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Here is the template for effective, focused 
practice: Isolate what it is that you want to 
improve, concentrate on it completely until it 
becomes a correctly ingrained habit, then 
integrate it back into your general playing. 
With as little as 10 minutes of correctly 
guided practice, you may begin breaking 
down barriers. It's all about knowing exactly 
what to practice. Imagine what could happen 
if you started practicing in such a way that 
you could accomplish in 10 minutes what had 
previously taken a week. One thing is certain: 
Your technique would improve exponentially. 
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     Your two hands have to work together. 
The better they work together, or 
synchronize, the more accurate your playing 
becomes. This is also the key to speed, 
particularly when all the notes are picked. 
It's an interesting paradox that the best way 
to improve synchronization and speed is by 
separating the hands and working on them 
independently. But actually, this makes 
sense. Each hand must be capable of per-
forming its part correctly and evenly without 
the help of the other. Until you separate the 
actions of each hand and analyze them, you 
may not notice exactly where the trouble 
spots lie, because one hand may help the 
other "pull you through" difficult parts. 
When each hand's part is mastered, without 
trouble spots or hesitation, you will have 
perfect synchronization. And effortless 
speed is a natural byproduct of this. 

Separate the Hands 

     Finger independence means you can 
move one finger without affecting the others 
too much, or straining to hold them in place. 
In reality, our fingers will never be 100% 
independent due to the physical structure of 
our hands, but get even partway there, and 
your playing will improve by leaps and 
bounds. As the level of tension in your hand 
drops, coordination sharpens, accuracy 
increases, and speed will rise effortlessly. 
     We'll start with the most basic of 
motions, moving just one finger at a time. 
Fig. 1 is a simple chromatic exercise. You 
may have seen this one before, but it's not so 
much the specific notes that are significant 
here—it's really more about how you play 
them. Use a clean tone so you can hear 
exactly what your fingers are doing. Play 
slowly and evenly, and make each finger 
land in the area just behind the metal fret. 
Let each note ring out a bit, but then make 
the transition (hammer-on or pull-off) to the 
next note as quickly and sharply as possible. 
Do you notice any trouble getting one finger 
to accurately land in the designated spot 
consistently? Do you notice one finger 
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hits the string with less force than the 
others? Do you have trouble keeping 
your fingers reasonably close to the 
fretboard? These are all clues as to where 
you lack finger independence. Pay 
attention to these shortcomings, and work 
them out. Move as slowly as necessary, 
getting each finger to move as much as 
possible by itself. Remember, everything 
you play, you play with these four fingers 
(well, almost everything), so even a small 
increase in overall independence and 
control will improve your clarity and 
accuracy. 
     Now let's try a few diatonic scale 
fragments, and things will start to sound a 
little more like music! Check out the first 
two patterns in Fig. 2, using fingers 1, 3, 
and 4 (l = index; 2 = middle; 3 = ring; 4 = 
pinky). Repeat the patterns until they are 
memorized without hesitation. The next 
two patterns in the example apply the 
same contours to the E minor scale, but 
begin on the 2nd string instead of on the 
1st. Although similar, they now require 
slightly different physical mechanics, 
since they use fingers 1,2, and 4. Try 
creating a lick of your own by combining 
these patterns in a different order. 
     Figs. 3A and 3B explore another 
mechanic, this time applied to a three-
¬note-per-string A minor scale. Fig. 3A 
shows scalar lines played in a six-note 
pattern. Fig. 3B combines that mechanic 
with the contour seen in the previous 
example. Don't worry about pushing up 
your speed. Instead, focus on recognizing 
the recurring idea within the patterns, and 
notice how it conforms to the scale shape. 

     Even though the visual impact of 
playing lies in the fret hand, it is actually 
the picking hand that turns out to be more 
difficult to master. We'll begin by getting a 
good, controlled picking motion where it 
is easiest—on only one string at a time. 
Then we will consider crossing between 
strings. I recommend using at least 
medium or heavy picks, because thinner 
ones flex too much and don't allow for a 
truly accurate sense of exactly where the 
tip of the pick is in relation to the string. 
Using heavy picks will seem a little harder 
at first until you learn to "give" a little in 
your fingers. In other words, don't hold the 
pick too tightly! 
     Fig. 4 simplifies the left-hand part and 
focuses on creating a smooth alternate 
picking motion. Angle the pick slightly so 
it doesn't attack the string "dead on," in 
order to help smooth out the downstrokes 
and upstrokes. Practice at a moderate pace, 
and don't worry about speed yet. Work at 
getting an even picking motion that settles 
into a comfortable place. Then gradually 
increase the tempo. 

Getting the Pick 

Motion Happenin’ 
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     Check out the four different minor 
pentatonic patterns shown in Fig. 6. Pick 
through each one to find out which are 
easier and which are more difficult for you. 
Chances are you tend to favor one type of 
cross-string motion, either "inside" or 
"outside" picking, as determined by whether 
the pick attacks the strings from between 
(inside) or lifts over and attacks from the 
opposite direction (outside). After you focus 
on and iron out the weaker of the two, 
however, you'll be able to pick anything 
without a hitch! 
     In the context of diatonic lines, these 
same cross-string mechanics feel a bit 
different. In this situation. we will separate 
the possibilities into four categories: 

     Fig. 5 makes another excellent tremolo 
picking exercise. This is a little harder 
because it's in 32nd notes with the higher 
octave Bs creating an offbeat, rhythmic 
pattern. But if you're comfortable with Fig. 
4, this exercise is a nice step up. 

1) Leading to a higher-sounding string             
with a downstroke. 
2) Leading to a lower-sounding string 
with a downstroke. 
3) Leading to a higher-sounding string 
with an upstroke. 
4) Leading to a lower-sounding string 
with an upstroke. 

     Which one gets employed in any 
particular instance is determined solely by 
the way the notes lay on the fretboard. Start 
with a downstroke and play an even number 
of notes on one string, and you'll be leading 
to the next string with a downstroke. Play 
an odd number of notes, and you'll be 
leading to the next string with an upstroke. 
Fig. 7 demonstrates each of these 
possibilities. 
     Now we can put all that info to work in 
something I call cyclic patterns. Fig. 8 
shows several different scale fragments that 
loop around, or cycle, back to their 
beginning. The A minor fragment crosses 
strings with an upstroke on the way up. and 
a downstroke on the way down. The E 
major fragment leads with a downstroke on 
the way up, and an upstroke on the way 
down. The F# minor fragment is a bit 
longer and covers three strings. In each 
case, try to maintain the same comfortable 
picking feel that you established back in the 
previous single-string examples. (If you 
start to lose your feel, just rip on those 
single-string exercises awhile until you get 
it back.) Keep your picking motions small. 
Notice that some string-crossing points will 
feel easier and others more difficult. If they 
all seem about the same, that means you 
should speed up. At some tempo, a trouble 
spot will appear. 
     To keep you fresh. let's try something 

Cross-string Picking 

Mechanics 

http://www.music44.com/x/&source=stetina_July2000
http://www.stetina.com/
http://www.stetina.com/
http://www.music44.com/X/products/pentatonic_guitar&source=stetina_July2000


 

Go back to Fig. 3A, and play through it 
again, but this time, pick every note and see 
just how much devastation you can wreak. 
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     Not every lick is picked consistently, of 

course. What happens to the basic alternate 

picking format in rhythmic lines or when 

playing hammer-ons and pull-offs? It works 

kind of like strumming. You want to skip the 

pick attack for just those subdivisions that are 

not picked so you maintain the essential 

momentum. 

     The arpeggiated phrase in Fig. 10 shows 

alternate picking in the context of a 

syncopated, rhythmic line. The subdivisions 

that are not picked—whether rests or pull-

¬offs—are simply skipped without affecting 

the general down/up/down/up momentum. 

Furthermore, the picking is determined entirely 

by rhythm, without regard to the physical 

locations of strings. Use this approach as the 

basic guideline when learning new licks, and 

you'll find that it easily accommodates 

virtually any phrase. 

     If you really want to iron out a difficult 
cross-string picking mechanic, make it 
more difficult! That's right, cross over to a 
nonadjacent string at the point you are 
having trouble. After you practice that for a 

sounds as groups of three. It's a good idea to 
create small cyclic patterns out of the lick 
and work up your speed on each fragment 
one at a time. Then put all the pieces back 
together again. 
     Three-note-per-string scales are ideal for 
ravaging the fretboard with just a single, 
repeated, alternate-picking mechanic. 

that's less exercise and more musical. Fig. 9 
uses all the cross-string picking motions in a 
fairly shredded arpeggio lick. Measure I 
leads exclusively to new strings with 
downstrokes, while measure 2 leads 
primarily with upstrokes. Although the 
pattern lies on the fretboard in what appears 
to be groups of two, rhythmically, it 

Dealing with Rhythmic Lines 

Crank It Up a Notch 
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while, the original trouble spot will seem 
relatively easy! Plus, string skipping just 
sounds cool. Let's say, for example, you're 
having trouble getting your upstroke to 
hook over the next higher-sounding string 
after picking three notes on a lower¬ 
sounding string (that's the main trouble 
spot in those handy three-note-per-string 
runs), or maybe you just want to get that 
motion faster. If this is the case, try 
practicing the exercise in Fig. 11A. Don't 
let that nasty, complex-looking rhythmic 
monstrosity (5:4) get in your way. It 
simply means you need to play five groups 
of three notes evenly in the space of two 
beats. The way to nail it is to look for the 
mechanics it uses, pull them out, and 
arrange them into a cyclic pattern with a 
more "user-friendly" rhythm—which I 
have done for you in Fig. 11B. Practice it 
this way until you can do it without 
thinking, and then you can try cramming in 
the notes to achieve the desired rhythm. 
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     After you've got a feel for the alternate¬ 
picking format, you'll be ready to consider 
sweeping. Sweep picking basically turns the 
"rules" of alternate picking upside down, so 
it's best not to confuse yourself by trying to 
learn both systems simultaneously. I'm not 
saying you have to be an alternate picking 
shred-king before starting this, but at least 

Sweep Technique 
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get to a point where you're able to 
maintain an alternate picking motion by 
habit. without thinking, at a moderate 
speed. 
     Fig. 12 is a good place to start because 
it concentrates on three strings. This 
arpeggiated, neoclassical-style chord 
progression is in A minor. Start by 
placing your fret-hand fingers in position, 
but don't press the strings down to the 
fretboard. Press the first note down as 
you pick the 3rd string with a 
downstroke. Then release pressure on 
that note, and press the second note down 
to the fretboard as you pick the 2nd string 
(with another downstroke). Release 
pressure on that note and press the third 
note down as you pick the 1st string (with 
another downstroke). Taken together, it's 
like your fret hand "rolls" pressure across 
the fretboard from one string to the next. 
At the same time, your picking hand 
performs three downward strokes across 
the strings. Next comes the upstroke 
sweep. Catch the high A note with a 
upstroke, pull off to E, and catch the C 
with another upstroke. 
     When performed quickly, all the 
downward and upward picks "blur" into a 
seemingly continuous sweep, similar to a 
strum. But it is a very well-timed strum in 
that each string is picked precisely when 
the left hand is allowing just that note to 
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     In the end, what matters is that you 
gain sufficient technique to express music 
the way you want to. For years, my goal 
was one of total mastery of the instrument, 
and, to me, that meant reaching a place 
where I could play any sequence of notes 
as fast as I wanted without limitation. 
     That may or may not be your goal, but 
if it is, realize that others have done it. If 
speed and technique light a fire under 
your butt, I'll bet you can achieve this 
goal, too. It doesn't mean you have to play 
fast all the time. It's about gaining the 
freedom to express whatever is in your 
musical imagination. 

ring out. In the beginning stages, it is often 
more useful to think of each separate pick 
attack as its own pick motion, so that your 
timing stays more synchronized. 

Troy Stetina is a guitarist and freelance 

writer living in the Milwaukee area. His 

latest CD is the instrumental guitar release 

Exottica, on ModRock Records. Listen to it 

at www.stetina.com. For more on speed 

mechanics, check out Speed Mechanics for 

Lead Guitar 

Final Rap 

For more free guitar lessons, tips and advice, visit Troy Stetina online at Stetina.com 

Assembled by www.Music44.com 

http://www.music44.com/x/&source=stetina_July2000
http://www.stetina.com/
http://www.stetina.com/
http://www.stetina.com
http://www.music44.com/X/products/speed_mechanics&source=stetina_July2000
http://www.music44.com/X/products/speed_mechanics&source=stetina_July2000

