
IN OVER 30 YEARS of running a record 
label and writing songs for recording artists, 
television shows, musical theater produc-
tions, and jazz groups, I’ve learned that great 
songwriters and composers don’t rely on 
inspiration alone. They treat songwriting as 
a job, working on it every day. As students, 
you may not be able to write every day, but 
it still pays to have a plan.  So in the spirit of 
the new year, here are some “resolutions” to 
get you started.

Set a goal to write at least one song 
per month. Chris Sampson, Dean of the 
Popular Music program at USC’s Thorn-
ton School of Music program says, “I give 
my students a goal of two songs a week, 
but high school students might try a song 
a month.” Sampson says that setting a 
“quantity” goal helps students let go of the 
tendency to edit themselves. “The song 
doesn’t have to be great, it just needs to be 
� nished.” 

A quick self-assignment is to write short 
four or eight-line songs on any subject. Write 
about what is immediately in front of you—a 
song about your laptop or your favorite tee-
shirt. It doesn’t matter: just write! 

Become a focused l istener. 
“Focused” means listening without dis-
tractions. Concentrate completely on what 
you hear, and you’re more likely to dis-
cover a song’s musical elements, like the 
hook, lyric, structure, melody, harmony, 
and rhythm. If a song is well-known, you 
can usually � nd multiple versions in dif-
ferent genres online. By comparing various 
interpretations of the same song, you’ll 
learn how to separate the core of a song 
(music and lyrics) from the instrumenta-
tion and production. Focused listening 
also improves your ear and can inspire new 
ideas. I know many songwriters, some for-
mally trained, others who go by instinct. 
Their common thread is they have all learned 
by listening to many, many songs.

Schedule time to read lyrics. You 
can learn a lot by studying printed (or 
online) lyric sheets. Good writers know 
how to get the message across—whether 
they use plain language and everyday 
images, or complex wordplay and poetic 
phrases. They also know how to combine 
vowels and consonants to make a song 
easy to sing. Search for the Great Amer-

ican Songbook, songwriter anthologies, 
or your favorite artists by name. 

Learn a Song a Month. Why does a set 
of writing resolutions include studying songs 
by other writers? Because it’s a great way to 
learn how they work. It forces you to sing 
di� erent melodies and play di� erent chord 
progressions, scales, and rhythms. It can 
inspire you with new ideas and demonstrate 
how small details make an otherwise ordi-
nary song into something special.

Write about what you know about. 
While it’s true that great songs have been 
written strictly from the imagination, 
when you’re starting out, it’s good to draw 
from your own experiences and observa-
tions. Write about things that you really 
care about, too. Your songs will sound 
truthful to the listener. 
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