
   
 
 
 
 
 
 

15 Ways to Practice Scales 
Learning and practicing your scales is a fundamental part of any serious guitarists routine.  

But, let's face it... playing scales up and down - over and over is BORING!  

What if we could play scales in ways that they actually work in music and soloing?  

C Major Scale (Moveable Form – 7th Position) 
 
Start by playing the C major scale up and down the neck. 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
 

 
Let’s start easy.  Try playing it descending first, then ascending. 
 

 
 
 
Picking Practice 
Now, let’s work on our picking.  
 
Exercise 1) All Downstrokes – Play the same scale above using only downstrokes. 
 
Exercise 2) All Upstrokes – Play the scale using only upstrokes. 
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Now, let’s play each note twice with a down – up picking pattern. (Continue the pattern through the 
middle bar until you get to the ending notes in the next measure.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Or, we could play them with three strokes per note.  This pattern is particularly helpful because it 
requires some string skipping to keep the down-up pattern consistent.  Play the pattern ascending 
and descending. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
To practice your jazz feel, you could play eighth notes with a triplet feel.   
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Playing Scales Using Patterns 
Now, let’s work on patterns – starting with ascending 3 steps, or an “Up 3” pattern.  

 
 
 
 
 
Next, play an “Up 4” pattern. 

 
 
 
 
 
Next, play an “Up 5” pattern. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Finally, play an “Up 3 – Down 1” pattern. 
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Playing Scales Using Intervals 
Now, let’s start mixing in a few intervals. You can play scales in thirds – ascending and descending. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Or, in 6ths. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Or, in octaves. 
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Here’s a tricky one, try displaced octaves.  
 
Displaced octaves can be done by a predictable pattern as in the first measure.   
 
Or, you can play them in an unpredictable pattern as in the last two measures to create a very 
dis-jointed, “outside” sound. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Another very helpful way to practice scales is to play triads.  

 
 
 
 
Switchbacks 

Often times when a melody makes a large jump in one direction, commonly an interval of a 6th, 
it will continue stepwise in the opposite direction.  
 
Since this is such a common pattern, it’s helpful to practice that motion. 
 
The next exercise starts on the 5th of the scale to make the first 6th interval jump. 
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The descending form starts with a descending 6th then ascends stepwise up.   
 

 
 
 
 
Finally, let’s practice it an octave lower in the 2nd position.    
 
 
 
 
Let’s Practice & Learn 
Try these exercises as shown. 
 
Then play in other keys. 
 
Extra Challenge:  
Pick a different type of scale and try to do a few patterns.  

• Natural Minor Scale 
• Harmonic Minor Scale 
• Pentatonic Scale  

 
Other Scale Challenges:  

• Play a Scale on Only One String. Then try some simple patterns. 
• Play Using Only Two Adjacent Strings. 
• Play Scales and Patterns Using Hammer-Ons and Pull-Offs - only picking the string for 

the first note of each string’s notes. 
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