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Abstract  

The purpose of this research was to focus on how guitar teachers and pedagogues in the 

pop, rock and jazz genres use single-string methods of teaching and playing with students 
at beginner, intermediate and advanced levels. The goal was to provide experienced and 

upcoming guitar teachers with ways and methodologies to focus on single-string playing 

and teaching, which can lead to guitar students getting a full introduction to the guitar’s 

potential as a musical instrument. 

Through interviews conducted with five guitar teachers who have students from beginner 

to advanced levels of playing, I compared and contrasted the respondents’ teaching 

backgrounds, personal introductions to single-string playing, single-string method usages, 
perceptions of student responses, views on single-string playing and guitar method books, 

and perceived benefits of single-string playing for their students. From the study results, I 

concluded that a single-string teaching method is a feasible method to teach students 
from beginners to advanced levels such topics as improvisation, note location, ear 

training, sightreading, music theory, chord arpeggios, articulations, scales, string 

bending, hand movement, finger independence and hand positions. It is the teacher’s 

responsibility to adapt their materials and exercises based on where the students are in 
their learning. 

Keywords: guitar, teacher, students, single-string, teaching, method 

Sammanfattning  

Syftet med studien var att fokusera på hur gitarrlärare och gitarrpedagoger i pop, rock och 

jazz genrer använder single-string i sitt spelande och som undervisningsmetod med 

gitarrelever på nybörjar, mellan och avancerade nivåer. Målet var att ge erfarna samt 
blivande gitarrlärare tillvägagångsätt och metoder i hur de kan fokusera på single-string 

spelande och undervisning, vilket kan ge gitarrelever en fullständig introduktion till 

gitarrens potential som ett musik instrument. 

Genom intervjuer med fem gitarrlärare som har elever från nybörjare till avancerade 
nivåer jämförde och kontrasterade jag respondenternas bakgrunder som lärare, personliga 

introduktioner till single-string spelande, sätten på vilken de använder single-string 

metoder, och synpunkter på single-string spelande och metodböcker samt deras 
uppfattningar om fördelarna som elever får av single-string spelande. Resultatet av 

forskningen visade att single-string metod är rimlig att använda i undervisning av elever 

från nybörjare till avancerade nivåer inom ämnen som improvisation, notinlärning, gehör, 

notläsning, musikteori, ackord arpeggio, skalor, strängböjning, handrörelser, 
fingersjälvständighet och handställningar. Det är lärarens ansvar att anpassa sina 

läromaterial och övningar till elevernas inlärningsnivåer. 

Nyckelord: gitarr, lärare, elever, enskild sträng, undervisning, metod  
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1. Background 

As an avid guitarist, guitar teacher and lifelong guitar student, I have found through my 

own studies, teaching and playing that there are as many different ways to learn, teach 
and play the guitar as there are guitarists. As a guitarist I have studied different methods 

of guitar playing and absorbed information from books, videos, teachers, students, 

guitarists and other musicians. From a teaching perspective, there are many different 

routes one can take when teaching guitar to a student. A teacher can choose a particular 
method, a method book, or create his or her own repertoire of guitar teaching tools to 

help tailor a method that is appropriate for the student, depending on the student’s 

abilities and interests. Obviously there are an infinite number of approaches that a guitar 
teacher can take. Each teaching approach brings certain advantages and disadvantages, 

and it’s up to the teacher, to find the best approach that fits for the student’s particular 

phase of development as a guitarist.   

One challenge of guitar teaching that is common to all teachers is how to increase a 

student’s overall comprehension of the guitar, for example knowledge of the fretboard 

and how things work on the guitar in relation to the fretboard. From my own experiences, 

there are many methods and books that focus on methods for pattern playing and position 
playing, which is playing vertically across the strings and back. Many years ago I 

purchased a book entitled The Advancing Guitarist by guitarist Mick Goodrick (1987). 

Within the first few pages of the book, Goodrick writes that ¨most guitarists have never 
had a chance to learn the instrument in an intelligent, logical and complete manner. The 

fact is that the vast majority of guitar method books don’t really explain very much at all, 

and the vast majority of guitar teachers are the product of these methods.¨ (Goodrick, 

1987, p. 9)  

Goodrick then presents an approach to guitar playing that centers on playing up and 

down on one string in a linear fashion along the fretboard. He calls it the science of the 

Unitar. Goodrick makes the point that playing up and down one string, or single-string 
playing, is as important as position playing on the guitar, if not more important, because 

it is rarely explored. ¨Standardized methods for position playing have been in existence 

for some time, whereas methods for playing up and down one string are practically non-
existent, at least in the West. In most guitar method books, no mention is ever made of 

playing up and down one string. This omission is a huge oversight because playing on a 

single string is absolutely the most logical place to begin on a guitar.¨ (Goodrick, 1987, 

pp. 9-10)  

According to Goodrick (1987) a single-string playing approach offers many advantages. 

- The simplest way to see notes is in a straight line. A single string is a straight 

line. 
- On a single string, there is a direct relationship between interval distance and 

movement in space. 

- Playing on a single string helps to eliminate two potential problems: paralysis 
(fear of movement) and acrophobia (fear of higher frets), since the entire length 

of the fingerboard is utilized from the very beginning. 

- This approach is conducive to learning note locations because you can’t rely on a 

fingering pattern (as in position playing) 
- The problem of changing strings is eliminated. This simplifies the right hand 

function and displays the principles of left hand function in their purest form. 

- Different types of phrasing and articulations can be played very consistently. 
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- Elements of fundamental theory can be shown to a beginner in clear and simple 

visual and aural terms. (Goodrick, 1987, p. 10) 

It’s important to research single-string playing and teaching methods because, from a 

teacher’s perspective, their potential for simplifying a student’s understanding of the 

guitar may not be fully realized. By reducing the number of strings that a student needs to 

play, a teacher may address such subjects as note recognition, hand movement, finger 
placement, interval distances and scale construction in a manner that may be easier for a 

student to comprehend because they’re only dealing with one string rather than six. If 

guitar students can understand concepts on one string they may have an easier time 
understanding the guitar as a whole after transferring the same concepts to the other 

strings.  

1.1 Definitions 

In order to understand the concept of single-string playing, it’s necessary to generally 

define the two terms single-string playing and position playing. 

Single-string playing can be thought of as horizontal or linear playing along one string. A 
guitarist plays along the neck, up and down the fretboard along the string. They play 

along the lines of the string. For example, a guitarist can choose to play just on one string 

and they will move the hand up to play higher pitched tones on higher numbered frets, 
and move the hand down to play lower pitched tones on lower numbered frets. If a player 

is limited to one string, there is a high and low pitch limit on the string. For example on 

the first string a player cannot go any lower in pitch than the E above middle C (written 
for guitar in the treble clef as the E on the fourth space. Guitar pitches sound one octave 

lower than written.) On the second string, a player cannot go any lower than the B below 

middle C (written for guitar in the treble clef on the third line). Highest pitch depends on 

the number of frets the guitar has. Most electric guitars have 21 or 22 frets, which is just 
below a 2 octave range on each string.  

Position playing is when a player plays across the strings in a vertical fashion on one part 

of the guitar fretboard. For example, there are many positions on the guitar neck: the 
open position, the first position, second position, third position and so on. The position is 

designated by the fret at which the player’s index finger is based and how far the fingers 

can reach up a string from that (generally four to five frets with finger shifts). For 
position playing, a guitarist has access to all the strings in that one position. Guitarists 

play across the fingerboard from the lowest to the highest note from the sixth string to the 

first string in a position that spans five frets. The player is in first position if the index 

finger is anchored at the first fret, second position if the index finger is anchored at the 
second fret, and so on. This gives much more of a range to guitar playing. In general, to 

access notes that are lower or higher than a major third in position playing, a player 

switches to another string. 

2. Purpose 

My purpose with this research is to focus on how guitar teachers and pedagogues in the 

pop, rock and jazz genres use single-string methods of teaching and playing with students 
at beginner, intermediate and advanced levels. 

The research focuses on finding out if a single-string method is feasible for teachers for 

teaching guitar to new beginners, intermediate or advanced players. The research focuses 
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on the types of studies and exercises they have developed to facilitate single-string guitar 

playing, their own personal introductions to single-string guitar playing and the response 

of students to single-string guitar teaching and playing. The research also takes in the 
benefits of single-string guitar playing from guitar technique and music theory 

educational perspectives.  

Without method books that may show guitar teachers how to proceed with a single-string 

method, my aim is to find out how guitar teachers use a single-string method. This will 
hopefully provide experienced and upcoming guitar teachers with ways and 

methodologies to focus on single-string playing, a methodology that doesn’t receive 

focus in many guitar method books. This then leads to guitar students perhaps not getting 
a full introduction to the possibilities provided by the guitar. 

3. Problem 

How do guitar teachers and pedagogues use single-string teaching and playing methods 
for teaching guitar students on all levels from beginner to advanced? 

4. Literature and Previous Research 

The amount of literature and previous research available regarding single-string guitar 

teaching and playing is minimal. In addition to the literature and research that I did find 
regarding single-string guitar teaching and playing methods, I also chose to use literature 

and research that is relevant to single-string teaching and playing while not specifically 

addressing it. The relevance of this literature and research is based on its exploration of 
guitar teaching approaches, contents of guitar method books, the development of 

instructional materials, methods for teaching creativity and the motivational aspects of 

teaching guitar, all of which have a connection to single-string teaching and playing. 

In Andrade’s research Single String Scale Technique and the Classic Guitar (1996), he 

compares and analyzes classical guitar method books to support his view that, by 

overlooking single-string scale studies, the literature does not adequately prepare 

classical guitarists for work within a solo or chamber music context, especially in 
comparison to teaching literature for cello, violin and piano.   

Single-string scales and shifting exercises are used by the other strings to develop 

fluency through their various registers, or positions. I discovered that the harmonic 

role of the guitar and of its predecessors caused its technique and technical literature 

to develop around a relatively fixed hand position. (Andrade, 1996, p. iv) The hours 

I spent practicing the scales of Segovia and Shearer did not prepare me for playing 

the guitar with the fluency expected of any chamber musician in rehearsals. (Ibid, p. 
2) 

Andrade’s comparison and analysis of the classical guitar teaching methods reveals 

developments and what he perceives as deficiencies in the literature, which he 

subsequently attempts to solve in the second part of his research with his own single-

string position-shifting scale exercises that are designed to increase a guitar player’s 
fluency and knowledge of the guitar fretboard. 

Elmer’s study of contemporary guitar method books in his research Replacing Patterns: 

Towards a Revision of Guitar Fretboard Pedagogy (2009) is similar to Andrade’s 
research in that it identifies what Elmer perceives as deficiencies in teaching materials 
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regarding theoretical knowledge of the guitar fretboard that guitar students and teachers 

encounter. 

There are two principal areas of concern in relation to modern guitar pedagogy. The 

first concerns the lack of knowledge of the guitar fretboard and therefore the 

location of notes and chords outside the predetermined patterns and positions. This 

aspect highlights what is referred to as position playing and points to the second 
concern, a practical understanding of the capabilities of the guitar as a harmonic 

instrument. (Elmer, 2009, p. 1) These problems are in part the product of 

shortcomings established and perpetuated in mainstream conventional guitar tutors. 

(Ibid)  

As part of his research, Elmer (2009) conducted a survey of South Australian guitar 

teachers who responded to statements regarding his analysis of pedagogical shortcomings 
in guitar teaching and how guitar instruction books may perpetuate them. Responses 

confirmed for Elmer that method books hinder a complete understanding of the fretboard 

by focusing on the memorization of fretboard patterns and positions at the expense of a 

holistic approach. (Elmer, 2009, p. 13) Elmer’s suggestion of a revision of fretboard 
pedagogy comes in the form of structured exercises and short compositions that partially 

make use of single-string playing.  

Playing on one string will result in a greater understanding and knowledge of the 

fretboard. It will also assist in those areas which are currently considered difficult: 

sight-reading, chordal inversions and playing in 12 keys. (Elmer, 2009, p. 55) 

In his book A Sound Approach to Teaching Instrumentalists, Schleuter (1997) attributes 

the ongoing repetition of shortcomings in guitar method books to “music teachers who 

rely on materials in the order printed in method books.” (Schleuter, 1997, p. 21; Elmer, 

2009, p. 1) 

Kordis (2012) focuses his research on the jazz pedagogy methods of the late Boston-

based educator Charlie Banacos. Kordis details Banacos’ methods via a combination of 

his own experiences as Banacos’ student, personal interviews with dozens of Banacos’ 
former students and Banacos’ now out-of-print books. Kordis organizes Banacos’ 

exercises in groups based on their pedagogical purposes. For improvisation, Kordis 

writes that Banacos used approach note exercises where players approach chord tones in 
various seventh chords diatonic or chromatically from above and below. Banacos would 

assign the exercises based on the student’s instrument and particular need. For string 

instrument players such as guitarists, bassists and cellists 

Banacos recommended practicing this exercise on one string at a time, covering the 

entire range of each string. Additionally, he suggested practicing it in two or more 
octaves using all strings, covering the entire board. (Kordis, 2012, p. 24)    

In a March 1987 Guitar Player magazine article, guitarist Mike Stern credits Banacos 

with helping him to develop his technique and the way he organizes melodic information. 

He basically taught me single-string exercises that involve playing certain arpeggios 

on each string, all the way up and down the fingerboard. He figures that a lot of 

bassists and guitarists already know how to play in position. (Ferguson, 1987, p. 35)    

Hale (2012) presents concepts that are designed to enable guitar students to use their 

imaginations to create musical ideas and play them on the guitar. Through the processes 

of musical origination, musical conversation and musical speech, guitarists develop the 

ability to communicate and express themselves through musical words, sentences and 
phrases. Hale notes the need for music literature that addresses the development of 

musical origination on the guitar. (Hale, 2012, p. 2) With guitar students, he reduces the 

amount of information to make it manageable and logical for his students to develop 
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musical origination. He stresses the importance of single-string playing and how it can 

improve a guitarist’s musical ability to originate ideas. 

String instrumentalists should continually build upon their ability to create musical 

ideas on a single string in order to better understand phrasing, musical word creation 

as well as push their own creative process when being musically conversant. (Hale, 

2012, pp. 5-6) 

Hale’s approach to teaching improvisation is to allay his students’ fears by getting them 

to focus on their own abilities to select proper tones by playing second intervals on one 

string.  

For the student, the key concept to grasp is that they will only be allowed to use one 
string and will be walking up and down the neck using the major and minor seconds 

or half and whole steps. Once this is understood it is up to the student to try and find 

the correct tones, or colors, that are present within the music. (Hale, 2012, p. 66) 

Arnold (1997) writes musical studies that limit guitar players to one string in order to 

increase their familiarity with note recognition and location. According to Arnold, “this, 

in turn, will also help a student to just ‘feel’ where the notes are on each string rather than 
looking down at the instrument.” (Arnold, 1997. p. vi) 

In their comparison of the teaching similarities and differences between Swedish and 

American guitar teachers, Furingsten and Haglöf (2013) found many common 
approaches, including having students suggest songs for study as a way to increase their 

motivation. Guitar teachers interviewed in the study agreed that allowing students to 

choose songs increases their motivation and can strengthen communication between 

student and teacher. Furingsten and Haglöf interpret that to mean that the teachers accept 
the students’ song choices more as a way to keep them motivated rather than as a song 

with educational value. Two of the four teachers interviewed see it from the perspective 

that they can use the students’ song choices as tools for getting students to focus on 
information they need to know. (Furingsten and Haglöf, 2013)  

Furingsten and Haglöf also found that American teachers preferred to use method books 

for progression and structure. The teachers perceived that the amount of information 
available on the internet confused students. (Furingsten and Haglöf, 2013). Furingsten 

and Haglöf found that Swedish teachers didn’t use method books to the same degree as 

the American teachers. The diversity of the students demands individual teaching 

approaches, making it difficult to find a single book that meets the students’ individual 
needs. (Ibid) 

Omberg (2011) writes that teachers have different understandings of how to build 

creativity and motivation. One teacher considers a grade as a good inner motivator while 
others disagree and find that an emphasis on the positive aspects of a student’s abilities 

increases motivation. The teachers want students to be creative and motivated yet they 

can't agree on how that can be accomplished. (Omberg, 2011; Furingsten and Haglöf, 
2013, p. 9) 

In his research to find what creates a good learning situation for students when learning 

to play the guitar, Belin (2013) interviews ninth grade students about difficulties they 

have when first learning to play the guitar. Students found it most difficult with 
remembering where to put their fingers and playing on the right strings. Other difficulties 

that students noted included the finger stretches required for chords and changing chords. 

(Belin, 2013) Belin also found that many students regarded playing in a group context as 
a good way to develop guitar-playing and other skills, such as cooperation and timing. 

(Ibid) 
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Josephson (2008) analyzed guitar method books based on different criteria including how 

the books handle such areas as ear training and improvisation. His results showed that ear 

training and improvisation played lesser roles in books than sightreading and melody 
playing. (Josephson, 2008) Josephson refers to Schenck (2000), who calls improvisation 

“a pedagogical and musical treasure chest that can be opened by all. Improvisation is also 

such an important part of many music genres that it is surprising that it doesn’t have an 

obvious and large place in all music education.” (Schenck, 2000; Josephson, 2008, p. 31) 
(translation: David Zaworski)  

Josephson (2008) points out that guitar teachers have the responsibility for the learning 

materials they choose and that these materials have an important effect on a student’s 
enjoyment of playing. (Josephson, 2008) According to Josephson, “guitar teachers can 

have difficulty finding one individual book to follow. They often must complement 

books with other material as well as their own material, or use their own material for 

better control and flexibility during the lessons.” (Ibid, p. 9) (translation: David 
Zaworski) 

Josephson (2008) cites Stenström (1997) who found that teachers, instead of following 

one book or method, use combinations of their own material with material from various 
guitar methods and books when applicable. Stenström (1997) writes that “because one’s 

teaching method is personal it doesn’t always come into agreement with literature that is 

available.” (Stenström, 1997, p. 8; Josephson, 2008, p. 8) (translation: David Zaworski) 

Josephson (2008) refers to Rostvall and West (1998), who write that teachers can develop 

suitable material by thoroughly analyzing the method books they choose so that “existing 

method books can be used in a more conscientious way.” (Rostvall and West, 1998, p. 

52) (Josephson, 2008, p. 7) (translation: David Zaworski) 

Grim and Lyden’s research (2006) of available published electric guitar books in Sweden 

found teachers diverging in their preferences regarding the use of method books. One 

made use of different books and guitar methods. One wrote his own material and adapted 
it for students. The other teachers combined their own material with method books from 

the USA as well as material found on the internet. (Grim and Lyden, 2006; Josephson, 

2008, p. 8) 

According to Karlsson (2001), guitar teachers relied on their own material for lessons 

because they considered published material too complicated and uneven. (Karlsson, 

2001; Josephson, 2008, p. 9)  

5. Scientific Perspective 

I use a hermeneutic interpretation in which I interview guitar teachers who teach 

pop/rock/jazz guitar about their personal experiences with single-string approaches to 

teaching and playing guitar. As a guitar teacher myself, I can interpret their approaches 
and reasoning with some familiarity because I have done similar work as they do. The 

experiences that they share with me are experiences that I either have had or can 

recognize in my own teaching or my own studying as a guitar student. This gives me an 
advantage in interpreting their answers from a hermeneutic perspective.  

According to Patel and Davison (2003), a researcher who uses a hermeneutic perspective  

approaches the object of his research subjectively from his own previous 

understanding. This previous understanding, the thoughts, impressions and feelings 

as well as the knowledge that the researcher has, is considered an asset rather than 

an obstacle to interpreting and understanding the object of research. This is referred 
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to as holism and can be illustrated with the concept that the whole is more than the 

sum of the parts. (Patel and Davison, 2003, p. 30) (translation: David Zaworski) 

Through examination and re-examination of how the parts and the whole interact with 

each other, the researcher can increase his understanding of what he is researching. 

The teachers and I have shared similar experiences with which I can identify. Filtering 
their experiences through my own experiences in an analysis of their information can 

give my interpretation a quality that it might not have if I hadn’t been a guitar teacher or 

guitar student. Through this hermeneutic interpretation I hope to make it possible for 
other guitar teachers to consider single-string approaches to guitar teaching and playing 

so that if they wish to contribute to an expanded way of thinking about how the guitar can 

be taught, as well as how a single-string approach can be incorporated and balanced with 

a position-playing approach to guitar, they can do so. 

6. Method 

For my research, I chose a qualitative method over a quantitative method. A structured 

interview including prepared and followup questions for guitar teachers seemed the best 
possibility for me to inform my research. Because I use a hermeneutic interpretation and 

require data that I can interpret from my experience as a guitar and music teacher, I 

supply the questions to which my respondents answer. With a quantitative method in the 
form of a survey, I would have supplied the questions and the answers, which would not 

have made it possible to convey the personal preferences and teaching styles of the 

respondents in relation to single-string guitar playing and teaching. In order to research 

how guitar teachers actually use single-string teaching and playing methods for teaching 
guitar students on all levels, the purpose of my study, the qualitative method is the most 

appropriate for my research.  

I based my choices of interviewees on what I found regarding single-string playing and 
teaching through internet searches. I used such search strings as single-string guitar 

playing, single-string soloing, single-string songs and single-string improvisation. Results 

from the searches turned up articles, interviews, videos and books related to single-string 
guitar playing that were written and produced by guitar educators and players who 

actively teach lessons. Interview choices were based on published or written connections 

to single-string guitar playing. Before contacting the guitarists, I researched their 

websites or within their own published material to find connections to my topic as well as 
a connection to Goodrick’s book The Advancing Guitarist (1987) from where I took my 

inspiration for my research topic. By doing this I felt I would have the opportunity to talk 

with guitar teachers who were quite familiar with the concept of single-string playing and 
teaching in order to have experienced teachers who could talk about their experiences 

using the concept to motivate, teach and inspire their students. My aim is to find out how 

guitar teachers use a single-string method. Because their experiences can provide other 

guitar teachers with ways and methodologies to focus on single-string playing, a 
methodology that doesn’t receive focus in many guitar method books, I felt that it really 

would benefit my research best to interview guitar teachers who had some experience 

with using a single-string teaching method. Results from my internet searches showed 
that guitar teachers connected to single-string playing and teaching predominantly came 

from the United States and the United Kingdom, which is why, of the five teachers I 

interviewed, two reside in the United States in New York and two reside in the United 
Kingdom. Although internet searches showed no results for teachers in Sweden that use 

single-string teaching methods, I wanted to get a Swedish guitar teacher’s viewpoint on 

single-string teaching method. For my fifth interviewee, I chose a guitar teacher with 
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whom I have worked with in a music school in northern Sweden. I remembered his use of 

single-string concepts with beginning students that correlated with the topic.  

I contacted the guitar teachers that I chose via email. Within my initial contact message, I 
elaborated on my research topic and why I felt that their experience with single-string 

method connected with my research. After setting dates and times for the interviews with 

the respondents, I formulated questions pertaining to single-string guitar teaching 

methods that I would use in the interviews. These questions focused on how the teachers 
use a single-string method, how students perceive single-string playing, how single-string 

playing benefits students and how method books treat single-string playing. I conducted 

interviews with respondents via Skype. I recorded the interviews using an Olympus VN-
7700 digital voice recorder and informed respondents prior to beginning the interview 

that I was recording their answers. I transcribed interviews into Microsoft Word files 

using the digital voice recorder for playback. After transcribing the interviews, I read 

through them and identified common patterns within the respondents’ answers that I 
could interpolate into different themes. These themes-teaching background, personal 

introduction to single-string playing, single-string method usage, perception of student 

response to single-string playing, method books and single-string playing and benefits of 
single-string playing for students-were used as the template for the study’s results section 

as well as the first part of my analysis. For the second part of my analysis, I have taken 

points made by Goodrick in The Advancing Guitarist (1987) as described in the 
background section of my study concerning how single-string playing can be 

advantageous for players and compared how each of the teachers that I interviewed 

addresses these points within their teaching. Through my interpretive analysis of their 

responses, I am able to make connections between their answers and Goodrick’s points.  

The respondents gave me permission to use their actual names and they also had the 

option to withdraw their participation at any time. 

7. Results 

I have divided the results of the interviews into separate sections based on the questions 

that I asked the respondents. The separate sections are teaching background, personal 

introduction to single-string playing, single-string method usage, perception of student 
response to single-string playing, method books and single-string playing and benefits of 

single-string playing for students. 

7.1 Matt Warnock  

7.1.1 Teaching background 

Matt has been teaching guitar for 20 years. His students have ranged from 6 year old 

beginners to college professors and professional studio musicians. He has taught and 
given workshops at the university level in the United States and around the world. He has 

taught in three languages, English French and Portuguese. Currently he teaches online 

jazz guitar lessons via Skype to students in more than 20 countries.  

7.1.2 Personal introduction to single-string playing 

Matt discovered the concept of single-string playing through Goodrick’s The Advancing 

Guitarist (1987) book. After working with scales and exercises on a single-string, he 

applied the concepts to soloing over jazz tunes. 
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I remember sitting in my practice room when I was about 20 years old and just 

playing All The Things You Are and improvising on one string at a time for the first 

time and I remember it being just like this huge door opening. And from there I 

went for a million variations of trying to do that.  

Matt’s studies of classical guitar literature and scales have also influenced his single-

string teaching and playing. He mentions Segovia’s diatonic major and minor scales as an 
example where the guitarist shifted positions on one string through an ascending or 

descending scale.  

String shifting was one of my influences as well. You can see the birth of that idea. 

Classical guys weren’t thinking about it from a soloing standpoint but they were 

doing a lot of shifts, where you play three notes and then you skip up and play three 

more notes. Segovia scales do a lot of shifting where you’re playing six notes on a 
string with your major scale sometimes or your minor scales. There’s a lot of that 

kind of shifting in playing six notes on a string. I thought if you play six notes you 

might as well add one more. That’s the whole mode. 

7.1.3 Single-string method usage  

Matt gives his students a dedicated lesson where they focus for an hour on single-string 

playing.  Within the lesson Matt teaches his students the concept of single-string playing 
and how they can apply it as a practice option. He begins by having his students play a C 

major scale up and down the sixth string first. Once they can play the scale up and down 

the string and name the notes, Matt plays chords for the students while they improvise on 

the sixth string using the C scale. He repeats the process on all the strings.  

Depending on what level the student is at, Matt has them work on one string using 

pentatonic scales and modes in different keys, arpeggios and arpeggios with approach 

notes before beginning with chord progressions, then blues tunes, easy jazz standards and 
more complex jazz standards, such as Charlie Parker tunes, all on one string. Matt 

focuses his students on these fretboard exercises to help them learn note locations and to 

break out of positions. He points out that jazz guitar students will often learn a melody in 

one position. With the exercise it helps players to reference a melody wherever they are 
playing on the neck.  

Matt also uses a finger dropping exercise that he developed as an ear training exercise in 

which a student randomly puts a finger anywhere on the fretboard and plays Happy 
Birthday on one string.  

It’s using the one string to break them out of position without raising any scale 

shape to play the melody. It’s helpful because it’s just the experience of being in a 

key and randomly playing something. Then you develop the skill to play in any key 

rather than just memorizing it in 12 keys. It’s all really good for ear training, 

fretboard knowledge and improvisation. It breaks students out of boxes and pet 

licks.  

Matt has his students begin single-string playing on the sixth string. He points out that 
it’s the easiest string to start on because most players know the note names as the root 

notes for barre chords. He notes that the fourth and third strings become more difficult 

than the sixth string, yet students can see the octave relationships on the fourth string 
(with the sixth string) and the third string (with the fifth string). He notices that students 

usually become lost playing on the second string and regain their confidence on the first 

string.  

Matt requires students to say the note names when they play a scale or arpeggio up and 

down the string. He points out that most of them have an easy time going up the string 

because their ears fill in the gaps in the whole step half step relationships of the notes. 

Matt notes that it’s more difficult yet more important for students to go backwards on a 
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string because they have to know the fretboard and can’t use their ears in the same way 

that they use them while playing up the string. 

Matt also focuses students on single rhythm exercises on one string. For example, he may 
ask the student to solo with only whole notes, or only half notes or only quarter notes or 

by using a specific rhythm. Over time after the introduction lesson, Matt refers back to 

single-string ideas when he senses that students are stuck for ideas with their playing. He 

uses single-string playing to get students out of periodic ruts and remind them of how 
single-string playing might help them with specific playing problems that they 

experience. 

Though Matt teaches primarily jazz students, he could apply a single-string method for 
teaching rock and pop guitarists. He points out that he would use a song like Day Tripper 

for single-string playing because it would help students learn pentatonic scales on one 

string and cover an octave on a string. 

Matt shows students music theory concepts via single-string playing. He explains that if 
he asks a student to play, for example, an Am arpeggio on one string, the student starts to 

recognize the distance of intervals such as a major third from C to E. 

That C to E would be a five-fret stretch. They would be able to see what the interval 

on one string is. It really helps to visualize the intervals on one string, especially for 
scales, the whole step-half step relationships on one string. In jazz, comparing 

modes for example, if they’re playing A natural minor on the A string, to make A 

harmonic minor you have to raise one note, G to G sharp  and play everything else 

the same. Seeing that on one string makes it easier to visualize. From there, raise the 

sixth and you get melodic minor. Then lower the seventh you got Dorian. They can 

see those variations and they’re just adjusting one note.  

Matt also uses single-string method for focusing on techniques such as slides, hammer-

ons, pull-offs and trills. He makes use of a classical guitar exercise where students focus 
on maintaining an even, clear volume on pull-offs from a fretted note to an open string.  

7.1.4 Perception of student response to single-string playing 

Matt perceives student response to single-string playing to be positive. As he points out, 

single-string playing benefits his students because it helps them get out of practicing and 
soloing ruts where they play the same licks. Single-string playing opens up a new way of 

playing for his students, one in which they go into a zen-like concentration while playing. 

As soon as they start to do the exercises, with a little bit of guidance, everyone that 

I’ve ever worked with enjoys it. No one ever stops it. It’s a challenge. Plus it sounds 

cool and they’re really engaged. It’s funny, when my students start playing on one 
string, they just get zoned in. It’s one of those exercises where they just get sucked 

into it. It’s fun and it’s hugely beneficial, which is a bonus.  

7.1.5 Method books and single-string playing 

Aside from Goodrick’s book, Matt has not seen any other books that focus on single-

string playing. He points out that single-string playing is easier to learn if a teacher is 

there to ensure that the student is doing it correctly.  

With a book, people might hit roadblocks that will be harder to solve on their own. 

There are just certain exercises that you’ll see other guitar teachers use, but you 

don’t see them in books very often. When you see them in books, they’re confusing. 

But then when a teacher explains it in person, it’s easy to understand. 
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7.1.6 Benefits of single-string playing for students 

Matt points out creativity and organization as two benefits of single-string method for his 

students. By limiting his students to only playing on one string, for example, Matt 

challenges them to find ways to adapt to the situation.   

I call them my handcuff exercises. I’m handcuffing them and they’re trying to figure 

out how to get out of the handcuffs. They’re forced into being more creative with a 

box around them. Anybody can be creative if you have every scale available to you 

across the entire fretboard but it’s really hard to be creative if you have only one 

string and one option. The challenge that I usually give my students is if you can 

play a solo that I enjoy on the sixth string, you can play a solo anywhere. The 

hardest thing to do is to play a creative memorable solo on one string, especially the 

sixth string like a bass player. If students can do that they can play any solo 

anywhere.  

Through the limitation exercises, Matt works with his students on maintaining focus in 
their playing, which is an ability that he considers important for jazz players who are 

confronted with a vast selection of chord scales to consider while soloing.     

You want to be leading the listener through ideas that they can sing back or follow. 

Learn how to zoom in on one idea and work that idea, that melody, that motive, for 
a while and then go on to your next idea. Practice that focus on one string. That 

helps develop the ability to just zoom in on one idea and work it. Keeping things 

organized like that is a big skill to have.  

7.2 John Henry Sheridan  

7.2.1 Teaching background 

John Henry has been teaching guitar since 1996 and has taught and played many different 

styles of music in addition to teaching in Brazil and Japan. Since 2012 he has taught 

mainly young beginning students between the ages of 6 to 16.  

7.2.2 Personal introduction to single-string playing 

None of John Henry’s teachers showed him single-string playing but he credits one of his 

teachers for inspiring him by not being inspirational, but by being boring. John Henry 

recalls showing his teacher a book with a Megadeth song that he wanted to learn. His 
teacher refused and closed the book. John Henry points out that the experience gave him 

the inspiration to find a fun, simple method that keeps students coming back without 

boring them.   

John Henry started teaching single-string playing in 2005 after he noticed that young 
students weren’t responding to the method books he was using. To get students to learn 

in the first lesson, John Henry started teaching them Mary Had A Little Lamb on one 

string.  

That slowly evolved, and over the course of a couple of years, I came up with a 

booklet of popular songs that seemed to work really well for young people, 

especially those who didn’t have a lot of time to practice. When I was in Brazil, my 

Portuguese was weak in the beginning, so using numbers to teach things went 

easily. Same thing in Japan. So then I thought there’s something to this and people 

aren’t doing it. I don’t know why they’re not, but I want to do more of it.  
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7.2.3 Single-string method usage  

John Henry has written two books of original single-string songs that he uses to teach 

students. He focuses his songs on what he perceives as positive messages as a means to 

empower youth with healthier music than what he grew up with. The songs are notated in 
a form of tablature as numbers on a straight line. The line represents the one string and 

the number represents the fret where students place their fingers. Via the single-string 

songs, students learn to move their hands along the guitar neck.  

With the songs they’re generally between the open string and the 12th fret, 

sometimes the 13th or 14th fret, so they’re moving a lot. Students really end up 

learning the breadth of the neck and how melody happens in a horizontal way. It 

definitely teaches them intervals though I don’t point it out until later. They can do 

it on any string, too. I also teach hand position because I learned classical style. 

There are Roman numerals indicating what hand position you should use. I don’t 

enforce it with an iron hand but I do recommend trying them.  

As part of the lessons, students are required to complete the books, which takes anywhere 

from three to six months. To complete the books, students must memorize each book’s 
12 single-string songs and be able to play all the play-along tracks at slow, medium and 

fast tempos. To make it fun for the students, John Henry gives them prizes for 

memorizing the songs and playing at certain levels of competency. 

John Henry has also developed worksheets for the students that accompany the books. He 

asks students to write notes and words to the songs from memory as well as to answer 

multiple choice questions, one of which, what does the song Eagles Beatles Grateful 
Dead And Elvis teach you?, helps students remember the names of the strings of the 

guitar while developing their memorization skills.  

John Henry has also begun to develop what he calls single-string exercises around the 

theme animals and insects with alliterative titles such as Beautiful Butterfly, Silly Seal, 
Monkey Mohawk and Totally Awesome Toad. For example, Silly Seal makes use of 

chromatic fretted notes on the first string in conjunction with the open first string as a 

pedal tone and moves students through three hand positions, which requires them to use 
all four fingers. John Henry points out that the exercises help students explore different 

techniques that don’t appear in the books while memorizing small details. 

7.2.4 Perception of student response to single-string playing 

John Henry perceives his students’ responses to single-string playing as positive. He 
presents single-string playing to them as being a fun way to learn to play and creates 

excitement so the students are engaged. He notes that several elderly students in their 60s 

and 70s have responded positively to single-string playing because it was stress-free, 
stimulating for the mind and easy to understand. John Henry has also noticed how his 

single-string method can work well for students who have learning difficulties, 

behavioral problems or diagnoses such as hyperactivity or autism. According to John 

Henry, the method “gives them a chance to really use their imaginations. It’s not so rule-
bound and you don’t have to get it right so much. There’s more flexibility to use your 

imagination and numbers. Sometimes someone who might have a problem with their 

behavior or whatever is really good with numbers. So it just clicks for them.”    

John Henry has perceived challenges regarding motivating teenagers who may not 

respond well to his single-string method. He notes that teenagers are eager to play chords 

and want to play songs the way they have heard them, so they assume that single-string 
playing is too easy and for younger students. According to John Henry, it works best to 

present single-string playing to teenagers without having any judgments or preconceived 

notions of how they will respond.  
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7.2.5 Method books and single-string playing 

Before writing his single-string songs books, John Henry searched for existing books that 

he could use but couldn’t find any that fit with his idea. He wrote the books with himself 

as a student in mind.  

If this was around when I was starting, I would just love seeing these big numbers 

on a single line. I’d just let my imagination run wild. I probably wouldn’t play half 

of them correctly, but I would probably improve a lot because of the ideas and what 

comes to mind. I get to use my own creativity and the kids also get to use their 

creativity. They definitely get the idea that making a song is pretty easy.  

John Henry’s experience as a guitar teacher has been that traditional method books don’t 

capture the imaginations of beginning guitar players because they were developed in a 
different era and require time and discipline that many modern-day students may not 

have due to their hectic schedules.  

7.2.6 Benefits of single-string playing for students 

John Henry points out that single-string playing benefits his students because they can 
learn quickly, have fun and develop confidence playing the guitar.  

They don’t have to be the next Joe Satriani. They can just have fun because they 

understand it really quickly and can develop confidence quickly. They spend five 

minutes a day and they’re going to get it. It’s less stressful. They really feel like they 

understand one or two books, and their confidence goes up. Then maybe they’re 

ready to take on something that requires more discipline, because they enjoy the 

guitar and they’re willing to take a greater step at that point. 

John Henry notes that his single-string songs and method work best with less information 

and help students develop both musically and mentally. Students listen to and play the 

songs in the book to develop their ear training for rhythm and melody. 

7.3 Roger Cederwall  

7.3.1 Teaching background 

After having played guitar professionally and touring around Sweden for nearly 20 years, 
Roger began teaching guitar and has taught at a Swedish municipal music school for 26 

years. His students range from beginning to intermediate players.  

7.3.2 Personal introduction to single-string playing 

Roger was not aware of a single-string method of playing though he uses it intuitively for 
teaching beginners and intermediate students. 

7.3.3 Single-string method usage 

Roger’s use of single-string concepts is intuitive based on his experience teaching and 

playing. When working with beginning players, he sometimes teaches in groups of two or 
more students. The first single-string song he gives to beginners in the first lessons is a 

folk song that makes use of E, F and G on the first string. It’s also the students’ first 

exposure to written music. Instead of notes, Roger notates the music with squares. A 
short square equals a quarter note and a longer square equals a half note. Students write 

in the note names in the squares.  
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Roger also has written a 12 bar blues tune where they learn to shift between two notes on 

one string using the index and ring finger before changing to another string and using the 

same two fingers to shift notes.  

There’s a lot of finger shifting between the two fingers so it’s really good for them 

because they get to practice the shift a lot in one song. They learn quickly to play 

smarter. Most new beginners want to lift the first finger as soon as they change the 

note. Many want to move just the first finger everywhere so this focuses on getting 

them to hold the hand still and switch fingers instead. 

Roger also has students play single-string harmony and melody parts on different strings 

within small groups so beginning students get the opportunity to play with other students. 
Roger also uses single-string playing when practicing ear training. He limits the students 

to one string, plays a note and the student needs to play the note back. 

With intermediate students Roger uses a single-string technique exercise to synchronize 

the right picking hand and left fretting hand so that students achieve clarity with their 
playing. Students go up the fretboard on one string chromatically through four frets with 

each finger being assigned a fret. Using alternate picking, they play up the four frets and 

back again, keeping time with a metronome. Roger gradually increases the metronome’s 
tempo each time the student plays the exercise until the student has difficulty playing up 

to tempo. Roger notes the tempo, writes it down for the student and tells the student to 

practice the exercise daily, using the metronome to increase speed and facility. He checks 
on the students’ progress the following lesson and notices results if they have practiced.  

Roger emphasizes the necessity to keep practice exercises and assignments simple.  

If they get too much to focus on it doesn’t go well. It becomes too much.  If you 

were going to teach someone to play a blues scale, and that they should improvise 

for the first time, they’ll happily play all the notes that exist. I usually limit them, for 

example, to the first or second string. 

7.3.4 Perception of student response to single-string playing 

Roger perceives good response from his students for single-string playing. He doesn’t 

have any need to motivate the beginning players, noting that “new beginners think it’s 

really fun and easy to play on a single string.” 

7.3.5 Method books and single-string playing 

Roger hasn’t seen any books that focus on single string playing nor include many single 

string songs.  

7.3.6 Benefits of single-string playing for students 

Roger points out that single string playing can help to make music theory concepts easy 
to understand.  

It becomes much clearer with a scale on one string to understand intervals compared 

with playing over several strings. It’s a half step to the next fret. A whole step is two 

frets. You can show that well on the guitar.  

7.4 Bruce Arnold 

7.4.1 Teaching background 

Bruce Arnold has taught guitar and music at the university level for more than 30 years. 

He has written and produced dozens of music instruction books and video courses that 
cover a variety of subjects such as guitar pedagogy, ear training, music theory and 
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rhythm. He teaches private lessons as well as web-based lessons, tutorials and courses via 

his website.  

7.4.2 Personal introduction to single-string playing 

Bruce learned about single-string playing while studying guitar at Berklee as a student of 
Mick Goodrick. Bruce also studied with educator Charlie Banacos, who although a 

pianist used single-string method to help guitarists visualize the fretboard. 

7.4.3 Single-string method usage 

Bruce points out that because the guitar is a pattern-oriented instrument, the biggest 
problem guitar players have is thinking patterns rather than notes.  

Having students do all kinds of different things on a single string helps them to 

break out of seeing patterns and to start seeing the notes. What you’re trying to do is 

to get them not to memorize patterns but to just know the notes because it’s way 

easier. There are a billion patterns but there are only 12 notes. If you can learn it via 

the notes you’re way better off.  

Bruce has written Single String Studies For Guitar books that help guitarists learn notes 
on the guitar, learn how to read music and practice ear training. He notes that the books 

provide a good introduction to reading ledger lines, a skill in which many guitarists have 

difficulty. The first volume of Single String Studies For Guitar contains diatonic reading 
exercises for every string in every key. The exercises contain intervallic jumps that go 

from low fretted notes to high fretted notes.   

When you’re sightreading you can’t look down at your instrument. I tell people, 

don’t look, just jump up, because you’re never going to get the feeling for the guitar 

to just jump anywhere and get to a note unless you don’t look. So it’s preparing 
them to be great sightreaders. 

The second volume of Single String Studies For Guitar consists of chromatic reading 

exercises that use 12-tone lines based on symmetrical tri-chords, which are three-note 

chords or triads built on intervals other than thirds. Bruce points out that the exercises 

cover all the notes in every key and introduce guitarists to 20
th
 century ideas of putting 

sound together. Bruce refers to his own study of tri-chords as helpful in deepening his 

fretboard knowledge by improving his ability to understand chords as a combination of 

notes rather than as individual shapes and patterns. 

When I started moving from playing all tertial voicings, drop 2 type voicings, to 

playing tri chords, I realized that I just knew all the chords that I had been using as 

patterns. I didn’t know them as notes. Doing the tri chords helped me to really know 

the neck in a whole different way. 

Bruce also uses his Single String Studies For Guitar books for ear training with his 

students. He uses a drone to create a key center. The student then plays through the study 
jumping from note to note while focusing on how each note relates to the key center. For 

example, if the student has a C drone tone and sees F#, the student should learn to 

recognize the sound of the F# as a #4 within the key of C. Bruce points out that the 

single-string exercises help students develop the ability to hear melodies rather than think 
in intervals. This then enables them to find their own personal voices on the guitar. 

It’s not about technique in itself, it’s about learning the sounds. How are they going 

to put those sounds together to make a melody? That gets to be more and more 

personal rather than just running up and down a pattern, which has no personality at 

all.  

Bruce points out that the single-string studies can be used in many different contexts but 
aren’t the total answer to anything because students can memorize the studies without 
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knowing the notes. He stresses the importance of realizing that students learn in one 

context at a time and that they need to see, for example, ear training and theory from 

many different angles and contexts depending on their abilities.  

7.4.4 Perception of student response to single-string playing 

Bruce perceives that student response to single-string playing depends on how serious 

guitar students are because he considers single-string playing to be difficult, even for 

experienced players. 

Single-string playing is actually one of the hardest exercises there is. You can give it 

to advanced players and they can’t play it perfectly. It’s a formidable exercise. So 

they get discouraged from doing it because they can’t play it right. But again it goes 

back to how serious somebody is. If you’re trying to move stuff around to really 

know what the notes are, then it’s as hard as piano. But usually people get so sucked 

up in the patterns that they don’t realize it.  

7.4.5 Method books and single-string playing 

Bruce has written many instructional books relating to guitar, improvisation, rhythm, 
composition and music theory. He notes that he has written them in order to learn 

something and uses them himself. His Single-String Studies For Guitar books contain 

exercises that focus players on recognizing notes on the fretboard and sightreading. Bruce 

first experienced single-string playing as a student of Mick Goodrick. He notes how his 
books serve a different purpose in relation to Goodrick’s The Advancing Guitarist. 

Mick’s book is giving you philosophy. It’s a great book for somebody who’s out in 

the middle of nowhere and is serious about music, to ponder these things. The 

problem with Mick’s book is that ‘OK I’ve pondered these things, now what do I 

do? What’s a logical path for me to get from point A to point B?’ What I’ve done is 

made logical books that take you from point A to point B. 

7.4.6 Benefits of single-string playing for students 

Bruce points out that beginning players can be hesitant about improvisation. Single-string 

playing can be beneficial for them by limiting the area they need to play in and the 

amount of information they need to process so they don’t become overwhelmed. Bruce 
notes a common problem with beginning guitarists is that they play without using 

inflections or embellishments. He refers to the use of articulations such as slides, bends, 

hammer-ons and pull-offs on a single string to help give the notes musical qualities. 

You give them a small area to work with on one string and then talk about all the 
different ways that those notes could be played. They can start to apply articulations 

and then slowly move away from that. It’s just too much to give them a two-octave 

scale and ask them to come up with something because then they’re dealing with 

where the notes are rather than dealing with being more musical with what they 

have.  

Bruce also tells his students to be mindful of the fact that even though the top three 

strings are used more for improvisation, they still need to know the notes on all the 
strings.  

As time has gone on, people look for an easy fix when they want to learn something. 

There is no easy fix, you just have to learn. If you need to know the notes on the 

guitar, you need to know the notes on the guitar. You can’t find a way around that. 
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7.5 Pete Sklaroff  

7.5.1 Teaching background 

Pete has been teaching guitar for, in his estimation, a long time, both privately and at a 

music college in the United Kingdom, where he taught for 20 years. He currently teaches 

guitar online to students between the ages of 15 to 70 at intermediate and advanced levels 
in such countries as the United States, Hong Kong, Australia, Columbia and India as well 

as the U.K. 

7.5.2 Personal introduction to single-string playing 

Pete first encountered single-string playing in Mick Goodrick’s The Advancing Guitarist 
(1987) book while studying music in college. In the book, Goodrick (1987) writes about 

how single-string playing is the most logical way to begin playing the guitar. Pete recalls 

reading the book and realizing how the applications of single-string playing had never 
occurred to him.  

I always thought playing on one string was what you did when you first bought a 

guitar. When I first got a guitar, I just wanted to play a riff. Smoke On The Water 

was the first thing I ever learned. So there’s something easy about it, which is great. 

I didn’t think it was actually going to be of any use.  

Around the same time he discovered Goodrick’s book, he read an interview with guitarist 
Mike Stern in Guitar Player magazine, in which Stern discussed how he honed his 

melodic thinking through single-string exercises that he got from his teacher Charlie 

Banacos. Pete recalls trying to play the exercises in the article and realized that he 

couldn’t do them. Pete contacted Banacos and eventually began correspondence lessons 
with him.  

I asked him about single-string playing. He was a piano player, not a guitarist, but 

he got into that methodology because he said he had found that with a lot of guitar 

and bass players, it laid the fretboard out in a similar fashion to the piano. That 

intrigued me.  

7.5.3 Single-string method usage  

Pete employs two methodologies for single-string teaching. The first concerns 

fingerboard knowledge and developing a horizontal approach to scale playing rather than 

a vertical position-playing approach. To do this, he has students play scales on single 

strings.  

It breaks down the typical, two-octave scale shapes that go from the sixth string to 

the first string in position, four or five frets. I felt if you could really develop 

melodic understanding and knowledge, it really frees you up and you don’t have to 

think so much about playing in position. When I was a student, if the key was G, I 

was playing at the third fret. If it was Bb, it was the sixth fret. I didn’t really move at 

all. But with this, you have to really think much more horizontally rather than 

vertically on the neck.  

His second methodology is based on exercises that he learned as a student from the 
Guitar Player article with guitarist Mike Stern and subsequently studied with Banacos. 

The exercises make use of chromatic approach notes and double chromatics. Pete maps 

out all the notes in the Cmaj7 arpeggio on the low E string for his students-open E, G at 
the third fret, B at the seventh fret and C at the eight fret. Students then approach each 

note by playing a semitone below and a scale step above each note. Students are then 

required to transfer the same exercise to different strings. According to Pete, the exercise 

helps students develop their visualization of the fretboard.  
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That was a lot easier for me to digest as a melodic device on a single string because 

it was more like a piano. When I was using particular melodic devices, they were 

hard to visualize vertically. It’s much easier when it’s laid out almost like a 

keyboard. Students can see all the tones and semitones without thinking positions.  

By encouraging his students to map out scales and visualize the neck horizontally rather 

than vertically via single-string playing, Pete’s aim is to enable his students to have the 
freedom on the fingerboard to play what they want to play. 

If they’re soloing a lot in one area or if they’re sightreading in one area of the neck, 

which is common to guitar players, this can actually break down some of those 

interpositional barriers. Because of the level of guys I normally teach, it’s more to 

give them a different dimension to thinking about the neck. 

Pete also makes use of string-bending exercises on single strings that help students 
develop their pitch accuracy in bending strings in tune. First, students play a descending 

C major scale starting on the 13
th

 fret of the second string. After that, they play the scale 

again but are required to bend the string into each note of the scale from a scale step 

below the note, shifting between whole-tone and semi-tone bends as appropriate.    

Pete uses single-string methods when discussing intervals and other music theory 

concepts with students. He finds that demonstrating and explaining intervals on a single 

string can be easier for students to remember and comprehend than if he had used a two-
octave scale in thirds to explain and demonstrate intervals. Pete also uses single-string 

method to help students focus on time feel by getting them to play subdivisions of the 

beat on a single string. By taking away the distractions of the other strings, Pete notes 

that students come to the realization that if they can play rhythms on one string, they can 
play them on all of the strings.  

7.5.4 Perception of student response to single-string playing 

Pete perceives varied student responses to single-string playing. He has had many 
students who have embraced the concept without question. Pete notes that other students 

have felt it to be beneath them and only for beginners, until they have done it.  

They found out how hard it can be, but also how beneficial it could be. If you find it 

difficult, which I think is true of most people when you first do it, you’ve got to take 

a bit of time to rethink things. It’s one of the hardest things to do if you really get 

into it and use it as a fundamental part of your practice. But it works. 

7.5.5 Method books and single-string playing 

The Goodrick book is the only methodology associated with single-string playing that 

Pete has seen. He attributes this to a stigma attached to single-string playing, where 

people might think it’s for beginners or players who don’t know the fretboard. He also 
notes that some people have the attitude that single-string playing is closely associated 

with the jazz genre. Pete feels that method books for single-string playing may not be in 

demand, except by students, players and teachers who want to go into more depth on 

single-string playing. 

7.5.6 Benefits of single-string playing for students 

Pete feels that single-string playing benefits his students by helping them learn to think 

simply, develop melodic understanding on all the strings and visualize the guitar 

fretboard.   

Sound comes into it because most of the guitar players I’ve listened to when they 

want to go high, they literally go high on a single string sometimes or on a pair of 

strings. It seemed to me that people who’d gone through single-string playing 
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seemed to have much more freedom when they’re playing. It seems that their ability 

to go for ideas is not in any way bound by positional thinking. That’s why I think 

it’s helpful for students, just to give them a different perspective.  

Pete recalled a Mike Stern workshop for his guitar students, where the guitarist 

demonstrated a single-string exercise on the standard Autumn Leaves. Pete notes that the 

students benefited by seeing how Stern used the top two strings and why it sounded the 
way it did. 

It actually showed that a lot of us do get boxed in by positional thinking. If 

somebody that good is doing it that fluidly, then there is some benefit. It really 

makes you think about melody and what you do with it. It makes you think much 

more about what you’re playing and also use your ear. That for me is one of the big 

beauties of it. 

8. Analysis 

I have structured my results analysis in two sections. Part I is based on my interview 

questions with the teachers. I compare and contrast the similarities and differences in 

their teaching backgrounds, introductions to single-string playing, how they use single-
string method to teach, method books and materials, their perceptions of student response 

to single-string method and various benefits of single-string playing for students. Because 

two respondents discussed their single-string studies and songs books within the results, I 
have chosen to include and analyze examples from their books to illustrate how they are 

structured for single-string teaching method.   

For the second part of my analysis, I have taken points made by Goodrick (1987) in his 
book The Advancing Guitarist concerning how single-string playing can be advantageous 

for players and compared how each of the teachers that I interviewed addresses these 

points within their teaching. 

According to Goodrick (1987) a single-string playing approach offers many advantages.  

- The simplest way to see notes is in a straight line. A single string is a straight 
line. 

- On a single string, there is a direct relationship between interval distance 
and movement in space. 

- Playing on a single string helps to eliminate two potential problems: 
paralysis (fear of movement) and acrophobia (fear of higher frets), since the 
entire length of the fingerboard is utilized from the very beginning. 

- This approach is conducive to learning note locations because you can’t rely 
on a fingering pattern (as in position playing) 

- The problem of changing strings is eliminated. This simplifies the right hand 
function and displays the principles of left hand function in their purest 
form. 

- Different types of phrasing and articulations can be played very consistently. 
- Elements of fundamental theory can be shown to a beginner in clear and simple 

visual and aural terms. (Goodrick, 1987, p. 10) 

Although the respondents haven’t named these advantages directly in their answers, I am 

able to make connections between their answers and the points made by Goodrick (1987) 
through my interpretive analysis of the response.  



25 

8.1 Part I 

8.1.1 Teaching background 

Together, the respondents have taught students from students from around the world from 

beginning to advanced levels for a combined total experience of more than 120 years. 

Bruce, Matt and Pete have taught at the university level. Their current students are 
mainly at the intermediate/advanced level. John Henry teaches mainly beginner students 

between the ages of 6 to 16 and has taught in Brazil and Japan. Pete and Matt mainly 

teach lessons via Skype to students around the world. Bruce teaches at the university 
level and offers lessons, courses, workshops, and books via his website. Roger teaches 

beginner and intermediate students in both individual and group lessons at a county 

music school in northern Sweden. 

8.1.2 Personal introduction to single-string playing 

None of the five teachers were introduced to single-string playing as beginners. Matt and 

Pete learned of single-string playing via Mick Goodrick’s The Advancing Guitarist 

(1987) book while music students in college. Bruce took lessons with Goodrick as a 
college student and learned it from him directly. Bruce also studied with the late Charlie 

Banacos, a Boston-based jazz educator who worked with many instrumentalists and 

would assign single-string exercises for guitarists and other string players. Pete also came 

across single-string playing via an article in Guitar Player magazine, in which guitarist 
Mike Stern mentioned studying single-string playing with Banacos. Pete contacted 

Banacos and took correspondence courses with him. John Henry developed his single-

string method as a guitar teacher trying to figure out new approaches for his students to 
learn. Roger was unfamiliar with single-string playing and teaching methods, but has an 

intuitive approach based on his experiences as a touring guitar player and teacher.  

8.1.3 Single-string method usage 

Pete, Bruce and Matt use single-string method with intermediate to advanced level 
guitarists where their students are learning improvisation, theory, melodic understanding, 

scales, modes, composition, note locations, ear training, arpeggios, sight reading and 

articulations. John Henry uses single-string method for the purposes of simple melodies, 
hand positions and position shifts, finger independence, hand movement, memorization 

exercises, note shifting and foundations of technique. Roger uses single-string method 

with beginners for learning note names, simple rhythm notation, note shifting, finger 

independence, melody and ear training. For intermediate student, Roger uses single-string 
method as a technique and rhythm exercise that helps player synchronize their hands.  

With their learning of single-string concepts from Goodrick (1987) via his book or 

lessons, Bruce, Pete and Matt share a common source for single-string playing and 
teaching. All of them share the goal of getting their students to break out of playing 

patterns and positional thinking on the guitar. Their different interpretations of single-

string playing and teaching also lead to their own individual ways of teaching with a 

single-string method. Each puts his own personal stamp on the way he teaches using a 
single-string method and has a different emphasis on different aspects of single-string 

playing depending on personal experiences as well as a student’s abilities.  

Matt give his students dedicated one hour lessons in single-string playing where students 
play up and down strings with scales, arpeggios, melodies. He uses a finger dropping 

exercise to help students with ear training, fretboard knowledge and improvisation. He 

uses single-string method with students for ear training, learning note locations, 
improvisation, melodies and non-position playing. He also uses single-string method to 
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help students visualize music theory concepts. Matt has taken concepts that he has 

learned through his classical guitar training and applied them to single-string teaching 

methodology. 

Pete employs single-string playing by having students play scales on one string as well as 

embellishing scale tones with chromatic approach tones and double chromatics. This 

helps students visualize notes in a layout out like a piano. Pete’s aim is to help students 

find the freedom to play what they want to play. He also uses single-string method for 
string bending exercises, music theory concepts and rhythm exercises. 

Bruce uses his own Single String Studies For Guitar (1997) books extensively to train 

guitarists in sightreading, ear training and fretboard knowledge. In the books, Bruce 
(1997) writes that his aim is 

to get students proficient at recognizing and playing notes on the guitar. By limiting 

each exercise to one string on the guitar it gives students the opportunity to 

familiarize themselves with the notes on each string. This in turn will also help a 

student to just ‘feel’ where the notes are on each string rather than looking down at 

the instrument. (Arnold, 1997,  p. vi) 

On page 27, Bruce’s Single String Exercise 3 (Arnold, 1997, p. 34) is a single-string 
study written in the key of F# and played on the fourth string, the D string. The intervallic 

jumps are large. For example in the third measure, the note jumps from an E# on the third 

fret to an A# on the 20th fret. When reading an A# guitarists could easily play the note on 
the first string (6

th
 fret), second string (11

th
 fret) and the third string (15

th
 fret). All the 

exercises in the book are designed to give students understanding of different note 

locations on every string. Bruce uses the book also to train students in ear training. Rather 

than having the player know the interval being played, his aim is to have the student see 
the note, know its location on the string and hear the note in relation to the key center.  

On page 28, Bruce’s Single String Exercise 6 (Arnold, 1997, p. 66) is a single-string 

study written in the key of C and played on the first string. The study makes use of ledger 
lines in notation. Bruce refers to guitarists as being weak at reading ledger lines. The 

exercises help guitarists train their sightreading skills. A second volume of single-string 

studies focuses on chromatic sightreading as well as the use of 12-tone lines and tri-

chords for ear training and fretboard knowledge. 

John Henry has also written books that use single-string playing. With their emphasis on 

easy readability with tablature, song texts and illustrations, John Henry’s Single String 

Songs books are designed for beginning players. The original songs help students learn 
hand movement, fingerings, interval jumps, hand positions, rhythms, location of guitar 

frets and beginning tablature. On page 29, Waiting At The Bus Stop (Sheridan, 2013, p. 

20) is an example of how the songs appear in his books.  

John Henry uses a single line to represent the guitar string. Numbers on the line represent 

the fret numbers where students place their fingers. Text to the song is indicated directly 

under the numbers. The Roman numeral I in the first row indicates hand position where 

the index finger is anchored at the first fret and used to play the note at the first fret. The 
0 on the line represents the open string and indicates that the open string is to be played. 

The number 1 indicates the note at the first fret is to be played. The student plays this 

note with the index finger. John Henry also includes eighth note and quarter note rhythms 
as well as an asterisk, which represents a rest. Repeat signs are also included.  

In the second row, Roman numeral II indicates hand position. The index finger is 

anchored at the second fret and used to play the note at the second fret. The 2 on the line 

represents the fret to be played. The student uses the index finger to play the note at the 
second fret. The number 3 on the line indicates the note at the third fret is to be played.  
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Because the third fret is one fret higher on the neck than the second fret, the student uses 

the middle finger to play this note because the hand position, anchored by the index 

finger, is at the second fret (indicated by the Roman numeral). This row also repeats. In 
the third row, Roman numeral III indicates hand position. The index finger is anchored at 

the third fret and used to play the note at the third fret. The number 5 on the line indicates 

the note at the fifth fret is to be played. Because the fifth fret is two frets higher on the 

guitar neck than the third fret, where the index finger is anchored in hand position III, the 
student uses the ring finger to play the note at the fifth fret. The student would then use 

the index finger to play the note at the third fret, indicated by the 3 on the line. The fourth 

row is the same as the first row. 

On page 30, the second page of Waiting At The Bus Stop (Sheridan, 2013, p. 21) shows 

examples of how John Henry gets students to move up the fretboard and access higher 

frets. In the first row, the student changes from I to III hand position, changing the 

anchoring of the index finger from the first fret to the third fret. In the second row, hand 
position changes from III to VI, where the student moves the anchoring index finger from 

the third fret to the sixth fret. In row three the student anchors the index finger at the 

eighth fret (hand position VIII).   

In row four, the student anchors the index finger at the tenth fret (hand position X) but 

doesn’t play the note at the tenth fret, as it’s not indicated on the line. The student plays 

the notes at the twelfth fret using the ring finger and at the eleventh fret with the ring 
finger. By incorporating hand positions in the songs, John Henry helps beginning 

students develop finger independence. Depending on the hand position, the anchoring of 

the index finger, students need to use different fingers to play the notes while moving the 

hand up and down the neck to different hand positions. It’s using single-string playing as 
a foundation for learning hand positions. 

With beginners, both Roger and John Henry use simple melodies to get students to play 

on one string and focus on finger shifts and independence, hand positions and hand 
movement. Because he teaches group lessons, Roger can use single-string playing both 

for melody and harmony playing within a group. As beginners, students get the 

experience of playing with others.  

8.1.4 Perception of student response to single-string playing 

Several teachers perceived positive responses while other teachers perceived mixed 

responses from their students regarding playing on a single string. Matt pointed out how 

students find it challenging and become engrossed in it. Pete has had students who took it 
up quickly, but also students who were hesitant basing their unwillingness on the 

perception that it was for beginners. Pete notes that after students try it, they realize the 

difficulty. Bruce said that it depends on how serious a player is because playing on one 

string is one of the hardest things to do. John Henry’s students have positive responses 
though teenagers may not respond to it as readily. John Henry also mentioned how 

single-string playing, with its flexibility for the imagination and numbers, can help 

students who may have behavioral problems or diagnoses. His elderly students perceive it 
as stimulating and non-stressful. Roger says his students accept it and do it without 

questioning. According to Roger, “new beginners think it’s really fun and easy to play on 

a single string.” 

It appears that the perception of single-string playing can vary depending on which level 

the student is at. Beginning students seem to find it easier and non-stressful based on how 

the single-string playing is presented. For advanced players, some perceive it as 

challenging while others perceive it as for beginners, until they attempt it. This could 
depend on the type of exercise presented to the player. Material tailored for beginners 
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would probably be perceived differently by an advanced player than a beginner. Material 

tailored for advanced players would probably be perceived differently by a beginner than 

an advanced player.    

8.1.5 Method books and single-string playing 

None of the teachers were aware of any method books, other than Goodrick’s book, that 

bring up the concept of single-string playing. The shortage of method books for single-

string playing has made it necessary for the teachers to write their own books (Bruce and 
John Henry) or make use of their own teaching materials. Matt notes that a book on 

single-string playing might confuse a student who didn’t have a teacher as a guide.  

There are just certain exercises that you’ll see other guitar teachers use but you 

don’t see them in books very often. When you see them in books, they’re confusing. 

But then when a teacher explains it in person, it’s easy to understand. 

Regarding method books for single-string playing, Pete notes that they may not be in 
demand because there could still be a stigma attached that it’s just for beginners or people 

who don’t know the fretboard. 

John Henry notes that in his experience traditional method books don’t work as well now 
as they did in the past because they require time and discipline while not stimulating a 

student’s imagination. John Henry had himself as a student in mind when writing his 

book.  

If this was around when I was starting, I would just love seeing these big numbers 
on a single line. I’d just let my imagination run wild. I probably wouldn’t play half 

of them correctly, but I would probably improve a lot because of the ideas and what 

comes to mind. I get to use my own creativity and the kids also get to use their 

creativity. They definitely get the idea that making a song is pretty easy. 

Similar to John Henry, Bruce has written books with himself as a student in mind and 

uses his own books to learn.  

8.1.6 Benefits of single-string playing for students  

The concept that less is more seems to be a common benefit of single-string playing for 

students. Matt uses limitation exercises, what he calls handcuff exercises, to get his 

students to sharpen their focus on developing one idea at a time and being creative within 
a small frame. Matt stresses the importance of these types of organizational skills for 

guitar students. 

Similar to Matt, Bruce limits beginning improvisers to small areas on one string so they 
don’t get overwhelmed. John Henry notes that single-string playing works best with less 

information, giving students the opportunity to use their ears and intuition. Pete notes that 

single-string playing helps players think simply, develop melodic understanding, 
visualize the fretboard and use their ears. 

Roger notes single-string playing benefits students by making music theory concepts easy 

to understand. He finds that scales and interval relationships can be shown and explained 

clearly and easily to guitar students when they’re playing one string in comparison with 
playing over several strings.  

8.2 Part II 

For the second part of my analysis, I have taken points made by Goodrick in his book 

The Advancing Guitarist concerning how single-string playing can be advantageous for 
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players and compared how each of the teachers that I interviewed addresses these points 

within their teaching. 

8.2.1 Single strings and straight lines 

Goodrick (1987) writes that “the simplest way to see notes is in a straight line. A single 
string is a straight line.” (Goodrick, 1987, p. 10) 

Each of the teachers approaches the idea of seeing notes in a straight line by simply 

teaching a single-string playing method. Bruce, Matt and Pete share a common goal to 
get their students to know the names of the notes and where they are on the fretboard. 

Bruce sums it up.   

Having students do all kinds of different things on a single string helps them to 

break out of seeing patterns and to start seeing the notes. What you’re trying to do is 

to get them not to memorize patterns but to just know the notes because it’s way 

easier. There are a billion patterns but there are only 12 notes. If you can learn it via 
the notes you’re way better off.  

Matt’s experience as a student himself illustrates the importance of being able to see 

notes on a single string. 

I remember sitting in my practice room when I was about 20 years old and just 

playing All The Things You Are and improvising on one string at a time for the first 

time and I remember it being just like this huge door opening. And from there I 

went for a million variations of trying to do that.  

When he was a student Pete experienced that it was easier for him to visualize melodic 

devices on a single string because the guitar was laid out like a keyboard.  

Both Matt and Pete recall how they, as students, found it easier to understand and see 

notes via single-string playing. As teachers, they want to pass that same information on to 
their students.  

John Henry notates the songs in his books on a straight line, making it simple for 

beginners to read. The line represents the string and the number represents the fret where 
students place their fingers. Note names are not given.  

8.2.2 Interval distance and movement in space 

Goodrick (1987) writes that “on a single string, there is a direct relationship between 

interval distance and movement in space.” (Goodrick, 1987, p. 10) 

Matt gives an example of when he teaches an Am arpeggio on one string. Students can 

see a major third interval as a five-fret stretch from C to E. 

They would be able to see what the interval on one string is. It really helps to 

visualize the intervals on one string, especially for scales, the whole step-half step 

relationships on one string. 

Bruce’s single-string studies require students to move their hands up and down the neck 

to cover large intervallic jumps from low fretted notes to high fretted notes on one string.   

When you’re sightreading you can’t look down at your instrument. I tell people, 

don’t look, just jump up, because you’re never going to get the feeling for the guitar 

to just jump anywhere and get to a note unless you don’t look. So it’s preparing 

them to be great sight readers. 

Songs that John Henry writes include large intervallic jumps where students need to 
move their hands from low frets to high frets and back.  
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With the songs they’re generally between the open string and the 12th fret, 

sometimes the 13th or 14th fret, so they’re moving a lot. Students really end up 

learning the breadth of the neck and how melody happens in a horizontal way. It 

definitely teaches them intervals though I don’t point it out until later. 

Pete and Roger both find it easier and clearer to illustrate and explain how intervals work 

on a single string without the complexity of the guitar’s standard tuning. 

8.2.3 Eliminating paralysis and acrophobia 

Goodrick (1987) points out that “playing on a single string helps to eliminate two 

potential problems: paralysis (fear of movement) and acrophobia (fear of higher frets), 

since the entire length of the fingerboard is utilized from the very beginning.” (Goodrick, 
1987, p. 10) 

All the teachers use exercises and material that keeps students at any level moving their 

hands up and down the neck from low frets to high frets.  Matt’s introductory lesson in 
single-string playing takes players up and down on all the strings beginning with the sixth 

string first.  

John Henry’s single-string songs have beginning players moving between the open string 

up to the 12
th
 and 14 fret.  

Bruce’s single-string studies make use of large intervallic jumps, where hand movement 

and higher frets playing are necessary. Certain studies involve ledger lines, which 

correspond with notes on high frets on the neck. 

Roger’s songs for beginners focus on movement of the fingers, which helps students to 

understand that in order to reach higher pitches on one string they must move up the 

neck. For lower pitches, they move down the neck. His exercises for intermediate players 

require movement of the fingers and coordination with the picking hand on a series of 
four frets, which can be moved anywhere on a string. 

As part of his methodology, Pete uses single-string scales and arpeggios as well as 

chromatic approach tones up and down a string to help students develop a horizontal 
approach to the neck. He notes that this helps free a guitar player from having to think so 

much about playing in position. Pete feels that single-string playing benefits his students 

by helping them learn to think simply, develop melodic understanding on all the strings 
and visualize the guitar fretboard. He refers again to his time as a student to illustrate his 

point. 

It breaks down the typical, two-octave scale shapes that go from the sixth string to 

the first string in position, four or five frets. I felt if you could really develop 

melodic understanding and knowledge, it really frees you up and you don’t have to 

think so much about playing in position. When I was a student, if the key was G I 

was playing at the third fret. If it was Bb, it was the sixth fret. I didn’t really move at 
all. But with this you have to really think much more horizontally rather than 

vertically on the neck. 

Pete also relates hand movement up and down the neck to the way a student develops ear 

training and the ability to listen to his own playing. 

Sound comes into it because most of the guitar players I’ve listened to when they 

want to go high, they literally go high on a single string sometimes or on a pair of 
strings. It seemed to me that people who’d gone through single-string playing 

seemed to have much more freedom when they’re playing. It seems that their ability 

to go for ideas is not in any way bound by positional thinking. 
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8.2.4 Note locations 

According to Goodrick (1987), “the single-string approach is conducive to learning note 

locations because you can’t rely on a fingering pattern (as in position playing).” 

(Goodrick, 1987, p. 10) 

Bruce’s single-string studies help students learn note locations up and down each string 

from low frets to high frets. His second volume of single-string studies introduces the 

concept of tri-chords, which Bruce notes helped him as a student. According to Bruce, 
“when I started moving from playing all tertial voicings, drop 2 type voicings, to playing 

tri chords, I realized that I just knew all the chords that I had been using as patterns. I 

didn’t know them as notes. Doing the tri chords helped me to really know the neck in a 

whole different way.” 

To get players to learn note locations, Matt uses a variety of exercises, including using 

one string to play pentatonic scales, modes in different keys, arpeggios, arpeggios with 

approach notes, melodies and finger dropping exercises. According to Matt, “it’s using 
the one string to break them out of position without raising any scale shape to play the 

melody.”  

To help students develop fingerboard knowledge, Pete has students play scales on single 
strings, as well. Pete notes that “it breaks down the typical, two-octave scale shapes that 

go from the sixth string to the first string in position, four or five frets. I felt that if you 

could really develop melodic understanding and knowledge, it really frees you up and 

you don’t have to think so much about playing in position.” 

8.2.5 No string-changing 

Goodrick (1987) notes that when playing on single strings, “the problem of changing 

strings is eliminated. This simplifies the right hand function and displays the principles of 

left hand function in their purest form.” (Goodrick, 1987, p. 10) 

With Pete’s use of string-bending exercises, the focus is on the left hand and what it 

needs to do to ensure that bent notes are in tune with the target note, whether it’s a half 

step or whole step bend away. 

With new beginners, Roger and John Henry can work with students on left hand 

movement, finger independence, finger strength in keeping the proper pressure on the 

string so it sounds, finger placement between the frets, fretting a string with the fingertips 
and any other issue that could be involved with the left hand. These are all possible 

scenarios that could occur with the left hand. 

8.2.6 Consistent phrasing and articulations 

With single-string playing, Goodrick (1987) writes that “different types of phrasing and 
articulations can be played very consistently.” (Goodrick, 1987, p. 10) 

Pete makes use of string-bending exercises through a C major on a single string that helps 

students maintain accuracy in bending strings in tune. The exercise requires whole tone 

and semitone bends.  

Matt uses rhythm exercises on one string, in which he requires students to play using 

only whole notes or half notes or quarter notes.  

Matt and Bruce makes use of single-string playing to develop students’ use of 
articulations such as slides, hammer-ons, pull-offs and trills.  
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8.2.7 Fundamentals of theory 

Goodrick (1987) notes that via single-string playing and teaching, “elements of 

fundamental theory can be shown to a beginner in clear and simple visual and aural 

terms.” (Goodrick, 1987, p. 10) 

Bruce uses his single-string studies to help students with ear training and learning how 

each note they play sounds in relation to a key center. His use of tri-chord concepts in the 

second volume of Single String Studies For Guitar helps students get used to the sound 
of 20

th
 century music ideas. 

Matt has students play up and down the neck on a C major scale. At the same time they 

have to say the notes in the scale. He also shows students the differences between scales 

in relation to each other.  

In jazz comparing modes for example if they’re playing A natural minor on the A 

string then I’ll say OK to make A harmonic minor you have to raise one note, G to 

G sharp  and play everything else the same. They would do that in position playing 

anyways but seeing that on one string makes it easier to visualize. From there, raise 

the sixth and you get melodic minor. Then lower the seventh you got Dorian.  They 

can see those variations and they’re just adjusting one note. 

Roger notes that is easy to show beginners how intervals work on a single string. John 
Henry’s songs teach students’ intervals both visually and aurally, yet he doesn’t 

emphasize the learning of intervals to students. 

8.3 Analysis Summary 

To summarize Part II, with single-string teaching, the respondents resonate best with 

Goodrick’s points concerning learning note locations as opposed to relying on a fingering 

pattern, and reducing the fear of movement as well as the fear of higher frets. 

9. Discussion 

In his book The Advancing Guitarist, Mick Goodrick (1987) states that the most logical 

place to begin playing the guitar is by playing on one string. He also states that most 
guitar method books don’t mention single-string playing.  

These statements provided the impetus for my research into how guitar teachers use a 

single-string method to teach guitarists. If single-string playing is so important and 
logical, it only seems logical that it would be a part of the guitar teaching tradition, but 

it’s not. Through my interviews with five teachers who, in one form or another, use 

single-string playing and instruction as a part of their teaching repertoire, I learned a lot 

of valuable information about single-string playing and teaching concepts and what they 
can do for a guitar student. I tend to think that other guitar teachers and players will feel 

the same. My goal with this research was to provide practical approaches for guitar 

teachers to use when teaching single-string playing. Just like the teachers I interviewed 
try to get their students to think of other ways of visualizing the guitar neck, perhaps my 

research can give guitar teachers another way to visualize their teaching approaches.  

From the study results, I concluded that a single-string method of guitar playing can be 

used to teach guitar playing to students at the beginning, intermediate and advanced 
levels. The single-string method can be used to teach such topics as improvisation, note 

location, ear training, sight reading, music theory, chord arpeggios, articulations, scales, 
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string bending, hand movement, finger independence and hand positions. It is the 

teacher’s responsibility to adapt their material and exercises based on where the students 

are in their learning.  

One result of the study showed that none of the respondents had a teacher who taught 

them about single-string playing as a beginning guitar student. They learned about single-

string playing as intermediate to advanced students. Matt, Bruce and Pete teach single-

string playing to intermediate and advanced students. They have a common goal to get 
guitarists to break out of playing patterns and positional thinking on the guitar. This could 

only be done with guitarists who have already been using patterns and positional 

thinking. This raises several questions. Is single-string playing more conducive for 
players who have already had experience with position playing? Is the teaching of single-

string playing to intermediate and advanced students connected to the fact that the 

teachers learned single-string playing as intermediate to advanced students and not as 

beginners?  

Single-string playing can be seen as not just an alternative to position playing but as an 

important development of a guitarist’s knowledge of the fingerboard that ultimately 

combines with position playing to become an integral part of playing the guitar. To a 
large degree, method books focus on position playing and pattern learning.  

Research studies that have focused on classical guitar and contemporary guitar methods 

show a lack of reference to single-string playing, supporting the contention of Goodrick 
and the interviewees that single-string playing is brought up rarely if at all in method 

books. By not focusing on single-string playing, these method books may be missing an 

important and necessary part to an understanding of the guitar as a musical instrument.  

In his comparison and analysis of classical guitar methods, Andrade (1996) found that 
many lacked single-string scale studies and shifting exercises that he deemed useful for 

playing chamber music.   

Single-string scales and shifting exercises are used by the other strings to develop 

fluency through their various registers, or positions. I discovered that the harmonic 

role of the guitar and its predecessors caused its technique and technical literature to 
develop around a relatively fixed hand position. (Andrade, 1996, p. iv) The hours I 

spent practicing the scales of Segovia and Shearer did not prepare me for playing 

the guitar with the fluency expected of any chamber musician in rehearsals. (Ibid, p. 

2)  

Methods written by renowned classical guitarists and designed for beginners took 

position approaches to learning. Single-string scale technique was only addressed by 
Dionisio Aguado and Fernando Sor in their methods. (Andrade, 1996) Andrade noted 

that Sor used single-string scales for the purpose of tone production and tonal colors as 

well as fingerboard knowledge. 

He recommends playing slowly and with an awareness of the pitches being played 
from open string to the next octave on the string. Sor’s purpose is not to develop 

awareness of modes or to develop shifting technique. The goal of this practice is 

knowledge of where the pitches are on each string. (Andrade, 1996, pp. 28-29) 

Matt mentioned in his interview how he adapted Segovia’s diatonic scales in his study of 

modes.  

Segovia scales do a lot of shifting where you’re playing six notes on a string with 

your major scale sometimes or your minor scales. There’s a lot of that kind of 
shifting in playing six notes on a string. I thought if you play six notes you might as 

well add one more. That’s the whole mode. 
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The scales didn’t give the fluency that Andrade thought was necessary in a chamber 

music setting, yet Matt was able to use them as a leaping off point to increase his 

familiarity with single-string playing and teaching possibilities. Matt mentions that 
classical players didn’t have soloing in mind with the scale exercises, yet Matt’s 

interpretation of them outside the realm of chamber music made them useful for his 

purposes. 

It is not inconceivable that methods for playing classical guitar were gradually adapted as 
the methods for playing the electric guitar. If classical guitar methods didn’t focus on 

single-string playing or scale technique, electric guitar methods may have adopted the 

same approach so single-string playing was never passed down through the years. The 
presumption that more contemporary methods are the progeny of earlier classical 

methods is not too farfetched and would be a worthwhile subject for further research. 

In his analysis of contemporary guitar methods and survey of Australian guitar teachers, 

Elmer (2009) found many shortcomings and problems within the methods regarding 
pattern playing, fretboard knowledge and sightreading. He notes that the study of scales 

on one string is neglected in guitar method books. In one method book he finds that 

students are required to play major scales based on two different patterns. The 

patterns are used by many teachers and are formed by playing the root of the scale 
on either the fifth or sixth strings. The patterns are memorized by students as a 

fingering and can then be moved up and down the neck to change key. Here lies the 

essence of the problem in that this encourages the rote learning of patterns that have 

negligible musical value and little practical application beyond pure technique. 

(Elmer, 2009, p. 6) 

He concluded that these shortcomings can be addressed by taking a single-string 

approach to scales. 

Playing on one string will result in a greater understanding and knowledge of the 

fretboard. It will also assist in those areas which are currently considered difficult 

sight reading, chordal inversions and playing in 12 keys. To enable a more complete 

understanding of the guitar fretboard there needs to be an introduction to the linear 

approach of learning scales and chords much earlier in a student’s development. 

(Elmer, 2009, p. 55)  

It appears that the shortcomings Andrade found in classical guitar method books are 

similar to the problems that Elmer has found in contemporary guitar method books 
regarding practical applications. Schleuter writes that the problems with widely available 

guitar methods can be attributed to “music teachers who rely on materials in the order 

printed in method books.” (Schleuter, 1997, p. 21; Elmer, 2009, p. 1). 

The analyses that Andrade and Elmer have done helped them to address the problems 

they found with solutions, which they both document in their respective research. 

Rostvall and West (1998) describe the necessity of method book analyses when they 

write 

Through a deep analysis of the method books one chooses, one acquires knowledge 

that can be a foundation for the development of new and more adequate material. 

Existing method books can be used in a more conscientious way. (Rostvall and 

West, 1998, p. 52; Josephson, 2008, p. 7) (translation: David Zaworski) 

In his guitar method book analysis, Josephson (2008) found that ear training and 

improvisation received much less attention than sightreading and melody playing.  

On the market today there are many different method books for improvisation, for 

most instruments and in many different genres. Many examples of methods for 

becoming better at improvisation are given. However, in the method books that I 
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have analyzed there is a lack of clear methods to introduce improvisation.  

(Josephson, 2008, p. 30) (translation: David Zaworski) 

Schenck (2000) regards improvisation as a way for teachers to help students achieve their 

goals in music studies.  

Improvisation is a pedagogical and musical treasure chest that can be opened by all. 

In addition, improvisation is such an important part of all music genres that it is 
surprising that it doesn’t hold an obvious and large place in all music teaching. 

(Schenck, 2000, p. 247; Josephson, 2008, p. 9) (translation: David Zaworski) 

Hale (2012) uses the term musical origination to describe a process that resembles, if not 

nearly defines, improvisation.  

The ultimate goal behind musical origination is to spontaneously and logically 

communicate and express oneself through their instrument. Currently there is a need 
for music literature that addresses the process of developing musical origination on 

the guitar. (Hale, 2012, pp. 1-2) 

To help guitarists use their imaginations to create musical ideas and play them, Hale 

presents skills and concepts such as intervallic study,  interval construction and ear 

training that build personal understanding, creativity and achievement. (Hale, 2012) Hale 
writes that single-string playing can play a major role in this. 

Although position playing is important to understand, the inclusion of single-string 

playing is just as important, if not more, and will improve one’s ability to produce 

musical ideas on the guitar. String instrumentalists should continually build upon 

their ability to create musical ideas on a single string in order to better understand 

phrasing and musical word creation as well as push their own creative process when 

being musically conversant. (Hale, 2012, pp. 5-6) 

As a way for beginners to learn improvisation, Hale (2012) focuses on limiting a student 
to playing major and minor second intervals on one string. 

The goal is for the student to learn to internalize whether or not they think that the 

current tone being played fits in with the music they are listening to. (Hale, 2012, 

pp. 67-68) 

Hale’s idea fits with responses that teachers in my research gave regarding the use of 
single-string playing for helping students with improvisation, imagination and creativity.  

Bruce points out that beginning players can be hesitant about improvisation. Single-string 

playing can be beneficial for them by limiting the amount of information they need to 

process.  

You give them a small area to work with on one string, and then talk about all the 

different ways that those notes could be played.  

By limiting his students to only playing on one string, for example, Matt challenges them 

to find ways to adapt to the situation.   

I call them my handcuff exercises. I’m handcuffing them and they’re trying to figure 
out how to get out of the handcuffs. They’re forced into being more creative with a 

box around them. Anybody can be kind of creative if you have every scale available 

to you across the entire fretboard but it’s really hard to be creative if you have only 

one string and one option. The challenge that I usually give my students is if you 

can play a solo that I enjoy on the sixth string you can play a solo anywhere. 

Pete feels that single-string playing benefits his students by helping them learn to think 

simply, develop melodic understanding on all the strings and visualize the guitar 
fretboard.   

It seemed to me that people who’d gone through single-string playing seemed to 

have much more freedom when they’re playing. It seems that their ability to go for 
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ideas is not in any way bound by positional thinking. That’s why I think it’s helpful 

for students, just to give them a different perspective.  

In addition to learning about single-string playing through Goodrick’s book, Pete took 

inspiration from an interview with guitarist Mike Stern in Guitar Player magazine, in 

which Stern credits educator Charlie Banacos with helping him to develop his technique 
and the way he organizes melodic information. 

He basically taught me single-string exercises that involve playing certain arpeggios 

on each string, all the way up and down the fingerboard. He figures that a lot of 

bassists and guitarists already know how to play in position. (Ferguson, 1987, p. 35) 

This reference to Banacos inspired Pete to contact the educator and take correspondence 
lessons with him. Bruce also took private lessons with Banacos. 

In his research, Kordis (2012) focuses on Banacos’ jazz pedagogy methods, detailing 

them via a combination of his own experiences as Banacos’ student, personal interviews 

with dozens of Banacos’ former students and Banacos’ now out-of-print books. Kordis 
organizes Banacos exercises in groups based on their pedagogical purposes. For 

improvisation, Kordis writes that Banacos used approach note exercises where players 

approach chord tones in various seventh chords diatonic or chromatically from above and 
below. Banacos would assign the exercises based on the student’s instrument and 

particular need. For string instrument players such as guitarists, bassists and cellists 

Banacos recommended practicing this exercise on one string at a time, covering the 

entire range of each string. Additionally, he suggested practicing it in two or more 

octaves using all strings, covering the entire board. One student reported that this 

exercise was very effective in helping her to establish a connection between ear and 
instrument, to explore the entire range of the instrument, to acquire a sense of voice 

leading, and to hear chord tones as target tones. (Kordis, 2012, p. 24) 

In his teaching, Pete makes use of the single-string chromatic approach exercises that he 

learned via Banacos. Bruce’s use of the single-string studies books that he uses for ear 

training, sight reading and note location across the entire range of the guitar was 
influenced by Banacos’ teachings. Kordis (2012) writes that Banacos developed his own 

teaching material. 

Because the respondents in my research, like Elmer, have found no method books that 
address single-string playing, they develop their own materials for teaching. Research 

shows that teachers’ preferences for method books and development of their own 

material varies depending upon the teacher and the situation.  

According to Stenström (1997), teachers, rather than using a single guitar method, 
combine their own material with parts of various methods and combinations of different 

books. 

Because one’s teaching method is personal it doesn’t always come into agreement 

with literature that is available or at hand. (Stenström, 1997, p. 8; Josephson, 2008, 

p. 8) (translation: David Zaworski) 

Grim and Lyden (2006) found that guitar teachers diverged in their preferences with one 

who used many different books and guitar methods, one who wrote his own material 

adapted for the student and other teachers who used combinations of material from books 

published overseas to material gathered on the internet as well as their own material. 
(Grim and Lyden, 2006; Josephson, 2008) 

Karlsson found that guitar teachers preferred to use their own material because “printed 

material, method books and publications are too uneven and complicated.” (Karlsson, 
2001; Josephson, 2008, p. 9) (translation: David Zaworski) 
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Josephson notes the difficulties guitar teachers have in relying on one individual book for 

lessons.  

They often must complement books with other material as well as their own 

material or use their own material for better control and flexibility during the 

lessons. (Josephson, 2008, p. 9) (translation: David Zaworski) 

In their comparison study of guitar education in the U.S. and Sweden, Furingsten and 
Haglöf (2013) found that the two American teachers predominantly used their own 

course books and material to give students logical, clear progression and structure. They 

also thought that information available on the internet confused students. (Furingsten and 
Haglöf, 2013, p.28). The Swedish teachers interviewed didn't use course books to the 

same degree because of the difficulty in finding a book that could be applicable for all the 

students.   

The students’ large diversity demands different pedagogical approaches. (Ibid, p.28) 

(translation: David Zaworski) 

Josephson writes that the teacher’s choice of material, whether it’s self-produced or 

comes from a published book, plays an important role for beginning guitarists to have fun  

and want to continue playing. (Josephson, 2008) This point is reflected in the way that 
John Henry uses his single-string songs book. Single-string playing benefits his students 

because they can learn quickly, have fun and develop confidence playing the guitar.  

They don’t have to be the next Joe Satriani. They can just have fun because they 

understand it really quickly and can develop confidence quickly. They spend five 

minutes a day and they’re going to get it. It’s less stressful. They really feel like they 

understand one or two books, and their confidence goes up. Then maybe they’re 
ready to take on something that requires more discipline, because they enjoy the 

guitar and they’re willing to take a greater step at that point. 

Belin (2013) focused his research on finding what creates a good learning situation for 

students when learning to play the guitar. His interviews with ninth grade students 

showed that they have difficulties remembering where to put their fingers and playing on 
the right strings. With John Henry’s single-string songs, the guitarists wouldn’t have to 

worry about these challenges at first, be able to have fun playing and possibly gain the 

confidence through the songs to take on further challenges of chordal playing or playing 
on other strings.  
 

Belin also found that many students regarded playing in a group context as a good way to 
develop guitar-playing and other skills.  

Playing together or ensemble playing lifts other qualities in musicmaking that are 

impossible to acquire with individual lessons. Cooperation and timing are abilities 

that are practiced within ensemble playing. (Belin, 2013, p. 14) (translation: David 

Zaworski) 

In Roger’s lessons where he teaches a small group of beginning students to play with 
single-string exercises and folk songs, he assigns a melody on a single string to one 

student and a harmony part on a single string to another student. When they play 

together, they develop their cooperative and timing abilities as well as ear training within 

the ensemble playing, which can increase their confidence in their own music-making as 
well as their motivation to keep playing. 

As a guitar teacher, I have found that students require motivation to learn new concepts 

that they haven’t tried. When I interviewed the guitar teachers for my research I asked 
them about how students responded to playing on a single string and how they motivated 

students to play on a single string.  
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John Henry perceives his students’ responses to single-string playing as positive. He 

presents single-string playing to them as being a fun way to learn to play and creates 

excitement so the students are engaged. He notes that several elderly students in their 60s 
and 70s have responded positively to single-string playing because it was stress-free, 

stimulating for the mind and easy to understand. John Henry has also perceived 

challenges regarding motivating teenagers who may not respond well to his single-string 

method. He notes that teenagers are eager to play chords and want to play songs the way 
they have heard them, so they assume that single-string playing is too easy and for 

younger students. According to John Henry, it works best to present single-string playing 

to teenagers without having any judgments or preconceived notions of how they will 
respond.  

For intermediate to advanced players who already are aware of position playing on the 

guitar and can do it, single-string playing can create motivational challenges. Pete has 

had many students who have embraced the concept without question. Pete notes that 
other students have felt it to be beneath them and only for beginners, until they have done 

it.  

They found out how hard it can be, but also how beneficial it could be. If you find it 

difficult, which I think is true of most people when you first do it, you’ve got to take 
a bit of time to rethink things. It’s one of the hardest things to do if you really get 

into it and use it as a fundamental part of your practice. But it works. 

Matt perceives student response to single-string playing to be positive. The students 

become self-motivating.  

As soon as they start to do the exercises, with a little bit of guidance, everyone that 

I’ve ever worked with enjoys it. No one ever stops it. It’s a challenge. Plus it sounds 

cool and they’re really engaged. It’s funny, when my students start playing on one 
string, they just get zoned in. It’s one of those exercises where they just get sucked 

into it. It’s fun and it’s hugely beneficial, which is a bonus.  

Regarding motivation, Furingsten and Haglöf (2013) found that working with students on 

songs chosen by the student was a good way to keep the student’s motivation high as 

well as build a foundation for good communication between the student and teacher. 
Teachers also see it from the perspective that they can use the students’ song choices as a 

way to get students to focus on information they need to know. (Furingsten and Haglöf, 

2013, p. 27)  

Omberg (2011) found that teachers’ ideas on how to motivate differ. Some consider 

grades a good motivator while others emphasize positive aspects of the students’ abilities 

as a good motivator. (Omberg, 2011; Furingsten and Haglöf, 2013) 

The limitation of this study was that there were five teachers interviewed. I am certain 
that there are more guitar teachers who use a single-string method. More research in the 

field on single-string guitar playing and teaching is needed. 
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11. Appendices 

11.1 Letter of Intent 

 
Hello xxxx 

My name is David Zaworski. I am writing to you regarding your experience as a guitar 

teacher and player. I came across your article about single-string soloing xxxxxxxxxxx 
and thought it had a common link with a research project that I am working on. I am 

studying to become a certified music teacher in Sweden and am a student at the Royal 

College of Music in Stockholm. 

The point of my research is to find out how guitar teachers use single-string playing to 

teach their students at any level of experience (beginner, intermediate, advanced) and to 

find out how single-string playing can benefit guitar students.  

I would like to interview you for my research. Would you be interested? The interview 
would take approximately 45-60 minutes. I would like to conduct the interview with you 

via Skype sometime in October. 

Please let me know what you think and if you’d be able to participate. We could then 
determine a time in October that works for you. Feel free to contact me 

at david.zaworski@student.kmh.se 

A little background information about me:  I have been playing guitar for more than 35 
years and have been a guitar and music teacher in Sweden since 2006. I’m originally 

from the Chicago (USA) area and played as a guitarist and bassist with groups in various 

genres there for more than 20 years before moving to Sweden in 2005. I also worked as 

an editor with DownBeat magazine from 1998-2005. 

Anyway, thanks for your time xxxxx. I hope to hear from you. 

David Zaworski 

david.zaworski@student.kmh.se 
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11.2 Interview Questions in English 

Describe your background as a guitar teacher. 

Do you use a single-string method to teach guitar students? Why? Why not? 

Can a single-string method be a foundation for playing on all the guitar strings? 

How? 

What is your experience using a single-string method of guitar playing? Did you 

have a teacher who showed you single-string guitar method? 

What single-string exercises have you used in your teaching? Do you write your 

own exercises? 

What can a guitar player learn by playing on one string? 

How do your students respond to the idea of playing on one string? 

How do you motivate your students to play on one string? 

How much time do you focus on a single-string guitar playing with student? 

How does single-string playing help a beginning guitar player? Intermediate? 

Advanced? 

What advantages does a single-string method have for beginners? Intermediate? 

Advanced? 

What disadvantages does a single-string method have for beginners? 

Intermediate? Advanced? 

What books have you used to teach single-string guitar playing? Are there any 

books available that focus on this method? 

What guitar techniques can a student learn from playing on a single string? 

Can a teacher use a single-string method with a student to practice music theory 

concepts? How? 

Can a teacher use a single-string method with a student to practice ear training? 

How? 

Do you thing a single-string method is important for guitar players? Why? Why 

not? 

What are some pedagogical advantages to teaching guitar with a single-string 

method? 

Can guitar books or teaching materials be improved with the inclusion of a single-

string guitar method? How? 
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11.3 Interview Questions in Swedish 

Beskriv din bakgrund som gitarrlärare. 

Använder du single-string metod att undervisa elever? Varför? Varför inte? 

Kan en single-string metod bli en grund för spelande på alla strängar? I så fall, hur? 

Hur började du med single-string metod? 

Hade du en lärare som visade du single-string metod? 

Vilka single-string övningar har du använt i din undervisning? 

Skriver du dina egna övningar? 

Vad kan en gitarrspelare lära från single-string metod? 

Hur responderar dina elever till single-string metod? 

Hur motiverar du eleven att spela på en single string? 

Hur mycket tid fokuserar du på single-string metod med gitarrelever? 

Hur hjälper single-string metod nybörjare? Intermediate? Avancerade? 

Vilka fördelar har single-string playing för nybörjare? Intermediate? Avancerade? 

Vilka nackdelar har single-string playing för nybörjare? Intermediate? Avancerade? 

Vilka böcker har du använt för att undervisa single-string metod? 

Vilken gitarrteknik kan man träna på en single string? 

Kan man använda single-string metod att träna på musikteori? I så fall hur? 

Kan man använda single-string metod att träna gehör? I så fall hur? 

Tror du att single-string metod är viktig för gitarrspelare? Varför? Varför inte? 

Vad är pedagogiska fördelar av att undervisa gitarr med en single-string metod? 

Hur kan gitarr böcker eller undervisnings materiell förbättras med en single-string 

metod?



 

 

 


