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Old MacDonald Had a Farm: Music Notes for Recorder

For many music teachers, parents, and young learners, the timeless nursery rhyme “Old MacDonald Had a Farm” is

one of the first songs introduced on the recorder. Its simple melody, repetitive structure, and familiar animal sounds

make it an ideal vehicle for teaching rhythm, pitch accuracy, and expressive phrasing. In this comprehensive guide,

we’ll explore the background of the song, the fundamentals of recorder playing, and a step �by �step method to read

and perform the music notes for recorder. Whether you’re a beginner just picking up a recorder or an educator

looking for fresh material to enrich your curriculum, this article provides everything you need to bring

“Old /MacDonald” to life on the recorder.

Why “Old /MacDonald” Is a Staple of Recorder Instruction

The recorder is often the first wind instrument students encounter because it is inexpensive, lightweight, and offers

a straightforward fingering system. The song “Old MacDonald” is especially suitable for this instrument for several

reasons:

•  Melodic Simplicity – The tune consists of only a handful of notes that repeat in a predictable pattern, allowing 

learners to focus on tone production and breath control without being overwhelmed by complex passages.

•  Rhythmic Clarity – The song’s rhythm is based on quarter notes and eighth notes, providing a solid foundation 

for developing rhythmic precision.

•  Reinforcement Through Repetition – Each verse introduces a new animal and its corresponding sound. The 

repeated use of the same musical phrase reinforces muscle memory and aids in retention.

•  Engaging Storytelling – Children naturally enjoy the whimsical narrative, which keeps them motivated during 

practice sessions.

Because of these attributes, “Old MacDonald” often appears on recital programs, classroom performances, and

even in standardized music exams for early �grade levels.

Understanding the Recorder: Types and Basic Fingering

Before diving into the notes, it’s helpful to know which recorder you’ll be playing. The most common recorder used 

in elementary education is the 4 �inch soprano recorder, pitched in C. Some schools may use the 3 �inch alto 

recorder(B&m), but the fingering for both instruments is largely identical, with the difference lying in the key and the

overall timbre.

The recorder’s fingering system relies on covering six front holes and three back holes. The basic open notes

(without any keys or holes covered) are:

•  C (open)

•  D (cover first front hole)

•  E (cover first two front holes)

•  F (cover first three front holes)

•  G (cover first four front holes)

•  A (cover first five front holes)

•  B (cover all six front holes)



•  C (cover all six front holes and all three back holes)

With this foundation, you can read the music notes for recorder and start playing “Old /MacDonald.”

The Sheet Music: A Breakdown of the Notes

Below is a simplified version of the melody for “Old MacDonald” in the key of C. The notation uses standard musical

symbols, but we’ll also provide the corresponding recorder fingering for each note so you can immediately apply it

on the instrument.

Melody (Key of C)

&j /C /C /G /G /A /A /G /F /F /E /E /D /D /C /&j

&j /C /C /G /G /A /A /G /F /F /E /E /D /D /C /&j

&j /G /G /F /F /E /E /D /D /C /C /G /G /A /A /G /&j

&j /G /G /F /F /E /E /D /D /C /C /G /G /A /A /G /&j

Each line of the song repeats the same phrase, but the animal sound (e.g., “moo,” “baa,” “oink”) is inserted after the

second “G.” This structure makes it easy for learners to anticipate the next section of the melody.

Translating Notes to Recorder Fingering

Below is a quick reference for converting the notes above into recorder fingerings. The numbers correspond to the

front holes (1–6) and back holes (A–C) that need to be covered. For example, the note “G” requires covering holes

1–4.

•  C – 0 (all holes open)

•  D – 1 (hole 1 closed)

•  E – 1 �2 (holes 1 & 2 closed)

•  F – 1 �2 �3 (holes 1, 2 & 3 closed)

•  G – 1 �2 �3 �4 (holes 1, 2, 3 & 4 closed)

•  A – 1 �2 �3 �4 �5 (holes 1–5 closed)

•  B – 1 �2 �3 �4 �5 �6 (all front holes closed)

•  C (high) – 1 �2 �3 �4 �5 �6, A �B �C (all holes closed)

Using this fingering chart, you can play the melody on the recorder by following the sequence of notes provided

earlier.

Step �by �Step Guide to Playing “Old /MacDonald”

1.  Warm Up – Before you start, perform a short warm �up to loosen your embouchure. A simple scale from C to 

C on the recorder will prepare your breath control and finger agility.

2.  Listen to the Melody – Find an audio recording or a video of the song played on a recorder. Listening will 

help you internalize the rhythm and the characteristic “moo,” “baa,” and “oink” sounds.

3.  Practice the Opening Phrase – Play the first line slowly, focusing on each note’s pitch. Use a metronome set 

to 80–90 /BPM to maintain a steady tempo.

4.  Incorporate the Animal Sound – After the second “G,” add a short vocalization that matches the animal 

sound for that verse. For the first verse, say “moo” in a clear, rhythmic tone.

5.  Repeat the Pattern – The song’s structure repeats the same musical phrase for each animal. Use the same 

fingering but change the vocal sound to match the new animal. For “baa,” say “baa” after the second “G.” For “oink,” 

say “oink.”

6.  Add Dynamics – Once you’re comfortable with the notes, introduce dynamics. Play the opening phrase softly 



(p) and the animal sound loudly (f) to create contrast.

7.  Work on Breath Control – The recorder requires steady airflow. Practice long, sustained notes between the 

“G” and the animal sound to build lung capacity and support.

8.  Record Yourself – Use a smartphone or a simple recording device to capture your performance. Listening 

back will reveal areas that need improvement, such as pitch accuracy or timing.

9.  Practice with a Partner – Pair up with a friend or classmate and take turns playing each verse. This 

collaborative approach reinforces teamwork and keeps practice engaging.

10.  Perform Live – Once you feel confident, perform the song in front of a small audience—family, friends, or 

classmates. Live performance builds confidence and gives you real �world feedback.

Common Challenges and How to Overcome Them

While “Old MacDonald” is straightforward, beginners often encounter specific obstacles. Here are some common

issues and practical solutions:

•  Pitch Accuracy – If notes sound flat or sharp, double �check your fingering. Ensure all holes are fully covered or 

open as required. Practice with a tuner or a pitch �matching app.

•  Breath Support – A weak airflow can cause notes to waver. Practice diaphragmatic breathing exercises and 

maintain a relaxed yet firm embouchure.

•  Rhythm Consistency – Keep a metronome running to stay on beat. If you’re struggling, try clapping the rhythm 

first before adding the recorder.

•  Fingering Coordination – Younger students may have difficulty switching between fingerings quickly. Use 

finger �tapping drills to build muscle memory.

•  Vocal Sound Timing – The animal sound should align with the second “G.” Practice saying the sound while 

playing the note to sync them naturally.

Variations and Extensions for Advanced Players

Once you master the basic version, you can add creative twists to keep the piece fresh and challenging:

•  Tempo Changes – Slow down the song to 60 /BPM for a more reflective performance, or speed it up to 

120 /BPM for a lively rendition.

•  Key Modulation – Transpose the song into a different key (e.g., G or F) to practice key signatures and adjust 

your fingering accordingly.

•  Ornamentation – Add trills or grace notes before the animal sound to make the phrase more elaborate.

•  Harmonic Layering – Pair the recorder with a simple chord accompaniment on a piano or guitar to introduce 

harmonic context.

•  Multitrack Recording – Record multiple takes of the same verse and layer them to create a choir �like effect, 

even when playing alone.

Educational Value: Why This Song Is Ideal for Music Education

“Old /MacDonald” offers more than just a fun tune; it serves as a powerful pedagogical tool for early music education. 

Here’s why:

•  Foundational Skills – Students develop fundamental skills such as pitch recognition, rhythmic accuracy, and 

breath control.

•  Music Literacy – Reading the melody in standard notation and translating it to recorder fingering introduces 

students to music literacy early on.

•  Creative Expression – Adding animal sounds encourages improvisation and creative thinking.

•  Confidence Building – Performing a familiar song in front of others boosts self �esteem and public speaking 

skills.
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