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Stand by Me-Ear Training Lesson 

Learn the melody by ear and play a solo 

The other day I came across a cool video on YouTube of a fantastic 
saxophone player performing a very original version of the classic 
standard Stand By Me by Ben E King.Besides being thoroughly 
impressed with the slap tonguing/beatboxing performance in some 
freezing cold alley, I thought, this song is a perfect example of what we 
are working on in the Pentatonic Foundation course and I should make a 
lesson about it. 

Now, I’m not talking about the extended saxophone techniques or any of 
that of course. Just like with the Melodic Ear Training lessons in the 
Pentatonic Foundation course, this song melody comes entirely from 
the major pentatonic scale (except for one note in the chorus which we 
will discuss a bit later) 

Not only is this another pentatonic scale melody, but it is one of the 
most played cover songs of all time worldwide. If you ever play in any 
sort of group that performs popular cover tunes, chances are you will 
play this song. You will probably also be expected to play a solo during 
the solo section so we’re going to discuss how to go about playing a good 
one. 
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In This Lesson 
Stand By Me offers us a great opportunity to explore several key aspects 
of what it means to be a saxophone player in a contemporary group. 

• Modern standard repertoire 
• Learning a melody by ear using the pentatonic scale. 
• Guitar keys on the saxophone 
• How one pentatonic scale can work over different chords 
• Pacing a Melodic solo 

Modern Standard Repertoire 
Even though this song is 
really old now (1961), it is 
more modern than what we 
consider the “jazz standards” 
repertoire. The jazz 
standards also come directly 
out of the most popular 
songs of their era which was 
mostly songs from the 
20s-50s. Nowadays, much 
of that repertoire is no longer 

recognisable by the general public. A good way to connect with an 
audience is to “play something they know” (obviously right?) Paying gigs 
have set lists of modern standards which are from the 1960s to today so 
you should learn them. 

BetterSax.com �2

Songwriter George Gershwin (1898 - 1937) at a piano

http://bettersax.com


Stand By Me - Ear Training Lesson

Unlike most of the jazz standard repertoire, the modern standards often 
have simpler melodies. Many are like Stand by Me and are very 
pentatonic based. Pentatonic melodies are easily remembered and 
often catchy which helps to explain their popularity. More reasons to 
study this scale. 

Melodic Ear Training 
We are going to learn the melody by ear but think about the 
corresponding pentatonic scale at the same time. The reason we must 
do this is so that we can play this song in any key if need be. If we learn 
our Pentatonic scale in all 12 keys, and we know a given melody is 
entirely pentatonic based, we should be able to play that melody in any 
key. Since you will most likely be performing this song alongside a singer 
1 key is not enough. Different vocal ranges = different keys. If I play in 3 
different cover bands one week, I may play this song in 3 different keys. 

I had some fun and made a backing track using Garage Band trying to 
recreate the original recording. I’ll admit that I left out a few details, but 
this was a fun little ear training exercise for myself. Go ahead and put the 
backing track on and try to figure out the first note of Stand By Me on 
your saxophone. Take this one step further, and try to figure out what 
key we are playing in if you don’t already know. This is something we 
have to do as saxophone players all the time on the bandstand, and it is 
a very good idea to practice this skill beforehand. There’s nothing worse 
than being on stage about to take a solo and not knowing what key the 
band is in. If you don’t figure it out quick you’re in for a rough ride. That’s a 
topic for another lesson I think. 
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The First Note 
To get the first note of the melody, hear it in your head, sing the note, 
then find that note on your saxophone. Once you’ve got the first note of 
the melody figure out the rest one note at a time in the same way. Hear, 
sing, play. 

You’ll see that we are in the key of G concert which means E for alto 
saxophone and A for tenor/soprano. The original version is in the key of 
A concert which means F sharp for alto and B for tenor. I was originally 
going to do this lesson in that key, and then I decided that would be 
downright mean. Also, most male vocalist do this in G anyway. (Derek 
Brown from the video I mentioned is playing in E flat concert.) 

Now you’ve probably figured out that the verse is entirely composed of 
notes from the major pentatonic scale. If you are unsure about any of 
this be sure to review the Pentatonic Basics Lesson where I explain 
everything you need to know about building your pentatonic scales. In 
the chorus we add one extra note which is one of our “sometimes notes” 

Play the melody by ear on your own and along with the backing track 
and memorize it. While you do this, be thinking about the number or 
degree of the scale for each note you are playing. Doing this will allow 
you to play the melody in the other keys. 

If you want to challenge yourself,  play this melody in some other keys 
Again think about the number or scale degree for each note you play. 

The more you do this the better prepared you will be for on the fly 
situations that come up at jam sessions and gigs all the time. You’ll also 
learn song melodies much faster. 
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Guitar Keys 
Those keys with all the crazy sharps in 
them are what I call guitar keys because 
only guitar players like those keys. This is 
because it allows them to play “open” 
chords which are easier and sound better 
on their instrument. When their vocal 
range does not allow them to play a 
particular song in a key with lots of open 
chords a typical guitar player will reach for his trusty capo and change 
the sounding key of the song, but not the chord shapes. Sometimes this 
will put us in a nice saxophone friendly key, but usually they end up in 
just another horrid nightmare tonality. 

So while the singer gets to play his instrument and sing always in the 
most comfortable key, us poor saxophonists are forced to flail about on 
stage in 5, 6 and 7 sharps. 

There’s nothing to do but practice our “guitar keys” a lot. Since they lay so 
awkwardly on the saxophone you actually have to practice them more 
than the easier keys. A good place to start is by taking the various 
exercises from the Pentatonic Foundation course and applying them to 
the following keys on your instrument: A, E, B, F#, C#, and Ab if you play 
alto. Don’t let guitar players expose you on stage. Practice your guitar 
keys! 
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Chord Progression 
It’s important for saxophone players to know and understand the chords 
of the songs we are playing even though we don’t play chords ourselves. 
This topic can be a bit intimidating if you don’t play a chord instrument 
like guitar or piano. I recommend learning how to play basic chords on 
one of those instruments if you don’t already know how. This will help 
you in all aspects of your music. 

Pentatonic Scale Over Stand By Me Chords 
Stand by me has 4 different chords in it. Using the same number system 
we learned about in the Pentatonic Foundation course, these chords are 
1, 6 minor, 4 and 5. If you know your major scale in any given key, you 
can quickly figure out the chord progression. In our key of G major 
(concert) these chords are: G, E minor, C and D. If you play tenor/
soprano: A, F# minor, D and E. Alto players: E, C# minor, A and B. Check 
out the sheet music below to see how the major pentatonic scale fits 
over each of these chords. 

See how the notes of the major pentatonic scale fit over the 4 different 
chords of Stand By Me. The notes highlighted in red are chord tones. 

The 1 and 6 chord are relative, which means they share the same key 
signature. Refer to the lesson Minor Theory in the Pentatonic Foundation 
course if you’re not sure about relative major/minor keys. 

For soloing, you can play the same pentatonic scale over all 4 of these 
chords. 
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B-flat Instruments 
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E-flat Instruments 
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Improvisation Preparatory Exercises 
You can practice all of the exercises from the Pentatonic Foundation 
Course over this chord progression. You just have to transpose them to 
the correct key. Refer to the relative major and minor pentatonic scales 
in all 12 keys pdf if you aren’t sure of the right notes.  

Now try playing Pentatonic Exercise 1 and Pentatonic Exercise 2 (from 
the Pentatonic Foundation course) over the backing track for Stand By 
Me. This is a great way to get familiar with this key and hear what each 
note of the pentatonic scale sounds like over the different chords. 

Pentatonic Exercise 4 
I’ve included another exercise we will call Pentatonic Exercise 4. You can 
get a lot of mileage out of this one. Try practicing Pentatonic Exercise 4 
over the Stand By Me backing track. Don’t forget to play it slowly at first. 
Use half notes or quarter notes, until you get this under your fingers in 
this difficult key. 
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B-flat instruments 

E-flat instruments 
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Pacing a Melodic Solo 
Once you’ve really learned the melody and memorized it, play it several 
times over the backing track. Feel free to make variations using other 
notes in the pentatonic scale but make sure you play all the actual notes 
of the melody, and leave space. Just like good melodies, solos need to 
breath between phrases. Do not make the common mistake of 
beginning improvisors (and some not so beginning) of playing a constant 
stream of notes with no space. The first 8 bars of the original melody to 
Stand by me goes like this: 3 notes, space, 2 notes, space, 5 notes, space, 
4 notes, space, 3 notes, space. 

Try practicing playing an improvised solo over the backing track using the 
same formula as the original melody and only play notes from the major 
pentatonic scale. 

This is a great way to discipline yourself and keep your soloing under 
control. You will quickly see that the results can be very musical. Do this 
over an over and see how creative you can be under the constraints. This 
is basically what a good improvisor should do. Be creative within a set of 
guidelines. If you practice soloing like this, you will be able to play a solid 
solo over a song like Stand by Me in no time at all. 

Next, try varying the formula for notes and spaces. Try for example 3 
notes, space, 1 note, space, 6 notes, 2 notes, space, 4 notes. Write down 
your own formulas like this and try them out over the backing track. The 
space can be as short or long as you want. Use your ear, and be as 
musical as you can. 
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I’ve recorded an example of the sort of solo you can create just by using 
the pentatonic scale. See if you can copy some of the lines I play. Have 
fun practicing, and let me know if you have any questions. 

Backing Tracks 

Stand By Me Backing Track in G with Sax 

Stand By Me Backing Track in G 

Take Your Playing to the Next Level 

If you’ve found this information valuable, I’ve created an interactive video 
course that covers this system in much more detail. 

Here’s what it contains… 

In depth video lessons 
I go through each of the steps in 
this Play By Ear system starting 
with the basics you need to get 
started. Watching and listening 
to me go through the steps with 
my saxophone helps it sink in 
much faster and will make many of the concepts clearer and easier to 
understand and assimilate. There are 17 individual video chapters in the 
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course, over 90 minutes of focused, to the point instruction. I do not 
believe in wasting time with a lot of filler. 

Backing Tracks 
This is one of the tools used by just about all 
musicians that are serious about improving. 
You need to play with other musicians to get 
better and short of having a professional 
rehearsal band at your disposal, the right 
backing track is a pretty good alternative. 
These tracks are specifically designed to 
work with the Pentatonic Foundation course. 
The keys and tempos match the exercises 
and examples in the video lessons. These tracks are yours to keep and 
download to any device you choose for unlimited listening.  

Sheet Music PDFs 
Even though you are strongly encouraged to 
learn all the material by ear and memorize it. 
You may need some extra help from time to 
time. Everything played in the course is also 
provided in sheet music examples that you 
can download and view on any device. 

Solo Analysis 
A recording of an improvised solo played over one of the backing tracks 
is provided where I play using all the concepts learned throughout the 
course. A detailed transcription and analysis of this solo provides a great 
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way to more thoroughly understand the material and how to put it into 
practice.  

Music Theory Explained 
If you’re not 100% sure about what different theory terms mean, it’s all 
covered in detail throughout the course. We learn about the difference 
between major and minor pentatonic scales, how to construct them, 
and how to find their relative partners. 

Play Along With a Pro 
One of the best advantages to learning in this way, is having the chance 
to play through all of the exercises and examples together with me. This 
is a sure fire way to know if you’re doing things correctly. 

Course Guide Book 
The Pentatonic Foundation course also comes with a pdf guide book. 
This guide has all the information from the course and serves as an 
excellent reference if you would like to print it out or view on a tablet or 
computer screen. 

E-flat and B-flat versions 
Separate versions of the course are available depending on the 
instrument you play. With your purchase, you get access to both. 

Unlimited Access 
With a purchase of the full Pentatonic Foundation Course, you have 
unlimited access to the videos, backing tracks and pdf documentation. 
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It’s all in the Pentatonic Foundation course and a whole lot more… 

Get the full Pentatonic Foundation 
online video course today 

 

Click here to find out more about 
the Pentatonic Foundation 
course. 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Conclusion 

There are no shortcuts in music. You have to put the work in to get 
results. The key is knowing where to start and what to practice to achieve 
your goals.  

The Pentatonic Foundation will give you loads to practice and get you 
playing real music quickly. If you have ever felt like your practicing has 
been leading you no where, perhaps you were practicing the wrong 
material? I’ve been there myself many times which is why I created this 
program.  

Everything you learn here will be useful to you for as long as you’re 
playing music on any instrument and in any style. As you progress, you 
will find yourself applying these concepts, techniques and strategies to 
whatever music you are learning and playing.
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