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You’re a songwriter first, guitarist second and music theorist a distant 

third or 30th. 

Understandably, music theory isn’t a priority. But, in the back of your 

mind, you know that you should know more of it. You understand that 

it will help your guitar playing, which will make you a better songwriter 

and a more capable musician. 

But, what parts of music theory do songwriters actually need? Which 

topics are relevant? Which parts matter most when it comes to 

understanding the guitar? Moreover, how does it all connect? 

In this book, I’ll show you exactly what is relevant to know about music 

theory and the guitar in the context of the songwriter’s job description. 

We’ll connect the dots so you can optimize your songwriting and 

understand what’s going on under the hood of your music. 

What’s more, we’ll avoid theory topics that aren’t relevant to you. 

This is your lean and comprehensive guide to guitar music theory for 

songwriters. 

Enjoy. 

https://www.guitarchalk.com/
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  You’ve memorized patterns and repeated what you’ve seen other 

people doing. 

 

 
 
How To Know What 
You’re Playing 

Not knowing what all the fretboard movement actually means can be 

one of the biggest frustrations for those who know some guitar but, 

little or nothing about the music theory that undergirds movement on 

the fretboard. 

You can strum and play chords well enough, yet have no real idea of 

how everything fits together or why you’re playing what you’re playing. 

The fretboard, while accessible, remains a mysterious world, shrouded 

in a fog of war. 

In all likelihood, the dominant approach you’ve taken to learning the 

guitar is the following: 
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Patterns being chords, progressions, notes, melodies and whatever you 

move through as you play guitar. Now, I should say first that this isn’t 

necessarily a bad thing. In fact, memorization and imitation1 are both 

valuable methods of learning that we utilize from birth. 

They just shouldn’t be the only methods of learning. The problem is 

that we often fail to supplement those tactics with our own 

understanding of what the patterns mean and how they’re 

interconnected. Knowing a pattern is good but, when we need to 

deviate from that pattern things tend to get fairly hectic and uncertain. 

Correcting that problem means understanding the theory beneath 

those patterns, which takes us beyond basic memorization. Let’s start 

with a simple but, important distinction: The difference between 

playing lead and rhythm guitar. 

 

1 http://www.washington.edu/news/2013/10/30/a-first-step-in-learning-by-imitation-baby-brains-respond-to-
anothers-actions/  
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As a songwriter, the role you’ll most typically fill is that of a rhythm 

guitarist. 

 

Am I playing lead or rhythm guitar? 

Even if you’re familiar with these two concepts, it’s worth a quick 

review to solidify your understanding. 

Lead and rhythm are the two primary roles of the guitar and can be 

defined in the following ways: 

1. Lead Guitar: Melodic or harmonic note sequences (solos, fills, etc.) 

2. Rhythm Guitar: Structural chord patterns (chord progressions, root 

notes, etc.) 

In other words, lead guitar adds flavor and melodic accent while 

rhythm guitar is a largely structural and foundational discipline that 

closely adheres to the bass lines and chord progressions that create 

musical structure. 

 

 

That’s not to say that the two disciplines (lead and rhythm) don’t cross 

paths. 

https://www.guitarchalk.com/
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However, the distinctions between the two are, more or less, consistent 

across most musical styles. 

As a songwriter, the roll you’ll most typically fill is that of a rhythm 

guitarist. 

This has a few broad implications for how you should study theory: 

1. Your focus should be on chords and chord progressions. 

2. You will share in some responsibility when it comes to the timing and 

structure of the songs you play. 

3. Melody will more often be a concern of your voice and not your guitar. 

As you study theory, this is something you should keep in the back of 

your mind, understanding that in most cases of songwriting you’re 

going to be building bass lines and chord progressions out of a 

particular key, then layering melody over that structure with your 

voice. 
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Composition of a Song 

Now that we understand a little more about the difference between 

rhythm and lead guitar (and the implications thereof) let’s look at how 

that can help us understand music composition and make us more 

effective songwriters. 

We’ll start by answering this question: What is a song actually made of? 

Elements of a song include things like a key, chord progressions, 

scales, intervals and other theoretical constructs. We’ve already 

mentioned these in passing but, it’s now time to order them and learn 

how they are related to one another within a given song. 

In other words: How do these elements fit together within a piece of 

music? 

Let’s start with a proper order: 

Songs have a key – which each have a seven-note 

diatonic scale – giving us seven chords of that 

particular key. 

https://www.guitarchalk.com/
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The key of a song will tell us what scale that song is based on. We can 

then examine the notes within a diatonic scale 2 of the same key and 

likely find our chord progressions.  

A diatonic scale is the music theory term given to describe a scale with 

seven successive notes, including five whole steps (two semitones) and 

two half steps (one semitone). 

On a guitar fretboard each semitone is equal to one fret, giving us 

whole and half steps in the diagram below. 

 

 

2 https://www.guitarchalk.com/diatonic-scale-guitar/ 
 

https://www.guitarchalk.com/
https://www.guitarchalk.com/diatonic-scale-guitar/
https://www.guitarchalk.com/diatonic-scale-guitar/


Music Theory for Songwriters | https://www.guitarchalk.com/     11 

 

The diatonic scale is extremely common in Western music as it 

encompasses all of the following modes, including the major scale: 

1. Ionian (major scale) 

2. Dorian 

3. Phrygian 

4. Lydian 

5. Mixolydian 

6. Aeolian (natural minor scale) 

7. Locrian 

The Ionian mode or “major scale,” which we’ll talk more about later, 

provides the following scale degrees: 

1. First: Tonic (root note) (I) 

2. Second: Supertonic (ii) 

3. Third: Mediant (iii) 

4. Fourth: Subdominant (IV) 

5. Fifth: Dominant (V) 

6. Sixth: Submediant (vi) 

7. Seventh: Leading Tone (vii) 

8. Eighth: Tonic (octave) 

https://www.guitarchalk.com/
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Gmaj (I), Amin (ii), Bmin (iii), Cmaj (IV), Dmaj (V), Emin (vi), F♯ (vii) 

 

Understanding scales in the context of the major scale provides a 

foundation to quickly get you from the key of a song to a variety of 

common chord progressions and familiar sounds. 

For example, let’s say you’re playing a song in the key of G. 

The G major scale contains the following3 seven notes: 

G, A, B, C, D, E, and F♯ 

If we then look at the chords in the key of G, based on the root notes 

in the scale, it’s easy to spot some common chord progressions that we 

use all the time. 

Combining the letter notes with the aforementioned scale degrees gives 

us the following chord shapes: 

  

 

 

3 Serna, Desi. Fretboard Theory. 2007. Print. (pg. 113) 

https://www.guitarchalk.com/
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Remember, we’re matching up the seven notes of the G major scale 

with the seven scale degrees we got from the diatonic scale structure. 

I - ii - iii - IV - V - vi - vii 

G - A - B - C - D - E - F♯ 

Thus: I - IV - V becomes… G - C - D 

I - vi - IV - V becomes… G - Em - C - D 

The Roman numerals given to each chord are to help match up your 

chord with the corresponding scale degree. This construct is a 

particularly helpful way for songwriters to look at their chords, since 

they’re often using the most common chord progressions out of a scale, 

like the G, C and D variation I listed above. 

In short, you could say that you’re playing chords in a progression 

based on a scale that comes from a key. We can make our 

understanding of chords even more functional by looking at root notes, 

fretboard notes and some basic memorization tactics. In the next 

section I’ll show you how to identify chords by the root note and their 

fretboard position. 

https://www.guitarchalk.com/
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Roots And Memorizing 

The Fretboard 

Now that we’ve understood the structure that gives us the chords and 

progressions we’re most familiar with, we need to understand the letter 

value of those chords (G, C, D, etc.) and where that value places them 

on the fretboard. 

This means we’ve got to do some basic fretboard note memorization. 

While memorizing the fretboard isn’t the most exciting discipline, it’s a 

much quicker process than what you might think. What most people 

don’t realize is that the notes on the fretboard, for all six strings, are 

derived from one linear sequence that simply repeats itself over 

and over again. 

https://www.guitarchalk.com/
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As a result, once you’ve gone through the trouble of memorizing that 

sequence, the patterns stick with you and don’t have to be re-

memorized. First, let’s get familiar with the theory involved. 

What is a root note? 

Before I start into a memorization technique, I want to make sure that 

we’re clear on why we’re memorizing fretboard notes in the first place. 

Memorizing without an end goal in mind is extremely demotivating, so 

let’s be clear on what that end goal is.  

In short, we learn fretboard notes so we can identify root notes of 

a given chord. 

We need to be able to look at a spot on the fretboard, for a given string, 

and link that spot to a root note and potential chord. We should also be 

able to take a chord and “place” it the correct root position on the 

fretboard. If you don’t know what a root note is, think of it as the note 

that gives a chord its pitch or frequency 4. 

 

4 https://www.guitarchalk.com/chalkboard-book-1/ 
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In formal music theory, it’s also referred to as the “Tonic” of the chord 

or scale. For example, in the G major scale the first degree of that scale, 

the G, is the tonic of the scale and the scale’s root note. 

Thus, the G major chord is a “G chord” because of the root G note, as in 

the following tab: 

 

The red circled number three highlights the tonic of the chord. 

Once you know where the G notes exists on the fretboard, you can then 

easily identify, or build, G chords in those spots. 

The root note is almost always the bass note of the chord or the lowest 

note in the grouping. 

https://www.guitarchalk.com/
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The root note of a chord is almost always identified by finding the lowest note in 

the grouping. 

Once you can spot the root note in a given chord, you can then use that 

root note to place the chord somewhere on the fretboard, or vice versa. 

Root Notes and the Fretboard 

Now, as I said before, these root notes mark every single fret on the 

fretboard on all six strings 

This means they all have to be memorized. 

That’s the bad news, because no one wants to do that. 

https://www.guitarchalk.com/


Music Theory for Songwriters | https://www.guitarchalk.com/     18 

 

The good news is that the sequence of notes doesn’t actually change, as 

I’ve already mentioned. The only thing that changes is where the notes 

start, which depends on which string you’re referring to. 

For example, you probably know that a standard guitar tuning contains 

the following open notes (strings played without any frets) from the 

thickest to the thinnest string (low to high going left to right): 

E, A, D, G, B and E 

Since the low and high E strings start at the same note, we can 

memorize the sequence going from E to E (a difference of one octave or 

12 frets) and then just start at different points of that sequence 

depending on which string we’re referring to. 

Memorizing the Frets on the Low E 
String 

Start with open E, then go to the first fret, second, third, etc., all the 

way up to the 12th fret: 

https://www.guitarchalk.com/
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E (open):  F – F♯ – G – A♭ – A – B♭ – B – C – C♯ – D – E♭ – E (12th 

fret) 

Since the high E and low E strings start on the same note, we’ve now 

memorized two of the six strings. 

But, what about the rest? Let’s follow up with the low A string: 

Memorizing the Frets on the A 
String 

https://www.guitarchalk.com/
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Remember, the sequence is still the same, so for the A string we 

just start in the middle of the sequence we’ve already seen on the E 

string, except this time we start at the A note: 

 

A (open): B♭ – B – C – C♯ – D – E♭ – E – F – F♯ – G – A♭ – A 

Here are diagrams for the remaining three strings: 

https://www.guitarchalk.com/
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My advice would be to at least learn the low E and A strings, since most 

root notes will fall on one of them. If you know the notes for each fret 

on those two strings it’ll be easier to identify chords and properly place 

them on the fretboard. 

For example, let’s say you were playing the following barre chord 

shape: 

https://www.guitarchalk.com/
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What would be the root of this chord? 

We’d look at the lowest note, seen on the sixth string at the sixth fret, 

and go back to our E string notes to see that we’re dealing with a B♭. By 

the same token, if someone asked you to play a B♭ chord you would 

intuitively default to placing the root note on the sixth string at the 

sixth fret. 

Focus on the two lowest strings (which will net you the high E string by 

default) then go through the D, G, and B strings at least a few times 

each. 

If you don’t memorize those last three it’s fine. 

However, I’d at least go through them as it will help you get used to the 

note sequence. 

https://www.guitarchalk.com/
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How Chords Fit Together 

What about chords by themselves? 

Outside of progressions and keys, what is a chord exactly? 

Since songwriters spend so much time strumming through chords, it’s 

helpful for them to know exactly what those chords are and how they’re 

constructed. Once we understand this, it’ll be far easier to “build” 

chords from the root note up. Then they can be as complex or simple as 

the situation calls for. 

Let’s start with the definition of a chord: 

https://www.guitarchalk.com/
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A chord is a collection of at least two (usually three) notes played simultaneously. 

Ottó Károlyi, a senior lecturer at the University of Stirling in Scotland, 

is credited with informally expanding the definition of a chord to 

include two or more notes, as opposed to the more widely accepted 

definition of three or more. 5 

For our purposes, this is simply extra credit and a worthy side-note. 

 

 

5 Károlyi, Ottó, Introducing Music, p. 63. England: Penguin Books 
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The more important part of the definition to understand is that a chord 

is any grouping of notes sounded simultaneously or at least side-by-

side as in the case of an arpeggio (chord picked one note at a time). 

But, what about composition? 

What is a chord made up of? Moreover, how to do we build one from 

the root note up? 

Parts of a Chord 

The parts of a chord can be broken down into two different segments: 

1. Root note 

2. Intervals of that root note 

First, you establish your root note, then build the rest of the chord 

based on that root. Since an interval is the distance between two notes, 

the root of the chord is the reference point we use to judge any interval 

distance.  

In that regard, a root note is sort of like the nucleus of your chord, or 

the sun around which everything else orbits. 

https://www.guitarchalk.com/
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Take this tab, for example: 

 

We can see that the root note is positioned at the third fret on the sixth 

string (the low E string), which means the other two notes are intervals 

of that low root G. 

Since intervals are simply ways to designate the distance between two 

notes, we’re talking about the distance between the root G on the third 

fret and the corresponding D and G (an octave higher) at the fifth fret 

on the fifth and fourth strings. 

Here’s a formal and informal definition or what you might call the 

“music theory definition” and “guitar translation:” 

https://www.guitarchalk.com/
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Depending on the distance an interval is from its root, different names 

will be given to it. 

For example, here are the intervals for each note in the chord from the 

previous tab: 

 Perfect 5th 

 Octave 

The first note (fifth string on the fifth fret) is a 5th or “perfect 5th” 

interval. 

https://www.guitarchalk.com/
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The second is an octave up from the root, meaning it’s another G note 

that occurs 12 frets above the root. You can identify interval names by 

determining the number of semitones (frets) it is from the root, then 

referring to this cheat sheet: 

 

https://www.guitarchalk.com/
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Once you’re able to do this, every note in a chord becomes identifiable 

in relation to its own root. 

Now, in most cases, you won’t need to think through this entire 

process. However, it is an important part of being able to know what 

you’re playing and why a grouping of notes might make up a certain 

chord. It’s also one of the most crucial elements of chord composition 

and understand some of the more complex shapes like seventh chords 

and more generally advanced chord arrangements. 

If you understand intervals you’ll be able to build chords as complex or 

simple as you’d like, depending on how you want it to sound. 
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The Theory Of 

Fingerstyle Guitar 

One of the hallmarks of acoustic guitar playing and songwriting is the 

fingerstyle picking technique. 

Since songwriters will so often make use of this technique, I wanted to 

devote a chapter to it as a follow-up to the information I provided on 

chord composition in the previous section. 

If you happened to skip that section, I’d recommend backtracking and 

reading it first. Otherwise, we’ll look at fingerpicking in the context of 

chord composition and intervals, which will give us some additional 

understanding of the relationship between the root of a chord and the 

intervals we pair with it when fingerpicking. It will also give us a 

practical way to apply some of the theory we’ve been picking up. 
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How Fingerpicking Relates to Chord 
Composition 

Fingerpicking is a technique that takes advantage of the fact that a 

chord’s root note is almost always on the lower strings (low E or A 

string), unless you’re dealing with inversions which are a topic for 

another day. For our purposes, you can assume that in most cases a 

root note is the lowest in the chord. 

If you’ve used the fingerpicking style often, you’ll notice that it’s usually 

handled in this manner: 

1. Pick the lower root notes with your thumb 

2. Grab the higher intervals with your other fingers 

In a tab sheet, you can use the following key to figure out which fingers 

pick which strings: 
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For example, you might fingerpick an E chord this way: 

 

Fingerpicking is often a hybrid of successive chord fragments and 

single notes that create an elongated, melodic arpeggio. 

In this case, the root note is going to be played first with your thumb 

and middle finger while your index and middle fingers will pick up the 

next two intervals. This means that every chord you break up this way 

will have a certain number of intervals and melodic accents that are 

connected to the root note of the chord you’re playing. 
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In the case of our E chord example, the right hand technique is fairly 

easy since the root of the E chord is the open E (the low sixth string). 

If we break down each note in the chord, we see that the notes are all 

part of the E major scale: 6 

E, F♯, G♯, A, B, C♯ and D♯  

The notes from the tab are E, B, E, G♯ B and E again. Predictably, these 

are all notes that fall within the E major diatonic pattern, though in 

some cases at different octaves.  

 

6 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/E_major1 
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We aren’t simply playing through the scale but, we are drawing on it to 

build a melody from a chord shape.  

This means that when fingerpicking, we can pull melodic inspiration 

either from the chord itself or from its corresponding scale. In other 

words, any of the notes in the E major scale will sound agreeable or will 

“resolve” with the open E major chord we’re layering over. 

Changing Root Notes & Leaving 
Intervals the Same 

One of the most effective ways this theoretical principle can be applied 

is by moving the root note of a chord while continuing to pick the same 

intervals or a slight variation of a few higher notes within the parent 

scale. 

The intervals will still resolve with other root notes as long as they’re 

from the same scale and key. 

Let’s start with something really easy. 

We’ll bring back our G major scale example: 
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G, A, B, C, D, E, and F♯ 

Start by picking the low G note on the third fret with your thumb and 

then plucking the open G and B notes with your index and middle 

finger: 

 

From there, we can move the root note to F♯, A, B and C quite easily: 

 

Now, this pattern won’t necessarily challenge you physically but, it 

should allow you to more clearly see what’s happening when you move 

the root notes around in a fingerpicking pattern. 
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The root notes change, staying within the confines of the G major 

scale, while the intervals stay the same. As they change, they create a 

type of bass line that can either accent the higher intervals or follow an 

actual bass line/chord progression established in a song. 

As long as the root notes are all a member of the same scale, it will 

sound consistent and will resolve without too much tension. 

Once you get comfortable with this we can use the technique as a 

playground for working on time signatures. 

Understanding Time Signatures: 
4/4 Time in Fingerpicking 

Before we get into specific time signatures and how they manifest in 

acoustic fingerpicking, let’s try and understand the concept broadly. 

First, the term “time signature” is a notational convention used in sheet 

music and represented by two numbers, one on top of the other, at the 

beginning of a bar of standard notation. 

You can spot them quite easily: 
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Time signatures are displayed in sheet music as two numerals, one stacked on top 

of the other. 

So, what do these two numbers mean? 

 The lower number represents the note value or what type of 

note (quarter, half, etc.) is being played in the bar. 

 The higher note tells us how many of those beats will occur 

within a single bar. 

For example, the most common time signature, 4/4 (also called 

“common time”), can be understood as four quarter note beats within a 

single bar. This means that if you’re playing a bar of music with only 

quarter notes, there must be four of them, as you see in the following 

tab sheet: 
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The combination of notes must add up to four quarter note beats, even 

if you’re not using quarter notes. For example, if you’re using half 

notes, there could only be two: 

 

Assuming eighth notes, you would need eight of them to fill up the 

entire measure: 
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Additionally, a 3/4 time signature has three quarter note beats, 3/8 has 

three eighth note beats and so on in the same manner. 

In a measure of music with a 3/4 time signature, you would only need 

three quarter notes to fill the measure. 

 

Notice the numbers are now 3/4 instead of 4/4. Now, if I try and add a 

third note, my guitar tab software automatically creates a new bar 

because I’ve filled out all the beats in the first one. 
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The tab lines also turn bright red, since I didn’t fill out the rest of the 

beats in the measure. You could add two more quarter notes to make 

sure it’s musically corrected or you could use rests if you didn’t want to 

play anymore notes in the measure. 

 

Two quarter note rests equals correct sheet music and no more red line. 

Note that in most cases, a time signature is maintained throughout a 

song, though it can technically change from bar to bar. 
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Now, what does this mean for fingerpicking? The application is quite 

simple. To fingerpick in 4/4 time, we would be picking four quarter 

note beats, like this: 

 

Here’s how I would attack this arpeggio: 

1. Play the root note with your thumb 

2. The two open notes with your index and middle finger 

3. Then the high interval with your ring finger 

If you’re to be sensitive to the 4/4 time, you’ll want to make sure you 

spend ¼ of the measure on each individual note if they’re all quarter 

notes. Alternatively, you might have a bar with one half note and two 

quarter notes, like this one: 
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You could also have something like four eighth notes and one half note. 

 

It all just depends on how you want to pick through the chord or 

pattern and how you want to arrange the notes. You just have to make 

sure that your notes add up to the correct number of beats before you 

move onto the next bar. 

So, from the above example we get the following: 
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1/2 + 1/8 + 1/8 + 1/8 + 1/8 = 1/2 + 1/2 = 1 

Again, 4/4 is the most common time signature. 

In fact, you’ve probably spent most of your time playing in it, whether 

you’ve realized it or not. 

That said, let’s also take a closer look at the 3/4 time signature, since 

we’ve touched on that one as well. 

Fingerpicking in Time: 3/4 

Playing in 3/4 time means we’ll be playing three quarter notes per 

measure, which will give off a kind of waltz rhythm and feel. 

Let’s use the same C chord since it’s an easy pattern to remember. 

We’ve included three quarter notes (the last two are chorded) giving us 

three quarter note beats in the bar: 
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From here, we can plot our fingerpicking pattern in a similar manner: 

1. Thumb plays the root note 

2. Index plays the first interval (on the second fret) 

3. Middle and ring grab the last two chorded notes 

In this example, each note (counting the dyad at the end as one note) 

will be held the length of a quarter note, though there are only three per 

measure.  

Combining Root Notes with Dyads 
and Triads 

To finish up the theory behind fingerpicking, I’ll show you how to 

combine root notes with dyadic and triadic chord shapes. 
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We’ve already shown that, in finger picking, it’s common for the root 

note of a chord to change while the higher intervals stay the same. For 

this concept, we’ll separate the root notes from the intervals again but, 

this time we’ll be more specific about how we group the intervals. 

When you’re finger picking through a root note/interval pattern, you 

have essentially three different ways you can group those higher 

intervals together: 

1. As single notes 

2. Dyads (groups of two) 

3. Triads (groups of three) 

The formal definition of a triad is a chord with three notes that are 

stacked in third intervals. 7 

You don’t have to worry about that here, because the term “triad” can 

also be used to describe any grouping of three notes that resolve 

without too much tension. 

 

7 (Ronald Pen, Introduction to Music (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1992): 81)  
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Just be aware that a more focused definition exists. 

Let’s start with dyads. 

Here’s an example of a fingerpicking pattern where we’ve broken an E 

chord up between the root note and three other dyadic groupings, 

played in 4/4 time: 

 

If you were to break the shape up by triadic groupings, it might look 

like this: 
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Again, you can change your root note while using the same 

combination(s) of intervals. 

How you arrange them is up to you. Just make sure you have a handle 

on how these notes correlate with the scale of the key you’re playing in. 

The process starts with the key, giving you the scale which can provide 

either your melody or bass line. 

In this case, we’re establishing our bass line, then adding dyads and 

triads as melodic accents, which is almost always going to be a good 

tactic to start with when you’re fingerpicking through any chord or 

progression. 
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The Guts of Chord 

Progressions 

Incidentally, we’ve already covered a lot of what would be considered 

chord progression theory. 

Without being redundant, I want to reinforce some of these ideas while 

also taking a closer look at some of the most common chord 

progressions you’re likely to use as a songwriter. 

Let’s briefly review what we already know: 

 Chord progressions always have a key. 

 Chord progressions are based on a scale corresponding to that 

key. 

 These scales give way to commonly used chord progressions. 
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Also, remember that chord progressions drawn directly from a scale 

will share the numeral of their corresponding scale degrees, giving you 

progressions written like this: 

I- IV - V 

Assuming you’re in the key of G, this would indicate a G, C and D 

progression since G, C and D are the first, fourth and fifth degrees in 

the G major scale. You could then take that sequence of numerals and 

apply it to any scale, thereby giving you a workable progression directly 

from that scale, regardless of what key you’re playing in. 

G A B C D E F♯ 

I ii iii IV V vi vii 

Now, that doesn’t mean you have to write chord progressions this way 

all the time. I often write them without the numerals in favor of their 

letter note values. 
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Yet, it’s helpful to know how to use the numerals of scale degrees to 

easily move chord progressions from one key to another and to know 

what the numerals mean when you see them. Because that’s essentially 

what a chord progression is, a collection of scale degrees. 

To illustrate the theory, let’s take a closer look at some specific chord 

progressions. 

Focusing on the G, C, and D Chord 
Progression 

One of the most common chord progressions is G, C and D. As a 

songwriter or acoustic guitarist, you’re likely quite familiar with it and 

it may even have been one of the first things you learned on the guitar. 

While the order of the chords can change, we know we’re working in 

the key of G with the first, fourth, and fifth scale degrees. 

The Roman numeral representation of the chords would be the 

following, the same as our previous example: 

I – IV – V 

Let’s take a look at the root notes we’re utilizing: 
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We have our low G and C, positioned on the sixth and fifth strings 

respectively, while our root D note is the open fourth string. 

If we fill out the chords, the open shapes usually look something like 

this:  

 

Now, based on our root notes and intervals, what else can we do with 

this progression? 
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Let’s try to mod this progression and clean it up a bit. First, we keep the 

root notes and avoid the higher intervals: 

 

Basically, we minimize the chord and set it up so that all we have to do 

is move the root note from G to C and then to the open D. 

It makes the progression much easier. 

I would also contend that it sounds better. 

It has a nice, consistent ring when arpeggiated and also makes for a 

clean strumming tone without unwanted pick scraping. 

But, what if we wanted to barre the shape or use power chords? 

The same theory applies. 
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Start with the same G and C root notes, then move the D root to the 

fifth fret on the fifth string: 

 

Now, we can add our perfect fifth interval to create power chords: 

 

You could stop here if you’re content with power chords. However, if 

you want to create a progression of barre chords, we’ll need to add at 

least two more intervals. 
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Here, we add the octave and major third to each chord: 

 

There are a lot of different ways to handle the G, C, and D chord 

progression on the guitar, so I’d recommend figuring out which one 

works best for you in different situations. 

It can sometimes be helpful to avoid getting stuck in one single 

method, depending on your own playing style and the chord voicings or 

progressions that you most commonly use. 

Focusing on the E, A and B 
Progression 

If we take our scale sequence (I – IV – V) and move it from the key of G 

to the key of E we get another common progression that you’ve likely 

used quite a bit: E, A and B 
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In a sense, it’s the same progression (same scale sequence), though 

we’ve simply switched keys. 

We’ll take a closer look at a few different ways to play it and handle the 

root notes. 

Let’s first look at the conventional, open version: 

My only suggestion here is to omit the last interval on the second fret 

for the A chord, which allows you to play the progression more open: 
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If you want to build the power version of this progression, simply omit 

the lower notes from each chord until you have only the root and 5th 

remaining: 

Another super easy way to play this progression is to move the power 

chord shape for the root E chord to the seventh fret: 
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Just as in our other examples, we can continue adding intervals that 

thicken the chord: 

Note that the E, A, and B progression is more structurally suited for 

power and barre chord progressions than an open arrangement, though 

it can be effectively used in either scenario. 
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Scales for Songwriters 

As a songwriter, what do you need to know about scales? 

Should you know a lot of them by heart or have them memorized? 

Which ones matter the most? 

We’ve talked a lot about scales already and have even seen how scales 

(the major scale, in particular) can give us a framework for chord 

progressions and playing in a key. We’ve also seen that our chord 

progressions come directly from scales and can be represented by scale 

degrees (the Roman numerals). 

If you understand the more conceptual side of scales, it will serve you 

better than if you just memorize a handful of them and don’t really 

know what they mean. In that regard, the scales you memorize aren’t 

really the most important issue to consider. 
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Instead of jumping directly into patterns, let’s try and solidify our 

understanding of guitar scale music theory before attempting any 

memorization. 

What is a scale? 

A scale is a series of notes ordered by pitch based on a sequence of scale 

degrees. The letter value of each note only shows up when we apply a 

particular key to our sequence. 

Remember the Roman numerals we showed you earlier? Each of those 

scale degrees are also a number (1st, 2nd, 3rd, etc.) with a name attached 

to it. 

I ii iii IV V vi vii 

1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th 7th 

Tonic Supertonic Mediant Subdominant Dominant Submediant Subtonic 

For example, the C major scale includes the following notes: 
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C, D, E, F, G, A and B 

On the guitar, you could tab it out like this: 

That last note (at the fifth fret) is a C, an octave above the root C that 

begins the sequence on the third fret. On the fretboard this begins the 

same sequence over again an octave higher. In theory, scales can 

continue repeating themselves in either direction. However, in most 

scale diagrams, they’re only written over a few frets and strings. 

For our C major scale, you’d write the pattern this way: 
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The diagram version of the C major scale with the root positioned at the third fret. 

The two root C notes in the diagram are circled with a broken ring, 

marking the beginning and ending of our scale segment. They are the 

tonic of the scale. This is simply the diagram translation of the tab 

sheet displayed earlier.  

The two are one and the same and reflect the theoretical principles of 

the scale numbering sequence we’ve been highlighting 

What does it mean? 
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Now that we’ve seen a scale and plotted the notes, we need to 

understand the meaning and usefulness of those notes in the form 

they’ve been given. In other words, what’s a songwriting application for 

scale segments in a diagram like the one we just built? What is its 

purpose? 

Aside from understanding chord progression theory (something we 

explored at length in previous chapters) a scale provides a grid for two 

important musical components: 

1. Melody 

2. Harmony 

When you sing a melody or harmony with your voice, you’re utilizing a 

group of notes from within a particular scale. 

It’s no different with your guitar. 

And notes that resolve together in a given key are going to share a 

common scale. In other words, harmony and melody are created 

and governed by scales and modes. 

How to Use Scales as a Reference 
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This means that even if you don’t realize it, the melodies you write and 

sing can be expanded on, and understood by, the key and scale into 

which they fall. To that end, scales can be useful for the following 

purposes: 

1. Developing chord progressions 

2. Identifying notes within a key 

3. Identifying chords within a key 

4. Building lead melodies and harmonies to cover chord 

progressions 

5. Creating resolve (an auditory feeling of relaxation) or tension 

(creating a need to feel relaxed or “released” from a note) 

The goal is to be able to trace a key and melody back to a particular 

scale or to reverse the process and use a scale to come up with a 

particular melody, arrangement of notes or chord progressions that 

might fit within the given key. 

In this way, scales are the skeleton and backbone that hold music 

together and provide a common thread between every chord and note 

played within a given song. 
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Do I need to memorize scales and 
modes? 

My personal opinion is that it’s not necessary to memorize a lot of 

scales as they are, if your primary focus is songwriting and not more 

advanced guitar playing. 

Why not? 

Because you won’t ever really need to play them straight through, at 

least not as a songwriter. What I would consider far more important is 

understanding the structure and theory behind scales, in order to 

reference them if and when you need a foundation on which to build 

melody or harmony. 

…most songwriters, who lean more on chords and 

the acoustic style, do not need to spend a lot of time 

memorizing scales. 

Now, just because it’s not necessary doesn’t mean it’s not beneficial. 

Music students make a regular practice of memorizing scales and 

modes, even to the point of being able to identify them as they play and 
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switch between them. This makes more complex music composition far 

easier and, after a while, the nuances of particular scales and modes 

become familiar to their ears, allowing them to identify and employ 

different scales based on auditory memory alone. 

What you need to decide is whether you want to use scales directly, in 

that same manner, or if you’re simply going to use them as a theoretical 

reference tool as needed. The ladder is more often the case. 

Thus, I would conclude that most songwriters, who lean more on 

chords and the acoustic style, do not need to spend a lot of time 

memorizing scales. Get comfortable with the theory of scales and 

memorize the Roman numeral scale sequence, that way you can plug in 

different keys of modal variations as needed. 
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Conclusion and Summary  

It’s unfortunate that music theory often causes aspiring musicians to be 

so uneasy and unsure of themselves, because its intent and design is to 

do just the opposite. Having even a basic grasp on theory, as it relates 

to your instrument, has an extremely comforting and solidifying effect 

on your musical ability. 

 

Particularly as it concerns a rhythm-focused guitar player, music theory 

is a remarkably helpful road map that gives you a grid on which to 

write music. If you made it through all 70 pages of this book, you’ve 

traversed the entire path, all the way from the key you’re playing in to 

fully-developed bass lines, chord progressions, melody and harmony. 

 

You’ve laid the necessary groundwork for understanding how all those 

elements are inter-connected and how you can trace them to and from 

one another for more cohesive and properly composed musical pieces. 

What’s more, you’ve seen why understanding these pieces on their 

own, autonomous of one another, isn’t nearly as helpful. 

 

In other words, you can memorize the C major scale but, it’s not really 
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going to help you as much as if you memorize how to get from the key 

of C, to the C major scale, to root notes in that scale’s sequence.  

It’s all a lot more helpful if it’s all connected. 

 

Before finishing up, here’s a quick reference of everything we’ve 

covered in case you want to go back and review a particular topic. 

1. How to know music and not just memorize patterns 

2. How to use root notes to make sense of the fretboard 

3. What a chord is and what it’s made up of 

4. Chord composition and time signatures in the context of 

acoustic fingerstyle 

5. How scales and keys explain chord progressions 

6. The basic theoretical principles of scales 

Now, there are wide segments of music theory that go so in-depth that 

they have no practical use to those who aren’t completely consumed 

with the guitar or music composition. 

As a songwriter, that’s probably not you. 
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Instead, this book is intended to help you understand guitar and 

musical theory enough but, also to not burden you with the aspects that 

aren’t necessary for what you’re trying to accomplish.  

As you study theory, keep the end goal in mind. In your case, that end 

goal is to write great songs and riffs, perhaps to sell, record or perform 

yourself. If you learn the music theory that allows you to do more of 

that, your time has been well-spent. 
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