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This book is dedicated to my songwriting students, who continue to teach me every day. Your willingness to learn, to rewrite, and to follow your dreams despite the inevitable disappointments keeps me doing the same. I also dedicate this book to every person who told me, “You’ll never make it—the chances are a million to one.” I thank you for strengthening my resolve to become the best writer I can be.
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Introduction

Since the first publication of 6 Steps to Songwriting Success: The Comprehensive Guide to Writing and Marketing Hit Songs in 1999, dramatic changes have taken place in the music industry. The manufactured, synthesizer-driven teen pop that ruled the charts from the mid- to late 1990s has been replaced by more guitar-oriented, alternative rock and pop, while hip-hop has crossed over from the urban charts to dominate the Top 40 airwaves and increase its hold on listeners. In addition, solo singer-songwriters are back in vogue again, and country music has experienced a marked shift from slick pop-influenced sounds to more organic, traditional-sounding songs, artists, and production. As Sonny and Cher sang, “The Beat Goes On,” and soon many of today’s superstars and their songs will be relegated to bargain bins and oldies stations as a new generation of artists and music assumes prominence.

Changes in the business of music have been even more dramatic. The advent of MP3s, digital downloading, and hard drive recording technology; the demise of cassettes as the primary format for pitching songs; and the consolidation and closure of numerous record labels and music publishers have altered the landscape for songwriters and recording artists at every stage of their career development. Most notably, the rampant downloading of “shared” songs via the Internet has led to tremendous losses within the music business, and the issues of how to compensate songwriters and recording artists for downloaded music and how record labels can survive in the current marketplace remain in flux. The good news is that, despite it all, there are still outlets for truly great songs with exceptional melodies and lyrics that touch listeners—and I believe there always will be.

The primary focus in this book’s first edition was on learning to write and market the sorts of songs recorded by artists who typically do not create their own material. This outlet has shrunk considerably. Today’s songwriters need to be increasingly aware of the necessity of finding an inside track, cowriting with artists and producers, and writing songs that can fill slots artists and producers are unable to fill. They also need to understand that there are fewer opportunities for writers who only write songs, as opposed to those who wear the hat of artist or producer as well. This updated and expanded edition focuses on both of these issues, as well as on how to thrive in today’s challenging marketplace, where I suggest alternative avenues to generating income from our songs.

Since writing 6 Steps, I’ve taught more than a hundred workshops, and I’ve listened to the concerns and feedback of thousands of songwriters. Much of the first edition has been rewritten to address their questions and the issues that are important to them. Addressed too are the unique considerations of artists who are writing songs for themselves, or for their own self-contained bands, to perform and record.

New topics in this edition include using songs to define artistic identity, using technology to capture your best vocal performance, writing turnarounds, saving key words, writing lyrics to an existing melody, using fresh rhythms, incorporating modulations, using samples, writing jingles, placing songs in commercials and with music libraries, and avoiding plagiarism. Also covered are MP3s and digital technology, and what to do if you write only melody or only lyrics.

In addition, ten new exercises have been added, as have song examples from today’s hottest artists and songwriters, and advice from some of the industry’s most respected artists, writers, and behind-the-scenes decision makers. Finally, information for writers in the Christian market, especially regarding Church Copyright License Royalties, has been expanded, and the Appendix has been completely updated to provide the most comprehensive listing of songwriters’ resources in print.

Those who have read the first edition of this book or Inside Songwriting—my second book—or who have attended my workshops, know that success did not come easily or quickly for me. I’ve felt the frustration and pain of working at a day job I hated, while knowing in my heart that I was meant to be writing songs and enjoying success. Along the way I’ve lived in a cockroach-and mouse-infested room, have shared a bathroom with the junkies and hookers who lived down the hall, and have even eaten cat food to survive.

When I took my first songwriting workshop in 1979, I had no idea that songs were supposed to have any particular structure, or that the title was supposed to be in the song. Ten weeks and ten songs later, I left with the basic tools that allowed me to begin crafting songs that had verses and choruses, rhymes, repetition, hooks, and memorable melodies. I was on my way! From then on I took every class and workshop I could find, and my life revolved around one thing—writing songs.

At one class, the critique of my song was nothing less than brutal. The instructors concurred that my song, the best I’d ever written to this point, was a shining example of everything that amateurs do wrong; they proclaimed that it would “never, never, never” be played on the radio. That night, as I lay awake replaying every negative comment, I realized that the teachers were right. It was like a lightning bolt when it hit me: I had been writing from my heart, with no consideration of the commercial market.

Through the pain came the realization that there really were differences between my songs and those that were hits on the radio, and that the problem was not that I wasn’t lucky or lacked the right connections. Until that moment, my writing had been a means of self-expression—a catharsis I had hoped would also, by pure coincidence, be something to which millions of others could relate. Until that night, there had been no consideration, or even awareness, of the listener; when I wrote, it was solely to please myself. I just assumed that if my songs meant so much to me, they would have meaning to others as well. But somehow, something that had been said that night broke through the wall. It was suddenly clear that while the inspiration that came from my heart was crucial, it was only one part of the equation.

Since that night I’ve realized three things:


	There are specific elements that are consistently found in the melodies, lyrics, and structures of hit songs.


	These elements can be learned and incorporated into my songs.


	The fact that I was writing songs at that point in my development that were not up to professional standards did not mean I was incapable of writing hit songs in the future.




At first, I couldn’t imagine ever mastering the techniques that contributed to so many songs becoming hits, and I couldn’t conceive of employing those principles without sacrificing the soul of my songs. But I was wrong.

As a songwriting teacher for Broadcast Music International (BMI) and the Nashville Songwriters Association International (NSAI), I’ve analyzed hundreds of hit songs in a variety of musical styles to try to understand why these songs became so successful—and why others had not. I’ve examined structures, chord progressions, melodies, lyrics, rhythms, rhymes, titles, concepts, and more. After years of study I’ve concluded that there are no rules in songwriting. But while there are no magic formulas that guarantee hits, there are tools, techniques, and principles that can help us to express ourselves through our songs so that we can communicate what we feel in such a way that our listeners feel it, too. I’ve also concluded that with lots of practice, these tools, techniques, and principles can be assimilated to such a degree that you won’t even have to think about them—so that the spark of inspiration that starts deep in your heart can express itself in a way that can indeed touch millions of listeners.

What are the common denominators? What are the factors that separate the good songs from hit songs, and the merely talented writers from the successful ones? The 6 steps to songwriting success are:


	Developing successful song structures


	Writing effective lyrics


	Composing memorable melodies


	Producing successful demos


	Taking care of business


	Developing persistence and realistic expectations




Since I began teaching, I’ve seen my students “graduate” to publishing songs, writing hit songs, winning major competitions, and signing staff-writing deals. Since the first edition of this book I’ve also received countless letters from readers telling me how using the prescribed tools and techniques has helped them to craft the songs they’d always hoped to write—so I know that these tools work.

Thankfully, there are brave, creative writers who stretch the boundaries. It would get awfully boring if every song incorporated each of the techniques outlined in this book. No doubt there are exceptions to every tool and suggested technique discussed here, and some songs become hits simply on the strength of the artist or the production. But since the vast majority of hit songs incorporate many of the tools and techniques presented in this book, you’ll have a much better chance of achieving your goals if these tools and techniques are learned before you make the conscious choice to deviate from them.

The tools and techniques addressed in this book apply to most mainstream genres of music. However, as you’ll learn, there do tend to be differences between the kinds of songs that are typically recorded by artists who do not exclusively write their own material and those that are successful for performing songwriters—artists who write or cowrite their own material. I’ve written this revised and expanded edition of 6 Steps to Songwriting Success to benefit writers in both of these categories.

A last word: After countless meetings marketing my own songs to publishers, record label executives, and producers, as well as critiquing songs written by aspiring writers, I’ve become more sensitive than ever to the importance of presenting our listeners with songs that are not just “perfectly crafted,” but also include lyrics and melodies that are fresh, unique, and truly exceptional. It’s my hope that after reading the lessons and completing the exercises presented throughout this book, you’ll be inspired to risk pushing the creative envelope and infusing your writing with the spark that is uniquely you. It’s my wish that you’ll follow your dreams and enjoy the journey!





STEP 1

Developing Successful Song Structures

Learn the techniques and structures so well that when the great idea or inspiration comes, your technical ability doesn’t hinder your creativity. Learn and practice the basics so they become second nature. Then when you are ready to create something new or the inspiration hits you, the building blocks will already be in place. We all like to think that there are shortcuts to life and sometimes they do work for a while, but I feel it is better to learn the trade so that you can understand the tricks of the trade.

MIKE SISTAD (Nashville Director of Member Relations, ASCAP)




CHAPTER 1

Identifying the Most Successful Song Structures—and Why They Work


Songwriting seems to start with an introspective base as a stage. From there, serious songwriters need to step outside of themselves to develop their craft. Ideally, somewhere down the road the two meet again to combine resources in more well-crafted unique songs.

BRENDAN OKRENT (Los Angeles Senior Director of Repertory, ASCAP)



I recently had an opportunity to consult with a writer who explained to me that after more than twenty years of dabbling in songwriting as a hobby, he had decided to invest his life savings, more than twenty thousand dollars, to record professional demos of ten of his songs. He was meeting with me with the hope that I would be so impressed by his songs that I would steer him toward the success he hoped for.

When the CD began to play I was instantly impressed: the production was pristine; the demo singers sounded as good as hit artists; and the musicianship was top-notch. But as I listened it became painfully clear that these songs had no discernible structure. None of the sections repeated, the titles were not necessarily included within the songs, and while the overall effect was quite pleasant, each one was more like a musical stream of consciousness than an actual song. If this writer were a jazz instrumentalist or a new age artist writing for his own album, it’s likely that this approach would have worked fine. But his plan was to pitch these songs to publishers with the hope of getting his work recorded by major pop recording artists who do not write all their own material.

I got a sick feeling in my stomach as I listened to song after song, noting that each one meandered without the benefit of any structure or form. The wonderful melodic phrases and interesting lyrics showed me that this writer was clearly talented, but I knew that his chance of finding the success he sought with these songs was negligible.

No one is born with the knowledge of how popular songs are typically structured; this information has to be acquired. I wrote my first song, “Eternal August,” at age twelve by strumming the three chords I’d taught myself on my father’s mandolin and singing whatever I felt. If any sections repeated or if the title appeared in the song, it was by pure chance. It never crossed my mind that the songs I loved and sang along with had been constructed using only a handful of specific structures that incorporated verses, choruses, and bridges in specific orders. Although I’d heard those structures at least a thousand times, like most listeners, I was never aware of them.

At the first workshop I ever attended I quickly discovered that my rambling, free-flowing style of songwriting was not likely to get my songs on the radio. This made me angry because I didn’t want to change the way I wrote—I just wanted millions of listeners to love my songs “as is.” I felt that employing song structures and formulas was analogous to selling out and was the antithesis of creative expression.

I didn’t want to place constraints on my music, and deep down, I didn’t believe that I could learn the formulas even if I’d wanted to. But in time, I came to recognize that:


	There are a limited number of song structures commonly heard in hit songs. These structures can be easily learned and used effectively.


	It is possible to take an idea that starts in my heart and communicate it within the confines of one of these structures—without compromising the integrity, the meaning, or the essence of the song.




My first teachers explained that songwriting is an art that is based upon successful communication. Crafting songs that incorporate one of the most popular structures is analogous to using proper grammar and punctuation to better communicate our ideas when we speak or write. Using song structures does not alter the message or the essence of our songs; rather, it helps us deliver our melodic and lyrical ideas to listeners, enabling them to more readily feel those feelings that we hope to evoke.

With very few exceptions, the vast majority of hit songs that are written by “outside” writers (writers who are neither the artist, the producer, nor otherwise involved in the recording project) employ one of the following four basic structures or a variation on one of them:


	Verse - Chorus - Verse - Chorus


	Verse - Chorus - Verse - Chorus - Bridge - Chorus


	Verse - Chorus - Verse - Chorus - Verse - Chorus


	Verse - Verse - Bridge - Verse




Writers who are performing songwriters—those who are writing material primarily for themselves or for their own band—also tend to use these structures the majority of the time, but they do have more latitude to explore variations than those writers who are writing for outside acts.


I’ve known tremendously successful songwriters who are embarrassed that they write “commercial songs” rather than “artistic songs.” People get confused; is it okay to be commercial? Should I be an “artiste”? I say “hooey” to all that! If it makes you feel—be it tapping your toe or busting out in tears—it’s worthy. Our job is to communicate, period.

All great songwriting is the marriage of art and craft—whether the writer knows it or not. When I first started writing and recording, I was too young to have much craft; my talent led me in the right directions. But I noticed over the years that I’d write ten songs, and one would be good; the rest would just be practice. Coming to Nashville in 1986 put me on the trail of my craft, and I’m so grateful for it. Your craft is what gets you through when you’re tired, when you’re trying to make a deadline, when you’re stuck.

JANIS IAN (Nine-time Grammy nominee, with more than fifteen Platinum albums worldwide and hits including “Jesse,” “At Seventeen,” and “Stars,” recorded by over twenty-five other artists)



Learning song structures is not the most exciting, creative, or interesting part of the songwriting process, but it is important. Whether we’re conscious of it or not, we’ve been trained by years of listening to the radio to expect one of the forms I’ve listed, or something close.

IDENTIFYING THE COMPONENTS OF A SONG

“Radio-friendly” songs are typically built by combining the following elements:


	Verses


	Pre-Choruses


	Choruses


	Bridges




Each of these components has a specific function within the song. Let’s examine them individually before attempting to put them together into a complete song.

The Verse

The primary function of the verse is to provide the exposition—the information that will lead to the song’s hook or title. The verse is the place where the listener is introduced to the characters. It tells the story and sets the emotional tone. The verse lyric—its words—contains the plot, the details, and the action.

Each verse of a song typically has the same melody—or music—and new lyrics. The first line of the first verse should have approximately the same number of syllables as the first line of the second and (if applicable) third verses. The emphases should also be in the same places. This applies to all lines of the verses. Although there is some room for variation, a drastic difference in the length of corresponding lines in various verses will make it impossible to sing the same melody for each verse.

Although there are no hard and fast rules in songwriting, just guidelines, most often, each verse is four or eight lines long, expressed in either eight or sixteen musical bars. (Readers who require additional understanding of musical bars or measures would likely benefit from a study of basic music theory.) It is unusual for a popular song to contain an odd number of lines of lyrics, or bars of music, in its verses, choruses, or bridge, but there are many successful exceptions.

In songs that include choruses, the song title usually does not appear in any of the verses. However, there are exceptions. For example, in traditional country songs each verse may end with the title, which is then repeated at the beginning of the chorus.

The Pre-Chorus

Within a verse there may be a “pre-chorus”—a two- or four-line section, immediately preceding the chorus. The pre-chorus is sometimes referred to as the lift, channel, climb, set-up, or B-section. Including a pre-chorus is optional. However, if one verse includes a pre-chorus, all verses typically include a pre-chorus.

The pre-chorus will have a different melody and rhythm from the other sections of the song and is typically four bars long. Although some successful songs have included pre-choruses that are eight bars, it would be quite rare to have this section exceed eight. This building block is crafted to connect and propel the listener, both melodically and lyrically, into the chorus.

All pre-choruses in a song have the same melody. It is acceptable for each verse’s pre-chorus to repeat the same lyric—or each pre-chorus may introduce a new lyric. The lyric that follows contains a pre-chorus that reiterates the same lyric each time.


COMPLICATED

VERSE 1

Chill out—Whatcha yelling for
Lay back—It’s all been done before
And if you could only let it be
You will see

I like you the way you are
When we’re driving in your car
And you’re talking to me one on one
But you become

PRE-CHORUS

Somebody else ’round anyone else
You’re watching your back—like you can’t relax
You’re trying to be cool
You look a fool to me (Tell me)

CHORUS

Why’d you have to go and make things so COMPLICATED
See the way you’re acting like you’re somebody else gets me frustrated
Life’s like this—You fall and you crawl and you take what you get
And you turn it into honesty—promise me I’m never gonna find you fake it—no, no no

VERSE 2

You come over unannounced
Dressed up like you’re something else
Where you are ain’t where it’s at
You see you’re making me

Laugh out when you strike your pose
Take off all your preppy clothes
You know you’re not fooling anyone
When you become

PRE-CHORUS

Somebody else ’round anyone else
You’re watching your back—like you can’t relax
You’re trying to be cool
You look a fool to me (Tell me)

(REPEAT CHORUS)

VERSE 3

Chill out—Whatcha yelling for
Lay back—It’s all been done before
And if you could only let it be
You will see

PRE-CHORUS

Somebody else ’round anyone else
You’re watching your back—like you can’t relax
You’re trying to be cool
You look a fool to me (Tell me)

(REPEAT CHORUS TWICE)

WRITTEN BY Avril Lavigne and The Matrix:
Lauren Christy, Scott Spock, and Graham Edwards;
RECORDED BY Avril Lavigne.



The Chorus


The chorus to me is the gist of the song; that’s where the idea is delivered. I make sure the chorus is as good as it can be. If I don’t get the chorus right, it’s no use in me writing the song.

TOBY KEITH (BMI Country Songwriter of the Year; CMA and ACM Male Vocalist of the Year)



Melodically, the chorus is the catchy, repetitious part of a song that you sing along with. Lyrically, the chorus’ job is to summarize the idea and emotion of the song in a general way and to hammer home its title. Ideally, the chorus lyric is constructed so that it sounds natural to have it repeated following each verse (and the bridge, if the song includes a bridge). The chorus should be easy to remember and is not the place to introduce new, detailed information; this belongs in the verses.

Lyrically, the chorus is typically four or eight lines long, which most often translates to eight, twelve, or sixteen musical bars. However, like everything else in songwriting, this is not a precise science and there have been many hit songs with choruses of different lengths.

Most important, the chorus has the same melody and almost always has the same lyrics each time it is repeated. Having all choruses within a song be the same, both lyrically and melodically, helps your listeners remember the chorus and sing along. However, if you feel strongly that changing some, or all, of the lyrics in various choruses will improve your song, then make that creative decision with the awareness that it is rarely done.

Note that in the successful exception that follows, in addition to having different lyrics for each chorus, each pre-chorus also has a different lyric.


I’M ALREADY THERE

VERSE 1

He called her on the road
From a lonely cold hotel room
Just to hear her say “I love you” one more time
And when he heard the sound
Of the kids laughing in the background
He had to wipe away a tear from his eye

PRE-CHORUS 1

A little voice came on the phone
And said, “Daddy, when you coming home?”
He said the first thing that came to his mind

CHORUS 1

I’M ALREADY THERE
Take a look around
I’m the sunshine in your hair
I’m the shadow on the ground
I’m the whisper in the wind
I’m your imaginary friend
And I know I’m in your prayers
I’M ALREADY THERE

VERSE 2

She got back on the phone
Said “I really miss you darling”
Don’t worry about the kids they’ll be alright
Wish I was in your arms
Lying right there beside you
But I know that I’ll be in your dreams tonight

PRE-CHORUS 2

And I’ll gently kiss your lips
Touch you with my fingertips
So turn out the light and close your eyes

CHORUS 2

I’M ALREADY THERE
Don’t make a sound
I’m the beating in your heart
I’m the moonlight shining down
I’m the whisper in the wind
And I’ll be there till the end
Can you feel the love that we share
Oh, I’M ALREADY THERE

BRIDGE

We may be a thousand miles apart
But I’ll be with you wherever you are

CHORUS 3

I’M ALREADY THERE
Take a look around
I’m the sunshine in your hair
I’m the shadow on the ground
I’m the whisper in the wind
And I’ll be there till the end
Can you feel the love that we share
Oh, I’M ALREADY THERE
I’M ALREADY THERE

WRITTEN BY Gary Baker, Frank J. Myers, and Richie McDonald; recorded by Lonestar.



The title almost always appears at least once in the chorus. Among the rare exceptions to this are Kenny Rogers’ “The Gambler” (written by Don Schlitz) and the self-penned Goo Goo Dolls’ “Iris,” Ashanti’s “Foolish,” and Train’s “Drops of Jupiter.” Vanessa Carlton’s Grammy-nominated song, “A Thousand Miles,” was initially titled “Interlude.” According to Ron Fair, producer of the single, as well as head of A&M Records, “She was adamant about it being called ‘Interlude,’ and I finally had to say, ‘Look, I’m the president of the label, we’re not calling it “Interlude.”’ When you’re trying to launch a career, people need a handle to pick things up from, and the word ‘Interlude’ is never in the song.”

The vast majority of songs that do not include the title in the chorus are songs that are written or cowritten by the artist. There are no rules as to where the title of a song should appear within the chorus. For example, the song title can appear in the first line of the chorus and nowhere else within the chorus:


SHE’S NOT THE CHEATIN’ KIND

CHORUS
SHE’S NOT THE CHEATIN’ KIND
She’s been cheated one too many times
She’s never fooled around
He’s still lyin’—She’s through cryin’
She’s not foolin’ now

WRITTEN BY Ronnie Dunn;
RECORDED BY Brooks & Dunn.



The song title can also appear in both the first and second lines of the chorus:


ONE OF US

CHORUS
What if God was ONE OF US
Just a slob like ONE OF US
Just a stranger on a bus
Trying to find his way home

WRITTEN BY Eric Bazilian; RECORDED BY Joan Osborne.



The song title can also appear as the first and last lines of the chorus as in the example that follows. This technique, sometimes referred to as “book-ending,” can be very effective, but only if the lyric is crafted to logically lead the listener back to the title.


BREATHE

CHORUS
I can feel you BREATHE
It’s washing over me
Suddenly I’m melting into you
There’s nothing left to prove
Baby all we need is just to be
Caught up in the touch
The slow and steady rush
Baby, isn’t that the way that love’s supposed to be
I can feel you BREATHE—Just BREATHE

WRITTEN BY Holly Lamar and Stephanie Bentley;
RECORDED BY Faith Hill.



In some instances, the song title begins the chorus, is repeated one or more times within the chorus, and ends the chorus. This technique can add a powerful emotional punch, especially if the last line of the chorus brings the listener back to the title from a new angle or perspective.


CHANGE MY MIND

CHORUS
CHANGE MY MIND
Say you couldn’t live without me
Say you’re crazy about me
With a look—With a touch
CHANGE MY MIND
I’m looking in your eyes
For the love we left behind
It’s not too late to CHANGE MY MIND

WRITTEN BY Jason Blume and A.J. Masters;
RECORDED BY artists including John Berry and the Oak Ridge Boys.



The song title might even be the only lyric in the chorus, except for the last line. When using this form, the last line should tie the chorus together and provide an emotional “payoff.”


HIT ME WITH YOUR BEST SHOT

CHORUS
HIT ME WITH YOUR BEST SHOT
(Come on and) HIT ME WITH YOUR BEST SHOT
HIT ME WITH YOUR BEST SHOT
Fire away

WRITTEN BY Eddie Schwartz; RECORDED BY Pat Benatar.



Another option is for the song title to be saved until the last line of the chorus. To be effective, the lines of melody and lyric that precede the last line of the chorus need to be exceptionally catchy in order to sustain the listeners’ attention all the way through the verse and chorus before giving them the title:


STUCK

CHORUS
I can’t take it—What am I waiting for?
My heart’s still breaking—I miss you even more
And I can’t fake it—The way I could before

I hate you—But I love you
I can’t stop thinking of you—It’s true
I’m STUCK on you

WRITTEN BY Kevin Kadish and Stacie Orrico; RECORDED BY Stacie Orrico.



A last option is for the chorus to simply repeat the title lyric and contain no words other than the title. While this is a very unusual structure, Dolly Parton’s “I Will Always Love You,” employing this form, has been a huge hit four times (twice for Dolly Parton as a solo artist; once with duet partner Vince Gill; and once on Whitney Houston’s mega-selling soundtrack album The Bodyguard). Another successful example of this structure is Tim McGraw’s “Grown Men Don’t Cry” (written by Steve Seskin and Tom Douglas).

You may have heard a chorus described as the “refrain.” In the era of Cole Porter and Irving Berlin the terms chorus and refrain were used interchangeably. However, refrain is no longer used in the vocabulary of contemporary songwriters and publishers.

The Bridge

The bridge serves as a departure, or a release, from the rest of the song. It usually consists of two or four lines of lyric and four or eight musical bars. Occasionally, the bridge might be instrumental, but this is not often the case. There are also instances of successful songs that repeat a pre-chorus between the second and third choruses, essentially using it in place of a bridge.

The bridge’s job is to add contrast, a new perspective, or additional information; to take the song to the next level; and to lead the listener back to the chorus and title from a new angle. This allows the title to “pay off” one last time. If that’s not enough of a challenge, the bridge needs to accomplish all of this while still managing to sound consistent with the rest of the song.

When using a structure that includes verses and choruses, the bridge typically occurs in only one place—between the second and third choruses (Verse - Chorus - Verse - Chorus - Bridge - Chorus). When using the “A - A - B - A” song form discussed later in this chapter, the bridge will be between the second and third verses (Verse - Verse - Bridge - Verse). Ideally, the bridge will add a new dimension to the song, both lyrically and melodically. Note that outside the US the bridge is sometimes referred to as “the middle eight,” although it is not literally in the middle of the song and might not necessarily contain eight bars.

The title does not typically appear in the bridge, although there are many successful exceptions to this. Tools that can help differentiate your bridge lyrically from the rest of the song include:


	Revealing an added element to the story—a payoff—that ties it all together.


	Switching from specific, detailed imagery to general or philosophical statements (or vice versa).


	Alternating the time frame (i.e., looking back on the past, if the rest of the song is in present tense, or vice versa; or imagining what the future might hold).


	Disclosing a surprise (if applicable).




Musically, effective bridges may add an element of contrast by:


	Introducing one or more chords that have not previously been used in the song.


	Employing a melody and rhythm that are different from those heard in other sections of the song.


	Using notes that are either higher or lower than those used in the other sections.




The most effective bridges provide seamless, melodic, and lyrical “bridges” that connect back into the verse or chorus that follow them. The bridge is the last new section of your song to be introduced. It’s your final chance to make the listener love your song—so make it powerful.

In songs that employ one of the Verse - Chorus structures, including a bridge is entirely optional. Factors that will help you decide whether your song might benefit from a bridge include whether there is additional information you want to convey, and the song’s length. Most popular songs are between three and four minutes long. If your song is only two minutes long, it may be time to cross that bridge. However, if your song is already three-and-a-half minutes long without a bridge, adding one may make it too long if you are hoping to have it played on mainstream radio.

BUILDING A SUCCESSFUL SONG

Now that you know all of the pieces of a successful song, it’s time to learn how to put them all together. In order to create the kinds of songs listeners expect to hear on mainstream radio (pop, adult contemporary, urban, and country), you will want to join verses, pre-choruses, choruses, and bridges in specific ways. Note that these structures may not apply to dance, folk, heavy metal, alternative rock, blues, or rap music.

Verse - Chorus - Verse - Chorus

This structure begins with a first verse that tells the story, introduces the characters, and lets the listener know how the singer feels about the situation. The first verse leads the listener, both lyrically and melodically, into the first chorus. It typically does not include the title, but is crafted to guide the listener to the song’s title. The verses may, or may not, include a pre-chorus.

In this structure the first chorus follows the first verse. The chorus includes the song title at least once and summarizes the idea of the song in a general way. The second verse follows the first chorus. Lyrically, it continues the story, provides the listener with additional information, and leads back to the chorus. Melodically, it is identical (or almost identical) to the first verse. The second chorus follows the second verse and is almost always identical to the first chorus.

An example of this structure, often referred to as “A - B - A - B” (A = Verse, B = Chorus) follows.


THESE DAYS

VERSE 1
Hey Baby, is that you—Wow your hair got so long
Yeah, yeah I love it—I really do
“Norma Jean,” ain’t that the song we’d sing in the car drivin’ downtown
Top down makin’ the rounds checkin’ out the bands on Doheny Avenue
Yeah, life throws you curves but you learned to swerve
Me, I swung and I missed and next thing ya know I’m reminiscing
Dreamin’ old dreams—wishin’ old wishes
Like you’ll be back again

CHORUS
I wake up in teardrops that fall down like rain
I put on that old song we danced to and then
I head off to my job guess not much has changed
Punch the clock, head for home
Check the phone, just in case
Go to bed and dream of you
That’s what I’m doing
THESE DAYS

VERSE 2
Hey someone told me after college you ran off to Vegas
Married a rodeo cowboy, Wow that ain’t the girl I knew
Me, I’ve been a few places—mostly here and there once or twice
Still sortin’ out life but I’m doin’ alright—Yeah, it’s good to see you too
Well, hey girl you’re late and those planes they don’t wait
But if you ever come back around this sleepy ol’ town
Promise me you’ll stop in to see an old friend
And until then

(REPEAT CHORUS)

WRITTEN BY Danny Wells, Steve Robson, and Jeffrey Steele;
RECORDED BY Rascal Flatts.



Other examples of this structure that you may want to check out include “You Oughta Know” (Alanis Morissette), “You’re Still the One” (Shania Twain), and “Change the World” (Eric Clapton).

Verse - Chorus - Verse - Chorus - Bridge - Chorus

This structure is the most popular song form in current use. It has a first verse, first chorus, second verse, and second chorus that follow the guidelines described in the previous example. However, a two- or four-line bridge, which is a musical and lyrical departure (as described previously in this section) follows the second chorus. After the bridge there is a third chorus, which is almost always identical, melodically and lyrically, to the previous choruses.

This structure is often designated as “A - B - A - B - C - B” (A = Verse, B = Chorus, C = Bridge). An example of the A - B - A - B - C - B structure follows.


BECAUSE YOU LOVED ME

VERSE 1
For all those times you stood by me
For all the truth that you made me see
For all the joy you brought to my life
For all the wrong that you made right
For every dream you made come true
For all the love I found in you
I’ll be forever thankful Baby
You’re the one who held me up
Never let me fall
You’re the one who saw me through—through it all

CHORUS
You were my strength when I was weak
You were my voice when I couldn’t speak
You were my eyes when I couldn’t see
You saw the best there was in me
Lifted me up when I couldn’t reach
You gave me faith ’cause you believed
I’m everything I am
BECAUSE YOU LOVED ME

VERSE 2
You gave me wings and made me fly
You touched my hand I could touch the sky
I lost my faith, you gave it back to me
You said no star was out of reach
You stood by me and I stood tall
I had your love I had it all
I’m grateful for each day you gave me
Maybe I don’t know that much
But I know this much is true
I was blessed because I was loved by you

(REPEAT CHORUS)

BRIDGE
You were always there for me
The tender wind that carried me
A light in the dark shining your love into my life
You’ve been my inspiration
Through the lies you were the truth
My world is a better place because of you

(REPEAT CHORUS)

WRITTEN BY Diane Warren; RECORDED BY Celine Dion.



Other examples of this structure include “I’m With You” (Avril Lavigne), “Don’t Speak” (No Doubt), and “Sometimes When We Touch” (Dan Hill).

Verse - Chorus - Verse - Chorus - Verse - Chorus

In this structure there are three verses, each followed by a chorus. Each verse may or may not include a pre-chorus. Lyrically, every verse contains new information and develops the story further, but will have the same melody. All of the choruses will typically be identical to each other.

Only a small percentage of successful songs employ this structure. This is most likely because the verse is not intended to be the most memorable part of the song and unless it is exceptionally well crafted you run the risk of boring the listener. However, this structure does work especially well in “story” songs, songs that have a great deal of information to impart lyrically in order to tell their story. This structure also tends to work well in songs in which each verse consists of a little scene, or self-contained story. Songs that contain three separate vignettes that each relate back to the same chorus can be exceptionally powerful, as illustrated by the lyric to the following Grammy-nominated song, which employs this so-called “A - B - A - B - A - B” (A = Verse, B = Chorus) form.


HOW CAN I HELP YOU SAY GOODBYE

VERSE 1
Through the back window of our fifty-nine wagon
I watched my best friend Jamie slippin’ further away
I kept on wavin’ till I couldn’t see her
And through my tears I asked again why we couldn’t stay

PRE-CHORUS
Mama whispered softly time will ease your pain
Life’s about changing
Nothing ever stays the same
And she said

CHORUS
HOW CAN I HELP YOU SAY GOODBYE
It’s okay to hurt and it’s okay to cry
Come let me hold you and I will try
HOW CAN I HELP YOU SAY GOODBYE

VERSE 2
I sat on our bed—He packed his suitcase
I held a picture of our wedding day
His hands were trembling—We both were crying
He kissed me gently and then he quickly walked away

PRE-CHORUS
I called up Mama
She said time will ease your pain
Life’s about changing
Nothing ever stays the same
And she said

(REPEAT CHORUS)

VERSE 3
Sittin’ with Mama
Alone in her bedroom
She opened her eyes
And then squeezed my hand
She said I have to go now
My time here is over
And with her final words she tried to help me understand

PRE-CHORUS
Mama whispered softly time will ease your pain
Life’s about changing
Nothing ever stays the same
And she said

(REPEAT CHORUS)

WRITTEN BY Karen Taylor-Good and Burton Collins; RECORDED BY artists including Patty Loveless, Al Jarreau, Karen Taylor-Good, and Melanie.



Although every verse in this example tells a different, complete story, note that each is related to, and clearly leads back to, the same chorus. At the end of each verse it makes sense for the singer to say, “How Can I Help You Say Goodbye” and to repeat the chorus lyric.

Other examples of songs that successfully employ the Verse - Chorus - Verse - Chorus - Verse - Chorus structure include “Get the Party Started” (Pink), “Candle in the Wind” (Elton John), and “Holes in the Floor of Heaven” (Steve Wariner).

Verse - Verse - Bridge - Verse

Note that this structure does not contain a chorus. When using a Verse - Verse - Bridge - Verse structure, the title will almost always appear in one of two places: the first line of each verse or the last line of each verse. While it is acceptable to have your title in either of these places, once that decision has been made, the title will typically appear in the same location of each verse (i.e., the title will either be in the first or last line of every verse). In practice, it is much more commonly found in the last line.

This song form begins with the first verse. The second verse follows. Lyrically, the second verse will develop the story further and introduce new information, and like the first verse it begins or ends with the song title. A two- or four-line bridge (a melodic and lyrical departure or release) follows the second verse. A third verse follows the bridge. Lyrically, the third verse ties the story together, provides additional information, and, in some instances, provides resolution. It has the same melody as the previous verses and the title will once again be in the same place as it was in the first and second verses.

This song form, shown in the example that follows, is referred to as “A - A - B - A” (A = Verse, B = Bridge).


SAVING ALL MY LOVE FOR YOU

VERSE 1
A few stolen moments is all that we share
You’ve got your family and they need you there
Though I try to resist
Being last on your list
But no other man’s gonna do
So I’m SAVING ALL MY LOVE FOR YOU

VERSE 2
It’s not very easy living all alone
My friends try and tell me find a man of my own
But each time I try
I just break down and cry
’Cause I’d rather be home feelin’ blue
So I’m SAVING ALL MY LOVE FOR YOU

BRIDGE
You used to tell me we’d run away together
Love gives you the right to be free
You said “Be patient, just wait a little longer”
But that’s just an old fantasy

VERSE 3
I’ve got to get ready, just a few minutes more
Gonna get that old feeling when you walk through the door
’Cause tonight is the night
For feeling all right
We’ll be making love the whole night through
So I’m saving all my love
Yes, I’m saving all my love
Yes, I’m SAVING ALL MY LOVE FOR YOU

WRITTEN BY Gerry Goffin; MUSIC BY Michael Masser; RECORDED BY Whitney Houston.



Additional examples of the Verse - Verse - Bridge - Verse song form include “The Way We Were” (Barbra Streisand), “To Make You Feel My Love” (Garth Brooks and Bob Dylan), and “The Song Remembers When” (Trisha Yearwood).

Variations

While the forms previously listed are those that are most often found in popular songs, there are many notable exceptions. A common variation of the A - A - B - A song form adds a second bridge and an additional verse. The resulting song form is Verse - Verse - Bridge - Verse - Bridge - Verse (A - A - B - A - B - A; A = Verse, B = Bridge). When this structure is used, it is identical to the A - A - B - A form; however, after the third verse, there is a second bridge. This additional bridge may or may not contain the same lyric as the first bridge. After the second bridge there is a fourth verse, which most often has a new lyric. In some instances, the fourth verse might repeat the first verse’s lyric. As in the basic A - A - B - A song form, each verse includes the title as its first or last line.

Tim McGraw had a #1 country hit with John White’s “Red Ragtop,” which employed a structure that is not typically used: Verse - Chorus - Verse - Chorus - Bridge - Verse - Chorus. This same variation was used in Avril Lavigne’s “Sk8er Boi.”

A very small percentage of hit songs begin with the chorus. Brandy and Monica took that structure to the top of the charts with their duet, “The Boy Is Mine.” If you choose to start with the chorus it’s best to use either of the following structures:


	Chorus - Verse - Chorus - Verse - Chorus


	Chorus - Verse - Chorus - Verse - Chorus - Bridge - Chorus




Starting with the chorus in a song that contains three verses will probably make the song too long for the radio (and for most listeners). If you decide to begin with a chorus, the chorus needs to stand up lyrically without the benefit of having been “set up” by any prior lyric. Sometimes writers start with the chorus to grab the listener immediately, but if your motivation is fear that your first verse won’t be interesting enough to sustain the listener to the chorus, rewrite the verse.

Another common variation includes a first verse that is twice the length of the verses that follow. For example, the first verse might be eight lines—a “double” first verse, while subsequent verses are four lines. Or the first verse might be sixteen lines, while later verses are eight lines. However, having all verses consist of sixteen bars is not recommended. It can become boring because verses are not designed melodically or lyrically, like the chorus, to be the catchiest portion of the song.

In her Grammy-nominated, self-written hit, “A Thousand Miles,” Vanessa Carlton used a Verse - Chorus - Verse - Chorus - Verse - Chorus structure (A - B - A - B - A - B; A = Verse, B = Chorus) with a variation: her third verse repeated the first verse lyric. Avril Lavigne’s first hit, “Complicated” (lyric) used a similar variation, repeating half of the first verse lyric in the third verse.

Many traditional folk songs were constructed by simply combining a series of verses. This structure, referred to as “A - A - A” (A = Verse) combines three or more verses and does not include a chorus or a bridge. It is rarely used in contemporary music. However, two notable successful exceptions are “The Rose” (written by Amanda McBroom and recorded by Bette Midler) and “By the Time I Get to Phoenix” (written by Jimmy Webb and recorded by Glen Campbell).


EXERCISE: IDENTIFYING SONG STRUCTURES

Learning the craft of songwriting will not compromise or diminish your creativity. It will allow you to express your ideas in a way that can touch millions of people. Now that you are able to identify the components and structures of successful songs, write out the lyrics to three of your favorite songs. If you are writing primarily for artists other than yourself, choose songs that were written by writers other than the artist. However, if you are writing for yourself, with an artist (for his or her project), or for your own band, choose songs that were written by the artist and/or producer in genres similar to your own. Answer the following questions for each song:


	What structure did the writer employ?


	Can you identify each of the sections of the song?


	Where does the title appear?


	How many bars make up the introduction?


	How many lines are in each section of the song?


	How many bars are in each musical section?


	If there is an instrumental solo section, where does it appear, and how many bars is it?




Now, try this exercise for three of your own compositions. Are you using the structures and tools that have proven themselves to be successful?



INTRODUCTIONS, INSTRUMENTAL SOLOS, AND TURNAROUNDS

Musical introductions and instrumental solos are more a function of the arrangement than the basic song form. However, there are some guidelines to follow. On a song demo, no one wants to listen to a long musical introduction. Four or eight bars are sufficient, with eight being the maximum.


I like to tell new songwriters that they need to listen, feel, and then analyze the songs that they love. See how they are put together. What kind of sections do the songs have?

RICK CHUDACOFF (Songwriter/producer for Alison Krauss, Michael Bolton, Smokey Robinson, and Judy Collins)



When a professional is evaluating a song, he or she listens primarily for the melody and the lyrics. Unless the instrumental section includes exciting new chords and melody that are essential to the song itself, it probably should not be included on the demo. There are instances when the instrumental is indeed an integral part of a song’s success. The ending of Eric Clapton’s classic “Layla” comes to mind. An instrumental solo can also be important for a song that is primarily geared toward the dance market.

If you do choose to include an instrumental solo section, there are several options for its location. In a Verse - Chorus - Verse - Chorus structure the instrumental section typically follows the second chorus and is followed by an additional chorus. In this instance, the solo serves the function of an instrumental bridge. For Verse - Chorus songs that already contain a bridge (Verse - Chorus - Verse - Chorus - Bridge - Chorus), the instrumental section typically goes either after the second chorus or after the bridge. In a Verse - Verse - Bridge - Verse song the solo section generally follows the third verse and is then followed by a fourth verse, creating an A - A - B - A - B - A (A = Verse, B = Bridge) structure, with the instrumental solo serving as a second bridge.

Ask yourself if the instrumental section is critical to the impact of the song. If you are writing material for yourself, and you are a virtuoso musician, you will likely want to write some songs that include a solo to showcase your ability. Similarly, if you are writing for an artist who is known for his or her instrumental ability (for example, Carlos Santana or Bonnie Raitt), it might be a good idea to include an instrumental solo. But if you are writing and demoing songs to pitch to outside artists, instead of investing time and money producing a solo, at that point in the song you might have the singer say, “You can turn off the CD now”—because the executive who is reviewing your song most likely has a huge stack of CDs to screen and probably will stop listening to yours at that point.

The “turnaround” is an instrumental section that can be found in almost all songs. In songs that employ a Verse - Chorus - Verse - Chorus structure, the turnaround is the brief musical interlude that follows the first chorus. Providing an additional melodic hook, the turnaround acts as a segue to lead the listener back to the verse. In the Verse - Chorus - Verse - Chorus - Verse - Chorus structure there will typically be turnarounds following the first and the second choruses. In Verse - Chorus - Verse - Chorus - Bridge - Chorus structures, there might also be a turnaround between the second chorus and the bridge; however, this is not mandatory In many instances songs go directly from the second chorus into the bridge, without this melodic break.

Songs that are constructed with either the Verse - Verse - Bridge - Verse structure or the Verse - Verse - Bridge - Verse - Bridge - Verse variation may or may not include a turnaround following the first verse and prior to each bridge.

The melody that comprises the turnaround may be based on a musical phrase also found in the verse, chorus, or intro, or it may be a melody that is crafted to occur only in the turnaround. Ideally, it will be catchy and easy to remember. It is most often four bars long; however, it may be eight bars. When a turnaround appears more than once in a song, it is typically with the same melody each time.


EXERCISE: USING SUCCESSFUL SONG STRUCTURES

If you are having difficulty adjusting to writing within the confines of successful structures, this exercise can ease the process.


	Choose a favorite song that you wish you had written. If you are writing songs primarily for yourself (as an artist), select a song that was written by the artist (or band
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