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A Better Way
When I started playing guitar, I had dreams of jamming with my friends, impressing the 
young ladies, and composing my songs. I quickly learned a few chords. I was well on my 
way.

Then reality struck. Changing smoothly from one chord to another was a whole other 
level beyond fingering the chord.

Later, when I started teaching guitar, I discovered I wasn’t alone. Student after student 
came to me for lessons, sometimes able to play dozens of chords. Yet their playing 
didn’t sound like music. Why? Because they couldn’t change from one to the other 
smoothly. Some had been at it for years. I thought there must be a better way.

Now 40 years and hundreds of students later, I know there is a better way. It took 
years of sorting through different methods and hundreds of exercises. I studied how 
competent guitar players thought and how they practiced.

Now I’m confident I can take a student quickly from fumbling with their first chords to 
strumming and changing chords like it was born into their DNA.

Here you’ll find the essence of what I’ve taught private students. It’s organized into 
7 principles along with graphics and exercises. With just a little effort and focused 
attention, you’ll shave months (and possibly years) off the learning curve.

I look forward to hearing about your progress.

How to get the most from this eBook…
1. Read through the entire document once.

2. Set aside a small amount of time each day, pick two chords, and start.

3. Move on to additional sets of chords and enjoy the feeling of making 
progress.

Let’s do this…
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Easy Is Better1.
For years I taught guitar to private students at my school Starland School of Music in 
the SF Bay Area. I loved seeing enthusiastic students come to their first lesson, ready 
to embark on their guitar adventure. Many had played guitar and had a list of problems 
they wanted to solve. This short story about one of those students will help with the first 
principle.

Meet Mathew (name changed for privacy). Mathew played off and on for several years. 
Like many, he had no clear direction and lackluster progress. He finally decided to “go 
for it” and sought an instructor. He was ready. I was happy to see how excited he was.

Mathew’s #1 issue was changing chords smoothly. After patiently listening and having 
him play a little, I asked him to hand me his guitar.

As I suspected, it surprised me that he could play anything on it. The strings were a mile 
off the fretboard. It took me a tremendous amount of force to press them down. I played 
a chord and many notes went out of tune. They stretched on the way down to the 
fretboard.
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A “guitar setup” is a process to adjust the height of the guitar strings. This makes it easier 
to push the strings down and helps them stay in tune when you do.

There are several steps. It involves lowering the nut, the bridge, and adjusting the neck 
angle, usually by tightening or loosening the truss rod*. Part of this “setup” may involve 
filing the frets, so they’re even.

Done properly, this gets the strings as low as possible without hitting the frets higher 
up. No buzzing or muted strings! Doing this properly is tricky. I recommend getting a 
competent guitar repairman to do a complete guitar setup.

The guitar setup

Over the years, I’ve found 
many students in a similar 
position. Sometimes 
the guitar was cheap or 
on the last leg and not 
worth fixing. Many guitars 
just needed some love. 
Specifically, they needed 
an action adjustment also 
known as a “guitar setup”.
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You can learn to do this yourself. Are you good with tools? Do you have a moderate 
tolerance for risk? Check out videos on YouTube. I won’t recommend one specific video 
because they come and go, but you can search for DIY Guitar Setup or How to Adjust 
Your Guitar Action. 

There’s risk. If you over file the nut or the bridge, you’ll have to replace them. You can 
also over-tighten the metal truss rod in the neck to the point it could break the neck.

If you decide to try it yourself, proceed with a healthy dose of caution.

There’s one important point to take away from this section. Some students believe you 
should get by with a poorly functioning guitar until you get better. It’s a combination of 
“pay your dues” and “don’t invest too much in case you don’t stick with it”.

Also, some think that practicing on a guitar with poor action is “good training”. It 
strengthens your fingers and makes it easier to play when you get a better-adjusted 
guitar.

Sometimes adding difficulty has value. Lifting weights or running with weights on your 
ankles will build strength. However, learning guitar is not one of those situations.

A poorly functioning instrument will hinder your progress and encourage you to quit. It’s 
unrealistic to expect to keep trying when it never sounds right, no matter how accurate 
you are.

DIY guitar setup

An important point

6



In addition, the physical adjustments you have to make to play the guitar forces you to 
compensate by pressing harder. You change your hand and finger positions. This creates 
bad habits you’ll have to undo later.

Here, easy is truly better. You’re more likely to enjoy playing, practice more, develop 
useful habits and stay with it long enough to make playing guitar a joyful part of your life.

Most guitars can benefit from a setup. If you’re not convinced, you can get another 
opinion. Bring it to a music store, an instrument repair shop, or your exceptional guitar-
playing co-worker. Ask for their opinion.

Then get your guitar playing its best. With a little effort, it’ll make your adventure easier 
and more fun. It’s worth it.

*Acoustic and electric guitars have a metal rod down the center of their neck called a 
“truss rod”. Classical type, meaning most nylon-stringed guitars do not. To change the 
neck angle of a classical guitar, a repairperson puts it in a clamping device that uses 
heat and pressure.

Curl2.
One issue that creates sloppy-
sounding chord changes is dead 
or muted notes. Often in the mad 
dash to switch your fingers to their 
new locations, they’ll touch another 
adjacent string.

The solution is to curl your fingers 
when switching to the next chord. 
Curl them more than you think is 
necessary. You’re focusing the small 
pad of your fingers to press only on 
the correct strings.

It’s a good habit that’s especially 
useful when switching chords.
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Use Switching Strategies3.
I teach students 3 strategies to help with switching chords. Someday you’ll change all 
the fingers at once... easily! These strategies will get you there faster. In addition, the 
habits you develop along the way will be invaluable.

When students first learn chords, they usually finger them one note at a time. It may 
seem natural to start with the 1st finger, then the 2nd, and so on. But when strumming, 
it’s common to strike the bass note or notes first.

For this reason, it’s best to develop the habit of building your chords from the low note 
to the high note. Often, by doing this, it gives you just a fraction of a second longer to 
finger the rest of the chord.

Here’s a simple exercise that will help show this principle and develop the habit. We’ll be 
using the open D chord and the Cadd9 chord. Here’s the fingering:

Build From the Bottom
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Exercise Steps
1. Form the D chord. 

2. Strike the open 4th string (D) and then strum the rest of the chord.

3. Move the 2nd finger over to the 5th string, 3rd fret. This is the bass note of the Cadd9 
chord.

4. Strike the 5th string while you move the rest of the fingers over to form the Cadd9 
chord.

5. Strum the rest of the chord.

6. Do the same, going back to D. Strike the open 4th string (D). Strum the rest of the 
chord.

7. Go back and forth several times. Repeat until you can do this in a smooth motion 
without pausing.
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Once you can do this smoothly, it’s time for the real test. We’re going 
to add a steady beat. Keep up with the beat while changing chords on 
time.

You can tap your foot or keep a steady pulse in your mind. I find it 
easier to use a metronome to keep the beat.

Start with a slow beat. Repeat striking the bass note and strumming the 
chord.

Switch chords and repeat with the next chord.

Once you’re comfortable with the slow tempo, pick it up little by little. 
You’ll see how that fraction of a second gives you the time you need 
to complete the switch.

Finally, while this technique is helpful in the early stages, it comes 
in handy even as you progress to the more advanced stages. It’s 
especially effective when using a strum that involves hitting the bass 
note first. I also rely on this habit when playing fast arpeggios (a chord 
one note at a time).

Combined with the next principle, it becomes even more effective. 

The Real Test
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All good guitar players have developed the habit of switching from one chord to another 
with the least amount of movement possible. One way to develop this habit is to pay 
attention to pivot fingers and guide fingers.

A pivot finger is a finger that stays in place while the rest move.

Here’s an example of a pivot finger. We’ll switch from a C chord to an Am chord. Leave 
the first two fingers where they are on the fretboard. Move the 3rd finger over to the 3rd 
string, 2nd fret. You now have an Am chord!

To switch back to the C chord, the 1st and 2nd fingers stay still, and the 3rd finger moves 
to the 5th string, 3rd fret.

The 1st and 2nd fingers are pivot fingers.

Minimum Movement
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Another common example is the switch between the D chord and the four-finger G 
chord. The 3rd finger stays in place as you move. 

A few more common examples include switching between Em and C, as well as 
between Em and the three-finger G. In these examples, the 2nd finger is the pivot finger. 
Try these out.
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A guide finger is a finger that stays on the same string. It slides to another fret or note 
when you’re changing chords.

Here’s an example. We’ll switch from D to A. Slide the 3rd finger on the 2nd string back 
to the 2nd fret. The other two fingers move over to the 4th and 5th strings.

Let’s switch back to A. Slide the 3rd finger up one fret. Move the 1st and 2nd fingers to 
the 3rd and 1st strings.

Another common switch is between E and D. Here the 1st finger slides up from the 1st 
fret to the 2nd as you form the D chord. The 2nd and 3rd fingers move over to the 1st 
and 2nd strings.

To go from D to E slide the 1st finger back one fret as you move the 2nd and 3rd fingers 
over to the 4th and 5th strings.
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Our last example is the switch from the E chord to the partial bar F chord. Here the 3rd 
finger slides up one fret as you place your 1st finger across the 1st and 2nd strings (a 
partial bar). Your 2nd finger moves to the 3rd string.

Moving from the F to the E you’ll slide your 3rd finger back one fret and move your 1st 
and 2nd fingers over to the 3rd and 5th strings.
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This principle takes advantage of the common shape of your finger position between 
chords. It can be part of the chord or the entire chord. Even though there are no 
common notes, you’ll still reduce the amount of movement by keeping your fingers in 
the same relative shape.

An outstanding example of this is the E chord and the Am chord. The shape is the same 
but on different strings. To move from E to Am, all the fingers stay together in the same 
shape and move over (higher*) one string. The 1st finger will now be on the 2nd string.

Here’s an example of keeping part of the chord shape. We’ll switch from D to A7. The 1st 
and 2nd fingers stay on the 2nd fret and over one string (lower*). Take the 3rd finger off.

Let’s switch back to A7. Move the 1st and 2nd fingers back to the 3rd and 1st strings. 
Place the 3rd finger down on the 2nd string, 3rd fret. Can you see how keeping the 1st 
and 2nd fingers in the same relative shape saves movement and mental energy?

Common Chord Shapes
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This next one I use a lot. We’re going to move from the Cadd9 to a four-finger G chord. 
What makes this particularly interesting is we’ll be able to use both the common chord 
shape principle and pivot fingers.

As you can see from the diagram, the 3rd and 4th fingers act as pivot fingers. They stay 
put as you move the 1st and 2nd fingers from the 5th and 4th strings to the 6th and 5th 
strings. The 1st and 2nd fingers keep their shape. Try it out on your guitar. 

These are a few examples of common chord movements. There are many more. Pay 
attention to opportunities to use pivot fingers, guide fingers, and common chord 
shapes as you practice switching chords.

Ultimately, you want all the fingers to switch using the least amount of movement 
possible... and without thinking! These strategies will get you there faster.

They’re kind of like using training wheels when learning to ride a bike. At first, they’re 
helpful habits to adopt that make switching chords easier and train your fingers to 
move efficiently. Eventually, they’ll fade into the background of your consciousness as 
you glide from one chord to another effortlessly.

* When I talk about lower or higher strings on the guitar I’m referring to pitch, not physical 
position. The 1st string (high E) is higher than the 2nd string (B) and so on. The lowest string is the 
6th string (low E, the fat one).
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Start With Individual Chords4.
Attempting to master chord transitions is futile unless you can finger the individual chord 
quickly.

The key point is “quickly”. Often what happens is students finger the chord several times 
and assume they know the chord well enough. I call that an intellectual understanding. 
There’s still a slight delay between thought and action.

This may be enough to play the chord and possibly struggle through a song. It’s not 
sufficient to switch between chords smoothly and in time. The solution is to practice 
fingering each chord until you can finger the chord quickly by itself. For this, we’ll use 
the Chord Fingering Xcelerator.

Memorize the chord shapes before you start. Here’s how...

Step1 - Finger the chord. Take your fingers off about a half-inch above the fretboard. 
Place them back. Repeat until you can do it without looking at a chord diagram. 

Step 2 - Finger the chord. Take your fingers off and shake your hand. Then put the 
fingers back. Do this repeatedly until you can form the chord without hesitation.

Congratulations! You’ve memorized the chord shape and are ready to start the exercise.

17



realguitarsuccess.com

Choose two chords to switch between. Start with one and follow these steps. If a step is 
easy, move on to the next step. I’ll use the D chord and the G chord for this example.

When you can form both chords accurately wIthIn 1 count, you’re ready to practIce 
changIng between the chords.

OccasIonally, students slow down the count as they change chords. That’s okay, and It’s 
not “wrong”. But use a metronome to make sure you can change wIthIn 1 “real” count 
before movIng on. 

1. Start with your hand on your knee (image i). Raise your hand (image ii) and form 
the D chord while counting to 5 (image iii). You have a count of 5 to form the 
chord. You can strum the chord to make sure the notes are accurate. Repeat this 
several times.

2. Repeat the same process, this time counting to 4. You have 4 counts to form the 
chord. Repeat this several times.

3. Repeat the process, this time counting to 3. We’re progressively reducing the time 
to switch.

4. Same thing... 2 counts.

5. Finally, the same thing... 1 count.

6. Repeat the entire process with the next chord. We’ll use the G chord.

The Chord Fingering Xcelerator

i i i i i i
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See The Chord5.
No, this is not some mysterious New Age practice.

I’ve analyzed the habits and mindsets of expert guitar players for years. I wanted to figure 
out what they do differently. Here’s what I’ve discovered.

Competent guitar players see an image of the coming chord before they switch. It’s so 
ingrained that it’s become second nature.

Guitarists develop this skill after many hours of switching between chords. With practice, 
you’ll eventually acquire the same habit.

The keyword here is “eventually”. If you go about it by playing songs and chord 
progressions, the process could take hundreds of hours.

The good news is you can speed this process up by conscious practice. This practice 
involves seeing the next chord in your mind before switching. Then make the switch.

Start with just a couple of chords and practice visualizing the coming chord. Then move 
your fingers to the new chord.

Try to see in your mind where your fingers will end up. It doesn’t have to be a perfect 
image. People have different natural abilities to see images in their minds. Some see 
clear pictures. Others have a fuzzy sense of what it looks like. Either is fine. The effort 
produces an improvement regardless of how clear the image is.

After spending some time doing this, try adding a very slow beat with a metronome and 
play the Chord Switching Game.
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The Chord Switching Game6.
I learned this game from the excellent guitar instructor James Testani at goodguitarist.
com. It goes like this:

Start by choosing two chords. For this example, I’ll use the D chord and the G chord.

Set the metronome at a very slow speed. Most underestimate how slow they need to go. 
It’s best to start slower than you think necessary.

Round #1
1. Count 4 beats in time with the metronome. Try it now. Count 1- 2 - 3 - 4.

2. Start the count again and strum the D chord on beat 1. Move your fingers over to the 
G chord, but don’t strum it yet. The time you have to switch is during beats 2,3 and 4. 
Start switching on beat 2 and make sure you’re ready at the end of beat 4.

3. Strum the G chord on beat 1.

4. Repeat the same process in step #2. After strumming the G chord, move your fingers 
to the D chord during the space of beats 2, 3, and 4. Get ready to strum the D chord 
again on beat 1.

5. Repeat going back and forth.

After doing this several times, you’re ready for Round #2.
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Repeat this several times. When you’re ready (you get to decide) move on to Round #3. 

Round #2
1. Count 4 beats in time with the metronome as you did before.... 1 - 2 - 3 - 4.

2. Strum the D chord on beat 1 and again on beat 2 (two times). Move your fingers 
over to the G chord during beats 3 and 4. Unlike in Round #1 where you had three 
beats to switch, now you only have two. It’s getting more interesting :)

3. Strum the G chord on beats 1 and 2.

4. Start moving your fingers to the D chord during the space of beats 3 and 4. Get 
ready to strum the D chord again on beat 1.

5. Repeat going back and forth.

Round #3
1. Count 4 beats in time with the metronome (you got this... right?) 

2. Strum the D chord on beat 1, beat 2, and beat 3... three times. Move your fingers 
over to the G chord during beat 4. You have one beat to change chords.

3. Strum the G chord on beats 1,2, and 3.

4. Move your fingers to the D chord during beat 4. Get ready to strum the D chord 
again on beat 1.

5. Repeat going back and forth.
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Round #4
1. Start by counting 4 beats in time with the metronome.

2. Count again, this time strumming the D chord on beats 1,2, 3, and 4. four times. 
Move your fingers over to the G after strumming the D chord on beat 4. You have 
roughly 1/2 beat to change chords.

3. Strum the G chord on beats 1,2, 3, and 4.

4. Start moving your fingers over to the D after strumming that last G chord on beat 4.

5. Repeat going back and forth.

I called this round optional because if you’re a beginner, this last round can be quite 
challenging. One strategy is to come back to this last step after doing rounds 1 through 3 
with several chord changes. Coming back to it after getting more experience can make it 
less frustrating.

The goal is to learn to visualize the chord 
before switching. By progressively shrinking 
the time you have to switch, you’re training 
your mind to look ahead.

Go slowly and focus on accuracy. Practice a 
little at a time, preferably every day.

Speed up only when you can do it accurately 
at the slower speed. Then move up in steps.

What’s the 
purpose?
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Imagine A Child7.
It could be your child or someone else’s. Imagine this child learning a new skill like 
walking. Isn’t it easy to be patient and allow them to make mistakes without criticizing 
them? You know they’re going to get it. It’s just a matter of time. 

Now imagine you are that child.

Muster up the same patience and compassion you have for a child. This has several 
enormous benefits.

1) It will reduce tension. Tensing up makes switching smoothly more difficult. In addition, 
your chords are more likely to sound bad. By focusing on patience, you’ll find it easier 
to relax. Tension can become a habit. By relaxing from the beginning, you won’t have to 
break the “tension habit” later.

2) It will also help you lighten up on self-criticism. This will make practicing more 
enjoyable. You’ll practice more often. The more you practice, the faster you’ll be 
switching chords smoothly.

If you stick with it, you’re going to get it. I’ve seen it over and over. Even when it looked 
hopeless. So keep at it. It’s just a matter of time.
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In closing, I want to assure you that this process 
works. In the past, I’ve used lots of different 
exercises. Students would jump from one exercise to 
another without making significant improvements. 
I’ve found it’s more effective to choose the two 
exercises I’ve presented here and stick with them.

By following this method, you’ll be taking advantage 
of years of experience with actual students. It will 
work for you!

If you find you’d like more guidance with this 
process, as well as other aspects of playing guitar, 
join us with a 14-day trial at Real Guitar Success, 
the premium acoustic guitar site for adults. You’ll 
discover how much fun learning guitar can be.

Final thoughts… 
Will it work for me?
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