TUTORIAL: Learning Songs On The Fly
“Go ahead. Pick a song — any song!”

It's one thing to learn a song from a lesson that provided, but it's a horse of a different colanen

you decide to tackle one on your own. While sommegsare extremely easy to figure out, others can be
downright frustrating. My goal in this tutorial ig take you step-by-step through a few techniques y
can use to quickly play any song in only a few nésu

Important Notes

1. While this technigue will work for any song, pleasalize that if you have chosen an extremely
difficult or rare song you might need to spendwa fieinutes more on it.

2. Just because you can learn how to strum and simg &b a song does NOT mean you will make
it all the way through it without errors. No mattenat you'll still need to practice it so that you
can fine tune the creative engine that goes alatigitv

3. You may run into chord that you are unfamiliar witlmis is part of the process, but I'll give you
a few tips and links that will help you work withds than normal chord shapes.

Step 1: Decide on ONE Song

While this seems obvious, it can be one of thed®trsteps. I'm sure there are dozens — even hundfed
songs you want to learn, but for now you need tid#eon one particular song that is either easgt or
least relatively easy. Here are a few things tacafar now:

» Songs originally performed on piano: This isn’'t aj@ a big deal, but if you want to learn songs from
Elton John, Billy Joel, Lady Gaga, Little RichaFdeddie Mercury, etc. you'll find that many of
these musician’s songs are actually a bit difficult

Take for example the song “Walking in Memphis” byal Cohn. This song is basically F, C, G,
and Am the entire time, excluding the crazy briddewever, because this song is performed on
piano, the only way you'll play it is if you aregpared for some intermediate fingerstyle. The
real issue here is that the chords come way taddabasic guitar strumming. Even if you
applied only power chords, the movement is justiigek. In the case of this particular song, it's
not about weird chord shapes — it's about playigbili

» Songs that feature a variety of key changes: Bt always a big deal either, but if when listanin
to a song you find that the ‘feel’ of it drastigaflhanges, odds are there is a ‘change’ — a keygeha

The song “The Gambler” by Kenny Rogers is an exarpl song that CAN be played, even
though there is a key change. The change takes filam E to F, so really it's not a big change
either vocally or with the chords involved. WitreteZ Strummer series, | usually take songs that
DO have key changes and omit them if possible (et by Michael Jackson is an example of

a song that contains key changes in which | omifi&eé song itself is hard enough to sing and
play — correctly). It DOES affect the integritythie song at times, but not always. Besides, what



we’'re learning with EZ Strummer is not theory adieimse song structuring — we're concerned
with playing chords and singing at the same tiraeen if the singing isn’t always top-notch.

A different example of a song that DOES contain &egnges is another Michael Jackson song.
It's called “Earth Song” and changes key from Enfr#tn. Again it's not a BIG change, but it is
a change nonetheless and is very vocally challgnginere are a ton of songs that do this, but
realize that when you first start trying to leaomgs on the fly, a key change can and usually will
affect the entire end or beginning performance.

Quick Note: How do we know if there is a key change? Withaeitigg into too much confusing theory,
the main thing you'll notice is a change in struetu

For example: A given song has a Verse 1 progresdigdim — C — F — G and is played

throughout the entire first verse. Let's say yoyNayed through two verses that have the same
progression, a chorus that had a standard progressid now you're at the third verse. Verse 3
has a progression of A— E — D — A. | just chose @al quick as an example. What has happened
here is a key change from minor to Major. An A ntinow becomes an A Major. This is a key
change. It's an instant red flag. The song “Sonmethby The Beatles (George Harrison) changes
key at least three times! While not all key changesextremely noticeable, usually you will hear
them — or as | like to say — ‘feel them.’

» Watch out for a difficult combination of songs: Wriunately | can’t avoid this, but you can. Even
though the focus of Step 1 is to ‘pick one songamnot stress enough that when you begin building
your song arsenal you must be careful of the sgagsare choosing. When | produced the 5 DVD,
100 song strumming collection | had a HUGE varigtgongs to play for you. One minute I'm
working on “Talk Dirty to Me” by Poison and the nexinute I'm working on “Mean” by Taylor
Swift. There’s a vast difference as you know. ittd that those songs are hard to play — it’s juat t
those songs are quite different in their approHcfou can play both of these songs one right after
another then you have no worries. You're rightangét with creating song diversity for a live set o
a gig. However, not all of us can do this repegte@ften you can get by with a few songs of
different styles, but as you keep going you'll finot only are you literally ‘confusing your own
voice’ you are also creating an awkward feelingyfour audience. Again, we're not focused on
building a set list, but | wanted to touch basemking songs that are in an odd combination based
on learning them. Everything between the two sdpgst mentioned is different. The chords, the
singing, the strumming and even the attitude —'tbefl just completely different. Wait until youea
100% ready to do such a thing or you'll end upthated.

So, you've found the song you want to learn andeady to get started? Let's begin.
Step 2: Song Research

Don’t worry — there isn’'t really much to it. This really the true ‘skin and bones’ of learning aoyg, so
be sure you pay close attention to this stepebtactly how | am able to get so many songs dore in
short period of time. Of course, | don’'t spend aorenous amount of time on any one song, because my
focus with the EZ Strummer series is to provide wailn a guide in learning a variety of songs. | don
always sing the best — and the chords | use aretsoes highly over-simplified, but | also leaveit to



you to build to or take away from the lesson | pdewou. Remember — it's about what YOU can do with
a song. The following points should be approachE@ER you’'ve decided on your song.

Go to YouTube.comand enter the song title. It's the easiest wdisten to a song and often
offers other variations from other musicians, kaiateur and pro. Sometimes you'll find actual
performances and sometimes you'll find ‘user-creat@eos. As long as the song is there it
doesn’t matter.

Listen to the songuntil you reach the first chorus, or major charigea song like “All Along the
Watchtower” you won't hear a dramatic differencén®en the verse and chorus, so this is an
example that you could listen to all the way thioifgyou’d like. However, a song such as
“Lucky” by Jason Mraz and Colbie Caillat has a ctetgly different approach from the verse to
the chorus. When you listen to the song and heat sdunds like a change of some sort, be sure
to stop listening.

Search for the song onlinaising keywords such as “lucky chords jason mrazi’ @dds are

you'll find a version. (Hint: | NEVER try to decigh the chords myself unless | can't find
someone’s version elsewhere — it is totally notttvgour time.)

View the chord structure from the version you’ve found. Often you'll findegthsongs are right

in key, but you'll often find the opposite as w&bmetimes the versions are just plain wrong.
The lyrics aren't all that important. If you findvarsion that includes the lyrics, great. If you
don't, there’'s no need to worry. You really jusedehe chords anyway. Now that you have the
song pulled up, go back to the version you saw onTYibe.

Lightly play along with the song. If there is an intro to the songy'tiooncern yourself with that
for now. You're just listening to the chord struguo see if it fits in some way or another. After
you've pressed play on YouTube and listened (re¢ed) through the intro (if applicable) the
overall theme should start coming in. It doesn’tteraf the song starts with a chorus or a verse.
Once you get into the real idea of the song, yondtantly know whether or not the version
you've found is going to work. If the core ‘feelf the song is there, you'll be able to work with
the song. Here are some important points:

a. If the version you pulled up says to begin with a €hord, and it sounds like it might
actually be a C7 chord, realize that the song isiitplayable. It could just mean that
the song has been stripped to an even easier versihan necessary. There are a ton
of absolute beginners out there, and a C7 chord ctullook terrifying even though it
really isn’t. Of course, the advantage of taking lessons thranghs that | take care of
all of this for you so you'll never have to worryaut the accuracy of overall chord
formations — I've gotten rather accustomed to heguand seeing the errors after so
many years.

b. Pay very special attention to any instructional nats given (when they are given) to
guarantee that you are playing a particular song wh a capo or not, tuning
appropriately, and even whether or not the song itdf is even in the original key
*This happens often and for an assortment of reagosseng DOES NOT need to be in
the original key to be played. The key could hdasnged because of a capo, tuning, or
just for ease of vocals. | always try to provide ygth a song closest to the key of the
original — and sometimes my vocals suffer forliutyou don’t necessarily need to worry



about that when learning songs on your own. Singtidels natural. Take for example
“You're Beautiful” by James Blunt. It calls for aapo on the eighth fret, and unless you
know how to sing in octaves — something I'm notgioad at myself — you might find it to
be entirely too high in pitch to sing. Simply mtive capo to a lower fret number, or
remove it entirely. Play around with that idea arali might be surprised at how the
song itself changes the tone or ‘feel’ instantly.)

Step 3: Dissecting the Song

So far you've (1) found the song (2) listened ta it to determine relative accuracy and (3) dettid
whether or not the version you've found feels pldgaNow it's time to dissect it. This, more than
anything, isnot a step-by-step approach, but an overall task.

* Remember not to worry about the intro yet. Amans not always the same as the verse, chorugdari
solo, etc. and can be addressed after the corepbhas been implemented.

You have the song queued on YouTube. You haveltbelmames from wherever you found the song.
You agree that (let's say) the verse you're lisigrio on YouTube from the song itself sounds reddyi
close to the chord names you have in front of yadds are the overall chord progression you've fasnd
probably pretty close. The version you found miggte a few omitted chords or added chords that are
(1) technically incorrect because of name, shayge(2) the lyrics — if applicable, are completelsong
and/or (3) the key seems off — which is probablyekending on the song itself. (Remember that the
version you find might be more suitable for thatso&’s vocal. A man singing a song originally fram
woman — or vice versa — will usually allow you tolerace these key changes. TRUST ME!)

Now it's time to figure out the strumming pattern! Even if the song isn’'t a strumming song you can
usually make it one — if the chords are ratheiigtttorward. Virtually ANY song can be fingerpiake
sped up, slowed down, or any combination of theghThe goal is to determine how you want it to
sound. Always keep in mind that sometimes lessoermiyou need to do your best in creating an ateura
representation of a song while keeping your owtestywolved. When | say accurate | don’'t mean that
song must be exactly as the original, or even dios$e Instead | am referring to the idea that yaant to
keep a given song enjoyable and a close relatitkagathers can instantly hear what you are trying
do. As much as | loathe “American Idol,” there plenty of times in the past (when | watched it} tha
instantly knew what song was being played befoeeatttual core of the song came in. Recently | have
been watching more of “The Voice” because it seteniall more into what | am trying to do for you.
Regardless of opinion over which (if either) shevaibetter representation of what the overall geal
musician/singer is, the truth is that both of thelsews convey the same idea — doing your best kinga
a song ‘your own.” So, all that aside, how do igeife out the strumming pattern?

WARNING: The following is ALL opinion. You do not n ecessarily need to agree with me here, but
if you'll just try what | am about to tell you, I t hink by the end you will agree — 100%.

My opinion is that virtually EVERY song has onhhandful of strumming patterns. That's right —
EVERY song. In the past | talked about this, bul leessep moving forward the feeling is becoming even
truer with every song. You just hear it.



So, which strumming patterns almost always work@Eel get into this, | need to give you a quick
reference on how | offer strumming patterns.

D = this always equals a down stroke

U = this always equals an up stroke

, (comma) = a rest or break between a given pattern
X = sometimes | use this to equal a mute

So, for a pattern like this:
D, DD, DUD
I am indicating a down, a rest (or slight gap) thevns, another rest/gap, one down — one up — omna do

Notice that the first “D” was followed by a comntayt that the next “DD” didn’t have a comma in
between. That is due to a quick strum, meaningettseno rest/space/gap between these two strures. Th
same applies to the “DUD” where you simply plagst'Down-Up-Down” and not Down, rest,Down.”

What about the “X” or “mute”?

Every now and then you might see this, but usualfow you to add this in as you listen or leang t
song that contains an “X/mute” because in manyiss you can choose to omit it or add your own
influence to it. An example of a song that usesa®iiand one that you pretty much MUST play the
mutes) would be “Smells Like Teen Spirit” by Ninzan

Here is the chord pattern for the intro theme @&adh tuning):

|
Bl-------e- - |----mmm - I
g------------- 3-3-]1-0------------ 6- 6- |
D - 3- - 3- 3- xxxx-3-3-] - 06- - 6- 6- XXXX- 6- 6- |
Al - 3- - 3- 3- xxxx- 1- 1-| - 06- - 6- 6- XXXX- 4- 4- |
E| -1--1-1-XXXX-----]--4--4-4-XXXX----- |

F5 — A#5 — G#5 — C#5 (repeat)

You'll notice the open notes on the A, D, and Gngs (creating a Dsus4 chord!) at the end of each
measure. Those are really just breaks in betweamareord, and can be played either as a one-stroke,
open, and quick change, or those could actualipniked as well. That part is irrelevant. What we're
looking for is the overall strumming pattern.

The ‘5’s” you see are indicative of basically powéords (let’'s not get into the technicalities dfether
or not this is indeed a ‘chord’)

In essence, you're playing an F - A# - G# - C# ifoyou like them better as flats: F — Bb — Ab —)Db
Here’s the BASIC strumming pattern (not includiny anutes):

D, DU, DD, D (repeat)



Try that right now. You'll feel there’'s somethingssing, but the pattern is correct. How did | detieve
what the strumming pattern was? | just played iR¥Eslowly and watched my pick. Truly it was that
easy. Of course, this is an easy song to figurdecause we all know it. That's why | picked it.

However, that you see is the massive gapedt@athe song that needs to be addressed. This is
when the mute comes in handy.

As you can see, the tab itself calls for four myitedicated with an “X” (and is usually the case.)
So, we're lucky because we have the actual tabn&warlet's apply it.
D, DU, XXXX, DD, D (repeat)

So you see that you added the four mutes in, butdwyou strum them? This is technically up to you,
but often mutes are used as rhythm additions,sémple DU (repeated if necessary) usually suffices.

That would mean the overall feel of the intro wohdthis (including the Dsus4 for purposes of the
strumming pattern):

Pattern D, DU| XXXX |DD D D, DU | XXXX |DD D
Chords F5 (mutes)| A#5 (Dsus4) G#5 (mutgs) C#b (Dsy
(mutes) | -------- DUDU | -------= | =mommee | moeee- DUDU | -------- | —-mome-

The pattern is the same, and repeats after eacddPatnich are really just open A, D, and G strings)

If you chose to mute the “Dsus4” instead, you wquilt use an X instead and strum down. Mutes don't
technically matter how you strum them, unless yeupdaying a Reggae-style song. If that is the yase
can always remember that Reggae usually startseongbeat, not the downbeat, so usually your first
strum will be an upstroke.

To be honest, the only way you'll ever really figuout a strumming pattern (if you are determined th
you need one — which you really don’'t — becauseyt@a here is to create your own style) is by pigyt
very slowly and adding/subtracting a few more gslstrums to get in time with the song. | won'tigio
detail as | have before about how important lyragiveries are in a song, but the lyrics are dlstuiae
easiest way to determine a strumming pattern. Y®os&en that tutorial before though. Lyrics are
ALWAYS poetry, and ALWAYS have a structure. Surpridy, rap music is one of the most technical
styles of poetry, and while I'm not a huge fanayb rlistening to it will definitely provide you wita
better understanding of poetry ‘in motion’ so teak.

On the opposite side of rap you have STORYTELLING/blues/jazz. Notice | emphasized storytelling.
There is a vast difference between (and no offengeant here) singing and playing “Subterranean
Homesick Blues,” which contains a bunch of seenyinghdom phrases that make no real sense as a
whole. That's not saying it's not a great song tthat isn’t the structure of ‘storytelling.” As &nglish
major, I've spent thousands of hours reading abimuintricacies that ‘make’ a story.



Without getting into an actual lesson here, becapsemise I'll bore you to death, a true story mligve
a beginning, middle, and ending (and of coursésiag action, falling action, denouncement, oh Here
go...sorry)

Instead, songs such as “Tom Traubert’'s Blues” by Tdaits, or even “Hurricane” by Bob Dylan tell
entire stories that can be understood from the eginning to the very end. These songs allow gou t
really understand a firm structure and implemenirsining patterns based on the lyrical delivery. The
beauty of songs that actually ‘tell’ a story (amd just talk about random stuff) is that they allgpau to
keep a structure while changing and creating dntitiferent strumming patterns within them. Think
about “Hallelujah” by Leonard Cohen. How many vers of this song have you heard? Jeff Buckley
took it to an extreme with a crazy intro. The fisehe same, the chords are the same, and the byiéc
the same. However, it felt different.

Enough of all that. Now you need to see an assottofecGUARANTEED strumming patterns that will
work for virtually any style of music.

Again — I'm NOT categorizing most of these strumgnpatterns. The easiest thing to do is find theyson
you want to learn and see which one of these pattern their PUREST form, works. One of them wiill
| guarantee it.

Fool-Proof Strumming Patterns (in no particular order):

DDD, DU

DDDDDDDD, DU

D, D, DU

DUD, DDDD.....

D, DD, DD, DU

X, U, X, U, X, U (Reggae)
DDDD (Heavy Rock/Metal)

No gk wbdE

There are more, but virtually every song you'llrreavill be based solely off these standard patterns
When you check out the 30 strumming songs youdllsaw | altered these basic patterns. | ALWAYS
keep the seven patterns you just saw as a tentplaterk with each and every song produced through
the EZ Strummer series. Of course keep in mindttleae may be a combination of these patterns found
within one song, and always remember that virtuallgry strumming pattern will repeat itself in one
way, shape, or form. There may be a few added “Drs’'U’s” but the idea is still the same.

Step 4: Finalizing Your Song

Believe it or not you are basically finished. Ifuyfibund a song that allows you to play right alevith
the one on YouTube then you are in luck. If theeeaafew issues, that shouldn’t stop you from leen
it. Just step back and think of the logical vaaas$ of a given chord and see if those work.

When | worked on “This Love” by Maroon 5 there veaB?7 listed, which | found would work better if it
were a Dm7. I'm not saying that is 100% correcloh’t care. It worked and that is what mattersyol
got the collection | highly doubt you stopped imnag¢ely and said — “Hmm...that doesn’t work!” You
probably didn’'t even notice it. Even though thera idifference, sometimes you just need to fake it.



EXCEPTIONS:

* Diminished chords MUST be played. Trust me. Douit from them. Just learn them. If there is a
diminished chord, such as in “Friends In Low PladssGarth Brooks (E dim) then you'll need
to play it.

* There are some chords you can’t substitute. Yot EEBIUALLY substitute a major for a minor
(unless the entire song is wrong) or vice versa.

* While this isn’'t always the case, you may find thdm?7 is harder to play than a Bm. Ok, I'm
guilty of this. If it sounds “okay” then go for iHowever, certain songs need to be played as they
are intended. Again, don't hold this against meesehare two totally different chords, but if your
goal is to get through a song easily, and you tt&n your vocals just enough to get by with it,
eh....go ahead. Who cares? Other guitarists mayba&gdain — eh.

* Try to avoid changing a Cmaj or Cmaj7 to a standar8ometimes this makes a difference.
Sometimes it doesn’t. (I'm full of ‘'sometimes’ bitireally is true.)

» There WILL be times you see a series of sharpsaasof flats, and sometimes these are shown
within the same passage.

For example, “Melissa” by The Allman Brothers Baimhtains this progression:
E — F#m — Abm — F#m (at least my version)

You may also see it like this: E — Gbm — G#m — Gbm

Always remember sharps and flats have dual names:

A =PRIMARY (no change)
A# = secondary (change = to Bb)
B = PRIMARY (no change)
C =PRIMARY (no change)
C# = secondary (change = to Db)
D =PRIMARY (no change)
D# = secondary (change =to Eb)
E =PRIMARY (no change)
F =PRIMARY (no change)
F# = secondary (change = to Gb)
G = PRIMARY (no change)
G# = secondary (change =to Ab)

Which means this: A#/Bb — C#/Db — D#/Eb — F#/Gb#/Ab (where “/” indicates “OR")
Final Thoughts

I hope you enjoyed this tutorial. Even more impotiig | hope it opened a few doors of consciousness
that you might not have grasped before. If you éetiis tutorial remembering one thing, | cannoesgtr
enough how much | hope it's the following:



No matter what song you want to learn...no matter basy or hard a song is....no matter how well you
can sing and/or play along....and no matter whetbargpnsider yourself a beginner guitarist or an
advanced fingerstyle/solo player, rhythm has alwagd will always be the most important fundamental
in learning to be a well-rounded musician. The gmal should strive for is making rhythm a TOOL and
not a crutch. Strumming patterns will only allowuyt duplicate a song. Adding or taking away frém t
original song will allow you to shine as a respdatausician. Most importantly — you'll find yourself
learning more than you ever thought possible wiwntgke away the confusion of counting beats and
worrying about time signatures. After all, the simthere — you just have to plug into it.

Sincerely,

Nathan Wilson

EZ Strummer
www.ezstrummer.com



