
SIGHT READING

The ability to perform music accurately and fluently without previous study should be an im-
portant area of study for guitarists and their teachers. Reading music at sight requires pre-reading 
the material at least an instant before it is played. This pre-reading allows the guitarist time to 
make some important decisions about how the material can be played. This is an especially diffi-
cult process on the guitar because of all the fingering decisions that must be made. Not only must 
the student read ahead and formulate a clear mental image of how the material will be executed, 
the student also needs to understand the material. Successful sight reading is dependent on our 
ability to recognize musical patterns, harmonic progressions, and formal structures. Learning will 
proceed slowly if music is seen simply as a series of unrelated notes.

Students can begin studying this critical area by carefully reading through music well below 
their level of technical ability. Aguado’s New Guitar Method, Benedict’s Sight Reading for the 
Classical Guitar and Sor’s Op. 31, 35, 44, 60, may offer convenient places to begin. (See the 
Editions List for details and more advanced materials.)Without proper direction, however, stu-
dents may actually develop habits of error, hesitation, and confusion. Try from the beginning to 
avoid the most common mistakes:

• Do not attempt to work with material which is too complex.
• Do not attempt to work too fast.
• Do not permit habits of error, hesitation, and confusion to develop.

If you prefer the above stated more positively:

• Work with simple material at first
• Work slowly
• Strive for accuracy, continuity and clarity

The following procedure will provide the structure for beginning the study of this important 
area. Eventually, with patient and consistent study, only a brief examination of the material may 
be necessary. Highly proficient performers automatically effect a similar procedure while reading 
and playing at sight.

Observe basic form.
Gain an understanding of the structure of the entire piece. According to the degree of simplic-

ity or the student's development, only a cursory observation may be necessary.

Master all rhythm problems.
Many sight reading errors are actually rhythm errors. Scan the material to see if any rhythm 

problems are present. Perform the rhythms away from the guitar by counting beats, clapping the 
notes, and tapping the metric pulses.

USC Guitar Program: revised August 2006

1
© 2006 Christopher Berg



Determine fingering.
If the piece is already fingered, scan the fingering to see whether it makes sense. Is the left 

hand fingered so you can connect notes in a musically intelligent fashion? Does the right hand 
fingering allow for convenient string crosses? If any part of the piece is not fingered, decide 
positively upon a convenient fingering. Don't expect that you will automatically make the best 
choice while sight reading. If you are used only to learning music by rote you will find yourself 
unable to modify your initial decisions. Advanced artists constantly change and revise their fin-
gerings as they gain experience and insight into a work. 

Visualize before playing.
Set and maintain a slow, even tempo and read through each section away from the guitar 

without hesitation. Remember, at this point continuity is more important than playing at tempo. 
See the notes unfold under your fingers as though on the guitar. Attain enough proficiency in this 
step to visualize and read through two or three times without error or hesitation.

Perform on the guitar.ˇ
Perform at a slow tempo. Do not tolerate hesitations or rhythmic inaccuracies. Successful 

sight readers, however, are able to abridge sections that may be too difficult without losing the 
movement of the piece, that is, they may leave out the bass line for a complex passage or a note 
of a difficult chord in the interest of continuity. Finally, as security grows, the tempo may be in-
creased to reveal the character of the material.
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