


Teaching Beginning Guitar Class
 





1

Teaching Beginning 
Guitar Class

A PRACTICAL GUIDE

Bill Swick

  



1
Oxford University Press is a department of the University of Oxford. It furthers
the University’s objective of excellence in research, scholarship, and education
by publishing worldwide. Oxford is a registered trade mark of Oxford University
Press in the UK and certain other countries.

Published in the United States of America by Oxford University Press
198 Madison Avenue, New York, NY 10016, United States of America.

© Oxford University Press 2017

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in
a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the
prior permission in writing of Oxford University Press, or as expressly permitted
by law, by license, or under terms agreed with the appropriate reproduction
rights organization. Inquiries concerning reproduction outside the scope of the
above should be sent to the Rights Department, Oxford University Press, at the
address above.

You must not circulate this work in any other form
and you must impose this same condition on any acquirer.

Library of Congress Cataloging-​in-​Publication Data
Names: Swick, Bill.
Title: Teaching beginning guitar class : a practical guide / Bill Swick.
Description: New York, NY : Oxford University Press, [2017]
Identifiers: LCCN 2016055605 | ISBN 9780190661922 (pbk. : alk. paper) |  
ISBN 9780190661915 (hardcover : alk. paper)
Subjects: LCSH: Guitar—Instruction and study.
Classification: LCC MT580 .S9 2017 | DDC 787.87/193071—dc23  
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2016055605

9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1

Paperback printed by WebCom, Inc., Canada
Hardback printed by Bridgeport National Bindery, Inc., United States of America

  



vCONTENTS

Introduction   •  1

	1.	Getting Started   •  3
I Do Not Play Guitar, Why Do I Have to Teach Guitar?   •  3
Reasons Why Music Educators May Like Teaching Guitar   •  4
Band Students Will Leave the Band to Join a Guitar Class, or Will They?   •  4
Guitar Content for the First Quarter   •  5
What Kind of Equipment Is Needed for a Guitar Class?   •  6
Trimming the List   •  7
No Left-​Handed Guitars   •  8
A Closer Look at Quarter 1 Class Content   •  8

Playing with a Pick   •  9
Playing with the Thumb   •  10
Playing with Alternating Fingers   •  10

How to Place Fingers on the Fingerboard to Change Pitches   •  11

	2.	Being Prepared Prior to the Start of the School Year   •  15
Making a List   •  15
Select a Method Book   •  15

How to Evaluate the Selected Method   •  16
Programmed Texts and Sequences   •  17
It’s Time to Do the Math   •  17

Learn to Model the Content of the Method Book   •  18
Learn to Model Technique for Both Left and Right Hands   •  18
Learn to Model Posture   •  19
Learn to Make a Sound with a Pick, the Thumb, and Alternate Fingers   •  19
Learn to Change a String   •  20
Learn to Tune a Guitar   •  20
Have Lesson Plans Covering at Least the First Quarter   •  21
Have Handouts Ready to Be Printed   •  21
Know Exactly What Is Going to Be Covered in the First Week of School   •  21

Why Give Pre-​tests?   •  22
Know Exactly What Is Going to Be Covered in the Second Week of School   •  22
Have a Curriculum Map for the Entire School Year   •  23
Prepare a Class Handbook and Have It Printed and Ready to Distribute to 

Students   •  23
Check that All Equipment Is in Place and in Working Order   •  24
Know How Your Seating Arrangement for the Classroom Is Going To Work   •  25

	3.	Organizational Ideas   •  27
Retention   •  27
Public School Structure   •  28
Structuring a Guitar Program for Longevity: The Middle School Model   •  28

The Three-​Year Plan   •  28
Semester versus Year-​Long Classes   •  29

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Contents

vi
  The Year-​Long Model   •  29
  The Semester-​Long Model   •  30

Explorations   •  31
High School Models   •  31
High School Schedule: 6 Classes a Day   •  32
Block Schedule   •  32
Backward Assessment   •  32

Backward Assessment Model   •  33
  Level 1: Beginning Guitar   •  33

Beginning Guitar—​List View—​All Objectives   •  34
Assessments   •  36
Consider This Assessment Model   •  36
Consider Using Music Prodigy   •  37
Daily Routines   •  37

	4.	A Potpourri of Practical Ideas and Simple Thoughts   •  39
Slow Down!   •  39
Engage Your Students before the Teaching Begins   •  40
Are Your Students Listening?   •  40
One Ounce of Technique   •  41
Beginners Are Not Ready to Tune a Guitar   •  41
Get Your Drums On   •  42
Learn Their Names!   •  42
The Shorter, the Better!   •  42
Collaborative Learning   •  43
Dreaming to Be a Rock Star   •  43
Not All Guitar Students Are Rockers   •  43
Practice Makes Permanent   •  44
New Students in January?   •  44
Make Friends with the Custodians and Counselors   •  44
Just Heard a Classical Guitar CD and Want to Learn to Play Guitar   •  44
Incorporate Ensemble Playing Early On   •  45
What Is the Classroom Lifespan of a Guitar?   •  45
Ten Professional Suggestions   •  46
Ten Quick Things to Make a Guitar Class Most Successful   •  46
Advice for Teaching Beginning Guitar   •  47

Ten Things to Make Life Easier   •  47

	5.	Lesson Plans, Curriculum, Objectives, and Standards   •  49
Why Lesson Plans?   •  49
What Is Curriculum?   •  50
Where to Find Guitar Curriculum for Each State   •  50
Curriculum for Beginning Guitar   •  51

Beginning Guitar Course Scope and Goals   •  51
Beginning Guitar Course Structure   •  51

Standards   •  54
National Standards for Music Education   •  57

	6.	Philosophy of Classroom Guitar Teaching   •  59
Learn to Play the Guitar   •  59
Do Not Have Time to Learn to Play the Guitar   •  59
Observations and Experience   •  60

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Contents

vii
How Does a Guitar Class Look?   •  61
Variations of How a Guitar Class May Look   •  62
What Brings on Change?   •  64
Learning Guitar Is Fun!   •  66
Teaching Guitar as a Harmonized Instrument   •  67
College Ready?   •  68

	7.	Applying the 80/​20 Rule   •  71
What Is the 80/​20 Rule?   •  71
What Does the 80/​20 Rule Have to Do with Teaching Guitar?   •  71
The Conventional Path   •  72
What to Teach and When to Teach It?   •  72
Twenty-​Four Hours a Day   •  73
Organizing the List   •  75
Applying the 80/​20 Rule to Self-​Learning   •  77

	8.	Quarter 1: The Timeline   •  79
The School Year Is About to Start   •  79
Calendar and Timing   •  79
Quarter 1: Week 1   •  80

Why Give Pre-​tests?   •  85
Backward Assessment Model   •  85
Parts of the Guitar: Pre-​test   •  85
Guitar: Answers   •  86
History of the Guitar: Pre-​test   •  87
History of the Guitar Pre-​test: Answers   •  87

Quarter 1: Week 2   •  90
Quarter 1: Week 3   •  94
Quarter 1: Week 4   •  97
Quarter 1: Week 5   •  100
Quarter 1: Week 6   •  100

Common Mistake Beginners Make in this Stage   •  105
Objectives for Month 2   •  105

Quarter 1: Week 7   •  105
Quarter 1: Week 8   •  109
Quarter 1: Week 9   •  111

	9.	Quarter 2: The Timeline   •  115
Quarter 2 Begins: Week 10, Quarter 2, Week 1   •  115
Week 11: Quarter 2, Week 2   •  115

The Right Hand   •  118
Songs Using the Fourth String   •  119

Week 12: No Teaching November, Quarter 2, Week 3   •  119
Combining the Fourth String with Strings One, Two, and Three   •  120
Ensemble Music   •  121

Week 13: Quarter 2, Week 4   •  121
Eighth Notes   •  125

Week 14: Quarter 2, Week 5   •  126
Picks   •  127

Week 15: Quarter 2, Week 6   •  130
Protruding Thumbs   •  130

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Contents

viii
Week 16: Quarter 2, Week 7   •  133

Ensemble Playing   •  133
Sixth String   •  133
Holiday Music   •  134

Week 17: Quarter 2, Week 8   •  137
Prepare for Midterm Exams   •  138

Week 18: Quarter 2, Week 9   •  139
Last Week before Midterm   •  139
Halfway   •  139

	10.	Quarter 3: The Timeline   •  141
Quarter 3 Begins: Week 19, or Quarter 3, Week 1   •  141

Combo Series   •  142
Week 20: Quarter 3, Week 2   •  142

Duets   •  142
Week 21: Quarter 3, Week 3   •  145
Week 22: Quarter 3, Week 4   •  147

Playing in 3/​8 and 6/​8 Time   •  147
Week 23: Quarter 3, Week 5   •  149

Dotted-​Quarter–​Eighth-​Note Rhythm   •  149
Week 24: Quarter 3, Week 6   •  153

Chords   •  153
Eighth Notes with Alternating Picking   •  153
Duple and Triple Meters   •  155

Week 25: Quarter 3, Week 7   •  155
Scales   •  156
Blues Form   •  157
Eighth Notes with Alternating Picking   •  157

Week 26: Quarter 3, Week 8   •  161
ABA Song Form   •  161
Additional Materials   •  161

Week 27: Quarter 3, Week 9   •  161
Basic Strumming Patterns   •  161
Accidentals   •  166

End of Quarter 3   •  170

	11.	Quarter 4: The Timeline   •  171
Quarter 4 Begins: Week 28, or Quarter 4, Week 1   •  171
Last Week of Month 7   •  171

Canon   •  171
Key of G   •  172

Week 29: Quarter 4, Week 2   •  172
P-​I-​M-​A   •  173

Week 30: Quarter 4, Week 3   •  177
Exploring the Guitar Neck   •  177
Movable Major Scales   •  177

Week 31: Quarter 4, Week 4   •  178
Tuplets   •  178
Power Chords   •  178
Daily Warm-​Up   •  179

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Contents

ix
Week 32: Quarter 4, Week 5   •  180

Position Playing   •  180
Second Position   •  181
First or Open Position   •  181
Fifth Position   •  181
Supplementary Materials   •  181

Week 33: Quarter 4, Week 6   •  183
The History of the Guitar   •  185
Tuning   •  186
Improvisation   •  186
Two-​Octave Scales: The First Step   •  187
P-​I-​M-​A   •  188

Week 34: Quarter 4, Week 7   •  188
Final Exams   •  188
Two-​Octave Scales   •  190
Movable Barre Chords   •  191
Participating in a Performance   •  191
Supplementary Materials   •  191

Week 35: Quarter 4, Week 8   •  194
Relationship between Music and Other Disciplines   •  194
Musical Terms   •  195

Week 36: Quarter 4, Week 9   •  195
Last Week of School   •  197
The Wrap-​Up   •  197

	12.	Daily Procedures   •  199
Taking Attendance   •  200
Tuning   •  200
Stretching   •  200
Warm-​Ups   •  200
Single Notes   •  201
Chords   •  201
Ensemble   •  202
Finger-​Style   •  202
What Did We Do Today?   •  203
Course Scope for the Beginning Guitar Class   •  203

Course Scope for Beginning Guitar Class   •  203
  Course Goals for Beginning Guitar Class   •  203
  Course Objectives   •  203
  Course Outline and Description   •  204

Curriculum Map   •  204
It’s Summer Time!   •  205

Notes   •  207

Index   •  209

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 





Teaching Beginning Guitar Class
 





1Introduction

Teaching Beginning Guitar Class: A Practical Guide was written to assist secondary music 
teachers with the task of teaching beginning guitar in the classroom. This book pro-
vides the first practical approach to teaching guitar in a public school, with step-​by-​step 
instructions for the quickest and easiest steps for achieving success not only for the 
teacher, but for students as well.

This book is formatted to follow the school year, from preplanning, the opening days 
of school, the first weeks of school, to a week-​to-​week timeline for the full school year. 
Lesson plans are provided, along with many ideas and suggestions that have been tried 
and proven in the guitar classroom.

Teaching Beginning Guitar Class: A Practical Guide is designed to be a “go to” resource 
for anyone who is new to teaching guitar in the classroom. The content of this book 
represents more than thirty years of experience of training new guitar teachers. The first 
seven chapters of this text are focused on preparation prior to the school year beginning. 
Following suggestions in these chapters will give any new guitar teacher the tools nec-
essary to start the school year successfully.

Once the school year gets off to a good start, chapters 8 through 11 provide a week-​
to-​week guide for all four quarters of the school year to make sure the school year runs 
smoothly. The final chapter is a wrap-​up for the year and provides ideas for the years to 
follow. Any music educator who has been given the task of teaching guitar in the class-
room is going to want to read Teaching Beginning Guitar Class: A Practical Guide.

There is no shortage of guitar method books which assist in teaching one how to 
play the guitar. There are very few texts that assist non-​guitar-​playing music educators to 
be effective guitar teachers in the secondary classroom.

Teaching Beginning Guitar Class: A Practical Guide is designed to assist classroom guitar 
teachers with classroom content, classroom management, timing, structure, curriculum, 
and myriad subjects related to teaching guitar in the classroom. Many questions asked by 
struggling first-​year classroom guitar teachers have been answered in this guide.

This guide will assist in decision making in terms of what equipment is needed, what 
type of method book to use, what preparation is needed before school starts, what kind 
of students to expect, how to time content, and what content to include, along with a 
week-​to-​week guide for the entire school year.

The intent of this publication is to assist classroom guitar teachers and provide the 
tools for experiencing success not only for the teachers, but for all of the students who 
will benefit from taking a beginning guitar class. The goal is to create lifelong learners, 
and the journey begins with year 1.

Teaching Beginning Guitar Class: A Practical Guide may be used as a college text for 
preparing music education majors to teach guitar in the classroom.

 

 





31
Getting Started

I Do Not Play Guitar, Why Do I Have to Teach Guitar?

While this idea is not new, the leaders in music education have been aware of the grow-
ing need for alternative music classes; that is, a need for music classes other than band, 
choir, and orchestra. While there are parts of the country where these three types of 
music classes are quite healthy and do wonderfully well, there are many parts of the 
county where the standard music classes such as band, choir, and orchestra are falling out 
of favor for alternative music classes like guitar, Mariachi, hand bells, steel drums, music 
technology, music theory, etc.

Schools which have offered guitar as an alternative music class have discovered that 
the classes fill up fast and attract students who would not otherwise participate in band, 
choir, or orchestra. The number one challenge with offering a guitar class in a public 
school is finding a state-​licensed guitar teacher who holds a music education degree and 
is prepared to teach guitar in a classroom environment.

While there are many colleges and universities offering performance degrees in gui-
tar, few of these institutions offer music education degrees for guitarists. At the time of 
this writing, there are only a handful of universities where it is possible to receive a music 
education degree as a guitar major. While this may slowly be changing, the changes are 
not coming nearly quickly enough to meet the growing demand for licensed guitar 
teachers with degrees in music education.

In the 1990s, there were only a few states offering guitar classes in public schools. 
Today, most states in the United States have guitar in one or more school districts.

With the rising interest in guitar education in secondary schools, and the nation’s 
lack of state-​licensed guitarists with degrees in music education, many band, choir, 
and orchestra teachers are being asked to teach guitar. The logic is simple. Often, band, 
orchestra, and choir teachers do not have full teaching schedules and must add classes 
to be considered full-​time. Frequently, music educators are asked to teach music appre-
ciation, music theory, jazz band, percussion ensemble, etc., to complete their schedules.

Schools offering guitar as an alternative music class have found that guitar classes 
attract students. If enrollment numbers are what are needed to keep music educators 
employed, frequently schools will offer guitar classes as a way to save jobs and keep music 
educators working. Guitar classes have saved a tremendous amount of music teacher 
positions in Clark County, Nevada. One may assume this is true for other parts of the 
country as well.
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Band directors are known for their abilities to teach a number of different instru-
ments. From an administrator’s point of view, asking a band director to teach one more 
instrument that s/​he does not play should not be that big a stretch. Orchestra folks are 
known for teaching at least four string instruments. Because guitar is a string instrument, 
again, from an administrator’s point of view, this may not be a big stretch.

Choir teachers are also asked from time to time to teach guitar. From some adminis-
trators’ points of view, anyone who can sing should be able to strum and play the guitar. 
While this is perhaps a bigger stretch for choir teachers, the requests are made and choir 
teachers from time to time find themselves teaching guitar.

There are leaders in music education who believe that music education students 
attending college today have a strong chance of teaching guitar during their teaching 
careers, regardless of what their major instruments may be. Also in this projection are 
other alternative music classes like music theory and music technology. In Dr. Deborah 
Sheldon’s article “7 Things Music Majors Can Do when Facing the Job Market,” she 
stresses the need to “become as broad-​based and well-​trained as possible.”1

Music education is constantly changing and the concept of being only a band direc-
tor, only a choir director, and/​or only an orchestra director is morphing. The new term 
for all of these titles is likely to become “music educator.” And music educators now, and 
even more so in the future, are expected to teach music to all students, including the 
many emerging “alternative” music classes.

With the emergence of the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), more students are 
likely to be directed to attend music classes and the choices are likely to become even 
more diverse.

Reasons Why Music Educators May Like Teaching Guitar

At first, the idea of teaching guitar may not seem appealing to a music educator who does 
not play the guitar. Here are a few reasons why music educators may like teaching guitar.

	(1)	 Once tuned, the guitar plays in tune even in a beginner’s hands.
	(2)	 There is only one clef, treble clef, and no transposition.
	(3)	 There is only one kind of instrument in the room.
	(4)	 The guitar is a melodic instrument as well as a chordal instrument.
	(5)	 The volume of the guitar is softer than most band and orchestra instruments.
	(6)	 Beginning guitar students are capable of creating a nice sound and tone 

immediately.
	(7)	 Beginning students play in tune and tend to move faster in the beginning 

stages due to the lack of a bow or the need to develop a good embouchure in 
order to make a sound.

Band Students Will Leave the Band to Join a Guitar Class, 
or Will They?

The number one argument from music educators against offering a guitar class is that 
many students currently enrolled in band, orchestra, or choir are going to leave these 
classes to join a guitar class. How likely is that to happen?
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Students who are attracted to a guitar class tend not to be attracted to a band, choir, 
or orchestra classes. Therefore, the idea of a student leaving these classes to join a guitar 
class is possible, but not likely. There will always be exceptions but, for the most part, 
guitar classes service a different type of student who would otherwise not study music 
in school.

Of course, it is possible for a student to leave band, choir, and/​or orchestra to join 
guitar class. Some of the reasons for students leaving these classes to join a guitar class 
may be:

	(1)	 they have always wanted to learn to play the guitar;
	(2)	 they have a personality conflict with the band, choir, or orchestra teacher;
	(3)	 the period in which guitar class is offered may work better for their schedule;
	(4)	 the band, choir, or orchestra teacher may have encouraged the student to leave 

his or her class;
	(5)	 the student does not closely identify with other students in the band, choir, or 

orchestra.

On the other hand, upper-​classman music students may have multiple choices for 
elective classes and may choose to remain in band, choir, or orchestra and also take a 
guitar class.

As the population of schools continues to become more culturally diverse, the offer-
ings of music education will continue to change to meet the needs of the students. For 
now, guitar is considered an “alternative ensemble” in many schools and is more likely 
to attract the “alternative student,” that is, the student who would not otherwise be 
attracted to band, choir, or orchestra.

On the other hand, here is something music educators may not realize: the growing 
number of music educators who were once forced to teach guitar and eventually left 
teaching other music classes to pursue a full-​time position teaching guitar.

Music educators who are encouraged to teach classroom guitar quickly discover 
teaching a single instrument is far easier than teaching a dozen instruments. A guitar class 
moves along much faster because it is a single instrument. There is no marching. There 
are no percussion students to deal with. Classes are generally smaller. There are many 
pluses to teaching guitar class. While there are many band directors who have band in 
their blood and who would never quit teaching band, there are music educators who 
have found teaching guitar much more rewarding than teaching band and have made the 
move to teach guitar full-​time.

Guitar Content for the First Quarter

The task of teaching beginning guitar may seem simple at first. The following is a list of 
concepts which may be taught to have a successful first quarter. In the very beginning, 
students should be exposed to the following:

	(1)	 note recognition (names of lines and spaces);
	(2)	 note placement (where notes are on the guitar);
	(3)	 rhythmic notation (recognize quarter, half, and whole notes);
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	(4)	 how to count;
	(5)	 the parts of the guitar;
	(6)	 how to make a sound with the right hand;
	(7)	 how to place fingers on the fingerboard to change pitches.

This list is in no particular order. Many teachers attempt to teach all seven of these skills 
in the first few weeks of the first quarter. Moving too quickly through these skills fre-
quently discourages beginning students.

Building a successful guitar program is similar to building a high-​rise structure. The 
bulk of time needs to be spent on the foundation. If the foundation is not solid, little can 
be added without leading to frustration.

Make quarter one of the beginning guitar class the solid structure necessary for 
building a successful guitar program. Everyone including the teacher is anxious to get 
started and to see results. However, taking time to make certain each student understands 
and can perform the seven tasks mentioned above is absolutely essential to building a 
solid guitar program.

The most common mistake made by new classroom guitar teachers is moving 
through materials too quickly. Many music teachers attend a popular five-​day summer 
workshop which trains music educators how to teach guitar. In these five days of train-
ing, coaches cover typically what will be covered in the first half of the school year in 
just five days. As a general rule, we teach the way we learn. Students of these workshops 
and others like it are sometimes challenged about how to disperse this rich resource of 
information presented in only five days and make it last over a period of several months. 
There have been teachers new to guitar class who have introduced a string a day, cover-
ing five strings in five days. This of course is entirely too fast to be effective and leads to 
frustration for all involved. Even one string a week is considered too fast.

One of the reasons guitar teachers tend to move so quickly is the lack of supplemen-
tary materials, which drill the seven skills mentioned above. It is not possible to effec-
tively teach each of these seven skills by simply mentioning it one time and modeling 
the skill once or twice. These skills and techniques need ample materials for students to 
practice. Students are not all the same. As a teacher, it is necessary to have many ways to 
say the same thing and many approaches to the same subject to appeal to the diversity of 
learning. The more application one has to each of these techniques, the more likely one 
will experience success.

What Kind of Equipment Is Needed for a Guitar Class?

The following is the standards list for a new guitar class in the Clark County School 
District. Each new school comes equipped with the following materials for the 
guitar room:

30 nylon-​string guitars (Fender FC-​100 or CN-​90V2 or Yamaha CG102 or 
C40) in cases

1 electric guitar (Yamaha)
1 electric guitar amplifier (Yamaha)
1 electric bass guitar (Squier by Fender)

 



Getting Started

7

1 electric bass amplifier (Crate)
(Alesis SR-​16) drum machine
(Sony) five-​disc CD player
Choice of a stereo amplifier with speakers or a six-​channel PA with speakers
2 (Wenger) violin/​viola instrument stands for storage
30 chairs
30 (Wenger) music stands or Manhasset stands (preferably the 48c lower 

stands).

Every school district seems to do things differently. This list of standards applies only to 
Clark County School District. However, it is a good list and worthy of consideration 
to copy.

The schools in Clark County purchase nylon-​string guitars. When writing the 
Nevada State Curriculum for guitar, it was decided the nylon-​string guitar would be the 
standard. There are several reasons. The nylon-​string guitar has a slightly smaller body, 
which is good for smaller students. The nylon strings are softer on the fingers of the left 
hand. More importantly, the nylon strings are spaced so that the right-​hand has room for 
finger picking. This is possibly the greatest argument. There is left-​hand technique and 
right-​hand technique. It is difficult to teach right-​hand technique on a steel-​string gui-
tar in which the strings are not spaced properly for the traditional, classical right-​hand 
pedagogy. The nylon-​string guitar is designed with the correct spacing, approximately 
9–​10 mm apart. It is easier to play a steel-​string or electric guitar after learning on a 
nylon-​string due to the thinner neck. It is not as easy switching from a steel-​string gui-
tar to a nylon-​string guitar due to its added width of the neck and the added distance 
between strings.

Nylon-​string guitars are generally less expensive than steel-​string or electric guitars. 
Nylon-​string guitars blend together better in a large ensemble than steel-​string guitars. 
Most colleges offering guitar as a major expect students to perform on a nylon-​string 
guitar.

The suggested range for a school to spend on new nylon-​string guitars is $200–​$300, 
with the average being $250, including the case. Purchasing all of the guitars at the same 
time can be an advantage as far as negotiating a better price per unit.

Trimming the List

If the school district has no standard equipment for a guitar classroom, the list provided 
above may be helpful. It may also be edited. The list may be trimmed to the bare neces-
sities. In some cases, a music educator will teach band, orchestra, or choir in the same 
room as the guitar class. In that case, there may already be chairs and music stands. There 
may already be a sound system and a metronome in place.

School administrators may push to start a guitar program, but will want to do so for 
the least amount of financial expenditure. Here is a list of items which are essential for 
the classroom:

	(1)	 a classroom set of nylon-​string guitars with cases (30–​35 instruments at the 
approximate cost of $300 each = $10,000);
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	(2)	 Alesis SR-​16 drum machine or something similar (approximate cost $150);
	(3)	 If music stands must be purchased, consider selecting the Manhasset 48c, which 

are shorter (approximately $50 each = $1,500);
	(4)	 four dozen replacements for each guitar string (approximately $40 per dozen 

for a set of six strings = $160, available from http://​www.juststrings.com/​
classicalnylonguitarbulkstrings.html);

	(5)	 one Ernie Ball 4117 Power Peg Pro cordless electronic string winder 
(approximately $30, available from Amazon.com);

	(6)	 two Snark SN-​8 electronic instrument tuners (approximately $12 each = $24, 
available from Amazon.com);

	(7)	 optional classroom set of method books (approximately $500); these will be 
covered in detail below.

The bottom line for the above cost is approximately $12,500, the cost of one high-​
quality tuba, or a lesser tuba and an oboe. Basically, for the cost of a couple of band 
instruments, a guitar class may be fully funded.

No Left-​Handed Guitars

Early in the inclusion of guitar in the schools, Clark County School District took the 
stance that there would be no left-​handed guitars purchased and all beginning guitar stu-
dents would learn to play as if they were all right-​handed. If a student insists on playing 
guitar left-​handed, the student must provide his or her own instrument.

The logic of making this decision stems from there not being any left-​handed band 
instruments or orchestra instruments. If a left-​handed student insists on playing a guitar 
left-​handed, the student would provide the instrument to do so.

In the past two decades, there seems to have been an increase in the number of 
left-​handed students. Studies have shown that left-​handed students who play guitar 
right-​handed tend to be better players. There are currently a number of internationally 
recognized concert guitarists who are left-​handed, but who play the guitar right-​handed. 
Knowing that left-​handed students excel at playing the guitar right-​handed is a good 
reason to insist on playing right-​handed. These observations lead us to another question 
which is, “Should all of the right-​handed students be learning to play on a left-​handed 
guitar?” This of course is a hypothetical question and for now, the answer is “no.”

A Closer Look at Quarter 1 Class Content

Above, there is a list of seven concepts which may be included in the first quarter of 
teaching guitar. The following is a closer look at each one.

	(1)	 Note recognition (names of lines and spaces);
	(2)	 note placement (where notes are on the guitar)
	(3)	 rhythmic notation (recognize quarter, half, and whole notes);
	(4)	 how to count.

Most beginning method books will cover the information listed above. The order is of 
no particular importance. Sequencing will be covered in a later chapter.
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	(5)	 The parts of the guitar are sometimes covered in beginning guitar method 
books, but not always. Here are two images which may be helpful (Figure 1.1).

	(6)	 How to make a sound with the right hand.

Often, guitar teachers do not think about this before asking a classroom of students to 
play the first three notes on the first string. How are these students going to make a 
sound? The options are:

	(a)	 play with a pick;
	(b)	 play with the thumb;
	(c)	 play with the index and middle fingers.

Playing with a Pick

To use a pick, students will first each need a pick. The considerations for using picks are:

	(1)	 Will picks be supplied to each student?
	(2)	 Will picks be sold to students?
	(3)	 Will students supply their own picks?
	(4)	 What are the consequences for not having a pick?
	(5)	 Will students be taught the technique of using a pick?
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Guitar Parts

1. Headstock
2. Machine Heads
3. Tuning Pegs
4. Nut
5. Fret

6. Strings
7. Fingerboard
8. Sound-hole
9. Soundboard

10. Rosette

11. Saddle
12. Bridge
13. Waist
14. Back
15. Sides

Figure 1.1
Guitar parts handout
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Here are some photos which 
will help with holding a pick 
(Figures  1.2–​1.5). It is impor-
tant to first learn the technique in 
order to demonstrate it to students.
Also, here is a YouTube video on 
how to hold a pick: https://​youtu.
be/​mE2S3u-​Wz1g.

Playing with the Thumb

The most natural way to make a 
sound on the guitar is by plucking 
the string with the right thumb. 
This works well for only the first 

three strings. The thumb can natu-
rally cover the range of three strings 
on the guitar. Once the class is ready 
to add notes on the fourth string, 
it will be time to either switch to 
playing with a pick or playing with 
alternating fingers.

Playing with Alternating 
Fingers

Playing with alternating fingers is 
most closely associated with play-
ing classical style. Generally, the 
technique of classical-​style play-

ing requires holding the gui-
tar in classical style, having 
a classical-​style posture, and 
training the right hand to play 
with classical technique.

For those teachers who 
have had classical training, 
this may be the preferred 
way to teach. For teachers 
who have had no experi-
ence playing the guitar, this 
approach may prove to be 
more challenging.

Figure 1.2
Holding a pick

Figure 1.3
Holding a pick

Figure 1.4
Holding a pick
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