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ACOUSTIC guitar ADVICE with
the RSL Learning Platform
We’re always looking for an excuse to shake up the routine. Anything that will stop
us falling off that practice-train whilst keeping our skills in check is a winner in our
books, and that’s exactly what the RSL Learning Platform can do for you!
Yes, the time has come to let you know that
the RSL Learning Platform is now fully installed
with all Rockschool Acoustic grades. From
Debut to grade 8, you can use this online app
to practise your pieces, your scales and even
your sight reading!

To help you get started, we thought we’d share our top tips
when it comes to tackling the art of sight reading. We’ve
also reminded you of all the reasons you should practise
your scales regularly – we know how difficult it is to stay
motivated for that! You’ll also find a celebration of the top 10
tunes across our Acoustic grades, voted for by you, and even
a breakdown of our favourite acoustic guitar players! There’s
bound to be one in there that you’ll love.

Get stuck in!
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Tackling Your
Sight Reading
Guitar sight reading is a notoriously difficult nut to crack.
Coordinating your left hand with your right, making sure
your technique is spot on, and reading the music in front of
you all adds up to a potentially overwhelming experience.
Processing this information quickly and in a pressurized
exam situation may be daunting, but remember that sight
reading is a skill which can be worked on and improved. It’s
time we made friends with sight reading, and got those skills
up to scratch.
We’ve put together a step-by-step guide that you can use
every time you sit down to practise sight reading. It will give
you a focus for your practice and leave you calmer in the
exam so you can compose yourself and trot through the
sight reading section in a measured way.
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Step 1 – What IS that key?

Step 2 – Do I Know These Rhythms?

It may sound obvious, but as we all know,
sometimes even the glaring facts go out the
window in our sight-reading-panic. It’s really
important that the first thing we pay attention to
is our key signature. Knowing what sharps or flats
you’re dealing with is imperative to feeling more
secure in the piece you’re about to embark on.
You might even want to have a quick run through
of the scale to really get those accidentals under
your fingers.

At this point, you’ll want to have a quick glance
over the extract to assess what is happening
rhythmically. You might know most of the rhythms
presented to you, however, there may be a few
moments that you feel need a little more attention
- and that’s cool! Remember, you have 90 seconds
of practice time in the exam, which may not seem
like a lot, but it certainly allows plenty of time to
play through the bits you’re unsure of.

continued...

Tackling Your
Sight Reading
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Step 3 – Fingers!

Step 4 – Are There Any Patterns?

You could nail all the key signatures and rhythms
in the world, but it’s no good if you’re going to be
tripping over yourself from start to finish. The least
we can do is not get in our own way! The simple
solution to this is to make sure there are no glaringly
obvious technical challenges when we first look at
the extract. Which hand is moving where? Are you
strumming or picking? Ask yourself some questions
before diving into the music.

The fourth and final step is to take note of any
patterns that you may recognise. Remember that
in practising for a grade exam you will have learnt
various scales, chords and arpeggios which will all
crop up in the music you play – whether that be your
sight reading test or just at home with your favourite
song book! If you can pick them out in your examextract, you’ll find it much easier to get through it.

the exam!
What exactly are we practising for?

BEFORE THE EXAM!

Whilst we’re practising our sight reading for hours on
end, it’s important to be familiar with the format in
which this will take place in the exam.

Read your grade book. This will tell you how many
bars of music you can expect to read, the tempo you
will be expected to play them at, and what keys you
might come up against. This will be specific to each
grade, so it’s important not to overlook!

We don’t want you to have spent lots of time
practising, to then be shaken by other factors like the
timing, backing track or metronome.
So, here’s a quick breakdown of the exam and some
things for you to incorporate in your practice at
home:
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DURING THE EXAM!
1.
2.
3.
4.

Learn more
about our exam
options here!

Examiner will place the sight reading test in front
of you.
You have 90 seconds to practise it.
Examiner will play the backing track, with a one
bar count in. This time is for you to practise with it!
Examiner will play the backing track, with a one
bar count in. This time for REAL!

You have a choice. You can decide whether or not to
play with or without a metronome!

Revealed:
Top 10
Acoustic
Tracks!
Ever wondered which Rockschool
Acoustic tunes were most popular?
Wonder no more! Here we have
the 10 most popular Rockschool
Acoustic tracks as voted for by you,
the musicians. Interestingly, there’s no
room for Jeff Buckley or Tay-Tay, film
soundtracks prove popular, and one
band has two songs in the top 5 alone!
Read on to discover who came out on
top…
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10. Shallow – Lady Gaga
& Bradley Cooper

9. Nothing Else Matters –
Metallica

To kick off our list is the inimitable
duo of Lady Gaga & Bradley Cooper,
whose iconic duet ‘Shallow’ nestles
nicely in our grade 2 syllabus. A slightly
more challenging piece for beginners,
‘Shallow’ is still a great song to play as
a more advanced guitarist. And if you
have some pipes on you, why not sing
along to Gaga’s soaring vocals? We
know we will!

As you might expect, there’s quite a
few metalheads at Rockschool HQ, so
there were huge celebrations when
it was announced as an addition to
our Acoustic syllabus. This ditty is
sitting pretty at grade 4, placing it
at an intermediate level in terms of
difficulty. One of Metallica’s most
popular songs, it became a mainstay
of their live performances for many
years. They even played it in the encore
at their triumphant gig in Twickenham
Stadium, just a stone’s throw away from
our Head Office!

buy
now

8. Shape of My Heart - Sting
Your eighth favourite Acoustic track
is this stone-cold classic by Sting.
Arranged for grade 6, this piece is
no walk in the park, but is a really
satisfying one to play if you can pull it
off. Channel your inner Sting and work
on moving around the fretboard to
keep a legato feel and you’ll be up and
running in no time!

e
You’ll find all of thes
multiple
pieces, along with
the RSL
backing tracks, on
Learning Platform!

buy
now

7. I’m Yours – Jason Mraz

buy
now
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This cheerful classic by happy-go-lucky
scamp Jason Mraz was a breakout hit
for the American singer-songwriter way
back when in 2009. The song became
an undisputed anthem, even earning
Mraz a Grammy nomination for Song
of the Year. Unfortunately he lost out to
industry nice boys, Coldplay, but we’re
sure he’ll be consoled by a place on our
Debut syllabus.
Click the video above to watch!

buy
now

6. Tears in Heaven –
Eric Clapton

5. While My Guitar Gently
Weeps – The Beatles

Unlike ‘I’m Yours’, Eric Clapton’s ‘Tears
in Heaven’ did pick up the Best Song
of the Year Grammys in 1993. The
circumstances that brought about this
song are beyond tragic, but the song
remains one of the most beautiful
acoustic guitar pieces from the last
thirty years. You can find it in our grade
5 syllabus, and be sure to listen to the
Unplugged version if you get a chance!

Part of our grade 8 book, our
arrangement is no walk in the park,
but it is a beautiful version of a classic
– hats off to our Academic boffins for
their work on this one! Perhaps George
Harrison’s greatest song, this number
lets you explore a whole range of
mesmerising textures and colourful
sounds from the comfort of your
fretboard.

buy
now

4. Everybody Hurts – R.E.M.
Musicians of a certain age may know
this song from the 2010 charity single
that raised funds to help the residents
of Haiti in the wake of a devastating
earthquake. Although that version
featured a first class line up of stars
including Mariah Carey, Michael Bublé,
and Kylie Minogue, the arrangement on
our grade 2 syllabus resembles R.E.M.’s
original. The challenge in this tune is to
get those arpeggiated lines sounding
slick as you move between chords. Get
those right and you’ll be on to a winner!
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buy
now

3. The Man Who Sold the World
– David Bowie
Whether you know the Nirvana cover
or Bowie’s original, ‘The Man Who
Sold the World’ is a certified anthem.
Complete with one of the rockiest riffs
around, our grade 3 level arrangement
of this classic focuses on getting your
strumming technique sharp while
giving you a chance to shine with an
epic guitar solo. Watch out for the jump
between time signatures too! There’s
a reason Bowie’s music is revered as
some of the best and most interesting
pop, rock, and indeed roll music of the
past hundred years!

buy
now

buy
now

2. Let It Go – Frozen

1. Blackbird – The Beatles

The second most popular track on
our list is ‘Let It Go’ from the Disney
smash hit ‘Frozen’. This one’s so good
we arranged it twice! Well, not really…
but our superstar guitarist, educator
and all-round good guy, Giorgio Serci,
has arranged ‘Let It Go’ as a duet that
can be played by a teacher and their
student. At grade 2, it’s not the most
technically challenging piece on this
list, but the relative technical simplicity
allows you to really think about
dynamics and how two instruments
can work together to create a luscious
acoustic soundscape.

Drum roll please! The iconic Beatles
track ‘Blackbird’ is your favourite
Rockschool guitar piece. It continues
to be as popular as ever among
teachers, students, and musicians of all
backgrounds. A fairly straightforward
song, its chromatic movement make
the song a favourite with jazz musicians
and Rockschool aficionados. Congrats
to Paul, George, John, and Ringo
– topping this list is probably their
biggest achievement to date.

RSL STAFF
FAVOURITES
Who are the top 10 acoustic guitar
players of all time? Well that’s not for us
to decide, but we did manage to consult
our dedicated team at RSL HQ to see
who their faves were – and here are the
musicians who came up!
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Bob Dylan

Sister Rosetta Tharpe

He may have retired the ol’ six-string these days, but
back in the day Dylan started a folk revolution with
nothing but a beat-up old acoustic and a suitcase full
of songs.

The gospel-singing, guitar-goddess paved the way
for rock'n'roll royalty such as Elvis and Chuck Berry,
influencing everyone from Miranda Lambert to Bob
Dylan along the way.

Dylan wasn’t the most technical player (although
he was a lot better than some people give him
credit for), but it was the way he made constructing
affecting, razor sharp songs look so effortless that led
a legion of earnest young strummers to pick up the
guitar – transforming music history in the process.
His playing consisted of elaborate fingerpicking,
open tunings, ear-catching runs and an impeccable
sense of rhythm – a foundation that a legend was
eventually built upon.

Whether she was wielding a Dobro acoustic guitar
or her electric Gibson SG, Sister Rosetta Tharpe is
criminally ignored when it comes to the retelling of
rock’n’roll. Without her, modern music as it is today
would not be the same. A spellbinding singer and
guitarist, pioneers such as Chuck Berry, Elvis, Carl
Perkins, Little Richard and Jerry Lee Lewis are all in
some way influenced by her mesmeric performances.
The 1963 Blues and Gospel Train TV show
performance in particular, was a huge influence
on British blues players of the time, including
Clapton, Beck and Page (who all acknowledged the
transformative impact of Tharpe’s playing).

Robert Johnson

Bert Jansch

Nick Drake

Robert Johnson. Where do we even begin. A man
whose fabled mysticism, guitar skills and cultural
influence, would be hard for anyone in the history of
music to match.

Bert Jansch is a player’s player, cited as a vital
influence for an array of musicians who view his
distinctive playing style as an essential ingredient in
their own development.

Drake’s melodic masterpieces of melancholic verse
and labyrinthine tunings took English folk traditions
and moulded new, mesmerising creations.

Johnson's poorly documented life and premature
death gave rise to one of the biggest legends in
American folklore. The one most closely associated
with his life is that he sold his soul to the devil at a
local crossroads in order to attain the musical ability
to become a virtuoso bluesman almost overnight.

Founding member of the band Pentangle, Jansch is
one of the true pathfinders of the British folk music
scene. Bert began performing his unique synthesis of
folk, blues and jazz in the early 1960s, having hitchhiked to London from his hometown of Edinburgh.

Recognised as one of the original masters of the
Delta blues, Johnson’s fingers created magic that
people are still trying figure out. Between 1936-39 he
recorded 29 songs that are a vital strain in the DNA
of all popular music we hear today. From a ghostly,
scratchy void those few scant recordings beam in
from another age and remain raw proof of a talent
that defies explanation even today.
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His complex, intricate fingerpicking accompanied
a prolific discography of dark, brooding songs that
collectively established his reputation as a groundbreaking artist. Bert’s playing style included a good
deal of improvisation, bending the strings and
varying the time signatures to fit the natural rhythm
of the words of a song. An acoustic guitar icon,
without doubt.

The singer-songwriter was in possession of a singular
vision and dedication to his art that produced some
of the most affecting acoustic music ever recorded.
Though he failed to find a wide audience during
his lifetime, his work has since achieved wider
recognition to generations of music fans who regard
his work as sacred pieces of art.
Although Drake only recorded three albums
during his brief lifetime, his ethereal magic remains
something mysterious and unrepeatable. Haunting
and timeless. Never a note missed.

Eric Clapton

James Taylor

Antônio Carlos Jobim

Reinvented as one of the modern icons of acoustic
blues music, Eric ‘Slowhand’ Clapton has the whole
package as a player: tone, technique, reverence for
the source material, the lot.

As fine a fingerpicker as there has been in popular
music, Taylor’s thoughtful, contemplative songs of
immense depth and emotional courage solidified him
as a legendary singer-songwriter of the highest order.

Widely considered one of Brazil's greatest and most
innovative musicians of the twentieth century, Jobim
internationalised bossa nova, merging it with jazz
in the 1960s to create a new sound with remarkable
success.

Here’s a fact for you: Clapton is the only three-time
inductee to the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. Once
as a solo artist and separately as a member of the
Yardbirds and of Cream. It is unlikely that in a list of
the greatest guitar players of all time, that his name
will not be mentioned.

It took a huge amount of endeavour and bravery
before he finally broke through in the early 1970s,
becoming an American institution and selling 100
million albums in the process. Taylor continues to be
esteemed as a songwriter and performer whose work
speaks to people's inner emotional lives around the
world.

After his early rock‘n’roll years carving out iconic
tracks, fiery leads and crystal-clear tones, Clapton
embarked on a solo career that now spans more than
40 years and includes a pair of No. 1 albums and a
No. 1 single. His journey from young guitar god to
elder blues statesman is a rare thing, and it’s arguably
his acoustic side – including one of the best MTV
Unplugged albums – that has secured his legacy
forever.
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His gentle tenor was accompanied by a complex web
of chord changes rooted in Appalachian folk, and
the country music of legends such as Hank Williams.
In 2000, Taylor was inducted into both the Rock and
Roll Hall of Fame and the Songwriters Hall of Fame,
followed by the Presidential Medal of Freedom in
November 2015.

Jobim was an innovator in the use of sophisticated
harmonic structures in popular song. Some of his
melodic twists, like the use of the major seventh of
the chord, became commonplace in jazz after he
used them.
The ‘Father of Bossa Nova’ has had his songs
performed by many singers and instrumentalists
ever since, with a large number of them commonly
included in jazz and pop standard repertoires. The
song "Garota de Ipanema" (The Girl from Ipanema),
for example, has been recorded over 240 times by
other artists!

Django Reinhardt

Tommy Emmanuel

You may be familiar with the Django story, but the actual
recorded evidence is something else altogether. The gypsy
swing genius was formidably fast across the frets, yes, but
his playing was also full of a romanticism that belongs to
another century altogether.

Emmanuel could make barbed-wire stretched across
a skateboard sound slick. Super-sound-finger-speed,
complex chords and techniques supported by terrific
tone and incredible percussive effects – Tommy
Emmanuel has the whole package.

At 18, Django was involved in a life-threatening fire that
almost caused him to lose one of his legs. During an
18-month recovery period, he was given an acoustic guitar
to pass the time, whereby he created a whole new fingering
system built around the two fingers on his left hand that
still had full mobility – the fourth and fifth digits on the left
hand were permanently curled towards the palm due to the
tendons shrinking from the heat of the fire.

Although originally a session player in many bands,
Emmanuel has carved out his own style as a solo
artist over the years, releasing award-winning albums
and singles over five decades. He was named "Best
Acoustic Guitarist" in its Guitar Player Magazines
readers' poll, not once, but twice. If this isn’t enough
to convert you, you’ll just have to check him out
yourself. Don’t blame us if you spend the rest of your
day on his YouTube channel though.

Django is revered as much for his feel, tone and expression as
much his technical ability. A master of his art whose influence
is felt far and wide, Django is proof that talent and hard-work
will always find a way to create something truly special.
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If you've got a favourite musician that
hasn't been included you've probably
been screaming at your screen. It's
understandable. You want the world to
know about them. Well, we're not adverse
to taking on some recommendations. If
you'd like to leave us your own nomination,
go follow us on social media @RSLAwards
and let us know who we’ve missed!

4 Reasons to
Practise Your
Scales
We all know that scales are an important part of our
guitar practice, but sometimes we need that little
reminder as to why we spend so many hours with
our fingers going up and down those strings – we
promise there are many! So, without further ado, here
are our 4 top reasons to practise your scales (with
some little practice tips along the way).
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1. Keys!
It might be stating the obvious that scales help us to learn
our keys, but there is more to this than meets the eye.
We are learning these keys because this will mean that
we can identify patterns within our sight reading and our
performance pieces. If you can get the scales ingrained into
your hands and brain, you will find your general reading of
music improves greatly.

2. Muscle Memory
You can almost view scales as an exercise in getting to
know the guitar. It’s incredibly important to develop muscle
memory so that we don’t need to be constantly looking at
our hands, freeing us up to look at the notes on the page
instead! It’s almost like we’re mapping out the guitar, and by
doing so, we will feel more at home in everything we play.

Practice Tip!

Shake it up a little
.
Change the rhyt
hm,
articulation, and
even the dynam
ics of
your scales. This
will
keep practice mor
e
interesting, but
will
also benefit you
when
you come across
scale
fragments within
your pieces.

continued...

4 Reasons to
Practise Your
Scales
3. Timing and Rhythm

Practice Tip!

Use a metronome. You
can start of slowly
and build up the spee
d as you get more
comfortable with the
scale. Using the RSL
Learning Platform, yo
u can have the notes of
the scale in front of yo
u and use the inbuilt
metronome feature!
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Scales require maximum control in every way. They
are a precise exercise in rhythmic stability and
consistency, so by practising them daily, your sense of
timing and rhythm will be drastically improved.

4. Dexterity
Ideally, we want our hands to be agile and flexible
when playing the guitar. We want to be able to dart
easily around the fretboard, smoothly perform fiddly
and tricky bits, and have a general sense of fluidity
without any discomfort. For all of these things, scales
are your friend! These skills will transfer noticeably
into your performance pieces too.

