and store
the new sensory information. When making new chord
shapes for the first time, do it slowly. Once you’re sure
your fingers are in the right place, close your eyes and
try to feel the shape on the frets.
Open your eyes and form the chord shape again but
without looking at your fingers. You can take a peek
at the fingerboard markers to make sure you’re at

LEARN MORE
www.rslawards.com

the correct fret. Do this several times until you feel
confident you can form chords accurately. Next, try to
change between chords with your eyes closed, relying
on your ears and fingers.
When memorising chords it’s important to focus on
accuracy, not speed, so go slow. Take your time and
don’t rush.

continued...

Play chords that frequently
appear together
When learning new chords, practise changing from
one to the other. For best results, instead of picking
out random chords to learn, choose chords that
appear together frequently in songs and other musical
pieces. They will sound more familiar to you this way,
making it easier to remember chords and know how
they should sound.
Two common chord sets as seen in the Debut and
Grade 1 Rockschool books are C, G, Am, and F (set 1)
and D, Bm, Em and A (set 2). Practise changing to and
from the chords in each set and mix them up as you
progress.
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Give yourself a break
Even with all these techniques, you can only take in
so much information during one practice session. If
you try to absorb too much new information at once,
you may not be able to process everything, making
things counterproductive.
If it feels overwhelming to memorise five chords
in one sitting or if you just can’t seem to absorb
anything, take a break. Do something else - have a
snack, walk your dog, do yoga, chat with a friend anything that can take your mind off your ukulele
for a while. When you return, lessen the number
of chords to two or three, which should be more
manageable. Taking a break doesn’t sound like a
technique, but trust me, it works!

4 Tips for
Learning and
Memorising
Ukulele
Chords
Chord mastery is something that can’t be achieved in
a day. It requires plenty of focus and regular practice,
but with the help of the techniques above you can
learn and memorise chords more easily. Remember
to take things slow so that you can process and store
what you’re learning, and eventually everything will
come naturally to you as you play.

4 Reasons to
Practise Your
Scales
We all know that scales are an important part of our
ukulele practice, but sometimes we need that little
reminder as to why we spend so many hours with
our fingers going up and down those strings – we
promise there are many! So, without further ado, here
are our 4 top reasons to practise your scales (with
some little practice tips along the way).
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1. Keys!
It might be stating the obvious that scales help us to learn
our keys, but there is more to this than meets the eye.
We are learning these keys because this will mean that
we can identify patterns within our sight reading and our
performance pieces. If you can get the scales ingrained into
your hands and brain, you will find your general reading of
music improves greatly.

2. Muscle Memory
You can almost view scales as an exercise in getting to know
the ukulele. It’s incredibly important to develop muscle
memory so that we don’t need to be constantly looking at
our hands, freeing us up to look at the notes on the page
instead! It’s almost like we’re mapping out the uke, and by
doing so, we will feel more at home in everything we play.

Practice Tip!

Shake it up a little
.
Change the rhyt
hm,
articulation, and
even the dynam
ics of
your scales. This
will
keep practice mor
e
interesting, but
will
also benefit you
when
you come across
scale
fragments within
your pieces.

continued...

4 Reasons to
Practise Your
Scales
3. Timing and Rhythm

Practice Tip!

Use a metronome. You
can start off slowly
and build up the spee
d as you get more
comfortable with the
scale. Using the RSL
Learning Platform, yo
u can have the notes of
the scale in front of yo
u and use the inbuilt
metronome feature!
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Scales require maximum control in every way. They
are a precise exercise in rhythmic stability and
consistency, so by practising them daily, your sense of
timing and rhythm will be drastically improved.

4. Dexterity
Ideally, we want our hands to be agile and flexible
when playing the ukulele. We want to be able to dart
easily around the fretboard, smoothly perform fiddly
and tricky bits, and have a general sense of fluidity
without any discomfort. For all of these things, scales
are your friend! These skills will transfer noticeably
into your performance pieces too.

buy
now

Top 10 Ukulele
Tracks: Revealed!
Ever wondered which songs were the most popular with Rockschoolers around the
world? Well, we’ve done a bit of number crunching and found out which tunes are
your favourites. Behold: the top 10 most popular Rockschool Ukulele tracks!

e
You’ll find all of thes
multiple
pieces, along with
the RSL
backing tracks, on
Learning Platform!
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If you don’t see your favourite
on this list, we want to hear from
you! Head over to our socials
and let us know your top tune.

buy
now

10. Bohemian Rhapsody –
Queen

9. California Dreamin’ –
The Mamas & The Papas

Kicking off our much-coveted top 10
is Queen with their timeless classic
‘Bohemian Rhapsody’. This piece is a
grade 8 rollercoaster that requires an
incredible amount of skill to ensure
that you can do justice to the original
song. As you will know, there’s a lot
going on in this song. Different melody
lines and fast-paced rhythms abound
while dashing through a vast array
of keys and time signatures. This one
definitely requires some perseverance,
but imagine the home concert once
you’ve cracked it!

Sitting on our grade 3 syllabus, this
well-loved tune is a great one for
ukulele beginners looking to sink
their teeth into an arrangement that’s
a little meatier. The colourful chords
are a great backdrop to the lyrics that
convey the singer’s longing for the
warm climes of a Californian summer
in the midst of a bitterly cold New
York winter. Good thing we’ve got the
heating on at RSL HQ!

buy
now

8. Somewhere Over
The Rainbow - Israel
Kamakawiwo´ole.
It wouldn’t be a ukulele syllabus
without this classic track that’s been
immortalised by the legendary Israel
Kamakawiwo´ole. This brilliant tune fills
us with hope every time we listen to it,
and ranking at number 8 on our list, it
clearly resonates with you too! Plus, at
grade 1, the sheet music is easy enough
for beginners to get their fingers round
the fretboard and sounding confident.
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7. Shake It Off – Taylor Swift

6. I’m Yours – Jason Mraz

5. Havana – Camila Cabello

As far as we’re concerned, Tay-Tay rules
the roost when it comes to creating top
notch pop. This arrangement features
on our Debut syllabus, so there’s really
no excuse for not having a crack at one
of Ms. Swift’s most infectious tunes. It
debuted at number one and stayed in
the Billboard Hot 100 for 50 consecutive
weeks. Sure, that’s impressive, but we
think Taylor and her Swifites would be
more chuffed with a place on our Debut
Ukulele repertoire list.

This cheerful classic by happy-go-lucky
scamp Jason Mraz was a breakout hit
for the American singer-songwriter way
back when in 2009. The song became
an undisputed anthem, even earning
Mraz a Grammy nomination for Song of
the Year. Unfortunately, he lost out to
industry nice boys, Coldplay, but we’re
sure he’ll be consoled by a place on our
grade 1 syllabus.

Coming in at number 5 is our fresh
arrangement of Camila Cabello’s smash
hit, ‘Havana’. This grade 4 piece makes
clever use of syncopated rhythms to
evoke the scene of the Cuban city. The
salsa-inspired track ushered Camila to
superstardom on its release in 2017,
reaching the number one spot in
several countries including here in the
UK, making it a hugely popular choice
for you uke lovers!

buy
now

buy
now

buy
now
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4. Viva La Vida – Coldplay

3. Rolling In The Deep – Adele

2. Let Her Go – Passenger

1. Stand By Me – Ben E. King

Next up is another pop classic from
one of the biggest bands of the past
twenty years. A grade 3 piece that
requires dynamic light and shade
alongside some technical fingering
passages, this is one song that is a real
accomplishment to have mastered.
Practise makes perfect, so focus on slick
finger movement and you’ll be gliding
along the fretboard in no time!

Another song from our Debut book,
this Adele tune is a real treat to play.
Adele herself described it as a “dark
blues-y gospel disco tune”, and the
fact that it’s on the Debut syllabus
means it’s accessible to beginners and
advanced players alike. Rolling Stone
placed it at number 8 on their Top 100
Songs of the 21st Century, but Adele’s
popularity with Rockschool musicians
means she goes one better and takes
the bronze medal on this list!

The second most popular track on
our list is ‘Let Her Go’ by the English
singer-songwriter Passenger. Released
in July 2012, the song was a sleeper hit:
it initially attracted little fanfare but
garnered huge support in the following
months. It became very popular
on Dutch radio before eventually
becoming a massive global hit. Sitting
at grade 4, this arrangement beautifully
highlights the melancholic tone of the
song – it’s a real pleasure to play, so we
hope you’ll have fun with it.

Topping our list of most popular
Rockschool ukulele tracks is this anthem
by the one and only Ben E. King. With
such an iconic bassline in the assessed
part, combined with some wicked cool
chords to strum in the verse, it’s no
wonder this song is such a hit with you
budding rockstars. This song has been
covered more times than you can shake
a very large stick at, and now it’s time to
add your cover to the list by hitting up
this grade 1 banger. Go forth!
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