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The landscape of guitar pedagogy underwent a seismic shift in the mid-20th century with the publication of William
Leavitt's A Modern Method for Guitar. Originally developed for the curriculum at the Berklee College of Music,
this method has transitioned from a specialized academic text into the definitive global standard for plectrum guitar
instruction. Unlike contemporary methods that often rely on rote memorization or tablature-based shorthand,
Leavitt's approach is rooted in rigorous musical literacy, systematic fretboard logic, and a comprehensive
understanding of the instrument's harmonic capabilities.

The Historical and Pedagogical Significance of the Leavitt Method

William Leavitt (1926—-1990), a former chair of the guitar department at Berklee, designed this method to fill a
critical void in guitar education. Before its inception, guitar instruction was largely bifurcated between classical
fingerstyle techniques and rudimentary folk or jazz plectrum styles. Leavitt sought to professionalize the plectrum
guitar, creating a syllabus that demanded the same level of sight-reading proficiency and theoretical depth

expected of pianists or violinists. For over 40 years, Volume 1has served as the foundation for thousands of
professional guitarists, providing a bridge between amateur proficiency and high-level session or performance work.

Core Philosophy: Literacy Over Tablature

At the heart of the Modern Method is an uncompromising commitment to standard musical notation. In an era
where 90% of online guitar resources utilize Tablature (TAB), Leavitt’s insistence on notation serves a technical
purpose: it forces the student to internalize the pitch-to-fret relationship cognitively rather than mechanically. This
builds a mental mapof the fretboard that is essential for transposition, improvisation, and professional
collaboration where lead sheets and scores are the primary means of communication.

Technical Framework: The Mechanics of Position Playing

The primary technical innovation of Volume 1 is its rigorous approach to position playing. A "position" on the
guitar is defined by the placement of the first finger (index) on a specific fret. Leavitt utilizes a four-fret span system
that optimizes the hand’s ergonomics for rapid scalar and chordal movement.

Understanding the 4-Fret Span and Stretch Mechanics

In the Leavitt system, the hand remains relatively stationary, with each of the four fingers assigned to a specific fret.
However, to cover a full chromatic or diatonic range within a single position, Leavitt introduces the concept of the
"stretch.”

e First Finger Stretch: Extending the index finger one fret lower than the base position.

¢ Fourth Finger Stretch: Extending the pinky one fret higher than the base position.

 Shift vs. Stretch: A shift involves moving the entire hand (the thumb pivot), whereas a stretch maintains the
thumb position to preserve the hand's reference point.

By mastering these mechanics in First Position(where the index finger is at the first fret), students develop the
digital independence required for complex jazz harmonies and intricate lead lines. The method systematically



moves through various keys, ensuring that the student does not become "trapped" in guitar-friendly keys like E
major or G major, but is equally proficient in F, Bb, and Eb.

The Role of Multimedia: Analyzing the 14-Hour Video Instruction

The modern iteration of Volume 1 includes a massive digital component: over 14 hours of video instruction led by
Larry Baione, the current chair of Berklee’s guitar department. This is not merely a supplementary "play-along" but
a technical audit of the book’s content. The integration of video addresses the primary critique of the original text—
its steep learning curve for self-taught students.

Technical Breakdown of Video Modules

The video content provides visual and auditory benchmarks for several critical performance metrics:

1. Pick Stroke Direction: Explicit demonstration of alternate picking (down-up-down-up) patterns that are often
implied but not always explicitly marked in the text.

2. Hand Posture: Proper alignment of the fretting hand thumb, which is crucial for preventing Repetitive Strain
Injury (RSI) when executing Leavitt's wide stretches.

3. Syncopation and Phrasing: Hearing the rhythmic nuances of the duets, which helps students internalize the
"swing" feel essential for modern contemporary styles.

Comparative Analysis of Contemporary Guitar Methods

To understand why the Leavitt method remains the gold standard, it is helpful to compare it against other industry-
leading methodologies.



Feature

Primary Focus

Notation System

Technical Depth

Theoretical Integration

Pace of Learning

Leavitt (Modern Method)

Professional Literacy
&amp; Jazz Logic

Strict Standard Notation

High (Position shifts,
complex duets)

Advanced (Scales,
Arpeggios, Intervals)

Accelerated / Academic

Mel Bay (Modern Guitar
Method)

Traditional Folk &amp;
Early Plectrum

Notation with eventual TAB

Moderate (Linear
progression)

Basic (Triads and Key
Signatures)

Slow / Steady

Hal Leonard (Guitar
Method)

Popular Music &amp; Basic
Chords

Notation &amp; TAB

Low (Focus on open
chords)

Introductory

Casual / Recreational

As evidenced by the table, Leavitt's Volume 1 is designed for the high-intent student. While the Hal Leonard
method is excellent for hobbyists wanting to play songs quickly, Leavitt focuses on the architecture of the
instrument, making it the preferred choice for those pursuing a career in music.

Detailed Content Roadmap: Key Modules in Volume 1

The curriculum of Volume 1 is structured into several distinct phases, each building upon the mathematical logic of
the previous section.

1.The Fundamentals of Reading

The book begins with the "Natural Scale"in the first position. This phase focuses on eliminating the delay between
seeing a note on the staff and finding its location on the fretboard. This is achieved through short, melodic
exercises that isolate strings and gradually introduce accidentals (sharps and flats).

2. Basic Arpeggios and Chord Voicings

Leavitt introduces moveable chord formsearly on. This is a critical departure from other books that rely on
"cowboy chords" (open-string chords). By learning three-note and four-note voicings that do not rely on open
strings, the student gains the ability to play in any key by simply shifting the physical shape up or down the neck.

3.The Duets: Developing Rhythmic Independence

Perhaps the most famous aspect of the Berklee Method is its series of duets. These pieces require two guitarists
(or a student and the video instructor) to play independent parts. This develops polyphonic hearingand  teaches
the student how to maintain a steady tempo while another melodic line creates rhythmic counterpoint.

4.Technical Studies: Scales and Fingerings

Volume 1 introduces the Diatonic Scale Patterns. Leavitt identifies specific fingering patterns that can be applied
to any major scale. This "pattern-based" logic is what allows guitarists to improvise across the entire neck. The
technical exercises focus on staccato and legato playing, ensuring a refined tone at various speeds.

Practical Implementation: A Technical Field Guide for Students

To successfully navigate the rigors of Volume 1, a systematic practice routine is required. Technical writers in the
field of music education suggest the following Operational Workflow:



Step 1: The Reading Audit (15 Minutes)

Begin each session by reading a page you have never seen before. Do not stop for mistakes. The goal is eye-to-
hand synchronization. If you stumble, reduce the tempo by 20 BPM using a metronome and retry.

Step 2: Technical Isolation (20 Minutes)

Focus on the scales and arpeggios presented in the current chapter. Pay close attention to the stroke markings(
for downstrokes, V for upstrokes). Consistency in picking is the engine that drives speed and clarity.

Step 3: Applied Performance (25 Minutes)

Practice the duets or melodic studies along with the Larry Baione video content. Use the video to check your
articulation. Are your notes ringing out clearly, or is there unwanted "fret buzz"? The video provides a high-fidelity
reference for what the piece *should* sound like when performed by a master.

Troubleshooting Common Failure Modes in the Leavitt Method

Even the most dedicated students encounter obstacles when working through such a dense technical text.
Identifying these early is key to long-term success.

Issue: The "Plateau" at the Introduction of Flat Keys

Many students struggle when the method moves into Bb and Eb major. This is usually due to a lack of familiarity
with ledger lines (notes above or below the staff).Solution:Spend extra time on the interval studies. Memorize the
physical distance between notes (e.g., a perfect fourth is usually on the same fret, one string higher) to supplement
your visual reading.

Issue: Tension in the Fretting Hand during Wide Stretches

The stretches required in First Position can cause strain in the Thenar Eminence (the muscle at the base of the
thumb).Solution:Ensure your guitar is positioned at a 45-degree angle (classical style) rather than flat on your lap.
This aligns the wrist in a neutral position, reducing the tension required to execute the 1-to-4 finger reach.

Issue: Rhythmic Drifting in Duets

Students often speed up during easier passages and slow down during complex ones.Solution:Practice  with a
metronome set to click on beats 2 and 4 (the "backbeat"). This simulates a drum kit and forces you to take internal
responsibility for the time-keeping, a core requirement for any Berklee-trained musician.

Broader Implications for Professional Musicianship

The mastery of A Modern Method for Guitar - Volume 1 is more than just a musical milestone; it is a fundamental
shift in how a guitarist perceives their instrument. By moving away from the "box patterns” of blues and rock, the
student begins to see the guitar as a chromatic grid, capable of the same harmonic complexity as a piano. The 14
hours of video instruction serve to modernize this 40-year-old curriculum, ensuring that Leavitt's logic remains
accessible to the digital-native generation.

Ultimately, the value of this method lies in its ability to produce a versatile musician. A guitarist who has truly
mastered Volume 1 can walk into a recording session, a pit orchestra, or a jazz combo with the confidence that
they can read the music, understand the harmony, and execute the technical requirements with professional-grade
precision. As the foundational text of the Berklee guitar program, it remains the most robust framework for anyone
serious about the science and art of guitar playing.
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