
 

Teaching Guitar Authentically 

to Promote Lifelong Learning 

Con Fuoco 2021: OMEA Conference 

Presenter: Steve Giddings, www.StevesMusicRoom.com 

The following are excerpts from “Creative Musicking” and “Rock Coach” by Steve Giddings 

Unique Learning and Creative Properties of the Guitar 

Note-reading on guitar is inherently flawed because the same note can be played in multiple places 

on the instrument. It’s simply not set up for reading Western staff notation. In this case, learning 

to read notation actually does hinder the authentic learning experience. The only sheets that most 

guitar learners in authentic situations read is tablature, and in Nashville, it’s Nashville Numbers. 

You can find tablature literally anywhere on the internet, so I have students learn, at least, the 

basics of how to read tablature so that they can be independent learners outside of school. If they 

want to learn a song from the radio, they will most likely not seek traditional notation to learn it.  

        How to Teach Classroom Guitar Authentically 

I have been asked: “but shouldn’t we be teaching them how to read traditional notation because 

it is something that they aren’t exposed to?” and “isn’t reading notation important and don’t you 

get more gigs if you can learn to read notation?” 

To the first question I say, “no,” not on guitar anyway. When learners are excited about learning 

the guitar, reading notes is not what they have in mind. Anyone can learn one song on the guitar 

with easy chords in about five minutes, by rote. What a great way to hook your kids on the first 

day and in an extremely authentic way!  

To the second question above, I say, not necessarily true. As you’ve read already, in the world of 

rock and popular music ensemble playing, a good ear, and the ability to improvise or “fake it” is 

a much more coveted skill set than being able to read music. Of course, being able to read does 

open the door to particular types of gigs for guitar players, so some reading, in various forms, does 

need to be eventually explored—just not the focus.  
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Guitar lends itself well to being creative. If you don’t play guitar, you should pick it up. Due to the 

way it has been learned for centuries, notation doesn’t “get in the way” of it being a great way to 

learn improvisation. You can learn patterns quickly on it, and once you know one, you just move 

it up the neck to play in any key you’d like. This is partly why it has become such a popular 

instrument because you don’t have to know a whole lot on it to sound good in the beginning. 

Good first patterns to learn are the minor pentatonic and the blues box patterns. You can make 

some “good-sounding” chord progressions with just a few chords and a capo (see The Appendices). 

Types of Guitars 

Nylon-string – Nylon-string guitars, colloquially known as classical or Spanish guitars, are great for 

beginners because they are easy on the fingers and have a gentler sound than steel-string guitars. 

You know you have a nylon-string guitar if you have three plastic strings and three silver-wrapped 

strings. Also, strings are tied to the bridge, as opposed to held in place with a ball and bridge pegs. 

Acoustic/Steel-string – Steel-string guitars are much harder on the fingers but do have that 

characteristic guitar sound that we are all used to. Bends are a challenge on the steel-strings as the 

strings themselves are much harder.  

Electric – Electric guitars have a lot of great effects to use that are built into the amp or can be fitted 

with an effects pedal. The strings are easy to bend and easy on the fingers. As a class set, they are 

probably not useful because when unplugged, they are much too quiet, and when plugged in, they 

are much too loud and muddy. Having a couple of these for learners to experiment with and use 

in certain contexts would be beneficial. 

How it Might Look in Your General Music Classroom 

Recently, I facilitated an informal learning scenario in my classroom with Grade 6 learners using 

Chrome Books and fretted instruments. Here is what it looked like: 

Phase 1: To Begin 

Prior to this project, we had learned a few chord shapes on guitars together as a class. The students 

learned by copying my hand shapes and getting comfortable with reading chord diagrams, ma-

king sure their fingers were in the right places to form the chord or in a comfortable position that 

worked for them—one of the facets of learning informally. The songs we learned together were: 

“Eleanor Rigby” by The Beatles (C, Em), “Songbird” by Oasis (G, Em), “Best Day of My Life” by 

American Authors (D, G, [Bm]), and “Last Kiss” by Pearl Jam (G, Em, C, D). As you may notice, 

we were building up to “Last Kiss,” which is a four-chord song with all the chords they knew up to 

that point. For beginners, I had them choose between the simplified shapes or the full shapes (see 

The Appendices for simplified shapes). Once learners are able to get their fingers around a few 

common shapes, adding others is much easier. 

Phase 2: Any Requests? 

When I knew they had a handle on the shapes, I asked the class for requests. At that point, I 

introduced UltimateGuitar.com. It’s a fantastic website designed for learning popular songs, and 



many times, classical selections, too. Recently, it’s been updated with strumming patterns for some 

tunes, but it usually has tabs, chord diagrams, and lyrics. There is an auto-scroll feature at the 

bottom of the page, as well as a transpose function. Many times it will tell the viewer what tuning 

the instrument is in and if a capo is needed. Most times if you type “[song name] chords” into 

Google, UltimateGuitar.com is the first hit that comes up. Because it’s a crowd-sourced site, the 

songs can occasionally be incorrect, so either choose the latest version of the song or when you 

notice a mistake use it as a teachable moment about making sure to really listen or set them up by 

playing the two different chords against the recording and see if they can hear the one that fits 

best. 

We went through the same learning process as always with any new chords. If a song had tab come 

up, we talked about how to read it and what it means. Every class had the base of G, Em, C, and 

D, but depending on the song each class chose, they could go in different directions after this, 

which is perfectly acceptable in the informal learning world. Being a learner-based model, it fo-

cuses on the process and what the individual learner needs/wants instead of what the facilitator 

thinks everyone wants/needs. 

Phase 3: Authentic Informal Learning 

Once I thought they had a good understanding of how to read chord charts for new chords and 

how UltimateGuitar.com worked, it became time for Phase 3. Phase 3 included getting Chrome 

carts and letting students decide—if they wanted—to work in pairs or individually, choosing any 

song they want and figuring out how to play it using UltimateGuitar.com. Now, the most authen-

tic version of this would be to have thrown them into the deep end, so to speak, in Phase 1. The 

model I employed, however, is the better scenario, because it gave each learner a base to go fr-

om, while still allowing everyone to learn what they want. Some got into tab heavily and some 

into chords. Some wanted to sing and play the song, and others just wanted the chords. It depen-

ded on where the learners were and what interested them. At that point, I acted as coach and 

facilitator, learning new songs with them and exploring the best ways to solve problems of fingering 

or tabs that looked confusing. I had YouTube set up in the middle of the room with headphones 

so the learners could hear their 

song; the essence of learning in 

this way is more listening.  

Later in this phase, some 

learners wanted to try the 

ukulele, and they were able to 

find ukulele chord charts and 

tabs to learn on their own. I 

completely endorsed this 

because it was exploratory and 

discovery-learning at its best. 

They instantly discovered the 

similarities between the guitar 

and the uke. For example, they 

might notice that the D shape on 

the guitar is the G shape on the 



ukulele (everything is up a fourth). Many really enjoyed the agency this provided, and they were 

still learning the exact same concepts and skills. In essence, they were beginning to create their own 

mini-arrangements without prompting 

Class Band (Grades 4 – 12) 

Introduction 

I begin by choosing a very simple song with a repetitive riff. For the purposes of this section, I will 

be using the song “Lean on Me” by Bill Withers as it has a very repetitive riff and is a widely familiar 

song.  

The By-Ear Learning Process 

Before the First Note 

Before the learners even touch the instruments, I have them figure out what instruments are actually 

playing in the song. Many of your younger learners will find this step difficult as they have likely 

never listened to anything other than the singing before. I explain that, much like their eyes can 

focus on a particular word or letter in a book, their ears can focus on a specific sound within a 

song—but like anything else, it just takes practice. I begin by having them focus on the intro where 

there is no singing and ask them to tell me what instruments they think they hear. They always tell 

me piano and bass. Some say guitar even if they don’t hear it at all. This is perhaps because they 

assume that it includes guitar as most songs from that era do include a guitar, or because they want 

to play guitar (stay tuned). If I get the answer “guitar,” we listen to it again to make sure, and I ask 

other students about what they hear (there is no guitar at the beginning of this song). Some may 

also confuse the sound of the synthesizer for the sound of a guitar. 

Once we have all the instruments we need (piano and keyboard) we write them on the board and 

continue listening to when the singing comes in. There is humming right after the first phrase in the 

music. This is where it gets difficult for some learners because, as mentioned, they have little practice 

listening to anything else but the vocal line. Therefore, before we start this part, I have to tell them 

to ignore the singing at all costs and keep trying to follow the piano line. To help them be successful, 

I have them practice this selective listening by closing their eyes and trying to focus on the 

“undermusic,” meaning the music that is under the vocal line. Closing their eyes aids them in 

focusing on listening without any visual distractions and can sometimes be helpful in a situation 

like this. As we go through the song, I ask the learners if they hear any new instruments.  

Once you and your learners have gotten through the entire song in this way, then you’re ready 

for The First Note. 

The First Note 

My classroom has a number of Orff mallet percussion instruments. We use these instruments to 

learn the main riff of the song because these instruments are easy to play without any prior training 

aside from learning how to hold the mallets properly. As an added bonus, the pitch names are 

etched directly onto the bars of the instruments. These instruments are perfect for learning how 

the song goes because learners can freely try and figure out how the song is played without 

technique or remembering note names getting in the way.  



I begin the by-ear learning process by having learners figure out the first pitch of the riff only. To 

give students a chance to be successful, I begin by explaining that to be able to learn it by ear they 

have to be able to sing the pitch they hear so they can match that pitch with their instruments. I 

play the first chord of the recording without going onto the next section of the song so that all 

they hear is the first sound of the recording in isolation. The first chord of “Lean on Me” is a C 

major chord played on the piano. The sound of the “C” is quite clear, and students can hear it in 

the chord most times. At this time, it’s not important that the first chord is made up of three 

different pitches, what is important is that they are trying to listen and play using trial-and-error. If 

they are having trouble finding it, I play it on the piano or guitar and have them sing it back to 

me. At this point, I give them two or three minutes to experiment with what that starting note 

might be. Every 30 seconds or so, I have them sing it so they don’t lose the pitch in their ears. The 

pattern should always be: listen—sing—play.  

Piecing it Up 

Once the starting pitch is established, we try and learn the rest of the riff. I only play the opening 

part of the riff for them and pause it after it returns to the next C (two full measures). Their job at 

this point is to figure out this part of the song only. As the facilitator, I travel around the room 

listening to students use trial-and-error to figure out how it goes. Some students will need some 

coaching through this process. It is crucial that as a facilitator, I don’t show them how to play it. 

Many students will be tempted to watch other learners play it. Although this is a very legitimate 

and authentic learning process for this type of music, they should be encouraged to learn the song 

on their own. This way, learners internalize the process, and as discussed earlier, are able to 

remember it much better. There comes a time when about half of the students will have the part 

learned, and the other half have it very close. Many times, I will help them all get it right as a 

group because we cannot move onto the next two-measure section of the song until we all know 

the first part.  

Chords 

The riff in “Lean on Me” is composed of chords in parallel motion. Because of this, learners are 

able to pick up the concept of chords and parallel motion really well. I divide learners into three 

groups. Each group begins the riff on a different chord tone. Group 1 is all the root notes, so they 

begin on C exactly like they already learned. Group 2 is in charge of the 3
rd
 of the chord, so they 

begin on E and perform the exact same pattern. Group 3 begins the riff starting on G. Since learners 

are using Orff instruments at this time, the pitches that aren’t being used in their groups can be 

taken out.  

Another way to do this is to pair learners up on the same instruments and have them begin on 

different chord tones. I have also had some students play the full chord or two different chord 

tones on their own so they can see how there is always one note in between the root and the 3
rd
 

that isn’t played.  

The Next Step 

Once the main riff is established, learners must prove that they know the part on the mallet 

instruments so they can move to an instrument of their choice to learn the rest of the song. Many 

of my learners choose drums, keyboard, and electric guitar. Often, we will also have a group of 

Boomwhackers
TM

, bells, or various other percussion instruments. The last instrument we add is the 



vocals, so there would be no one switching to singing at this point. I will hold “mini-auditions” for 

learners who feel like they are ready to move to the next instrument. I usually limit the number of 

learners switching in the first class to five, especially if there are several different instruments to get 

started on. Since the learners already know how to play the song on one instrument, learning it by 

ear on the next one is much easier. I usually give them the first pitch because unlike the Orff 

percussion instruments, the pitch names are not written on the instrument in most cases.  

If a learner chooses guitar, I have them play the easy versions of the three main chords to the song, 

which in this case are C, F, C, G
7 
(see The Appendices). G will also work instead of G

7
. If a particular 

learner hadn’t played guitar before, I use this time to show them how to form these chords. F can 

be difficult even with a simplified form, so starting with C and G
7
 might be your best option if your 

guitar players are beginners. If they like, your learners could try and learn the same riff they learned 

from the mallet percussion instruments instead of the chords all on one string. The pianos play the 

riff as it is on the recording as best they can by playing in parallel 3
rd
s or triads. Root notes are fine 

here too.  

If drummers can execute a basic rock groove, I have them do that. If they are not quite to that 

point yet, I have them leave out the hi-hat for the first while and just play the bass drum and snare 

drum parts. After all of this, there will likely still be a few learners who want to stay on the mallet 

instruments. This is completely fine and will add a unique timbre to the song. Over the next couple 

of weeks, we work toward getting everyone on an instrument they would like to perform the song 

on while practicing keeping all our parts together. 

Arranging 

Once learners have their parts prepared on their new instruments, we practice putting them all 

together with everything but the singing. At this time, it’s a perfect opportunity for learners to 

rearrange the music and get creative. This is as simple as deciding which instrument starts and which 

one comes in next. Each class doing this song will have a different arrangement of their own. When 

all the parts are going well together and learners have decided on an arrangement for the 

introduction that they like, we add singers. Before the singing is attempted, the singers should have 

a lyric sheet and the entire band should listen to the song a couple more times. I usually have them 

listen to the song in class a couple of times and then ask them to listen to it at least two times at 

home. Once the singers are added, it comes together quite quickly.  For the section of the song 

that reads, “You just call on me brother...” known as the bridge (or the B Section), I have the 

singers sing this part while the rest of the class plays an alternating stomp-clap pattern until the rest 

of the band comes back in. At the end of the song, we discuss ways to end the song that make 

sense. Opportunities for arranging and composing present themselves regularly when learning and 

performing rock/pop music—or any genre of music—in this way. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Performance/Informance/Sharing 

Once we have practiced their new arrangement a couple of times, I ask learners if they feel like 

they are ready to share it with another class. Many times they know whether or not they’re ready 

to perform it, but occasionally, they will need some guidance on what performance-ready sounds 

like. The performances are pretty informal. Instead of taking all of our gear down to the gymnasium 

for a professional-style, formal performance, we invite classes to come to the music room to hear 

us play. I like to call these low-key performances “informances.” Most teachers and students are 

really excited to be invited to hear the informance. As well, it’s an amazingly easy way to promote 

your program to the rest of the school, and your learners will absolutely love showing off what 

they can do.  

After we have performed it at least once, I give learners a choice to switch to a new instrument 

again. The only catch is that the learner who is switching to another instrument must first teach the 

new part to the person replacing them. Imitation is also an authentic learning practice of popular 

musicians, so doing this will not take away from their experience at this point. As well, the person 

teaching the part will have to understand it better than the learner, and so this is beneficial for both 

of them. Once we switch again, we will work up to another informance, and after every sub-

sequent informance, learners will be given another opportunity to switch to another instrument.  

The entire process from beginning to the first informance should take from September to the end 

of October or early November. It may seem like this is a long time to be working on one song, 

but the process is the focus—not the product. It is very much worthwhile for your learners to go 

through the by-ear learning process so that they can begin to be comfortable with the strategies to 

do it on their own. They don’t seem to mind working on the same song for this long either because 

they are either on a different instrument, showing someone how to play it on a new instrument, 

or rearranging the music. It’s important that this be done without a fixed performance date so that 

we don’t fall into “rehearsal mode” as many of us do just before a formal concert. Doing 

informances when they are ready is much more beneficial and much less stressful for the learners 

and their facilitators. That being said, this does not mean that the classroom band cannot be 

featured in a formal performance. The right amount of time just needs to be budgeted to get the 

educational value out of this process. 



Songs That Work Well Using This Process 

Here are some songs that can be very easily used with this process due to their repetitive riffs. There 

are many more songs that have repetitive riffs that you may want to use. Songs with a lot of chords 

and pitches are much more difficult to pick up for learners that are new to by-ear learning.  

“Lean on Me” by Bill Withers 

“Stompa” by Serena Ryder 

“Eye of the Tiger” by Survivor (Great song to talk about accidentals) 

“Stand by Me” by Ben E. King 

“You Really Got Me” by The Kinks 

“All Day and All of the Night” by The Kinks 

“Louie, Louie” by The Kingsmen 

“I Love Rock n’ Roll” by Joan Jett 

“Zombie” by The Cranberries 

 


