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Chord Stackers™ 

by Bradley Sowash 
 

A little background 
Chords are the backbone of my curriculum because students 
who are “chord fluent” learn literature quicker, improve 
memorization, and are more willing to improvise. Since 
manipulating objects is known to help students understand 
hard-to-grasp concepts, I wanted a way for them to construct 
chords by stacking physical items representing pitches. My 
first thought was to write note names on the playing pieces 
for Connect Four game. However, being round, they turned 

every which way in the columns making them hard to read.  

My next idea was to build a frame similar to Connect Four 
but with square pieces that would stay upright. As the 
picture demonstrates, it was a complete disaster. Too 
much glue, too many clamps, and too delicate of wood 
strips sent me back to the drawing board. 

For my third attempt, I thought 
about how to convert the game of 
Scrabble into a teaching tool. This 
also failed due to not enough note 
names (there are only two Fs), 
distracting scoring numbers on the tiles, and disconnected racks 
that didn’t work well together as a unit. 

The solution was to make my own Chord 
Stacker boards and tiles (you can see the first 
prototype in the R&D picture above). But how 
to print on the tiles? I tried stickers, wood 
burning, and hand drawing the letters but all 
looked messy. In the end, I settled on rubber 
stamps. I like the rustic yet readable look they 
provide. One small drawback is that no one 
seems to manufacture rubber stamps sharp or 
flat signs (though a hashtag is close). I get 
around this by writing those symbols by hand 
which I think adds to the handmade appeal. 

So thanks for purchasing my idea. I hope it helps you teach chords better and that your 
students enjoy learning essential music theory concepts with their hands as mine do. 

© 2016 Bradley Sowash Music 
Copies permitted for studio use only.

Connect Four

Research and development

Scrabble



�2
Teaching with Chord Stackers 

I. Horizontal Skips 
Introduce chords by “skipping” horizontally across a scale. 

!  

!  

C, E, G = C chord        D, F, A = Dmin chord 

Visual Analogies 

!            !  
       picket fence                      railroad track    

Practice horizontal skips with a Chord Stacker 

1. Ask your students to setup one or major scales for a given key by placing tiles on the 
board. For natural minor scales, simply rearrange the tiles. To setup harmonic or 
melodic minor scales reverse the 6th and 7th scale degrees (F, G in this example) to 
reveal accidentals (F#, G#) on the other side. 

  C Major          A melodic minor 

!     !  
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2. Next, ask students to remove every other tile to leave particular chords you request in 
place. 

II. Vertical Chord Stacks 
Point out that chords are written vertically on the staff as one third stacked on another. 

!  
Visual Analogies  

!            !  
        Ladder                   Staircase 

Pencil Practice 
To help students understand the rows and columns on a Chord Stacker, start by writing 
chord tones as “stacked thirds” in a given key on a on a piece of paper. Use the extra 
table at the end of this manual or make your own. 
1. Working from the bottom up, write the scale degree pitches in the Scale/Roots row. 
2. Stack the 3rd and 5th onto each root leaving the 7th row blank for now. 
3. Write the chord symbol for each triad above and the Roman numeral below 
Options: Add a bottom row for Roman numerals and/or a top row for 7th chords. 

Chord Symbol C Dm Em F G Am B°
5th G A B C D E F
3rd E F G A B C D

Scale/Roots C D E F G A B
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Practice stacking thirds with a Chord Stacker 
1. Choose a key and scale (C major, A natural, harmonic, or melodic minor). 
2. Ask students to place tiles for that scale in the Scale/Roots row.   

!   
3. Next, ask students to stack tiles in thirds to create diatonic triads.  
 Tip: Make sure your students work vertically from the bottom up (root, 3rd, 5th) 

rather than horizontally placing tiles in scales. 

!     !  

4. The last step is to place the appropriate chord symbols in the top row. 

!     !  
When the chord stacks and chord symbols are complete, point out that chord qualities 
are the same in all keys. For example, in major keys, I chords are always major, ii 
chords are always minor,   V chords are major and so on… 
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More advanced ideas about teaching with Chord Stackers 

Seventh Chords 
Follow the steps above but stack an extra third on top to replace the chord symbols. 

!      
Practice inversions 
Rearrange tiles to construct inverted chords. 

    !                  !  

!     !  
Chord Extensions 
To construct 9ths, 11ths or 13ths, turn the board sideways and stack on more thirds. 

!  

Here, the C chord is in root position 
and the F and G chords are inverted.

Root position Dm7 and CMaj7 
surround an inverted G7.
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Spell non-traditional chords 
Construct contemporary chords such as C6, F(add2), F/G, or G7sus4. 

!  
Group Lessons 
Use any of these activities in a group lesson challenge to see who can complete their 
Chord Stacker assignment first. 

Change Keys 
Repeat activities in different keys (additional tile sets for common keys are available at 
bradleysowash.com). 

How do you use Chord Stackers? Send me an email via bradleysowash.com or 
message me on Facebook to share your ideas. 

Blank tables 
Hare are extra tables for further pencil practice. 

Until next time, enjoy your creative music making journey, 

!  
Bradley Sowash
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