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INTRODUCTION: LET'S GET
WRITING

Hello — and welcome. You have in your hands a month of stimulating
and powerful challenges that are going to get you writing music for
songs smarter, faster and bolder.

As you might know, the only way to become a better songwriter
is to write a lot — and that’s exactly what these challenges will help
you do. And best of all, you can complete them in any musical style
or genre you like, and with whatever instruments, technology and/or
voices you have at your disposal.

So let’s talk about how it all works.

The challenges are designed for you to work through in 30 days,
in as little as 15 minutes per day. Of course, if you're extra keen you
could do the challenges in less time, or if you’re extra busy you could
spread them over a longer period of time — but 30 days is a great
schedule to stick to if it works for you.

There are two types of challenges in this book. The first ten —
spread over ten days — are quick 15-minute challenges that will have
you creating and rewriting things like grooves, chord progressions
and melodies.

The second ten — spread over twenty days — have you working
on more substantial projects, which are designed to take anywhere
from 30 minutes to an hour, depending on how much time you need,
want and/or have available. You'll get two days to finish each of
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these — and you’ll probably get the best results if you do them in one
sitting then take a day off, but you could split each challenge over
two days if you'd rather.

If you've taken either The 30-Day Lyric Writing Challenge or The
30-Day Creativity Challenge you’ll realize this is a slightly different
format. In fact, while the key to finishing those challenges is sticking
religiously to a 10-minute timeslot each day, with these challenges if
it takes you 5 or 10 minutes longer than the official time to do them
justice, you should definitely take that time and live with no regrets.
(Especially around Days 8 to 10, where you might find a few extra
minutes really helpful.)

Add five minutes to read and understand each challenge before
you start, and that’s pretty much all the time you’ll need to get
through them.

Exactly when you do the challenges is up to you — but, like
always, | recommend you commit to a plan before you start to
maximize your chances of getting through all 30 days. (Again, if the
only way to get better at songwriting is practice, then consistency —
and a regular schedule, if you can commit to one — is really
important.)

All of the challenges help you practice the real-life skills
songwriters have to master to create bold, distinctive and well-
crafted songs. They’re not drills or exercises — they’re genuine, real-
life challenges that will help you develop skills you’ll be able to use in
everything you write — whatever level of experience you’re working
at right now. And to help you put each challenge in context, they all
come with a gray ‘Why it matters’ box, which will help clarify how
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each challenge is part of the bigger picture of writing music for
songs.

As | said, all of the challenges are open-ended enough that you
can complete them in any style or genre you like, using whatever
instruments, technology and level of experience you have. That said,
you will get more out the challenges if you can read music notation.

| know — being able to read music as a songwriter is definitely
optional. (There are plenty of {iber successful songwriters who say
they can’t.) But it’s a skill that’s definitely worth investing in even to
a basic level, if you can.

Anyway, in the meantime you’ll still get plenty out of these
challenges whether you read music or not. In fact, if you don’t, there
are downloadable audio recordings that go with all of the challenges
that involve reading music notation and where you might want
reassurance you've read them correctly — even if you read music
well.

Those challenges are marked with a little headphones symbol
just after the challenge number, and you can get your hands on all of
the accompanying audio recordings from The Song Foundry site at
thesongfoundry.com/music-challenge.

As well as using whatever instruments or technology you like to
work through the challenges, it’s totally up to you to use whatever
working methods or processes that work for you. If you write at the
piano, that’s great. If you write holding a guitar, that’s great. If you
write in a DAW — a Digital Audio Workstation like Cubase, Logic or
GarageBand — that’s great. If you like to sing and jump around the
room while you complete each challenge, that’s great too.
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However you write, one thing that’s going to be important is that
you record what you create for each challenge somehow. That might
be on paper, it might be on a hard drive, it might be in a voicenote on
your phone or on some other recording device. You'll definitely want
a record of everything you create in case you want to use those ideas
later in real-life songs, but also because you’re going to reuse some
of the material you create in earlier challenges as you progress
through this book.

0h, and while we’re here, there’s one specific thing you should
start preparing for before you reach the final challenge. | know, it's a
while away, but as Louis Pasteur said, “Fortune favors a prepared
mind”. (I'm sure this was explicitly what he was taking about.)

Anyway, your final challenge is going to be a cover challenge -
an opportunity to write a creative new version of one of your favorite
songs. So you’ll need to have a song picked out — and unless you
know it from memory, a copy of either the sheet music or just the
lyric and chords — before then.

Finally, because this is a book about writing music and talking
about writing music sometimes gets technical, there are three
appendixes at the back of the book you should know about before
you dive in.

Appendix 1 is a rundown of the twelve major and minor triads
(chords) you might use while tackling these challenges — as well as
the guitar chord charts that show you how to play them.

Appendix 2 is a summary of how verse-chorus structures work in
songwriting, taken from my book The Art of Songwriting, if you want
to brush up on that.
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Appendix 3 is a short glossary of all of the important musical
terminology you’ll find in this book — in case you come across any
words you’re not sure about.

Depending on your level of experience and/or understanding of
music theory, you may or may not need these appendixes — that’s
why they’re appendixes — but they’re there if you do.

All that covered, you’re pretty much ready to go.

So let’s get writing.
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[ DAY 1]
THREE UPBEAT GROOVES

A song’s groove — the core instrumental ideas or figuration that
define its feel or vibe — is like its heartbeat. It's a big part of what
gives a song its character and what lets it bring its lyric and message
to life in a deep and instinctual way.

That means that art of writing great grooves isn’t just about the
notes, rhythms and instrumentation that make up its music — it’s
also about the overall mood or emotions the groove creates, and how
that matches and supports the song’s lyric.

So today, with that in mind, you’re going to spend fifteen minutes
coming up with three upbeat grooves you could use in a song’s verse
or chorus.

Why it matters: Coming up with interesting, evocative
and distinctive grooves is one of the most important
skills every songwriter has to master.
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DAY 1 CHALLENGE (D 15 mins

Come up with three different upbeat grooves.

As | said in the introduction, you can write in whatever musical
styles or genres you like, using whatever tools — guitar, piano, a
Digital Audio Workstation, whatever — you have at your disposal.

Each groove can be as short as a single measure — and probably
no longer than four — and could be as simple as strummed or
repeated chords, or something more intricate or developed if you
like. Whatever you choose, you’re trying to create three grooves that
would sound at home in an upbeat song’s verse or chorus. (For the
record, ‘upbeat’ could refer to tempo or mood or both — it's your
call.)

For today, it’s fine to repeat the groove over a single chord, like C
major. You’re going to think about spreading grooves out to fill full
sections later, but in this challenge your focus is on coming up with
textures, sounds and/or chord figurations that aim to capture a
specific feel, character or mood.

If that takes you way less than fifteen minutes, spend the rest of
the time either writing more grooves or refining and developing your
first three ideas.
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[ DAY 2 ]
FOUR-CHORD PROGRESSIONS

Four-bar, four-chord progressions are a staple of songwriting. They
tend to be really effect because they’re compact enough to be simple
but long enough that repeating them over and over again doesn’t get
boring.

Plus, because they’re so compact, crafting interesting and
distinctive four-chord progressions is usually pretty straightforward —
even if you don’t have tons of music theory knowledge. So that’s
what you're going to practice today.

Why it matters: Four-chord progressions are important
in virtually all genres of songwriting, so being able to
come up with your own is an essential songwriting skill.
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DAY 2 CHALLENGE (D 15 mins

Find at least four effective four-chord progressions.

Each progression can be made up of any four chords you like —
and in some of the progressions you may end up including the same
chord more than once. Be as adventurous with the chords you
choose as you like — but if you’re not sure where to start, stick to the
chords C, Dm, F, G and Am, and see what you can create with them.

Whatever chords you use, your goal is to create a feeling of
movement, some kind of cycle or miniature journey through your
choice of chords — that’s why they’re called chord progressions and
not successions.

Play around, try different combinations and see what gives a
sense of progression or a gentle rise and fall that you like the sound
of. When trying out different progressions it’s fine to use either a
simple strumming pattern or held chords — don’t spend tons of time
turning them into specific grooves.

If you come up with four interesting progressions and have time
to spare, try to come up with more.
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[ DAY 3]
MELODY CHALLENGE #1

So far we’ve focused on a song’s supporting acts — its groove and
chord progressions — but today we’re going center stage and
thinking about vocal melodies.

A great vocal melody, or topline, is one of the most important
parts of a great song. For starters, it's part of what makes a song
memorable and catchy — it's much easier to remember words set to
music than just words on their own. The vocal melody is also part of
what gives a song its character or feel.

Great melodic writing is all about artful repetition — about
repeating melodic units or building blocks called motifs to craft
melodies that are at least coherent and satisfying, and at best
irresistible. So that’s what you’re going to be thinking about today.

Why it matters: Great melodic writing is one of the

most important songwriting skills — both for making

your song memorable and using its melody to help
conjure up a specific mood or vibe.
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DAY 3 CHALLENGE @ (D 15 mins

Write an 8- or 16-bar chorus melody that starts like this:

As | said, the key to great melodic writing is using repetition to
create a coherent overall effect. In this case, the simplest thing you
can do is to repeat the first two measures three times over and write
two final measures to round things off into an 8-bar melody — and
you might be surprised by how good that sounds.

But if you can, there’s plenty of room to be more adventurous.
Try playing around with the two main melodic motifs in the measures
you've got — the first four-note figure and the off-beat six-note figure
after it — to see if you can repeat and/or develop those motifs into a
melody that sounds good to you. An 8-bar melody is fine, or you
could write a 16-bar melody for a slightly tougher challenge.
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[ DAY 4]
THREE RHYTHMIC GROOVES

One of the things that most characterizes a song’s groove is its
rhythm. On-beat rhythms usually sound plain, emotional or elegant.
Syncopated, off-beat rhythms tend to sound fresh, funky and even
seductive. Sparse rhythms sound open and calm, and busy rhythms
often sound lively, energetic or intense.

So in today’s challenge you’ll get three specific but contrasting
4/4 rhythms — with no pitches or anything else attached — and it’s up
to you to turn them into fully fleshed-out grooves.

Why it matters: A groove’s rhythm is one of its most
defining characteristics, so starting with a rhythmic idea
is a great way to generate effective new grooves.
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DAY 4 CHALLENGE @ (D 15 mins

Create three different grooves that use each of these rhythms

somewhere:

Like with all of the challenges, you can create grooves in any
genre or style you want — though the rhythms might draw you to
certain genres more strongly than others. You’ll also have to pick a
tempo for each of them, based on what suits each rhythm.

How you use the rhythms is entirely up to you — they could
become parts of drum tracks, strumming patterns on guitar, broken
chord patterns on keys. The simplest way to use each rhythm is to
put it in a single part, instrument or track — though you could split
them between two or more parts. But again, it’s not just about the
details — it’s also about the overall vibe or feel each groove creates.

Like always, if you want to draw the groove out over two or four
different chords you can, but figuring out the groove over a single
chord is fine too.

10
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[ DAY 5 ]
16-BAR CHORD PROGRESSION

On Day 2, you came up with a handful of effective four-bar chord
progressions. Today you’re going to take things to the next level by
creating a 16-bar progression.

The good news is that 16-bar progressions aren’'t four-bar
progressions made four times as difficult. With longer progressions
there’s usually plenty of repetition of the chords within them — just
like the melodic repetition we talked about on Day 3. So the key to
today’s challenge isn’t just to come up with chords but to craft a
chord sequence that has enough sense of balance, structure and
symmetry to work as a whole.

Why it matters: While four-chord progressions are a
really effective songwriting tool, it’s also useful to be
able to craft longer and more sophisticated progressions
when you want to.

11
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DAY 5 CHALLENGE (D 15 mins

Extend these chords into a 16-bar chord progression:

|C | Dm |'F |G

As you know by now, the key to completing this challenge is to
make sure the 16 measures you come up with include plenty of
repetition — either identical repetitions or with some variation.

In fact, | recommend you think of the progression as four 4-bar
units and try to build plenty of repetition between those units. Here
are two common schemes you can use if you like:

1) AAA'B: Repeat measures 1-4 identically in measures 5-8,
then again (maybe with some variation) in measures 9—12.
Then write new chords for measures 13—16 that feel like
some kind of extension or continuation of measures 9-12.

2)  ABAB or ABAC: Extend measures 1-4 into a complete 8-
bar progression. Then either repeat that exactly in
measures 9-16, or (more fun) copy measures 1-4 into
measures 9—-12 but write new chords in measures 13-16.

As usual, play around and see what sounds good to you —
whether you use either of these schemes or not — and feel free to
use chords that are as simple or complex as you like.

Finally, because this progression is in C major, to give it a sense
of completion you’ll probably want to finish off on a plain C chord.

12
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[ DAY 6]
THE COUNTERPOINT CHALLENGE

Counterpoint is all about the relationship between two or more
melodic lines. And good counterpoint is all about creating interesting
relationships between those melodic lines — making sure they work
together well but are also interesting and coherent on their own.

In songwriting, the most important counterpoint is usually
between your vocal melody and your song’s bass line. It might sound
weird to think of your bass as a melody, but since it’s the harmonic
foundation the rest of your song sits on — the lowest note in the
texture — it's a good idea to be aware of the relationship it has with
your song’s most prominent melodic part: its vocal melody.

Generally, you want the two voices to form an interesting
partnership or dialogue — and that’s the focus for today’s challenge.

Why it matters: All great music relies on good
counterpoint — making sure the individual voices fit
together well — but in songwriting this is especially
important between your vocal melody and bassline.

13



THE 30-DAY MUSIC WRITING CHALLENGE

DAY 6 CHALLENGE @ (D 15 mins

Rewrite this vocal melody and/or bass line to improve the
counterpoint between the two lines:

Em Am Em
o _geo o

While this melody might look OK at first glance, if you play or sing
it over the bass line you'll realize it kind of sucks. The vocal melody
has the exact same shape as the bass, and it's mostly just the bass
note two octaves higher — so it doesn’t sound very interesting.

So in rewriting, try to make the two parts or ‘voices’ more
independent, but still complementary. In particular, try to make the
two parts pair up more on different notes — use a different chord note
in the melody than the bass — and make the parts move more
independently and more in contrary motion — in opposite directions.

To do that, you can chage any part of the vocal melody or the
bass line — including the chords — or both.

14
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[DAY 7]
THREE SLOW GROOVES

Today you’ve got your final simple groove writing challenge. And to
mix things up a bit, you're going to be coming up with slower
grooves you could use in a more emotional and expressive — or at
least more chilled out — song.

As always, you can write in whatever styles and genres you like,
but slower grooves tend to give you more opportunity to craft
something extra detailed so it’s worth taking advantage of that.

Why it matters: Having the versatility to write grooves
in a range of styles, depending on what each song calls
for, is a really useful skill as a songwriter.

15
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DAY 7 CHALLENGE (D 15 mins

Come up with three different slow grooves.

As | said, one of the fun challenges with slower grooves is that
they often give you more room — literally and metaphorically — to
create music that’s more intricate or detailed. So today you can think
especially hard about the details you could include in the figuration,
rhythms and instrumentation and the overall emotion or mood they
create.

This time, feel free to spread each groove out over a few different
chords — pick one of the progressions you came up with on Day 2 if
you like — but if you’d rather keep them to a single chord, that’s fine
too.

16
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[ DAY 8]

VERSE AND CHORUS CHORD
PROGRESSION

Today you've got another chord writing challenge and you've got a
whole 32 measures to play with, split between a verse and chorus of
16 measures each.

Writing effective chord progressions isn’t just about filling space
and time with chords that sort of, kind of work. The chords you use
can also play an important role in marking out your song’s structure
— both in the way the chord progressions of each section contrast,
and the way you can use harmony, for example, to make the end of
your verse sound more restless and unsettled and the end of your
chorus more settled and complete.

So in this challenge you’re going to try putting that idea into
practice, and craft chords that would fit an entire verse-chorus cycle
in a song.

Why it matters: The chords you choose can be one of
the most important ways you mark out your song’s
individual sections and overall structure.

17
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DAY 8 CHALLENGE (D 15 mins

Gomplete these verse and chorus chord progressions:

VERSE

| Am |G |C | |
| | | | |
| | | | |
| | | | |
CHORUS

|C | C/B | Am | G |

| | | | |
| | | | |
| | |C | |

One of the keys here is to use plenty of repetition like you did on
Day 5. Another is to choose chords that lead and build into the
chorus — the end of the verse should feel like it’s punctuated with a
colon — then write chords that make the chorus sound complete at
the end — like a period or full stop.

Use whatever knowledge of harmony you have combined with
plenty of trial and error to figure out what sounds good to you. As a
reminder, slash chords — like C/B — indicate a chord with a different
bass note than usual — like C major over a B bass.

18
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[ DAY 9]
MELODY CHALLENGE #2

Next up, it's another melody writing challenge, only from a different
angle — today you’re concentrating on writing a melody that would be
at home in a song’s verse.

All of the ideas about repetition and development of motifs that
you put into practice on Day 3 still apply here. But while chorus

...that’s it for this preview.

To complete the full 30-Day Challenge, pick up a copy at
thesongfoundry.com/30-day-challenges




