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Striking The Right Chords: A Reflection On Informal Guitar 

Pedagogy In The Classroom. 
 

Tan Yong Yao, Gideon 

 
In recent years, the emphasis towards aligning music pedagogy to the concept of 

‘informality’ – shaping an authentic and culturally relevant approach to teaching and learning 

in the Singapore school music curriculum – has garnered interest amongst Music educators.  

Studies on informal music making usually make reference to the ways in which students learn 

to take ownership and teachers take a step away from didactic teacher-led modi operandi in 

classroom based activity and learning.  

 

 

However, there are implications and obstacles music educators must be first aware or, then 

consider and manoeuvre round in proposing a viable and beneficial shift towards 

understanding informality critically in the music classroom in Singapore schools. This 

understanding is contingent on the teacher’s levels of confidence, competence, control – 

specifically relinquishing of control, as well as allowing for students to make decisions. 

Relinquishing control is in itself indication of a teacher’s pathways in informal learning 

which impact the ways in which his/her students are empowered to take ownership in the 

learning process with teacher as facilitator. 

 

 

In this paper, I reflect on my own teaching – and consequently learning practices from the 

past - towards adopting and creating such an approach in a Guitar Pedagogy workshop I 

conducted with a class of lower secondary school students. I will discuss how my own 

informal learning experiences as a rock guitarist and past research on informal music 

pedagogy which influenced me to adopt certain pedagogical approaches, methods and 

resources in the creation of this guitar workshop. I will also deliberate on certain key 

implications on my approach on the students’ learning and how this approach has had or 

could be improved on to further enthuse and engage students in taking ownership through 

informal learnings in and through music.   

 
 
 
Introduction 

In October, 2012, I was entrusted with the time and resources to engage the students in a 

post-exam guitar enrichment workshop that is was aimed to provide needy students under the 

Financial Assistance Scheme, with the opportunity of owning and learning how to play a 

musical instrument. This was initiated with the goal of enabling these financially needy 

students with a chance to experience music making with an instrument that would otherwise 

be too expensive to pursue in a private music school. These students were only required to 

fork out fifty dollars for this program that included a brand new Yamaha classical guitar, and 

two sessions of guitar lessons that were undertaken by me. This meant that the school only 

needed to subsidize the cost for the guitars as they did not need to hire an external vendor to 

carry out the lessons. 



As I was faced with undertaking this post-exam guitar workshop, several questions came to 

mind as I began planning: “what objectives do the students want to achieve?”, “Is it possible 

to meet these objectives in two sessions?”, “How should I approach the lessons?”, “Should I 

teach them formal notation?” In answering these questions I reflected upon my own personal 

experience as an informally trained guitarist, as my experiences were probably similar, as the 

contexts were alike – like these students, I had picked up the guitar with little or no prior 

musical knowledge. Therefore, in planning the curriculum, I reflected upon why I wanted to 

learn the guitar in the first place, and how I achieved these initial goals - which allowed me to 

decide on what to let the students learn through the guitar; Popular music.  

Reasons for teaching Pop Guitar and adopting an informal approach 

The methods and perception towards music by the current generation of students have been 

greatly influenced and facilitated by the phenomenon of social media. Social media platforms 

such as Youtube and Facebook allows for a greater dissemination, discussion, and 

appreciation of music, culminating in “online trends” and the emergence of the “bedroom 

musician” – an informally trained musician who is able to learn and perform music from and 

to a global online audience that actively engages in musical interaction via the creation of a 

“forum culture”.  

Rapid and dynamic changes in the Popular Music industry have precipitated questions for us 

as music educators: our musical systems; our philosophies and beliefs involving music; in 

assessing the nature and function of a music syllabus; and the pedagogical approaches, are 

still relevant in the eyes of the current generation of students weaned on Web 2.0 (Tan 2011).  

Essentially, I discussed and reiterated the need for a reinvention of music pedagogy that 

provides a meeting point for these alternative ways of learning of and about music to be 

validated within formal contexts, as they are already experiencing these alternative ways of 

learning via interaction with their peers and the online community with the use of social 

media sites such as Youtube or Facebook. Through my unique perspective as an informally 

trained electric guitarist who had eventually received formal music instruction and education 

at an Institute of Education, I explored the possibility of integrating informal pedagogical 

processes, within the formal setting of a music classroom. This paper is an extension of those 

discussions, as it is a reflection, documentation and discussion on how I was able to put those 

learning points into real practice – creating a music syllabus based around the learning of the 

guitar in the General Music Programme in a Secondary School that anchors itself with the 

principles of informal music pedagogy. In this paper I was also reflect upon the difficulties 

and implications that such an approach has had on the students, which would allow myself to 

further enhance, tailor, and modify this approach to better suit the demands of these students.  

  

 

 

 



Creating an informal pedagogical approach to Guitar teaching.  

Accessibility 

Reflecting on my experiences, I remembered that I had picked up the guitar because I wanted 

to be able to play music that I loved and listened to – and wasn’t too concerned with the 

theoretical aspects of the music, as I was really interested in Rock music and was pretty 

indifferent towards Classical music as I felt culturally detached from it. I wanted to be able to 

play the music that I loved as soon as possible, and my main emphasis was getting the music 

out – as a form of self-actualisation of the music first, before exploring how I can express my 

own ideas in music.  My learning to play the guitar was instrumental to empowering and 

igniting my love for music. Lack of prior knowledge and theoretical preparation made me 

believe that playing music was not difficult – which aided self-esteem and motivation to 

venture further into it. The satisfaction/fulfillment achieving my goals was then easy.  

The key pedagogical takeaway from such a reflection was that students desire/d to the 

immediacy of music making by direct engagement and satisfying their demand to express 

themselves with the music that they relate to – essentially breaking down the barrier between 

the acquisitions of skills, and the ‘realworld’ application of those skills. Lucy Green aptly 

describes this element of informal learning as she observed that this informal learning process 

allows learners to engage in the assimilation of skills and knowledge in personal, often 

haphazard ways according to musical preferences, starting with whole ‘realworld’ pieces of 

music, instead of following a progression from simple to complex. (Green, 2006) All of these 

considerations meant that I needed to construct/develop a methodology that would allow 

students to experience this aspect of music making early in the course. 

And so I began by doing away with teaching the students to read simple notes, where they 

play them repeatedly on the instrument, with little musical relevance to what the students 

actually enjoy, and want to achieve, as one would expect in a Classical music class. Instead 

of beginning with an introduction to formal notation and singular melodies which were 

specially composed to “practice” the playing of those basic notes, I focused on one of the key 

features of ‘realworld’ pieces of popular music; knowing how to play chords and chord 

progressions using diagrams and tablatures.  These chord diagrams and tablatures only 

required where and when learners needed to place their fingers on the fret board, to play the 

chord/s. Students did not need to memorise musical notes, rather memorise the sound that 

came from this arrangement.  

Such an approach allowed students to answer the how questions (How do I make music) first, 

before the why questions (Why do I have to play these notes for this chord?). In such an 

approach, the music educator must come to terms with such a learning progression – being 

able to allow the students to play music first, before explaining to them why the music is as 

such. Most music educators that are used to formal music pedagogical approaches might find 

this uncomfortable as they might feel that this does not follow a logical thought or learning 

progression. However, as mentioned, it is precisely this lack of progression that would enable 



and empower students to be engaged in music more directly and quickly as their demands are 

met much sooner.  

This assumption based on self-reflection turned out to be relevant to students’ own attitudes 

towards learning, as when interviewed, a large number of students expressed that they 

“wanted to play music”, or “wanted to play a song” as the reason why they chose to 

participate in this workshop.  

Such an approach might sit uncomfortably with some music educators; a music curriculum 

based on such a loosely defined and uncontained concept, as chord progressions deal with an 

accompanying and subservient role in music. How could we know if they are actually making 

“real” music, instead of just playing random chords? Could the students hear the music via 

mere chord progressions? Could they actually understand without visual cues; the same 

visual cues that guided the rest of their lives and other subject knowledges?  

Ownership & Music as a social activity 

The paradox of such an approach lies exactly in those doubts. In the worlds of guitar strum-

sing/ing, chord progressions form the backbone of the music that they find relevant and such 

an approach allows the students to have full control over what they are playing – according to 

how they view these progressions musically, they choose from a myriad of melodies, songs 

that share the same chord progression. Thus, the accessibility to such a diverse palette of 

music just based on a progression allows students to be “realworld” musicians almost as 

immediate as they are able to play these chords. This is most aptly illustrated by Axis of 

Awesome’s Four Chords, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oOlDewpCfZQ, which is 

essentially a musical mash up of numerous pop hits based on the progression of I, V, vi, IV. 

Based on such an open concept, this allows students to take ownership of how they are going 

to express, interpret and create. A chord progression as such offers a template, or a canvas to 

which they decide for themselves, how they would like to create music to. Thus, the learning 

is very much self-directed – students set unique and achievable goals for themselves within a 

musical context that allows them space to do so.  

In creating such space, I needed to consider and come to terms with the possibility of 

relinquishing control over their learning. Considering personalised demands in terms of 

meeting each student’s individual musical needs and preferences, how can a music educator 

allow for differentiated learning and homogeneous progression so that no student gets left 

behind, to exist within the same classroom? How does s/he achieve that? I suggest what is 

needed is a symbiosis of structure and autonomy – an approach that allows both of these 

systems to work together yet balancing both conflicts.  

What I succeeded with these students in the Guitar workshop was to dictate and demonstrate 

to them starting points; learning to tune the guitar, reading chord diagrams and tablatures, in 

order to play a chord progression. The students are then given the freedom and the time to 

engage in self-directed learning, or peer tutoring and learning. Essentially, there were no 

demands for them to follow strictly to the chords I’ve taught them, nor did I show them how 

to play these chords – the students were told to experiment by themselves, learning from their 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oOlDewpCfZQ


own mistakes and engaging in problem solving, rather than waiting for the teacher to show 

them how it is done. The students were also free to set their own direction in learning – some 

students were observed focusing on experimenting with various rhythmic strumming patterns 

whilst others requested advice on how to change between chords quicker. Thus, the key to 

allowing such a student centred approach to thrive was the flexibility and the confidence on 

the teacher’s part, to be able to advise, facilitate and see to the diverse musical learning needs 

of students. This had implications on the teacher to be able to be familiar and competent with 

the various genres, playing styles and techniques of popular music.  

The students I had interviewed expressed great joy at being able to set their own goals and 

engage in peer-learning, as most cited “being able to learn together with friends” as the aspect 

of the guitar class that they found most enjoyable. This corroborates Lucy Green’s discussion 

of the integral characteristics of informal learning processes, as she states that the informal 

learner is not only self-taught, but crucially, learning takes place in groups. This occurred 

through in/formal peer-learning involving discussion, watching, listening to and imitating 

each other, as opposed to having guidance and supervision from an expert with superior 

skills. (Green, 2006) Putting together what was expressed and observed in the students of my 

guitar classes, it was then possible to see how and why Lucy Green identifies this as part of 

an important element to allowing students to engage in informal learning. This could be 

explained by the fact that students perceive music, as a social activity. This is further 

perpetuated by the fact that music has always been one of the driving forces behind the 

success of social media platforms such as Youtube, twitter, and Facebook. The teens of this 

Web 2.0 era are very much used to, and comfortable with discussing, learning and 

experiencing music with their peers – thus, allowing them the freedom to do so, would yield 

greater motivation and further enhance this love for music that they already express beyond 

the classroom, on the internet.  

Taking informal learning a step further 

 The success of this feature of the Guitar workshop allowed me to extend this mode of peer 

interaction further in the General Music Program as it allowed for more time to be given to 

students to explore possibilities and peer to peer musical engagement within classroom 

context. At the end of an initial 6 week module where students explore the playing of chords 

in a chord progression, the students are tasked to form their own groups, in which they will 

decide upon undertaking a song of their choosing, to arrange, rehearse, and eventually 

perform in a class concert at the end of the term. This allows for a much greater sense of 

ownership and control on the part of the students. With the knowledge of being able to 

interpret tablatures and chord diagrams, students essentially “teach” themselves how to play 

new chords in accordance to their song of choice. Online resources such as www.ultimate-

guitar.com were introduced to the students to allow them to source for their own “scores”, 

essentially, chords and tablatures of their song of choice.  

 

 

http://www.ultimate-guitar.com/
http://www.ultimate-guitar.com/


 

Limitations and Implications 

However, upon evaluation and reflection of the guitar workshop, there were certainly several 

limitations that surfaced with such an informally based approach to guitar pedagogy. 

Emphasis of ‘technicality’ over ‘theory’ 

Due to the experimental nature and the emphasis on performance aided by the lack of formal 

notation, it could be argued that there is over-emphasis on the techniques of playing the guitar 

(fingering, hand positions, strumming & plucking) and little of musical “knowledge” 

(musical notation reading, understanding of tonal harmony, keys and scales, etc.). To most 

music educators, this seems like an approach which is short changing them – students don’t 

know exactly what notes they are playing and why the chords are positioned as such. They 

just remember “chord shapes” and numbers that instruct them exactly what to do in terms of 

placing their fingers on the fret board, which, seems to be a limiting factor in the students’ 

future progression beyond the fundamentals. Another cause for concern would be that with 

this lack of theoretical knowledge, their ability to explore improvisation and composition 

might be compromised. They do not learn with a universally agreed form of notation (such as 

Western notation – clefs and staves) and thus perhaps are unable to communicate effectively 

with other musicians in an ensemble or orchestra.  

These are all legitimate and pertinent questions and fears that proponents of traditional formal 

music might harbour in approaching such an informal pedagogical method. However, from 

the point of view as an informally trained musician who eventually received formal music 

education, I have discovered musical potential does not necessarily require a structured 

progression that introduces the study of musical concepts or theory before the playing of 

music. In my own live/d experiences, lack of theoretical knowledge did not hinder their 

musical development as such concepts can be explained backwards to them (explaining why 

the music is as such, after their playing of it) should they require it. My primary concern was 

to address their most pertinent desires in music - to inculcate their love for music and a sense 

of self-esteem and confidence in it, rather than to begin with rigidity and serious study of 

musical concepts. This apparent indifference towards the need for formal music education 

within the realm of popular culture and music could be summed up by a quote by Elvis 

Presley, who commented, “I don't know anything about music. In my line you don't have to.” 

Feedback from my students echoed these sentiments brought up against the backdrop of 

popular music and culture and even more so, without the financial benefit of owning a 

musical instrument let alone having private music lessons.      

I came to this conclusion by conducting a trial “theory” lesson with one of the Secondary 

Two Express classes during a session where the guitars were not available for use. I 

introduced the concept of fret board knowledge by lecturing them on the various notes that 

appear on the fret board, and how it ascends or descends according to semi-tones. I 

demonstrated with my guitar and also taught the students about the notes that made up the 

chord shapes that they were familiar with. Even though they felt that the knowledge was 



useful, they had expressed that they had no “real use” of such information. This affirmed my 

initial deduction that students were motivated more by the performative in music-making at 

this initial stage than the rationale behind what they are playing.  

Longevity beyond initial performative motivations 

However, this focus on satisfying initial performative motivations raises some alarming 

concerns as well. Does this informal approach only seek to allow students to satisfy their 

initial demand to perform covers of their favourite pop songs? What next? How would 

educators extend beyond this and lead them towards acquiring a deeper more meaningful 

state of ‘knowing’? Imitation is all very fine and well in the initial stages, but how would 

educators allow students to progress towards absorption, personalisation and 

individualisation? Certainly, if these were not explored, there would be negligible musical 

meaning that develops within the students as they are led into a false sense of ownership by 

mere technical and musical imitation.  

There are several ways to address this pedagogical cul-de-sac. This is where the synergy 

between the informal and formal pedagogical contexts comes most essentially into play. In 

order to bring this musical experience beyond mere imitation, a fine balance between 

exploration space and teacher awareness/experience and motivation. In such a pedagogical 

context such as the guitar class I conducted, the onus is on the teacher to be aware and to be 

experienced enough to be able to demonstrate musically, how the musical concepts of chords 

and arrangement evident in pop music can be explored in a myriad of ways not limited to 

whatever they had listened to on the radio or online. The musical nature and context of 

popular music allows exactly for such explorations due to its apparent creative malleability. 

(Tan, 2011) Such creative malleability is no foreign concept to the students as they are 

already used to this being expressed and showcased on social media sites such as Youtube or 

MySpace. The success of Youtube artists such as Pomplamousse Music, Boyce Avenue, and 

The Piano Guys, artists and groups who constantly personalises, alters and compose remixed 

or re-arranged versions of popular top 40 hits, are testament to the creative potential that such 

a context presents. Thus, it is up to the educator to be able to guide the students and to 

legitimise such possibilities by both being musically competent and familiar with such 

techniques to demonstrate musically, and being able to facilitate, advice, and challenge 

students to go beyond just a technical imitation of the music.  

Preparing for such challenges 

From the above, it could be deduced that there are certainly implications on how we, as 

educators can, and should prepare for such an approach to take place, to reap the meaningful 

benefits of such a pedagogical methodology. The challenges that such a method is certainly 

pressing – educators must be a musical all-rounder, competent, confident enough to react to 

the diverse needs and musical potential that come attached with the students’ own musical 

identities and the music they love. Firstly, music educators must realise and come to terms 

with the fact that their role has to be evolved from the didactic to a more facilitative role. 

Within this role, definitely, a clear pedagogical progression for the facilitator is needed to 



know how and where to steer the class’s musical exploration. Thus, more control and 

demands are needed for the teacher, to be able to relinquish his/her control for the students. 

Certainly, it can be a daunting and paradoxical task if he/she is unfamiliar and untrained 

within such musical contexts. I am fortunate enough to be able to possess a musical 

perspective that grants me experience in such a context, but I still owe a large deal of my 

confidence and competency in implementing such an approach, to the training I received at 

the National Institute of Education, where my Professors had guided beginning teachers on 

exploring this aspect of music education. Trainings and experiences such as being in a 

student-led pop band allowed my batch of music educators to experiment, experience and 

ponder over the educational and pedagogical implications of being engaged with music 

informally. Certainly, such experiences are essential in allowing educators to formulate clear 

methodologies, philosophies and perspectives towards integrating popular music and its 

informality into the formal settings of a classroom. Being aware and engaging in academic 

discourse about these experiences allows us to understand and construct a progressive 

structure according to the dynamics of how music can be explored informally.  

To conclude, in allowing for culturally relevant yet musically engaging experience to suit the 

ever evolving needs and musical identities of our students, the onus would definitely fall on 

the teachers to meet these demands by empathising, understanding and accommodating it to 

add value to these out-of-school experiences, legitimising those experiences to allow students 

to fulfil their musical potential and enjoyment in schools.   
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