Even 3rd, 4th and 5th Graders Can Play Guitars

By Mark Panfil; Pinehurst Elementary School; Lake View, NY

Grade level: 3-5;  Subject Area focus: Music Performance

Brief Summary:

Students will play four common guitar chords (D, G, A7 and Em) in one and two chord songs. They will also move to and identify the sounds of chord changes on guitar in simple two chord songs. We use a classroom set of guitar that have been prepared with colored dots on the fret board to show the students where to place their fingers. I extend the practice potential by showing them how to use TV remotes and discarded phones to practice the feel of the targeted chords.

Goals and Objectives:

Students will strum together and sing along with their own guitar playing in tune and in correct time. Students will be able to switch chords in time playing two chord songs. 

Summary of Lesson:

We will begin by moving and listening to guitar chord changes. We will practice one chord songs to accompany our singing. We will eventually accompany our singing on guitar in two chord songs.

Evaluation and Assessment:

Visual assessment by the teacher of student success or failure should be noted to allow students that are having a difficult time with the activity to practice the earlier steps. Having the students transfer the movement to finger raised on the “home” chord and bend the finger on the “away” chord with their eyes closed will very quickly reveal problems.

Follow-up Activities:

Songs can be brought in for them to play and sing to. Em songs work well for Halloween time. (ex. Stirring our Brew, Black and Gold. ) I will spend one or two parts of classes giving them a chance to practice down, down up strums.
Additional Information (including national and/or state requirements or standards addressed:

National K-4 and NY State Standards

	X
	US 1, NY 1
	Singing, alone and with others, a varied repertoire of music. 

	X
	US 2, NY 1,2
	Performing on instruments, alone and with others in a varied repertoire of  music.  

	
	US 3, NY 1
	 Improvising melodies, variations, and accompaniments.

	
	US 4
	Composing and arranging music within specified guidelines. 

	
	US 5, NY1,2
	Reading and notating music.  

	X
	US 6, NY 3
	Listening to, analyzing, and describing music.

	X
	US 7, NY 3
	Evaluating music and music performances. 

	
	US 8, NY 4
	Understanding relationships between music, the other arts, and disciplines outside the arts

	X
	US 9, NY 4
	Understanding music in relation to history and culture. 


NYS Learning Standards

1. Creating, Performing and Participating in the Arts 2. Knowing and using arts materials and resources

3. Responding to and analyzing works of art  4. Understanding the cultural dimensions and contributions of the arts

Resources Used:

Audio Resources

I record my own version of the songs with and without whistle cues for the chord change. I will make these available to any teachers that request them.

Visual Resources

Achy Breaky Heart is copywriten to Billy Ray Cyrus but presently out of print.

The others are traditional.

Internet Resources

www.mrpanfil.com
www.drbanjo.com (a very good list of two chord songs)

Other materials

see appendix D for what the prepared guitars should look like
Lesson Plan Outline: Listening for Chord Changes

Objectives:

Students will be able to demonstrate that they hear the difference between a one and a five chord in simple bluegrass, country and folk songs

Materials used:

A single guitar and a recording of each of the songs. Song sheets with lyrics and words where the chord changes are underlined. 3 or 4 triangles. 

Prior Knowledge and Experience/Curriculum Content:

Students should understand the concept of three different and specific notes played together make a chord. Prior experience singing the songs is very helpful to this process. 

Procedures:

1. I first teach them to sing the song, “Polly Wolly Doodle” in the key of D (see song sheet attached). I play along with them on guitar as they sing. 

2. I ask a student to ring a triangle on the beat where a word is underlined. 

3. After this student and some who also play triangle become dependable, I tell the rest to stand when they first hear the triangle and sit the next time they hear it. This continues throughout the song and I now play the recording to accompany their singing

4. Next, I sing and play it on the guitar for them without the recording or the triangles and tell them to stand and sit when they hear and see me change chords on my guitar. They usually watch my hands but I remind them to listen for the difference in the sounds of the two chords

5.  In the end of that class, I will challenge them to close their eyes and react to the changing sound of my guitar only. I ask them to show the chord changes with their fingers at this point. I want it to be quiet for this part.

Items to note:

1. Each song has very long sections that stay on one chord and then almost equally long sections on the alternate chord. I look for songs like this for beginners to react to. 

2. I also use recordings with a whistle tracked into the points where the chords change. When I first started using a whistle, I thought this is too divisive but every time I do it especially with younger students, they delight in the pace it makes them move to.

3. Other songs that work well are: “Handsome Molly,” “Achy Breaky Heart” (ties into Hannah Montana popularity) and “Hot Corn, Cold Corn.” We also sing some one-chord songs on these days to help them when they first learn to hold chords and strum. Some good one-chord songs are: “Shortening Bread,” “Row, Row, Row your boat,” “Rueben,” “Make new Friends but keep the Old.” 

Indicators of Success:

If the student is hearing the changes, they can show me one finger for the D chord and five fingers for the A7 chord.



Lesson Plan Outline: Strumming One Chord Songs

Objectives:

Students will be able to hold guitar chords using correct fingers and strum with their right hand while the class sings bluegrass, country or folk songs all on one chord.

Materials used:

Enough guitars for one half of the class that have been prepared with colored dots showing where stings are pressed to make chords (see appendix E) , Lyric sheets for each one chord song (appendix D) and a recording of each one chord song in the suggested key.

Prior Knowledge and Experience/Curriculum Content:

Students should understand the concept of three different and specific notes played together make a chord. Prior experience singing the songs is very helpful to this process. 

Procedures:

1. In the next class, I bring out a guitar. I will teach them the names of the essential parts on the guitars. ie. neck, body, head, fret, bridge, tuners and strings. I use thin strips of white paper scotch taped to the first three frets with colored dots to show the D, C, G and A7. (See the included picture.)

2. Next, I have half the class sit on the floor with lyrics sheets and the others sit in chairs with a guitar and I help them to hold the A7 chord. I tell them to use their pointer finger to hold the black dot closest to the ceiling. The second finger will naturally go to the next dot. I give them a guitar pick to strum with (you can buy them very cheap or even make homemade picks from plastic milk bottles)(appendix E) While the students on the floor sing, the guitar holding students strum the beat. 

3. We start with the song “Shortnin Bread”. After we sing the song two or three times with the new guitar players strumming the beat with A7 chords, we switch to allow the other students to play while the others sing.

4. I use tracks that I have recorded for them to play along with so I can walk around and help them find the finger placements for the chords. We continue this with the other one chord songs. 

Items to note:

1. I mostly use 3/4 size guitars with nylon or light gauge steel strings. Since my classes may go up to 25 students, I like to have one guitar for every two students and we alternate players. Their fingers get tired after holding the chord for extended periods so we alternate. I have collected guitars over the years and most of the guitars I use were either donated by teachers or parents that know I do this or purchased at garage sales. Once in a while I buy one from my classroom supply budget in the 50-65 dollar range.

2. Most of my recordings are simple sequences saved to disk on a Yamaha PSR 550 keyboard but I have also had success using Band in a Box and Garage Band. Recorded tracks that are random assessable like CD’s, media players or keyboard data disks are much more practical than cassette tapes.

3. Before we let go of the D (red) chord at the end of D songs, I tell the students to; lift their third finger and move the other two fingers up one string toward the ceiling on the same piece of tape. This turns the D chord into an A7 (black) chord. They practice doing this with their eyes closed and practice returning to a D (red) chord. Ask for how many were successful, for every one that says they were, their will be three or four that will try harder on their next attempt.

Indicators of Success:

I watch the left hands of my guitar players, if they are struggling keeping their fingers down, I know their will be some that need more days on this sort of lesson.

Lesson Plan Outline: Strumming and Switching Two Chord songs

Objectives:

Students will be able to hold and switch guitar chords using correct fingers and strum with their right hand while the class sings bluegrass, country or folk songs in two chord songs. 

Materials used:

Enough guitars for one half of the class that have been prepared with colored dots showing where stings are pressed to make chords (see appendix E) , Lyric sheets for each one chord song (appendix D) and a recording of each two chord song in the suggested key. 3 or 4 triangles. 

Prior Knowledge and Experience/Curriculum Content:

Students should understand the concept of three different and specific notes played together make a chord. Prior experience singing the songs is very helpful to this process. Lessons 1 and 2 of this unit should be solid before this lesson is taught.

Procedures:

1. Half of the class gets a guitar and a pick and sit in every other seat in a circle. The other students take a song sheet and sit on the floor.

2. Before we start playing, I have them practice switching from A7 (black) to D (red) and back again with their eyes closed (see items to note #3 in the second lesson of this unit).

3. I pick a student on the floor to play the triangle on the beat of every underlined word. I tell the guitar students to switch chords when they hear the triangle.

4. We sing the first song, which is usually ”Polly Wolly Doodle” along with a recording and the guitar will strum and switch chords when they hear the triangle play ( I add up to four triangles if they are accurate at this point). 

5. We alternate singers and guitar players and do the first song again.

6. Our next song is “Handsome Molly”. “Achy Breaky Heart” is very popular and easy to be successful with due in part to the Hannah Montana craze.

Items to note:

1. I don’t expect perfection at this point. I make voice notes of the particularly adept players so I may ask them to demonstrate for the rest of the class later.

2. I sometimes let one or two students sing on a microphone in front of the class to spice up this activity.

3. We may repeat this lesson using these two chord songs and adding others to the rotation for several classes. www.drbanjo.com has a wonderful list of two chord bluegrass songs. Special thanks to Pete Wernick. Examples: “It Ain’t Gonna Rain No More,” “Jambalaya” and many more

Indicators of Success:

As the recording keeps them moving in the song, I can assess their chord control, especially if they are in a circle.

Lesson Plan Outline: Chord Practice without a Guitar

Objectives:

Students will be able to hold guitar chords using correct fingers at home using certain TV remotes and old phones (unplugged, of course)

Materials used:

TV remotes and touch tone phones have a standard array format of their numbered buttons. The physical spread of these may vary but I’ve collected a classroom set from parents and teachers that work quite well to demonstrate in school. (Please see appendix E). Most cell phones are too small for this, although some of these students have very small hands.

Prior Knowledge and Experience/Curriculum Content:

Time spent in the first three lessons of this unit is essential to the success of this expended practice technique.

Procedures:

1. I have collected TV remotes and old phones with similar key patterns from teachers and parents (see attached photo) I show the students how to hold the remotes and phones with their right hand while the left hand presses certain numbers that give them the feel of the chords that we are working on. First, place the remote in the open palm of your left hand with the numbers facing up and readable. Hold the remote or phone steady with the thumb and index fingers of your right hand, 

2. Hold down 268 with the first three fingers of your left hand respectively to give the feel of a D chord. (Pointer on 2, second on 6 and third on 8)

3. Hold 15 with the first two fingers of your left hand respectively to give the feel of an A7 chord (pointer on 1 and second on 5)

4. Hold 249 with the first three fingers of your left hand respectively to give the feel of a G chord (pointer on 2, second on 4 and third finger on 9)

5. They should practice switching from D to A7 and back, then from G to D and then from D to G to A7 and back to D. 

6. I give one of these remotes or touch tone phones to each student instead of a guitar and we repeat the lesson 3# of this unit as the rest of the class sings, then we add the guitars until everyone has either a guitar or the phone/ remote substitute. 

7. I tell the students to experiment at home during commercials and when they are sitting in the living room during a TV show.  Holding the chords and changing them while someone is playing music on TV is good kinesthetic practice for ingraining the feel of the chords. 

Items of note:

This is a new technique for me. Please feel free to try it and email me things that you’ve discovered to improve or extend it.

Indicators of Success:

I ask them to keep track of how much time they spent switching chords

They report back to me on how many minutes they were able to practice the chord changes

Supplementary Information: 

Appendix A.  Polly Wolly Doodle
Start on Red, switch to black - Key of D  
Oh, I went down South

For to see my Sal

Sing Polly wolly doodle all the day
My Sal, she is A spunky gal

Sing Polly wolly doodle all the day
Fare thee well, Fare thee well,

Fare thee well my fairy fay

For I'm going to Lou'siana For to see my Susyanna

Sing Polly wolly doodle all the day

Oh, my Sal, she is A maiden fair

Sing Polly wolly doodle all the day

With curly eyes And laughing hair

Sing Polly wolly doodle all the day
Behind the barn, Down on my knees            

Sing Polly wolly doodle all the day

I thought I heard A chicken sneeze

Sing Polly wolly doodle all the day

He sneezed so hard With the whooping cough

Sing Polly wolly doodle all the day

He sneezed his head And the tail right off

Sing Polly wolly doodle all the day

Appendix B

Handsome Molly

Traditional, recorded by the Stanley Brothers

Start with a red chord and switch to black.

Well I wish was in London

Or some other seaport town

Step my foot in a steamboat

And sail the ocean round
Sailing round the ocean

Sailing round the sea
I'd think of Handsome Molly

Wherever she may be

I saw her at church last Sunday

She passed me on by
I knew her mind was changing

By the roving of her eye

Her hair as black as a Raven's

Her eyes were black as coal

Her teeth shown like lilies

Out in the morning cold

Appendix C

Achy Breaky Heart – Key of D 
By Billy Ray Cyrus

Start with red chord and switch to black. 

You can tell the world you never was my girl

You can burn my clothes when I'm gone
Or you can tell your friends just what a fool I've been

And laugh and joke about me on the phone
You can tell my arms to go back out to the farm

You can tell my feet to hit the floor
Or you can tell my lips to tell my fingertips

They won't be reaching out for you no more
But don't tell my heart, my achy breaky heart

I just don't think he'd under-stand
And if you tell my heart, my achy breaky heart

He might blow up and kill this man
Ooo

You can tell your ma I moved to Arkansas

Or you can tell your dog to bite my leg
Or tell your brother Cliff who's fist can tell my lips

He never really liked me any-way
Oh tell your Aunt Louise, tell anything you please

Myself already knows I'm o-kay
Oh you can tell my eyes to watch out for my mind

It might be walking out on me to-day
But don't tell my heart, my achy breaky heart

I just don't think he'd under-stand
And if you tell my heart, my achy breaky heart

He might blow up and kill this man
Ooo

Appendix D, One chord songs;

Old Joe Clack - key of D
Old Joe Clark he had a house

Fifteen stories high,

And every story in that house 

Was filled with pumpkin pie.

Round and round Old Joe Clark

Round and round I say,

Round and round old Joe Clark

Now I’m goin’ away.

Never marry a silly girl.

Tell you the reason why.

She blows her nose in old corn bread

And calls it pumpkin pie.

Old Joe Clark he had a wife,

She was eight feet high.

Slept with her head on the kitchen stove

And her feet stuck out in the hall.

Row your Boat - Key of D

Row, row, row your boat

Gently down the stream.

Merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily,

Life is but a dream.
Frère Jacques - Key of D

Frère Jacques, Frère Jacques,

Dormez vous? Dormez vous?

Sonnez les matines, Sonnez les matines,

Din, din, don!   Din, din, don!

Are you sleeping, Are you sleeping?

Brother John? Brother John?

Morning bells are ringing,

Morning bells are ringing,

Ding ding dong,

Ding ding dong.

All the little babies - Key of G or A
Three little children, lyin' in bed

Two were sick and the other 'most dead.

Sent for the doctor and the doctor said,

"Give those children some short'nin' bread."

All the little babies love short'nin', short'nin',

All the little babies love short'nin' bread,

All the little babies love short'nin', short'nin',

All the little babies love short'nin' bread.

Put on the skillet, slip on the lid,

Mama's gonna make a little short'nin' bread.

That ain't all she's gonna do,

Mama's gonna make a little coffee, too.

All the little babies love short'nin', short'nin',

All the little babies love short'nin' bread,

All the little babies love short'nin', short'nin',

All the little babies love short'nin' bread.

When those children, sick in bed,

Heard that talk about short'nin' bread,

Popped up well to dance and sing,

Skipped around and the bells did ring.

All the little babies love short'nin', short'nin',

All the little babies love short'nin' bread,

All the little babies love short'nin', short'nin',

All the little babies love short'nin' bread.

Appendix E 
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• CHORD DOTS 

1.) red =D black=A7 green=G blue=C 
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2.) a D chord using 268 3.) a G chord using 249 
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4. ) an A7 chord using 15 5.) An inexpensive pick and a recycled pick 







