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Chapter One 

The Development of Complex Skills 

 
This treatise begins with the assumption that a sound methodology of instruction 

should be based on current understanding of how people learn most effectively.  

Five principles of learning are explored in relation to guitar pedagogy:  Early 

integration of skills, pattern recognition development, sequencing of material, use 

of pre-existent knowledge, and the development of metacognition.   

 
Integration of Skills  

Bruner states in The Process of Education: “We begin with the hypothesis that any 

subject can be taught in some intellectually honest form to any child at any stage of 

development.”1  Applied to music, an “intellectually honest form” involves making 

and understanding music in a way that creates meaningful music.  On the surface, 

introducing to beginning students the complex set of skills required for expert 

musical performance seems difficult if not impossible.  The coordination involved 

in performing pitches to a pulse while modulating volume, tone, and tempo to 

accurately reflect phrasing and form initially appears out of reach of the beginner.  

However, if the material is simple enough that it can easily be grasped by the 

student, he can begin to incorporate many, if not all, of the basic concepts of music 

performance that the expert musician employs in his own performance.   

What a scientist does in the laboratory, what the literary critic does 
in reading a poem, are of the same order as what anybody else does 
when he is engaged in like activities – if he is to achieve 
understanding.  The difference is in degree, not in kind.  The 
schoolboy learning physics is a physicist, and it is easier for him to 
learn physics behaving like a physicist than doing something else.2 

 
                                                 

1Jerome Bruner, The Process of Education  (London: Harvard University Press, 1977), 33. 
2 Bruner, 14. 
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Just as it is easier for a student to learn physics by behaving like a physicist, it is 

easier for a student to learn guitar by behaving like a guitarist.  In designing a 

curriculum for learning guitar, it is therefore necessary to examine what the 

behaviors of a successful guitarist actually are.  Some of the behaviors exhibited by 

successful guitarists are listed below (not in hierarchical order):  

                                                

• Performs with an appropriate pulse 
• Expresses herself creatively on the instrument 
• Plays with good technique 
• Reads music accurately at sight 
• Plays comfortably in all positions on the fretboard 
• Performs music in a manner consistent with a theoretical understanding 
• Learns music quickly and thoroughly 
• Performs accompaniment chords 

 

An expert guitarist, of course, does not use these skills separately, but rather as an 

integrated whole.  An approach to teaching, if it is to be based on the behaviors of 

expert guitarists, must also integrate these skills into the learning process as early 

as possible. 

 

One of the qualities of expert knowledge is that is it based in the understanding of 

the fundamental principles governing the area of expertise.3  In guitar performance 

these concepts are 1) Sound can be organized into meaningful patterns using pitch, 

volume, rhythm, and timbre; and 2) The guitar is most easily manipulated when the 

physiological principles of efficient muscle movement are followed.  These topics, 

while difficult for the beginner to grasp or assign meaning to when presented in 

elaborate verbal concepts, can be intuitively grasped at any level.   

The early teaching of science, mathematics, social studies and 
literature should be designed to teach these subjects with 
scrupulous intellectual honesty, but with an emphasis upon the 
intuitive grasp of ideas and upon the use of these basic ideas.  A 

 
3 John Bransford, Ann Brown and Rodney Cocking, eds. How People Learn (Washington, 

D.C.: National Academy Press, 1999),  xiii. 
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curriculum as it develops should revisit these basic ideas 
repeatedly, building upon them until the student has grasped the 
full formal apparatus that goes with them.4 

 
This “spiral curriculum,” in which topics are revisited at higher and higher levels of 

complexity, allows the student to continually be involved in activities that are 

similar to those an expert would be involved in, only on a simpler level.   One of 

the principles of this approach is that the skills of the expert are integrated as early 

as possible into activities of the learner.  The idea that one should teach “with 

scrupulous honesty” implies that these skills should be the same skills and activities 

that an expert engages in. 

 

Pattern recognition and understanding 

One of the principal traits that differentiate the expert from the novice is the ability 

to recognize patterns.5   An expert guitarist is not only aware of patterns in the 

music but also how these patterns may be realized on the guitar.  The expert 

guitarist sees musical patterns such as scales, chords, or arpeggios in music and 

easily associates them with specific physical movements and resulting sounds.  For 

the student to begin behaving like an expert guitarist he must begin to recognize 

patterns in the music and realize them on the guitar. 

 

Recognizing patterns in music can create a kind of schema for a set of actions that 

become grouped together.  Rather than thinking about each note as a separate 

entity, the guitarist performs a scale, arpeggio, or chord through a coordinated 

sequence of movements as though it were a single item.   

Above all the performance of a skill requires a plan, a blueprint, a 
schema, an action pattern.  When I run towards a moving tennis 
ball – hoping to hit it back over the net – I am not just stringing 
together a number of totally separate physical movements of legs, 

                                                 
4 Bruner, 13. 
5 Bransford et al., xiii 
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arms, hand and so on.  I am co-ordinating hand, eye and body into 
a unique variation on a known theme, called ‘getting the ball 
back’.  When I play on the piano or trombone I am not only 
drawing on specific bits of knowledge but will execute a plan, a 
blueprint, managing the piece in accordance with a set of 
requirements ‘in my head’.  Once I lose the thread of the plan … 
then things tend to fall apart.6 

 
The scale, the chord, the phrase, and the section are the plan in which the notes lie.  

Providing students with vocabulary to understand this plan and regularly applying 

that vocabulary to the music allows students to focus on the big picture of what 

they are doing.   

 

Pattern recognition, in and of itself, is not the same as understanding the 

fundamental concepts behind a pattern.  Students, for example, frequently observe 

that there is a pattern to the fingering of the natural notes on the first and second 

strings of the guitar – open, first fret, third fret.  Pattern recognition in this sense is 

only temporarily helpful in developing accurate performance.  If the student begins 

by learning the notes on the first string and then notices that the notes on the second 

string follow the same fingering, he might be tempted to erroneously apply this 

fingering across all of the strings.  In this manner pattern recognition by itself 

without understanding can actually hinder positive transfer of learning. 

 

Understanding the underlying concepts behind factual information is important to 

being able to transfer that knowledge to new situations.  “Transfer is affected by the 

degree to which people learn with understanding rather than merely memorize sets 

of facts or follow a fixed set of procedures.”7  For example, a student who learns 

the notes on a string in the context of the intervals that govern those notes may be 

                                                 
6 Keith Swanwick.  “Instrumental Teaching as Music Teaching.” In Teaching Music, (1996) 

ed. Gary Spruce (New York: Routledge, 1996), 235-236. 
7 Bransford et al., 55. 
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more likely to transfer that knowledge to learning the fingerings on other strings 

than the student who simply memorizes the fingering.  A focus on the underlying 

principles of music performance is therefore a key element in a successful 

curriculum.   

 

Sequencing of Material 

The sequence of the level of difficulty of material in a curriculum has a tremendous 

impact on the focus of music lessons.  A smooth sequence of skills, which moves 

gradually from the easiest to the more difficult, may allow the expert teacher to 

move beyond the mere facts of performing the notes to the deeper concepts of 

music.  If, however, the sequencing is uneven, particularly regarding the areas of 

technique or notation, then the student must spend most of her time and 

concentration either memorizing new notes and rhythms or overcoming physical 

challenges.   

 

Notation Sequencing  

Music notation is based upon a few simple principles that can be intuitively grasped 

by students of any level.  If musical notations are introduced gradually over a span 

of time the student has ample opportunity to become familiar with each new item 

and the basic concepts of notation may be revisited repeatedly.  The student’s 

understanding of notation is thereby strengthened.  Musical indications such as 

dynamics, repeats, and phrase markings can be introduced gradually as well, giving 

the teacher the opportunity to repeatedly revisit the basic concepts of expression 

and form that they represent.   

 

When music notation is introduced all at once rather than in a gradual sequence, the 

learner must exert effort to memorize all the material in order to perform the 

assigned music successfully.  Devoting this time to memorization of notes and 
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rhythms takes away from the time that could otherwise be spent on basic concepts 

of music-making.  In addition, if long periods of time are spent studying and 

memorizing notes, then this activity becomes separated from the rest of music-

making, thus hindering the goal of integration. 

 

In order for this gradual introduction of material to be successful, the ordering of 

the material should progress from easy to more difficult.  For example, once the 

student has become comfortable reading notes on the staff, she may be introduced 

to notes on leger lines, which are more difficult to read.  Similarly, the student 

should be able to perform music in time to a pulse before attempting to perform 

rhythms that subdivide the pulse.  In this way the student may progress to the most 

complicated notation without any sudden jumps in difficulty level. 

 

Technique Sequencing  

The importance of a logical sequence of physical techniques can hardly be 

overstated.  A logical sequence of techniques places movement and patterns of 

movements that are easiest first and progresses gradually toward movements that 

are more difficult.  The better the sequencing of technical issues in a method, the 

fewer difficulties the student is likely to encounter playing music, and therefore the 

more time the teacher can spend on musical issues.   

 

There are three competing priorities in choosing an order of technique: 1) Level of 

difficulty 2) Occurrence in guitar repertoire, and 3) Effectiveness in playing 

rewarding music.  The success of a method book is largely dependent upon the 

balance of these ideals.  The level of technical difficulty of a piece is determined 

primarily by the relative control the student has over the fingers being used and the 

complexity of the movements involved.  Data from a study by Haeger-Ross and 

Schieber indicate that, of the five digits, the thumb is the most independent, 
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followed closely by the index and middle fingers.  The annular and little fingers 

exhibit significantly lower levels of independence from the other fingers.8  The 

degree to which the finger is used within the parameters of natural movement also 

has a significant impact on the relative difficulty of the technique.  Aaron Shearer 

has suggested four principles of efficient muscle function which are now widely 

accepted among most top classical guitar performers and instructors: 

 

Muscular Alignment:  Muscles function most efficiently only when 
naturally aligned with their base and joint attachments.  Natural 
alignment provides the most direct pull of the muscles which 
control your back, wrist, and finger joints. 

 

Midrange Function of Joints:  Muscles function most efficiently 
only when the joints they control are operated within their 
midrange of movement… 
 
Uniform Direction of Joint Movement:  Muscles function most 
efficiently only when all three joints of a finger or the thumb are 
either flexed or extended together. 
 
Follow-Through:  Muscles function most efficiently only when 
there is sufficient follow-through to avoid a build-up of 
counterproductive tension.  Sufficient follow-through means that 
once a movement has been initiated, no intentional restraint is 
applied to the movement. 9 

 

Shearer also states, in addition to these principles, that, “Alternation [of right hand 

fingers] is a very difficult movement for beginners, and should be introduced only 

after sufficient preparation.”10  This assertion is based in the theory that opposed 

                                                 
8 Charlotte Haeger-Ross and  Marc H. Schieber,  “Quantifying the independence of human finger 
movements: Comparisons of digits, hands, and movement frequencies” Journal of Neuroscience 20 
no. 22 (Nov 2000): 8542-8550. 

9 Aaron Shearer, Learning the Classic Guitar, vol 1, (Kirkwood:  Mel Bay Publications, 
1990), 10. 

10 Shearer, 10. 
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motion of the fingers, which occurs during alternation, is more difficult than 

sympathetic motion. 

 

Another factor of technical difficulty is the relative stability of the hands.  While 

the thumb of the left hand usually maintains contact with the guitar, none of the 

right hand fingers maintain constant contact with any part of the guitar in modern 

guitar technique.  This lack of contact, which allows the advanced player to move 

between the strings as the music dictates, creates a difficult challenge for the 

beginner who typically has trouble keeping the hand steady and accurately plucking 

the strings.  This inherent lack of stability in the right hand is exacerbated when the 

student must string cross, or move the hand in order to reach different strings.  

Resting the thumb on the bass strings, when it is not in use, and resting the fingers 

on the first string, when only the thumb is in use, can provide some increased 

stability to the right hand, though this approach, of course, precludes the use of the 

thumb and fingers at the same time.  Rest stroke, wherein the finger comes to rest 

upon the lower adjacent string in the follow-through of its stroke, provides a similar 

stability to the right hand.   

 

As was mentioned above, the sequencing of techniques must also take into 

consideration the usefulness of the technique and the value of the music that can be 

played using that technique.  Some techniques, such as drumming on the top of the 

guitar, while relatively easy, are uncommon in guitar literature.  Other techniques, 

such as playing on a single string, have a very restricted melodic range and 

therefore provide a limited opportunity for rewarding music. 

 

Use of Pre-existing Knowledge 

Because music is such a universal part of human culture, all learners, regardless of 

age, bring prior musical experience to the lesson.  Two statements by the National 
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Research Council indicate that using pre-existing knowledge may be useful to 

instruction:  1) “…learners use their current knowledge to construct new 

knowledge and new information”11 and 2)  “There is a good deal of evidence that 

learning is enhanced when teachers pay attention to the knowledge and beliefs that 

learners bring to a learning task…”12 If teachers are to make use of the prior 

knowledge students bring with them to the lesson, then efforts must be made to 

relate what the students are learning to what they have encountered outside the 

lesson.   

 

While it is not possible for a teacher to be aware of all of their students’ prior 

experience with music, he may reasonably assume knowledge of folk songs and 

popular melodies that are widely recognized in his culture.  When the student is 

learning a piece with which he is already aurally familiar, he is often able to use 

this familiarity to aid the learning of other elements of musical performance such as 

technique and note-reading.  A student learning “Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star” 

from notation, for example, may use her aural memory of the melody to help her 

determine if she is following the notes on the page correctly.  

 

Development of Metacognition 

 
Children need to understand what it is to learn, who they are as 
learners and how to go about planning, monitoring and revising, to 
reflect upon their learning and that of others and to determine for 
themselves if they understand.  These skills of metacognition 
provide strategic competencies for learning.13 

 
Skills of metacognition are particularly important when it comes to practice, or self-

study away from the teacher, since the student is alone and must provide her own 

                                                 
11 Bransford et al., xvi. 
12 Bransford et al., 11. 
13 Bransford et al., xv. 

 9



“strategic competencies for learning.”  In order for students to be aware of 

themselves as learners, they must be engaged in making decisions regarding their 

learning.  These decisions may include what to practice and how to practice it 

(planning), and whether their performance was accurate or needs improvement 

(monitoring and revising).  A method book may help guide early decisions 

regarding practice by suggesting steps toward learning a piece.  In this way, the 

student may become aware that learning can be aided by following a plan.   Later, 

students may engage in making their own plans for practice, such as how much 

music to learn at one time or how many times to repeat a section.  A method book 

may also encourage students to engage in monitoring and revising their practice 

through activities which involve making judgments about the quality of the 

performance and whether it needs to be revised. 

 

The Function of Method Books in Music Instruction 

The primary function of method books is to serve as the main source of lesson and 

practice material in music instruction.  While individual teachers frequently 

supplement method books with other material, the purpose of a method book is to 

provide a logical sequence of activities through which a student may progress 

toward expertise.  The method book therefore has a large impact on the content, 

sequencing, and focus of music lessons.  Methods may also provide information on 

issues related to music performance, such as technique, note reading, music 

analysis, history, and style.  Finally, a method book may provide instructions for 

activities such as practice tips, composition opportunities, ear-training exercises, 

and improvisation. 
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Chapter Two 

Skill development in extant classic guitar methods 

 

This chapter is limited to the discussion of widely available method books for 

classical guitar.  Many of the guitar instruction books that are not written for 

classical guitar are good models for instruction, and they are the only widely 

available guitar methods written for children.  However, the technical approach in 

non-classical methods makes them fundamentally unusable for classical guitar 

instruction.  This is due partly to the manner in which the guitar is held but 

primarily because these methods rely on the use of a plectrum to pluck the strings.  

The use of the plectrum creates an approach to playing entirely different from that 

of classical guitar technique, which uses the fingers of the right hand to pluck the 

strings. 

 

Integration of skills 

Many models of curriculum design seem to produce knowledge 
and skills that are disconnected rather than organized into coherent 
wholes…. Stress on isolated parts can train students in a series of 
routines without educating them to understand an overall picture 
that will ensure the development of integrated knowledge 
structures and information about conditions of applicability.14 

 
In many ways, the extant guitar methods fit the above description of models of 

curriculum.  Early methods, such as Carulli and Carcassi, are often organized by 

key, and subjects such as technique, music reading or theoretical concepts generally 

organize later methods.  The curriculum in methods written before 1960 are 

                                                 
14 Bransford et al., 127. 
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primarily sets of scales, arpeggios, exercises, and short pieces organized by key.15  

These methods begin with a general description of technique, music notation, and 

common musical and tempo indications in the opening pages.  The pieces in these 

methods are not sequenced in a way that allows an instructor to use the opening 

pages as merely a reference while integrating these concepts gradually into the 

lessons, since the opening pieces use all or most of these musical ideas.  The 

Carcassi method begins each chapter with a set of scales and cadences.  While this 

does not overtly integrate the skills of harmony and performance, it does offer the 

instructor the opportunity to do so.  Interval relationships, phrases, and form, 

however, are not introduced. 

 

While many modern methods, such as those by Duncan, Gunod, and Papas omit 

concepts of interpretation and theoretical understanding; several modern methods 

do introduce some of these concepts.16  The Noad method, for example, is divided 

into lessons that are devoted to some subject of guitar playing such as “Advanced 

techniques and effects” (lesson twenty-five), “Ornamentation” (lesson twenty-one), 

“Scales” (lesson nineteen), and “Musical indications” (lesson fourteen). 17  Since 

the music is graded in increasing difficulty, it would not be possible, for example, 

for a teacher to incorporate a piece from lesson twenty-one to teach ornamentation 

to a beginner.  Some lessons, such as those devoted to scales and musical 

indications, do not contain any music upon which to try out these concepts.  Others, 

such as lessons twenty, “Melody and arpeggio,” and lesson twenty-one 

“Ornamentation,” do include one piece each. 

                                                 
15 Matteo Carcassi,  Methode Complete pour la Guitare,  (Geneve: Editions Minkoff, 1988 

(1836)); Fernando Carruli,  Methode Complete pour Parvenir a Pincer de la Guitare,  (Geneve : 
Editions Minkoff, 1987 (1825)). 

16 Sophocles Papas,  Method for the Classic Guitar. (Bryn Mawr:  Columbia, 1963); Charles 
Duncan,  A Modern Approach to Classical Guitar 3 vols.  (Milwaukee:  Hal Leonard,  1996). 
Nathaniel Gunod, Classical Guitar for Beginners,  (USA:  Alfred, 1996). 

17 Frederick Noad, Solo Guitar Playing, 3rd ed.,  (New York:  Schirmer, 1994). 
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The Shearer method employs the novel approach of using three separate volumes 

concurrently: volume one: Technique, volume two: Reading Music, and volume 

three: Interpretation and Performance Development.18  Volume one is a written 

description of the technical aspects of playing with detailed diagrams and 

photographs of the hands.  Volume two is equivalent to most method books in that 

it provides the material students will learn in their lessons.  Volume three 

introduces topics such as dynamics, memorization, and practice habits.  

 

The Parkening method focuses on note-reading in the beginning, and later 

introduces issues of technique and musical understanding.  Interspersed throughout 

the book, with no apparent relationship to surrounding pages, are brief 

introductions to various topics related to performance:  Memorization on page 41; 

the natural scale on page 46; fingernails and tone production on pages 48 and 49; 

tempo, dynamic and repeat markings on page 56; and music theory on pages 66 and 

67.  It is clear that the author is attempting to introduce a relatively complete set of 

musical concepts, though intervals and phrasing are omitted.  However, the lack of 

relationship to the music surrounding these ideas makes their integration difficult.  

For example, following the page devoted to tempo, dynamics, and repeat markings, 

there is only one piece that uses dynamic markings.  The rest of the pieces in the 

method omit dynamics, tempo indication, and all but the most basic repeat 

markings until the supplementary pieces in the appendix.19   

 

                                                 
18 Aaron Shearer, Learning the Classic Guitar, 3 vols., (Kirkwood:  Mel Bay Publications, 

1990-91). 
19 Christopher Parkening, Jack Marshall and David Brandon, The Christopher Parkening 

Guitar Method, Vol. 1.  (Milwaukee:  Hal Leonard, 1999). 
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Pattern recognition and understanding 

Some methods, such as those by Parkening and Noad, do introduce music theory 

concepts such as scales and key relationships; however these concepts are not 

overtly connected to any of the music introduced in these methods.  There are no 

widely available guitar methods that introduce the patterns inherent in the 

relationship between musical intervals and the structure of the fretboard, and there 

are no widely available methods that introduce larger musical patterns such as 

phrases, sections and forms.  

 

The omission of any direct connection to principles of music and guitar playing, or 

to the patterns that result from these principles, is a serious limitation of available 

guitar methods.  As was noted in Chapter One, pattern recognition is one of the 

primary characteristics of expertise in any field.  If the purpose of curriculum is to 

provide material that guides students toward expertise, then that material should be 

designed to draw the student toward understanding the underlying principles and 

patterns.   

 

Conceptual understanding is essential for transfer of knowledge.  “Knowledge 

learned at the level of rote memory rarely transfers; transfer most likely occurs 

when the learner knows and understands the underlying principles that can be 

applied to problems in new contexts.”20  When students engage in music learning 

simply through rote learning without an explicit connection to larger governing 

principles, they are less likely to be able to transfer skills they learn in the process 

of playing to future music than when the musical activities are directly and overtly 

connected to the guiding principles of music. 

 

                                                 
20 Bransford et al., xiii. 
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Sequencing of Material 

 

Pitch Notation 

Most guitar method books written before the 1950’s (and some after as well) did 

not attempt to sequence note reading.  These include all the nineteenth-century 

methods, such as those by Carcassi and Carulli, and many still-popular methods 

from the first half of the last century, including the Sagreras and Scheit methods.21  

Methods by Almeida, Savio, and Azpiazu, while written later, are essentially in the 

same mold as earlier methods.22 These methods typically begin with a chart of 

rhythms, a staff showing the range of the guitar, and a chart of the fretboard.  They 

then move immediately on to playing pieces, scales, and arpeggios that employ all 

first position notes.   

 

Classical guitar methods after 1960 began to focus on making reading easier.  

Methods were ordered either according to the notes on the strings, beginning with 

the first string and moving sequentially to the sixth string,23 or spent some time on 

the open strings before introducing the first three frets of each string in order.24 

Shearer departed from the above approach and instead gradually introduced pitches 

as they most easily fit into a sequence of technique.  This approach not only 

allowed for a smooth sequence of techniques, but also allowed new notes and 

rhythms to be introduced gradually and with a greater variety of intervallic 

relationships.    

 

                                                 
21 Julio Sagreras, Guitar Lessons.  (Columbus:  Musical Heritage, 1996 (1922));  Karl Scheit 

and Erwin Schaller.  Lehrwerk fur die Gitarre 5 vols,  (Munich:  Universal, 1939). 
22 Laurindo Almeida, Guitar Tutor 3 vols.  (New York:  Criterion, 1957); Jose de Azpiazu,  

Gitarrenschule 4 vols.  (Munich:  Ricordi, 1962); Isias Savio,  Modern School of Guitar 2 vols. (Sao 
Paulo:  Ricordi, 1961). 

23 Parkening. 
24 Frederick Noad, Solo Guitar Playing (3rd ed.), (New York:  Schirmer, 1994); Duncan; Bay. 
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Gunod, a former Shearer student, took the approach of sequencing note learning on 

technique difficulty a step further by introducing the bass strings first, thereby 

relieving the tension of playing the second string with the thumb while resting the 

fingers on the first string.  While Gunod’s early exercises like the one below allow 

for easy technical development, many students struggle with reading notes so far 

below the staff before becoming familiar with reading notes on the staff. 

25 

 

Rhythmic Notation 

As was mentioned above, nineteenth century methods relied primarily on a table at 

the beginning of the book listing the rhythmic values, and began using nearly all 

note values from the beginning.  This is true for some twentieth century methods as 

well, such as Irving26 and Almeida.  In most methods, however, the basic note 

values of eighth, quarter, half, and whole are introduced in the beginning, with 

dots, ties, and sixteenths introduced later.27  Of the widely available methods, only 

Shearer begins with just two note values, eighth, and quarter notes, and sequences 

in the other note values over the course of the method. 

 

Technique 

Since the comparative difficulty of different techniques is affected by the position 

of the hands, the sequencing of techniques in a method is partly dependent upon the 

hand position used in those methods.   The nineteenth century practice of placing 

the right hand little finger on the face of the guitar, for example, has the effect of 

                                                 
25 Gunod, 15. 
26 Darrel Irving, A Fingerboard Foundation for the Classical Guitar, (New York: Caliope 

Music, 1978). 
27 Gunod; Parkening; Barreiro; Papas; Noad; Duncan. 
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favoring the thumb and making playing with the ring finger very difficult.  

Methods from this time period, therefore, favor the thumb over the ring finger.   

 

All classical guitar methods before 1950 that discuss technique indicate that the 

wrists of both hands should be sharply angled or bent.  Nineteenth-century 

technique, while intended for use on a much smaller instrument than the modern 

guitar, continued to influence many instructors and method book authors well into 

the twentieth century.  Vanderhorst’s method shows a wrist bent nearly 90° with 

the instructions, “The wrist should never be straight but always bent sharply.”28   

 

The difference in right hand wrist angle recommended by different schools of 

guitar today may explain some of the differences in technical sequencing in modern 

methods.  Techniques such as thumb rest stroke and the combination of thumb free 

stroke and fingers rest stroke, which are generally judged to be exceptionally 

difficult by guitarists who perform with a straight wrist, are often introduced early 

on in methods that advocate an angled wrist.  Shown below are contrasting 

representations of the right hand wrist as presented in Gunod (Figure 1) and 

Duncan (Figure 2).   

   
Figure 1 (Gunod)29    Figure 2 (Duncan)30 

                                                 
28 Vanderhorst, Adrian.  Learning the Classic Guitar.  (New York:  Schirmer, 1954), 5. 
29 Gunod, 8 
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The only methods widely available today that advocate the use of a straight wrist 

are the Shearer and Gunod methods.  Methods that advocate playing with an ulnar 

deviated wrist, as in Figure 2, include Papas, Almeida, Duncan, Parkening, 

Vanderhorst, and Noad.  Some methods, such as Sagreras and William Bay, do not 

specify hand position.   

 

A smooth technical sequencing, however, has more to do with “… giving students 

tasks which they can learn within a reasonable period of time”31 than with specific 

hand positions.  While the hand position may affect the difficulty of certain finger 

combinations, it does not significantly affect the overall complexity of the task.   

Good sequencing, therefore, must combine sequencing musical complexity and the 

relative difficulty of the technique. 

 

Nineteenth century methods such as Carcassi and Carulli, which are organized by 

key, show only a slight increase in complexity of music over the course of the 

method.  From the beginning of the method, students must negotiate playing 

chords, melodies, and arpeggios on all six strings.  The overall level of complexity 

remains relatively the same throughout, though a few difficult techniques, such as 

the left hand bar or tremolo with the right hand, are saved until later in the method.  

Several twentieth century methods, including Sagreras, Almeida, and Vanderhorst, 

begin with music that necessitates the coordination of all the fingers across all the 

strings in the opening pages as well.  The combination of string crossing, the use of 

the annular finger, and the alternation of fingers presents significant physical 

challenges for beginning students.  This lack of early sequencing places a great deal 

                                                                                                                                        
30 Duncan, Cover 
31 Shearer, 1:iv. 
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of emphasis on technical issues that must be mastered in order to accomplish an 

accurate performance.   

 

Many modern methods, such as those by William Bay, Noad, Papas, and 

Parkening, begin with relatively simple exercises on individual strings.  The focus 

in the beginning of these methods is learning the notes on each string.  By 

performing melodies on a single string the method avoids the challenge of string 

crossing.  Once these notes are learned, however, many of the pieces that follow 

use chords, melodies, and arpeggios that move across four, five or all six strings 

involving extensive string crossing and the use of all fingers in coordination.  The 

jump from playing individual notes on a single string to performing across multiple 

strings creates difficult technical challenges for students.  Coordinating the 

independent motions of several fingers while changing hand positions to reach 

different strings is a level of complexity for which performing on single strings 

does not prepare the student.   

 

The Shearer and Gunod methods are perhaps the most deliberately sequenced 

methods available today with regard to technique.  Both begin with the use of the 

thumb and gradually introduce techniques such as free stroke and finger alternation 

before introducing music with scales.  Furthermore, because these methods employ 

the technical foundation of the principles of efficient muscle movement discussed 

in Chapter One, they provide the opportunity for students to learn an effective, 

relaxed technique without undue technical hurdles. 

 

The Shearer method introduces finger alternation on page 77 and string crossing on 

page 102, after the student has been playing music using repeated rest strokes in the 

fingers and free strokes in the thumb for some time.  While this approach allows 

the student to acquire a significant level of coordination and security, it is not 
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entirely effective in performing rewarding music, nor is it always applicable to 

performing more advanced music.  If one is restricted to using only repeated rest 

strokes on the index and middle fingers without changing strings, then one can only 

play on two strings, which limits the maximum range of notes to a major sixth.  

Interestingly, Shearer does not wait for the introduction of alternation and string 

crossing in order to introduce melodies of a wider melodic range.  In order to 

accommodate these wider melodies, which use two fingers to play three strings, 

Shearer uses a complex fingering that combines repeated fingers, alternation, and 

some string crossing.  Most of the melodies after page 39 of the method use this 

fingering.  In the examples below the index finger must move between the second 

and third strings while the middle finger moves between the first and second 

strings.  Alternation is shown in the brackets of the first example and is continuous 

in the second. 

 

 

32 

 

33 

Shearer’s approach to fingering, while reducing the amount alternation and string 

crossing needed to perform most exercises, is significantly dissimilar to standard 

fingerings used by expert guitarists.  This fingering also creates the additional 

challenge of remembering when to repeat fingers and when to alternate fingers.  
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32  Aaron Shearer, Learning the Classic Guitar vol. 2, 39. 
33 Shearer, 40. 



Use of Pre-existing Knowledge 

As stated in Chapter One, the primary means that a method book may employ to 

activate pre-existing musical knowledge is to use melodies with which the student 

is already familiar.  None of the widely available method books published before 

1960 employ popular or folk melodies, instead relying on music composed by the 

author.  On the other hand, several modern methods published since 1960 do use 

popular melodies.  The earliest of these is the Papas method, which uses “Jingle 

Bells,” “Happy Birthday,” “Silent Night,” “America the Beautiful,” and the 

Brahms “Lullaby.”  By using these pieces in sections devoted to learning a new 

skill such as “Lessons Using the Dotted Quarter Note,”34 or “Lessons Using 

Thirds,”35 this method has the potential to activate students’ pre-existing 

knowledge for use in new learning situations.   

 

The Parkening method employs several well known melodies, though not until the 

latter half of the method where they are used to develop more advanced skills such 

as playing notes simultaneously and reading music in two voices.  Of particular 

note is the use of “American Folk Song” (“Home on the Range”)36, which is used 

to introduce transposition.  Students exploring the skill of transposition for the first 

time may be aided by the use of a familiar melody since they are more likely to 

recognize when they play a wrong note. 

 

The Duncan method, which lists “Use of familiar melodies where possible”37 as 

one of the book’s main features, has the most extensive collection of these 

melodies.  The 43 familiar melodies used in this method are used to help introduce 

new rhythms, notes, and accompaniment styles throughout the method.   

                                                 
34 Papas, 36-37. 
35 Papas, 39-40. 
36 Parkening, 68. 
37 Duncan, 3. 
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Several modern methods including those by Shearer, Gunod, and William Bay do 

not employ familiar melodies.  This is particularly surprising in the case of the Bay 

method in view of the fact that his non-classical method for children is based 

almost entirely on familiar melodies.38  The Gunod method uses arrangements of 

classical guitar works, in the form of Tarrega’s “Lagrima,” and the Largo from 

Vivaldi’s Guitar Concerto in D Major, that would likely be familiar to guitar 

enthusiasts.  All three of these methods employ pieces with titles such as “Folk 

Song,” “Folk Dance,” or “Spanish Theme,” which are written in the style of a folk 

song.   

 

Development of Metacognition 

Most guitar methods present only the notes to be learned and do not provide help in 

developing a plan for learning.  Presumably this is left to the teacher.  Some 

methods do contain a page or two of advice to the student, usually in the beginning, 

on how to practice, memorize, or prepare for performance.  These pages are 

generally very brief and are rarely integrated into the context of the method.  Some 

examples of these instructions are: “Practice at least ½ an hour each day,”39 and 

“Do not look at your fingerboard when you read music.”40 In most cases the ideas 

presented in such sections do not really deal with developing a plan for learning. 

 

The first section of the Shearer method contains many instructions to aid the 

student in planning, reviewing, and revising learning.  Page three suggests 

guidelines to be used in the course of the book: 

• Carefully study the text.  Understand as fully as possible 
what you’re supposed to do. 

                                                 
38 William Bay, Children’s Guitar Method (Kirkwood:  Mel Bay Publications, 1993). 
39 Duncan, 3. 
40 Papas, 3. 
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• Recognize and avoid confusion and error.  If you’re having 
difficulty with something, stop immediately.  Clarify the 
problem and decide on a solution. 

• Be sure that you understand and can securely execute a 
section before moving on to another.41 

 
Pages 12 and 13 of the next section are devoted to what Shearer describes as the 

“pre-reading procedure.”  This procedure involves conducting the rhythm with a 

metronome set “as slow as necessary” and then singing the solfége syllables while 

visualizing the movements of the hands.   

 

Summary 

While the sequencing of material, use of pre-existent knowledge, and development 

of metacognitive skills varies from method to method, pattern recognition and 

integration of skills is problematic in all widely available guitar methods.  

Instructors, therefore, are faced with the challenge of integrating the complex skills 

involved in music performance on their own.   

 

While method books do not necessarily determine the entire content or focus of the 

lesson, they do play an important role.  Of course teachers use method books to 

teach concepts that the authors of those books may not have expected.  In fact, one 

of the most important aspects of a good method is the flexibility to allow for expert 

teachers to maneuver within the curriculum to fit the needs of the student.  A good 

method book can allow for this flexibility while providing material that helps the 

instructor integrate the skills needed for quality music making.  Swanwick 

describes his encounter with a ‘cello method he brought home for his seven year 

old son, Daniel, as follows: 

 

                                                 
41 Shearer, vol. 2, 3. 
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We have a recommended tutor book but, when getting him started 
at home, I am puzzled by the titles of the pages:  ‘fourth finger on 
the A string,’ and by the captions within the pages:  ‘the bow-
hold,’ ‘leger lines,’ ‘basic knowledge’ (which turns out to be 
notation of the bass clef), ‘the minim,’ the semibreve rest.’  This 
particular slice of musical analysis fails to captivate Daniel and it 
worries me.42 
 

In the above story Swanwick decides to abandon the method in favor of engaging 

his son in simple music-making.   A method that fails to point to the underlying 

principles and patterns of music leaves students with a series of unrelated pieces of 

information and finger movements.  Engaging in music learning in a way that 

compartmentalizes and intellectualizes the dynamic act of making music can have a 

dampening affect on the learning and interest of the student.   

                                                 
42 Swanwick, Teaching music, 248. 
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Chapter Three 

Skill Development in “An Integrated Approach  

to Beginning Music-Making on the Classical Guitar” 
 

The method book An Integrated Approach to Beginning Music-Making on the 

Classical Guitar was written with the intent of bringing together the basic skills of 

music-making on the guitar.  The concepts of metacognition, pattern recognition, 

sequencing, and pre-existing knowledge are woven together, and this chapter 

discusses how these concepts are integrated in each Unit of the method. 

 

High-Low (Unit I) 

Students begin the method exploring the guitar, discovering the high and low 

strings of the guitar, and playing call-and-response games with their teacher (page 

37).  This High-Low discovery process is particularly important because the guitar 

is built with the low-pitched strings and frets topographically higher. These call-

and-response games require no understanding of musical notation, nor 

memorization of note names, and the only techniques involved are playing with the 

right hand thumb. 

 

By using only the right hand thumb, the exercises and pieces in the first two Units 

allow the student to rest the other fingers on the first string for increased stability. 

Unfortunately placing the fingers in this position makes performing notes on the 

first string impossible and performing notes on the second string rather challenging. 

Due to lack of room for adequate follow-through for the thumb when plucking the 

second string (Figure 3), students will frequently angle the wrist in a sharp ulnar 

deviation to make more room for follow through as in Figure 4, putting their hand 

in a position that is highly disadvantageous to finger strokes.  For this reason, the 
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pieces in Units I and II do not use notes on the first two strings of the guitar.  

Because notes on the fifth and sixth strings require the use of leger lines to notate, 

none of the notated pieces use these strings, though the call-and-response games do 

make use of the sixth string.  Therefore, the written music in Units I and II use only 

the notes D, G, and A. 

         
Figure 3     Figure 4 

 

Beginning instruction with the student imitating the teacher allows the student to 

learn guitar by acting like a guitarist rather than doing something else related to 

playing guitar, such as learning to read music.  This first lesson integrates learning 

technique, playing music, and learning about the structure of the instrument.  

Imitating the teacher serves the technical goal of learning how to sit and hold the 

instrument better than initially learning to read music because the student must 

watch his teacher in order to perform.  When the student is looking at music he is 

not receiving any information about proper technique, but when the student is 

imitating his teacher he has a direct model to guide him.   

 

My Samba (Unit II) 

In Unit II the student begins learning to read music on the staff and to perform 

music using both hands in coordination.  Toward the end of Unit II the student 

learns the piece “Blue Samba” (page 53). With the introduction of the first piece 
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using both left and right hands, the student also learns a visualization technique 

popular among many guitar teachers called “Air Guitar” (page 53).  In this 

technique the student, after conducting the rhythm and singing the notes, goes on to 

play the left and right hand in the air on an imaginary guitar.  This activity has the 

same metacognitive effect as Shearer’s pre-reading procedure described in Chapter 

Two, but uses a simple task to engage the student in the visualization process rather 

than a complicated verbal description.  

   

Once “Blue Samba” has been learned it is converted into an improvisation piece 

called “My Samba” (page 54-54). “My Samba” consists of the two, two-bar 

phrases of “Blue Samba” plus two more two-bar phrases, each written on a separate 

line, which the student performs in an improvised order.  Later the student is 

invited to compose several more phrases of her own using just three notes and 

quarter note and half-note rhythms.  The student then adds these new melodies to 

the improvisation. 

 

These activities, because of their varied musical nature and easy technical 

sequencing, allow the student to explore multiple skills in an integrated manner.  

The early introduction of improvisation provides the student with the intuitive 

sense that musicians make choices in their music-making.  This idea is reinforced 

by the act of composing melodies.  Writing down those compositions in turn 

reinforces what the student has learned up to this point about music notation.  

These skills are integrated with the technique of performing with the right hand 

thumb that the student learned at the beginning of the lesson. 

 

Ode to Joy (Unit III) 

The next two Units focus on pieces that may be performed with the index and 

middle fingers on the first and second strings.  Using only these two fingers allows 
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for the thumb to rest on a bass string for greater stability and does not require string 

crossing.  When one is only using index and middle to perform and each finger is 

restricted to a single string, the melodies that may be played must also be restricted 

to the range of the first two strings in first position, or the notes B-G.   

 

Most of the melodies in these Units move in stepwise motion; for that reason, 

students are introduced to the concept of half and whole steps.   Throughout the 

method are printed boxes labeled either “Theory Corner” or “Technique Corner” 

which introduce students to new theory or technique concepts.  These concepts are 

immediately applied in the music that follows.  Though initially verbally 

introduced to the interval of a step, students also learn two pieces called “Stepping 

Songs” which employ the interval.  Throughout the method students are asked to 

identify the intervals they have learned in the pieces they are learning.  In this 

manner music theory is immediately integrated into the learning of music.  The 

introduction of basic interval relationships and how they are formed on the 

fretboard is one of the distinguishing features of the method presented in this 

treatise.  

 

In Unit III the student also explores the fretboard by learning the same piece in 

several positions.  To do this, the student learns the familiar melody “Ode to Joy” 

in first position (page 65).    The student is then asked to “use your ear” to Figure 

out on his own how to play “Ode to Joy” in the 5th and 9th positions.  If the student 

is having difficulty finding the notes, he may use the fingering chart provided 

below the music.  This exercise integrates aural training and playing in upper 

positions, as well as all the technical and musical skills required to play “Ode to 

Joy.”  More importantly, having students begin exploring the fretboard very early 

in their training begins to give students a natural intuitive understanding of how the 

fretboard works. 
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Evening Prayer (Unit IV) 

Units I-III use pieces that are eight measures long or shorter.  Music of such short 

durations cannot really be broken down into phrases or sections.  However, with 

the introduction of 16 and 24 measure long pieces in Unit IV, the ideas of phrases, 

sections and form can be introduced.  While it is neither possible nor useful to 

provide the students with a rule of phrasing that will allow them to always find 

where the phrases begin and end, simply introducing the concept of a musical idea 

and assigning students to work with their teachers to mark the phrases into their 

music begins an essential thought process.  In addition, breaking the music down 

into phrases gives the student a logical way to focus her practice when working on 

larger pieces.  The approach to teaching phrasing here, like playing in the upper 

positions, begins the process of allowing the student to gain a working intuitive 

knowledge of a topic without requiring a detailed verbal understanding of that 

topic. 

 

ABA form is introduced with the piece “Evening Prayer”, which, at 24 measures, is 

much longer than anything the student has played up to this point.  Understanding 

the form allows students to learn the piece faster, since they recognize that the first 

and last sections are the same.  By playing the scale upon which “Evening Prayer” 

is based (page 76) and identifying the form of the piece, the student begins to 

recognize patterns in the music. 

 

Dance of the Firefly (Unit V) 

Alternating fingers and moving across several strings, while more challenging than 

playing individual fingers on a single string, allows for greater melodic 

possibilities.  If one is limited to using only the index and middle fingers, then, as 

was mentioned above, one is also limited to melodies that can be played on two 
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strings.  Alternating fingers, though technically quite challenging, is an unavoidable 

necessity for playing melodies of a broader range.  Unit V begins the transition 

toward alternating fingers across several strings by asking the student to play a 

number of pieces such as “Dance of the Firefly,” whose melodies alternate between 

the first and second or second and third strings.  Since melodies that alternate 

strings tend to use a great number of melodic thirds and fourths, these intervals are 

introduced in this Unit.  The technical challenge of learning to alternate fingers is 

integrated directly into learning the music along with the learning of notation, 

intervals, and the first tempo markings (page 84). 

 

Simple Gifts (Unit VI) 

Unit VI introduces alternating fingers on a single string, string crossing, eighth 

notes, and sharp notes.  The student is shown that a sharp raises a pitch one fret, or 

one half step.  Since the student by this time is accustomed to thinking of the guitar 

in terms of intervals, particularly half and whole steps, the introduction of the sharp 

as raising a pitch one half step is really only a matter of revisiting a familiar 

concept.   

 

In Unit VI students spend pages 85-86 engaging in exercises that focus on 

alternating fingers and string crossing.  This temporary focus does not interfere 

with the integration of technique and music learner, since the new technique is 

immediately brought into the larger context of making music (page 87). 

 

Tango (Unit VII) 

Unit VII introduces the dotted-quarter-eighth rhythm, reading leger lines, and the 

intervals of a fifth and a sixth.  The dotted rhythm is introduced through the 

familiar melody, “Alouette” (page 95), and then reinforced in the piece “Tango,” 

which also introduces the interval of a sixth.  “Tango” also makes use of a new 
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note, F#, and employs two new notes using leger lines.  Students can absorb all of 

these new concepts as an integrated whole in this piece largely because it is so easy 

to play.  Using only five notes, one rhythm and only the thumb to pluck the strings, 

it poses few challenges for the student. 

 
Drunken Sailor (VIII) 

Unit VIII is devoted primarily to learning accompaniment chords and folk 

melodies.  The pieces in this Unit are all duets with one part playing strummed 

accompaniment chords and the other performing the melody.  The pieces were 

chosen primarily for the ease of play of the accompaniment, but since the students 

have already become proficient at playing melodies, all of the pieces may be 

performed as duets with the student on either part.  

 

Playing chords involves a whole new level of coordination for the left hand.  

Playing three or four fingers at a time is much more difficult than playing one 

finger at a time, particularly since many common chords require an angular 

separation between the fingers that is exceptionally difficult for beginners.   For 

this reason it was necessary to search for pieces that began with only two chords 

that were easy to play.  Unit VIII begins with the spiritual “Joshua Fought the 

Battle of Jericho” because it uses only E major and A minor chords.  As can be 

seen from the diagrams below, these chords have identical finger-shapes that keep 

all the fingers close together when changing from one chord to the other: 

   A-Minor    E-Major 

A   e 
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Since students learn to play chords in this unit, they also learn the basic structure of 

a triad.  The second chord piece adds the A major chord to the student’s chord 

vocabulary.  Learning the new chord of A major offers the opportunity to show 

how a minor chord can be turned into a major chord by raising the third (page 108).  

Undue time need not be spent on the theory behind this; it is more important that 

students understand the physical and aural relationships between these chords and 

begin to achieve an intuitive sense of the underlying principles governing chord 

structure. 

 

 

Conclusion 

This treatise attempts to remain true to the idea that the best way to learn music is 

to make music in a manner that speaks to the most basic concepts of the subject.  

By engaging directly in the activity, students are more likely to learn the needed 

skills in an integrated manner.  It is through engaging in musical activities that 

speak directly to the core concepts of music learning, understanding, and guitar 

technique that the student is most likely to progress toward becoming an expert 

guitarist. 

 
 

In the majority of cases, students begin studying an instrument because they are 

drawn to make music.  Music instructors have an obligation to engage their 

students musically from the very beginning and to foster students’ interest in music.  

If music is taught unmusically, either through playing exercises of little musical 

value, learning theory concepts that have no apparent connection to music, or 

memorizing notes and fingerings outside the context of music-making, then 

students may very well lose their motivation to learn music.  
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Instruction without encounter, analysis without intuition, artistic 
craft without aesthetic pleasure; these are recipes for educational 
disaster.  Meaningless action is worse than no activity at all and 
leads to confusion and apathy, whereas meaning generates its own 
models and motivation and in so doing frees the student from the 
teacher.  Thus we take charge of our own learning; there is no 
other way. 43 

                                                 
43 Swanwick, 250. 
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10 Steps to Tuning the guitar using an “E” tuning fork 

You should tune your guitar every time you pick it up to play.  While learning to 

tune by ear takes time, it is an excellent ear-training exercise.  At first you may 

need to check your tuning with an electronic tuner, but you should always tune by 

ear first. 

1. Holding the tuning fork by the base, strike the stem of the fork against your 

knee and then press the base against the bridge of the guitar.  Set down the fork. 

2. Place your left hand on the first string tuning peg and then pluck the first string 

with your right hand thumb. 

3. Match the pitch of the string to the tuning fork by adjusting the peg – you may 

need to replay the tuning fork several times to check. 

4. Press your 4th finger behind the 5th fret of the 2nd string. 

5. Play the first and second strings loudly with your thumb about one second apart 

several times, listening for the difference between the two notes.  If the guitar is 

in tune these two notes should be exactly the same.  Pay close attention to 

whether the second string was lower or higher than the first string and how 

much lower or higher. 

6. Pluck the second string open and adjust the second string peg the distance 

higher or lower that you judged it to be different from the first string. 

7. Check the second string against the first by pressing down at the fifth fret again 

and comparing it to the first string open.  Repeat step 5 and 6 as many times as 

needed to make the strings sound the same. 

8. Press your 3rd finger behind the 4th fret of the third string. 

9. Tune the 3rd string to the second string in the same manner that you tuned the 

2nd string to the 1st. 

10. Tune each of the remaining strings using the fifth fret in the same manner. 
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When you are finished with all six strings you may check your tuning by playing 

each string open to an electronic tuner.  The electronic tuner will show the name of 

the note and whether it is sharp or flat.  Adjust the tuning peg until it shows neither 

sharp nor flat. 
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Sitting and holding the guitar 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Technique Corner 
1. The chair should be low enough that your upper legs are parallel to the floor 

when you are seated.   
2. Sit out on the front half of the chair – your back should not touch the back of 

the chair!   
3. Your feet should be approximately in front of each leg of the chair, not in the 

center or too far out to the sides. 
4. Place the footstool in front of the left leg of the chair where your left foot 

was and then place your foot on top of it. 
5. Pick up the guitar and set in on your left leg as in the photos below. 
6. The guitar should be angled in slightly toward you and you should lean in 

slightly toward the guitar. 
7. Adjust the footstool and the angle of the guitar so that the top tuning peg is at

eye level. 
 

  
Figure 5    Figure 6
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High and Low on the Guitar 

When it comes to high and low notes, the guitar seems to have been built upside-

down:  The strings with the higher notes are lower to the ground.  The first string is 

called the high string and the sixth is called the low string.  Use your thumb to 

pluck these strings and listen to the difference in sound.  Sing the word “high” as 

you play the 1st string with your thumb and the word “low” as you play the 6th 

string.   

 

Listen and Play 

Listen as your teacher plays the high and low strings and copy their pattern of high 

and low.44  Next make up your own pattern of high and low notes for your teacher 

to copy. 

 

 
44 Note to teacher:  This exercise should be played as a simple call and response using the first and 
sixth strings.  Patterns of four or eight beats are probably sufficient.  
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Conducting the Pulse 

To establish a steady pulse, or beat, we will first learn to conduct.  To conduct the 

pulse move your hand up and down in a steady motion as though you were 

bouncing a ball or playing with a Yo-Yo.  Sing the sound “Ta” each time your hand 

reaches the lowest point in its motion.  A down arrow shows the lowest point of the 

hand motion.  Practice keeping a steady pulse in the examples below: 

 

Exercise 1 

Exercise 1. 

Beat:       

Sing:        
Taaa 

      
Taaa 

      
Taaa 

 

Hands: 
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Conducting the quarter note  q and quarter rest Œ  .    
Practice conducting the following exercises; sing “Ta” on the quarter notes and be 

silent on the rests. 

 

Exercise 3 

Beat: 
 

 
 

 
 

 

Sing: 
       

Taaa  
     

Taaa  
     

Taaa  

Note: q  q  q  

 

Exercise 2 

Beat: 
 

 
 

 
 

 

Sing: 
       

Taaa      (rest)  
     

Taaa  

Note: q  Œ  q  
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The exercises below use a line to write the notes and rests on.  Continue to conduct 

and sing the exercises as you did for exercises 1-3. 

 

Exercise 4 

 
 

Exercise 5 

 
 

Exercise 6 

  
 

Exercise 7 
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Unit II   
Playing with the Right Hand Thumb 

 
Thumb Push-Ups 

Thumb push-ups help strengthen the thumb muscles that help with guitar playing.   

Begin by slightly curving the fingers so that the thumb rests upon the tip of the 

index finger (left).  Next, keeping the thumb straight and relaxed, raise and lower it 

from the wrist joint (middle).  Repeat until this motion is easy.  Be certain that the 

tip does not lift as in picture on the right. 
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Right Hand Position 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Technique Corner 
1. Check your position against the Figures 7 and 8 in lesson 1. 
2. Make sure your right arm is resting on the highest point of the back of the 

guitar. 
3. Make sure your wrist is straight by drawing an imaginary line from the big 

knuckle of your annular finger back along your arm to your elbow. 
4. Check to make sure your wrist is slightly higher than knuckles so that it 

makes a little hill from your knuckles up to your wrist. 
5. Let your thumb rest on top of your index finger and look down through the 

hole between the thumb and index finger at the floor.  Look only with your 
eyes – don’t bend your back!  If you cannot see the floor turn your hand 
until you can. 

 

 

   
Figure 7             Figure 8 
(Right Hand  from in front)           (Right hand from above) 

 44



Playing with the thumb on the guitar 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Technique Corner 
 

1. Check your position on the guitar against Figures 7 and 8 in lesson 1.   
2. Gently curve your fingers and rest the index and middle against the first 

string.   
3. Place the tip of your thumb on the fourth string as in the picture on the left. 
4. Allow your thumb to drop onto the tip of your index finger plucking the 

string as in the picture on the right. 
5. Return your thumb to the third string. 
6. Allow your thumb to drop onto the tip of your index finger. 
7. Continue alternating strings until comfortable. 

 

   
 

 
Practice playing the third and fourth strings saying “G” every time you play the 

third string and “D” every time you play the fourth string until you become very 

familiar with them. 

 

Listen and Play 

Listen as your teacher plays the G and D strings and copy your teacher’s pattern.  

Next make up your own pattern of high and low notes for your teacher to copy. 
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Guitar music is written on a staff in the treble clef.  Here are the main parts of a 

staff: 



Treble clef

Time Signature

The Staff

Measure Line  
 

Notes are written on the lines or in the spaces between the lines to show what notes 

to play on the guitar.  The notes you have been playing are D on the fourth string 

and G on the third string.  G is written on the second line of the staff; D is written 

below the bottom line of the staff: 

 

(3 rd string open)
G


(4th string open)

D
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Learning a new piece 
1. Begin without the guitar by saying the note names while conducting the pulse 

(the arrows show where your hand should be on the down part of the pulse). 
2. Next tap the rhythm on the top of the guitar with your right thumb. 
3. Play the piece maintaining an even, steady pulse throughout. 

Exercise 8 

 
Exercise 9 

 
 

Exercise 10 

                
 

 

Teacher’s Accompaniment for Exercises 8-10 
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Musette 

 
Teacher’s Duet 
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1. Check your wrist to
2. Place your thumb g

opposite the first fin
3. Curve your fingers 
4. Play on the tip of y
5. Keep your elbow sl

forms a 90º angle w
Tip:  Check your shoulder to m

Left hand from the side  

Left hand from above

 

Technique Corner 
 be certain it remains straight yet relaxed 
ently in the middle of the back of the neck 
ger.  Don't press it into the neck. 

over the third string 
our finger directly behind the fret 
ightly away from your body so that your arm 
ith the neck of the guitar. 
ake sure it is down and relaxed! 
         
Left arm from the side 
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To raise the pitch of a string depress the string with the left hand fingertip just 

behind a fret.  The frets closer to the tuning pegs are the lower frets and the frets 

closer to the body of the guitar are the higher frets.  Play the third string second fret 

and say “low” and then play the third string tenth fret and say “high.”  Try sliding 

your finger along the string while pressing down firmly.  Listen to the pitch change 

as you slide youre finger up and down. 

 

Listen and Play 

Listen as your teacher plays the high and low frets and copy your teacher’s pattern 

of high and low.45   

 

The first note you will learn to play with the left hand is “A,” played with the 

second finger of the left hand on the third string at the second fret.  In the diagram 

below the vertical lines represent the six strings of the guitar, the horizontal lines 

represent the frets, the circle shows where the note is played, and the number inside 

the circle shows which finger should be used to play the note. 

New Note: A 

  Review Notes: G and D   
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45 Note to teacher:  This exercise may be played on any string. 



 

Practice alternating between the notes G and A using the thumb of the right hand to 

pluck the third string: 

 

Exercise 11 

        
 

Keeping the second finger down on the note A, practice alternating between the 

notes A and D on the third and fourth strings: 

 

Exercise 12 

 
2 

0

     
 

When the fingering shows 0 
it means the string should be
played open. 
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Conducting The Half Note  h     and the Half Rest  

The half note lasts for two quarter notes or two beats.  A half rest lasts for two 

beats of silence.  We will use the sound “too” to represent the half note.  Practice 

conducting and singing the rhythms below before going on to tapping them on the 

guitar and finally playing them. 

 

Exercise 13  

 
Exercise 14 

 
 

Exercise 15 
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Air Guitar 

Air guitar is a fun way of learning all the notes, rhythms, and fingerings for playing 

music before we actually try to play it on the guitar. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Steps for playing the “Air Guitar” 
Taking the piece four measures at a time, complete the following steps:  

1. Sing the names of the notes out loud to a pulse you are conducting with 
your hand. 

2. Tap the rhythms on the top of the guitar using the right hand finger you 
would use in the piece (in this case the thumb). 

3. Play the right hand in the air on an imaginary guitar while singing the 
names of the notes in the first two measures out loud. 

4. Play the left hand on an imaginary guitar while saying the names of the 
notes out loud. 

5. Play both hands on the “air guitar” while saying the names of the notes 
out loud. 

(When you can see the hands clearly in the mind you may skip steps 3 and 4) 

Use the “Air Guitar” technique to learn the Blue Samba. 

Blue Samba 

 
Teacher’s Duet 
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Improvising your own Samba 

Play each two-measure phrase below many times until you are comfortable with 

each one.  When you are comfortable with all four Figures you may play them in 

any order to make up your own Samba.  Finally, make up your own 2-measure 

melodies using the notes D, G, and A and add it to the Figures below.46 

 

 

My Samba 

Phrase 1.     Phrase 2. 

 
Phrase 3.     Phrase 4. 

 
 

Teacher’s Duet 

                                                 
46 Optional Exercise:  When the student plays the last note of a Figure the teacher may call out the 
next Figure for the student to play.  Student must play the next Figure in time, waiting exactly four 
beats to begin the next Figure. 
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Your own melody  

 Write a few melodies of your own using the notes G, D and A in quarter and half 

note rhythms.  Practice each melody until you can play it comfortably and then add 

them to the patterns above to make a new improvisation. 

 

 

 

 

 
(Teacher uses the same accompaniment as Blue Samba) 
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The rhythm of two quarter notes and a half note (q      q         h) is very common in 

music.  Practice conducting this pattern in the exercise below: 

 

How many times can you find the q      q         hrhythm in the piece below?____ 

Use the steps for “Air Guitar” to learn Sunday in the Park. 
 

Sunday in the Park 

  2          
5

              
 

Teacher’s Duet: 
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Conducting the Whole Note 

 
So far we have learned to conduct the quarter note, which receives one beat and the 

half note, which lasts two beats.  Now we will learn the whole note  , which lasts 

for four beats.   
 

q                          q                                       q                 q   
  h                                                              h

 
Each Half note = Two 
Quarter Notes 
 
 
Each Whole Note = Two 
Half Notes  

Exercise 16 

 
 
Exercise 17 
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Church Bells 

 
Teacher’s Duet 
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Unit III   
Middle and Index Fingers Rest Stroke 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Technique Corner 
1. With the thumb gently resting on the fifth string, place the tip of the middle 

finger on the first string with the knuckles of the fingers gently curved. 
2. Pluck the string so that the middle finger comes to rest on the second string. 
3. Return the finger to first string and repeat until this motion becomes easy. 
4. Repeat this process for the index finger by setting it on the second string, 

plucking the string and coming to rest on the third string. 

   
Preparation     Completion

 59



 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Check your wrist t
2. The finger playing

other fingers relax
3. Play through the st  

next string. 
 

New Notes: E      and  B

 

 

 
A number inside a circle 
tells us the string number 

Review Notes: 

 

 

Technique Corner 
o be certain it remains straight yet relaxed. 
 should be firm and ready to play.  Keep the 
ed. 
ring firmly, but do not continue to press into the
 (open)   

 

 

A number next to the note 
shows us the finger to use 
– a zero means open. 
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In guitar music we use letters to represent the fingers of the right hand.  m stands 

for middle and i stands for index. 

Practice each example below by tapping the appropriate fingers (either m or i) on 

the top of the guitar in the correct rhythm first, and then play each example.   

Exercise 16 

 
Exercise 17 

 
Exercise 18 
 

 
E and B Chorale 

 m m m m i i i m m i i m i m
 

Teacher’s Duet 
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Left Hand on the First String 

The next piece uses two new notes: F and G on the first string.  F is played with the 

first finger on the first fret of the first string.  G is played with the third or fourth 

finger on the third fret of the first string.  F is written on the top line of the staff; G 

is written above the top line of the staff: 

New Notes: 

          F                   G 

 
Review Notes: 


D

 0

G

 0

A 2

B 0

E 0

 
Play the exercise below using your right hand middle finger.  Be sure to play “Air 

Guitar” first, then “real” guitar: 

Exercise 19  
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An interva
The first i
 
When we 
musical al
A) we ar
move from
to the nex

 
G

F

E

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Theory corner – The Step 

l is the distance between two notes.
nterval we will learn is a step. 

move between adjacent letters in the
phabet (for example A to B or G to
e moving one step.  Steps always
 a line to the next space or a space

t line.  A step is also called a second.
 

 

 

Stepping Song I 

 
Stepping Song II 
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Left Hand on the Second String 

The next piece uses two new notes: C and D on the second string.   

C is played with the first finger on the first fret of the second string.  D is played 

with the fourth finger on the third fret of the second string. 

New Notes: 

 

Review Notes: 


D

0

G

 0

A2

B 0

E0
F1

G
4

Learn the exercise below using the air guitar technique.  Learn

first and then practice them until you can play each one five tim

Exercise 20 
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 each line air guitar 

es in a row well. 

 



 

 

 

        

 

 

     

 

 

 
Som
F an
from
step
fret
and
are 
 

Find 

to lea

 

 

  

Theory Corner –half steps and whole steps 

e steps are bigger than others.  Although E to 
d F to G are both steps (adjacent notes) to go 
 E to F is only one fret.  This is called a half 
.  From F to G is two frets (first fret to third 

) which is called a whole step.  The half step 
 the whole step are two kinds of seconds.  They 
called the minor second and the major second.
 

E to F is one fret or 
one half step 

F to G is two frets or 
one whole step 

all the half and whole steps in “Ode to Joy.”  Use the “Air Guitar” technique 

rn “Ode to Joy.” 

Ode to Joy 

   Ludwig Van Beethoven 
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Exploring the Fretboard 

The same note can be played in many different places on the guitar.  You already 

know from tuning that the first string open is the same note as the second string at 

the first fret, and the second string open is the same note as the third string at the 

fourth fret and so on.  To become familiar with the notes on the higher frets, play 

Ode to Joy in two new positions.  Use your ear to tell you when you are playing the 

right notes. 

 

Begin with the first finger on the fifth fret of the second string.  In this position the 

second finger will play all the sixth fret notes, the third finger will play all the 

seventh fret notes and the fourth finger will play all the eighth fret notes.  Move the 

right arm so that you are playing the second string with the middle finger and the 

third string with the index finger.  The diagram below shows which fingers to use 

to play “Ode to Joy” in the fifth position.  Use your ear to help with the rhythm. 

Fifth Position 

3rd String 
2nd String 

1st finger at 5th fret

1 1 2 4 4 2 1
3 1 1 3

1 1
3 3

1 1 2 4 4 2 1
3 1 1 3

1
3 1 1
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Now place the first finger on the ninth fret of the third string – the other fingers 

should now be over the tenth, eleventh and twelfth frets.  Move the right arm so 

that you are playing the third string with the middle finger and the fourth string 

with the index finger. 

 

4th String 
3rd String 

1st finger at 9th fret

1 1 2 4 4 2 1
4 2 2 4

1 1
4 4

1 1 2 4 4 2 1
4 2 2 4

1
4 2 2
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Unit IV 
The Repeat Sign 

Two dots at the end of a measure indicate to repeat back to the last double dot at the 

beginning of a measure.  If there are no double dots at the beginning of a measure, 

repeat back the start of the piece. 

         

(Repeat the music in between the double dots) 

 

Exercise 21 

   
(First time loud, second time soft)
i i i i m m i

(First time soft, second time loud)
i i m i i i i

5

 
Pick your own volume changes

i i i i m m m m i i i i i
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Ties 

A tie is a line connecting two consecutive notes of the same pitch.  Rather than 

replaying the second note in the tie, continue to hold the note for the length of both 

notes.  Therefore two quarter notes tied together lasts two beats, or the same as one 

half note. 

           =        =   ____? 

 

 

Practice conducting and singing the following examples: 

Exercise 22 

 
Exercise 23 
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Finding the musical phrase 

A phrase in music is the similar to a sentence in speech.  In language a sentence is a 

group of words that combine to make one idea.  Similarly, in music a phrase is a 

group of notes that combine to make one idea.  Phrase markings look very similar 

to ties; the difference is that a phrase covers many notes, while a tie joins two 

consecutive notes of the same pitch. 

 

 

When the Saints Go Marching In 

 

Phrase mark 

e

 

Ti
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Before going on to learn Evening Prayer, practice playing the following scale.  A 

scale is a sequence of notes that move in steps.  Begin by playing with the left hand 

only.  While this will not produce any sound, it will allow you to concentrate on 

keeping all the fingers over the strings. 

 

Exercise 24 
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Musical Form 

Sing along as your teacher plays the melody to Evening Prayer.  Draw in phrase 

markings in the places where you take a breath in your singing.  These phrases 

combine together to make musical sections the same way sentences combine to 

make paragraphs.   Evening Prayer has three sections, Section A, Section B, and 

the return of Section A.   

Evening Prayer 47 

Martha Mier 

A

B

 

A

 72

                                                 
47 Copyright Alfred Publishing, 1997.  Arranged and used with permission of the publisher. 



Teacher’s Duet 
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E and F on the fourth string 

E is played on the second fret of the fourth string with the second finger.  F is 

played on the third fret of the fourth string with the third finger.  Notice that E and 

F are only one fret apart (or one half-step), just like they were on the first string. 

 

New Notes: 

 

 
Review Notes: 


D


0

G


0

A

 2

B

 0

E 0
1

G4

 
Using the right hand thumb, perform the following exercise in the air and then on 

the guitar: 

Exercise 25 
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3 – shows the numb
4 – shows what get
¾ time = 3 quarter 

A dotted half note  

 q  + q  +q  = h k 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conducting Practice: 

Exercise 26 

 

Learn Sad Little Waltz

each phrase on the top 

 

 

Theory Corner: A New Time Signature 

er of beats in a measure 
s the beat: The four stands for quarter notes 
notes in every measure. 

h k is equal to three quarter notes or one full measure. 
 

 one phrase at a time.  Use your thumb to tap the rhythm of 

of the guitar before playing it. 
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Theory Corner 

The Interval of a Third: 
Skipping a letter in the musical 
alphabet results in a third. 
For example B to D: 

B (skip C) D  
        3rd 
Thirds are written from line to line or 
space to space. 

 

 
Can you find the thirds on the first and fourth strings? E to ____   and D to _____ 

Find all the notes a third apart in the following piece. 

Rocking Thirds 

 77



 

 
1. Check your positio
2. Gently curve your f  

the second string.   
3. Place the tip of you
4. Allow your thumb 

plucking the string.
5. Return to the sixth 
6. Continue alternatin

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Leger Lines 

The notes you have been playi

must be written with extra line

extra lines are written underne

Mark in the two phrases, then 

it on the real guitar. 

 

Technique Corner 

n on the guitar against Figure 2.  
ingers and rest the index and middle against

r thumb on the fifth string. 
to drop onto the tip of your index finger 
 
string. 
g strings until comfortable.
ng  are A and E below the staff.  That means they 

s (called leger lines) which extend the staff.  These 

ath the original five-line staff. 

practice Indian Song on the Air Guitar before trying 
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Indian Song 

 
Teacher’s Duet: 
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Unit V 
 

Theory Corner 

The Interval of a Fourth: 
Skipping 2 letters in the musical 
alphabet results in a fourth. 
For example B to E: 

B (skip C, skip D) E  
             4th 
Fourths are written from line to space 
or space to line. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Song of Fourths 
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Alternating Index and Middle 

In the next piece, A Fine Day for Walking, the notes alternate between strings.  

This means it will be necessary to alternate using the index and middle fingers.   To 

do this, simply release one finger as you play the next.  Practice this on the first and 

second strings of the guitar: 

Exercise 27 


m

lift m

i
lift i

m i m i m i
 

Changing Strings 

When the right hand fingers change strings it is important to keep the wrist straight 

and the finger curved.  In order to do this, move the arm and not the fingers or wrist 

to change strings.  Practice moving between strings in the exercises below: 

Exercise 28 


i (cross)


i (cross)


i (cross)


etc.

    
 

Exercise 29 


m (cross) m (cross)


m (cross) etc.
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In See-Saw Strings the index and middle fingers alternate between the first two 

strings in measures 1-2 and 5-6.  Be sure to keep the wrist straight and the fingers 

curved as you make the shift. 

 

See-Saw Strings 

 
 

Teacher’s Duet: 
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In the piec
fingers alt
strings for
then shift 
strings for 

 

 

 

Theory Challenge 
 
How many thirds can you 
find in the piece below? 

A Fine Day for Walking 

Andante (moderate walking speed) 

 

Cross m to second string
 
Cross back to first string
Technique Corner 
e below the index and middle
ernate between the first two
 the first eight measures and
down to the second and third
measures nine through sixteen.
 
Teacher’s Duet: 
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Dance of the Firefly 

Theory Challenge 
Find all the thirds in Dance 
of the Firefly 

Moderato (moderate speed) 

 
Teacher’s Duet: 
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Unit VI    
Alternating Index and Middle on a single string 

In order to comfortably alternate the index and middle fingers on a single string it is 

necessary to allow the longer middle finger to curve slightly so that it reaches the 

same length as the index finger, like a tall man bending his knees to become the 

same height as a short man.   

Exercise 30 

 
Exercise 31 

 
Exercise 32 

 
Use the exercise below to practice changing strings.  Remember to keep the wrist 

straight and the angle and curve of each finger the same as you change strings.  
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Exercise 33 


m

lift m

i
lift i

m i m i m i

 
Because the index finger is shorter than the middle finger it is easier to reach the 

higher strings with the middle finger and the lower strings with the index finger.  

This is particularly important when it is necessary to alternate between two strings: 

Easy      Hard 

 
Write in the easiest fingering for the right hand index and middle fingers in the 

examples below: 

 

Exercise 34 
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Theory Challenge 
 
How many notes in the piece 
below are a step apart? 

 

 

 

 

Mark in the phrases to the piece below and practice each phrase air guitar before 

playing it several times on the real guitar. 

 

Sur Le Pont D’Avignon 

 

 

cross cross cross

cross 
cross cross
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Conducting Eighth Notes    

Two eighth notes are played in the time of one quarter note; eighth notes are 

usually played in pairs like this: �To practice eighth notes, use the syllable 
“ti” (pronounced “tee”). 
 

Practice the exercises below.  Be certain to keep a steady pulse with your 

conducting arm. 

 

Exercise 35 

 

The rhythm q  or “ti ti ta” can be thought of as “short short long”  just like 

two quarter notes and a half note.   
 

Exercise 36 
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Repeating fingers 

In order to avoid difficult string crossings it is occasionally necessary to repeat a 

finger.  Notice how in the example below it is necessary to repeat the middle finger 

to avoid having a difficult alternation between the notes D and E that follow.    

 

Exercise 37 

 
 

If it is necessary to repeat a finger, do so during the longer notes of a piece.  Circle 

the letters for the repeated right hand fingers in the first line of Simple Gifts below.  

Write in the rest of the right hand fingerings before learning simple gifts. 
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Before learning Sonatina, mark in each phrase with your teacher.  Be aware of the 

ties as you practice singing each phrase in “Air Guitar.” 
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Sonatina 

C. H. Wilton 
Arr. Klondike Steadman 

 
Teacher’s Duet 

            
7

              
12
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Accidentals 

Accidentals are symbols that can be added to notes to raise or lower their pitch.  

There are two kinds of accidentals:  The sharp, which raises the pitch, and the flat, 

which lowers the pitch.  Notes that are neither sharp nor flat are called natural 

notes. 

The sharp   raises the pitch by one half step or one fret. 



 
Exercise 38 

 
Once a note has been sharped it remains a sharp until the next measure: 

Exercise 39 
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Sad Little Polka 

(Use the thumb to pluck strings) 

 
Teacher’s Duet: 
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The study below uses two 
new sharp notes:  F# and C#.  
 
To find these notes simply go 
up one fret from F natural and 
C natural. 

Before beginning Study in B Minor find all the sharp notes  -- don’t forget that 

sharps continue for the whole measure. 

Study in B Minor 
Fernando Sor 

Arr. Klondike Steadman 
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Teacher’s Duet 
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Playing the note B on the third string 

The note B can be played on the open second string or the fourth fret of the third 

string: 

 

 

A Roman numeral over a note 
indicates on which fret it is played. 

 

In A Minor Matter playing the B on the third string in the first measure makes it 

easier for the right hand to cross strings.  It allows the longer middle finger to reach 

the higher string first. 

A Minor Matter 
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Unit VII 
Notes on the fifth string 

B is written below the first leger line and is played on the fifth string at the second 

fret; C is written on the first leger line below the staff and is played on the fifth 

string at the third fret. 

New Notes 

 
Review leger line notes: 

 (5th string open)
A


 (6th string open)

E


 

Fifth String Song 
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Notes on the sixth string 

 


F


G


 

Review leger line notes: 


A

0

E

0

B

2

C

3


 
 

Conduct and sing the following examples before trying them on the guitar: 

Exercise 40 

 
Exercise 41 
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Theory Corner 

The Interval of a Fifth: 
Skipping 3 letters in the musical alphabet 
results in a fifth.   For example B to E: 

E (skip F, skip G Skip A)B  
                5th 
Fifths are written from line to line or space to 
space. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Find all the fifths in “The Wild West” before beginning to learn the piece. 

The Wild West 

Ridin’ Slow 
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Conducting Dotted Quarter Notes 

 

In 2/4, ¾, and 4/4 time, a dotted quarter is almost always followed by an eighth.  

One eighth note by itself is written like this:  e 


Conducting:

Singing: ta                   ti 


ta                 ti 

 
ta                  ti 

 
ta                  ti 
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Alouette 

 
 

 
Theory Corner – Sixths 

The Interval of a sixth: 
Skipping 4 letters in the musical alphabet 
results in a sixth.   For example B to G: 

B   (skip C, D, E, F)    G  
                 6th   
Sixths are written from line to space or space 
to line. 
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Theory Challenge 
 
Find all the fifths and sixths in 
this piece. 

 

 

 

 

Tango 

 
Teacher’s Duet 
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Unit VIII   
Playing Chords 

 
A chord is usually three or more notes played at the same time.  The chords here 

have three different notes and are called triads.  The three notes of a triad are each a 

third apart, as in the A-minor triad shown below: 

Example of an A minor chord: 

A Minor Triad 
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Strumming Chords 

To strum a chord hold the right hand above the sixth string with the fingers lightly 

curled as in Figure 9.  Brush the back of the fingers across the strings by allowing 

the hand to drop while opening the fingers as in Figure 10.  This is called a down 

strum.   Play the piece below with one strum at the beginning of each measure. 

 

 
Figure 9      Figure 10 

Preparation          Completion 

 

Reading Chord Diagrams 

A chord diagram is a drawing of the fretboard indicating where to place the fingers 

to form a chord, like the charts for A-minor and E-Major Below: 

A-minor     E-major 

A  


e  

 
Practice moving the left hand back and forth between these two chords until the 

movement becomes comfortable.  
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Reading Chord Charts 

A chord chart is a way of writing music that shows which chords to play.  In chord 

charts a diagonal line is often used to show where to strum the chord: 

 
When reading chord charts, continue to play the same chord until a new one is 

written.  In the chart above you strum A-minor eight times (measures 1 and 2) and 

E-major eight times (measures 3 and 4). 

 

Practice strumming A minor and E major for two measure each.  First strum each 

chord only once at the beginning of each measure, then strum on the first and third 

beat of each measure. 
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Every chord piece in this book is intended as a duet for two students or teacher and 

student.  The players may switch parts after the repeat. 

 

To learn the melody to Joshua Fought the Battle of Jericho, first draw in the 

phrases.  Then mark the best right hand fingering for the first phrase, including the 

string crossings.  Then practice the phrase Air Guitar, followed by real guitar.  

When you have mastered the first phrase, move onto the next.  Continue this 

process until you have finished learning the piece. 

Joshua Fought the Battle of Jericho 
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Major and Minor Chords 

To make a minor chord into a major chord, simply raise the middle note of the triad 

one fret or one half step: 

A Minor Triad 


A  (skip B)     C  (skip D)    E


3rd


3rd

 

 



Becomes: 

A Major Triad 


A  (skip B)    C#  (skip D)    E


3rd


3rd

 

 



A Becomes:  a 
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Thumb Strum Strum 

Another common way to play chords is to pluck the bass notes with the thumb and 

strum the chords with the fingers.  To play this pattern in a three-beat measure we 

pluck once and strum twice:  Thumb Strum Strum.   Practice this pattern on the 

open strings. 

Try this pattern with the E major and A major chords.  For E major, pluck the low 

E string and for A major pluck the A string: 

Exercise 42 

 
thumb

A


strum



strum



thumb


strum


strum


thumb

E



strum




strum




thumb



strum




strum




 
 
Now play this pattern in Down in the Valley while your teacher plays the melody. 

Remember:  Keep playing the same chord until a new one is written.  When you are 

comfortable with the chords, mark in the phrases and learn the melody one phrase 

at a time. 
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Down In the Valley 


i

A

 1

m
2

i m  2
i1 i 2

m i 2

5

  m

E

  i2

m 1

i m
4

9

   m 1

i2

m i

A

2 
 

 

 

Pick-up Notes 

Some pieces begin with an incomplete measure.  The notes in this measure are 

called pick-up notes.  Pieces that begin with an incomplete measure usually end 

with one too.  Together the beginning and end measures make one complete 

measure. 

 109



 

 

Barbara Allen Pick-up notes 

 

Incomplete Measure
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To make a major chord into a minor chord we reverse the process of changing a 

minor chord into a major.  

Take the middle note and lower it one half step, or one fret: 

E major triad 


E  (skip F)    G#  (skip A)    B
   

 



Becomes: 

E Minor Triad 


E  (skip F)     G  (skip A)    B
   

 

e  Becomes  E 

The next song uses two chords:  E minor and D Major. 

D major: d  

Be careful not to strike the low E string when strumming a D major chord. 

Practice moving between D Major and E minor until both chords become 

comfortable.  Play the chords to Drunken Sailor in the Thumb-Strum pattern below.  
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Exercise 43 

 
Learn the melody to Drunken Sailor one phrase at a time using air guitar first.  Play 

the melody the first time through and the chords on the repeat.  

Drunken Sailor 


m

Em

 i m i   m i m   i m i4

m

D

 i m i   m i m   i m i

5

  m

Em

0

m i m   i m i   m
1 i

2 m i

D

 2
m 1

i m 3 1

i

Em

 m
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