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By bringing in different counts, different numbers, to music lessons you 
can broaden students horizons, and even represent music from a far more 
global standing. ALer all, why should the way you learnt to count in music 
be the way you teach it?  Should you ditch that familiar four? 

In my chat with Harkiret he suggests when teaching tabla (a tradi.onal 
Indian classical instrument) he begins with four and builds from there. He 
says that his next stop is coun.ng three’s within four.   

So perhaps there’s no need to throw away fours just yet. Maybe, four can 
be a launchpad for other forms of coun.ng to be introduced. Good news 
for those, like me, who have the number four etched into their very being. 

Harkiret’s  fantas.cally simple but effec.ve exercise is a great introduc.on 
to threes and can be achieved as a clapping game or in any instrumental 
line up. We need one student (or sec.on of the class) coun.ng four and 
another sec.on coun.ng three within each beat of four. 

Its worth no'ng the rhythms grids are for your guidance, I’m by no means sugges'ng 
(and nor is Harkiret) you teach using any visual prompts at all. 

Of course we can go further and move completely away from fours and 
dabble in coun.ng fives, or perhaps sevens. There’s lots of ways to do this 
but my favourite is best achieved by thinking outside of the box slightly, 
again inspired by Harkiret. 
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Free yourself from the bar lines 

This ar.cle isn’t going to be dragged into a debate about teaching 
nota.on, but I’m going to say with confidence that in order to reach more 
students, to cater for more neurodiversi.es and musical heritages then 
stepping away from the bar lines and the concepts of tradi.onal nota.on 
will really help. It will certainly help you to digest the following ideas. 

The first idea I want to share with you is how to work with sevens, and the 
following principal can then apply to all manner of counts. This was again 
inspired by Harkiret and further then explored with my friend Ruben 
Monteiro an Afghan Rubab player for an ‘AVan’ we worked on together 
which you can listen to here to get a helpful taste of seven in ac.on..… 
hVps://youtu.be/RZS4_KRQtQQ 

To many of us coun.ng or playing a piece of music in seven is slightly 
terrifying. However it’s a number that again appears across a host of 
musical cultures and by breaking down the coun.ng, freeing yourself 
from the bar line, it becomes accessible to all.  

To do this, firstly appreciate that ‘one’ should be accented. Simply clap or 
tap the rhythm aVacking ‘one’ slightly harder. Once students are 
comfortable move away from coun.ng and simply ‘feel’ the very dis.nct 
phrase. 

Once you are happy with that and are ‘feeling’ the phrase and able to 
forget the count, then you can try sevens version 2.0. A count Harkiret 
taught me several years ago that has become an absolute obsession, it’s 
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the beauty of simplicity in ac.on. We simply count as before but then 
reverse the count. 

You can then apply this almost ‘reduc.ve’ way of coun.ng to any kind of 
count or measure. Five, six, nine, ten. Its a great way to make numbers 
into a phrase. 

We can then take this a step further and borrow from the minimalist 
composers and even serialist composers and start to build fantas.cally 
long phrases. This is great to do with older students and I find is best 
achieved by approaching things without thought and essen.ally choose 
numbers at random. Simply put together strings of numbers and accent 
the one. For example four, six, three, two, two, two, one, one.  

My experience of working with the Indian Classical Tihai has a similar feel 
too. Essen.ally a rhythmic phrase that is out of what you might call the 
meter, I suppose. It requires a par.cular approach. Not feeling the pulse 
in the same way, but instead feeling a rhythmic phrase, a kind of different 
perspec.ve for me.  

Sevens version 2.0
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Samba

1 E + A 2 E + A 3 E + A 4 E + A
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