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Songwriting & Song Performance DeSciPtion

Songwriting and Song Performance explores the dynamic formula and process of writing and 
developing a complete song, empowering students to use their creative gifts (even those with little to 
no musical experience). Young writers will learn to compose from their hearts and life experiences 
through “Show versus Tell” challenges and creative activities, both collaboratively and independently. 
Students are not required to play an instrument; however, if a student does, it may be incorporated. In 
10 and 20 session bookings students will work toward a live performance while recording their original 
compositions with the support of guest artists.

three major concePtS that are imPerative to thiS 
workShoP:

Song Structure
Young writers will learn and understand the structure of a song in three parts: verse, chorus (refrain, 

or hook), and bridge (or instrumental ride). Songwriting is a formula as much as it is a creative process. 
The students will learn to differentiate the parts of the song while expressing themselves within the 
confines of structure. Students will understand that a songwriter may start a song with any of the given 
parts, but must arrange them to make sense in a methodic, mathematical way. 

Showing vS. telling 
‘Showing versus telling’ is the basis of creative writing and enables young writers to produce 

powerful lyrics. Young writers will learn to express all senses while putting pen to paper, to captivate 
and motivate an audience. Within the process of showing versus telling, the student will find his or her 
artistic voice through personal honesty in storytelling. Writing a song is very similar to writing poetry. 
When a writer thinks of a simple concept, an apple for instance, he or she could simply say, 

“I love apples because they are red, eat them all up just like the doctor said”
OR the writer could say,

“The hand sized red globe sits atop a strong tree, 
waiting for the moment it may be picked by me, 
as I reach for the sweet and life giving treat,
I am reminded how one a day will keep my body 

clean and free”

The second example is interesting, honest and 
draws out a simple concept into a visual, multi-
sensory experience that utilizes descriptive words 
and phrases for the listener or reader.
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Performance
There are three main concepts to grasp for the performance of a song—breath control, pitch, and 

lyrical intent. To perform a song, a lyricist does not need to be Mariah Carey or Stevie Wonder vocally, 
but he/she must know how to breath, match pitch, and tell his or her story. Some of the most revered 
songwriters do not have commercially pleasing vocal stylings, and that is beautiful because they live in 
their song while telling their personal life experiences and how each of these experiences makes them 
feel. By emoting through sensory recall and intentional breathing, careful to keep the lyric’s true intent 
without an unnecessary break in the line, the performer reaches a level of vulnerability that an audience 
craves and will be able to identify with by placing themselves inside the song to interpret the lyrics and 
music the only way they can – through their own personal journey.

PoSSible activitieS for a Single workShoP

graDeS k-3
Instructor will introduce a familiar song such as “Twinkle Twinkle” or “This Little Light of Mine.” The 

class will sing a round or two of that song. Instructor will lead students to discuss the two or sometimes 
three parts of the song, and pick out the refrain and verses, including the bridge. Next, the instructor 
will ask the children, “what else would you like to sing about in this tune?” The students then raise their 
hands and together will begin to deconstruct and reconstruct the familiar tune into one of their own. For 
instance, a class once turned the lyrics of “This Little Light of Mine” into:

“Let Love Go, And Let It In
Let Love Go, And Let it In
Let Love Go, And Let it In
Let it Live, Let it Live, Let it Live”
Students will begin to understand rhythm, meter, rhyme, cause and effect. Once the students come 

up with (at least) two verses and refrains, they will circle up to physicalize the song to express what 
those lines really mean to each individual. Each line will become a simple gesture or movement decided 
on by the members of the circle. The instructor will encourage students to feel as much as they can 
while learning how to write and perform a song.

After, students will begin to brainstorm a brand new song born in the confines of our 60-minute 
session by choosing a broad theme in which to expound. If they say “cats” the instructor will ask for the 
students to list descriptive words about cats—how they feel, smell, look, a like or dislike for them and 
why. Then the class will look for already rhyming words in the list and begin constructing a verse or two 
from that entry point. Once the class has written a verse or two, the students will play a game of “freeze 
dance” incorporating the subjects, feelings, senses and emotions they covered while brainstorming their 
song. 

Once the freeze dance is over, the children will return to the list and figure out what it is that ties 
together the verses and the sentiments within the verses to create the refrain of the song.
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graDeS 4-12
Grades 4-6, 7-9, and 10-12 will have a similar experience specialized within the appropriate age 

ranges.
We start with the Show versus Tell Challenge. As a classical visual artist may begin to hone their 

craft by painting a still life, the songwriting student is asked to describe a simple object, “chocolate” for 
example. In 3-5 timed minutes, students describe this object with as much detail and include as many 
senses and descriptive words as they can possibly evoke. Students may write in any fashion they 
choose—prose, poetry, song, list, stream-of-consciousness or any other literary platform they can think 
of in five minutes. The teacher will explain that chocolate may mean different things to different people. 
Students who would like to share may read aloud and receive feedback through questions, comments, 
or suggestions. This will enable the group to discuss what and why the students have presented 
“chocolate” in such a way.

Discussion of the structure of a song: Instructor introduces the mathematical and methodical 
approach to songwriting, establishing the verse, refrain (chorus or hook), and bridge (or instrumental 
ride). The instructor will play an original composition that has a clear and easy to pick out song structure 
to discuss. Once the song is over, the students will distinguish the three parts of the song from each 
other. 

Similarly to how the students in the younger age level begin to write a song, the older students will 
too. They might pick a topic, but also pick a conflict and resolution to incorporate into the song.

PoSSible activitieS for a 10-week workShoP

lyrical Scavenger hunt
A Scavenger Hunt where the students must find things, such as, something or someone red, blue, 

light, heavy, strong, silly, scary, embarrassing, happy, peaceful. They will write down their answers and 
then use as many descriptive words and senses to describe their choices.

DeScriPtive imagining
The students will randomly select a picture. They must then describe what they see using 

descriptive words and their senses to build their skill in showing rather than telling.

rhythm maP
Students compose four bars of beats using a Rhythm Map, in which they use symbols to represent 

different sounds and actions. Some students may choose to keep the beat simple or they may 
challenge themselves to create more complex beats including triplets and eighth notes, etc.

rhythm Detective game
In the Rhythm Detective Game, students play in a circle. One person is the leader and creates a 

beat in which the rest of the circle is to copy. The detective’s job is, within three tries, to figure out who 
the leader is by entering the middle of the circle and searching for clues. To perform music, group must 
be in tune with all creating and use all senses to feel the band/ensemble/audience/accompanist.
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mirror exerciSe
During the Mirror Exercise, students pair up and become mirrors of each other. In the context of a 

songwriting class, this activity opens the students up to take the focus off of themselves for a little while, 
and give and receive energy through calm, slow moves, and eye contact. When a person can overcome 
that fear of vulnerability, or at least acknowledge it and live through it, they become a more honest 
artist.

graDeS k-3
Grades K-3 will have a set of material to perform based on adapting easy classics and putting their 

spin on them, and at least one completely original composition.

graDeS 4-12
During the first three sessions of a 10-week workshop for grades 4-12, the students will work on 

a group song. Once completed, they will rehearse it each session, but the main focus will be working 
on individual songs. The final week, the students will either complete a song with melody and simple 
instrumentation, or write well developed lyrics on paper ready to be performed and published.

PoSSible activitieS for a 20-week workShoP

In a 20-week workshop, students from grades 7-12 will experience all that is offered in the 
10-week workshop with the addition of guest artists, a live band performance of select songs written 
in the workshop by the students, as well as a live recording of their original song as performed at the 
culminating event.

Before the performance, the students will be asked to dissect their lyrics by diagramming each 
line based on intention. First, they will decide who the audience or listener is. They will pick apart each 
line and discover what they want the listener/audience member to feel from that line. This could mean 
placing a mental picture in their head of a time that reminded them of the lyric, or it could be a verb in 
which they are commanding the audience or listener to feel or experience. For instance:

“Stand By Me”: Audience: My 8-year-old daughter Bella
“When the night, has come, and the land is dark and the moon is the only light we’ll see”
I picture our first night on an ocean together, Sanibel Island in 2016. It was so dark and quiet. The 

beach that was thick with families and new loves, splashes and birds that carry on, is now silent. It is 
you and me under our first ocean moon together. I still feel the warmth of the day sun on my back, but 
the night breeze is just perfect.

“No I won’t be afraid”=to assure myself
“No I won’t be afraid”=to assure Bella
“Just as long as you stand, stand by me” to assure Bella of my love for her, to establish trust 

between us.
When students generate a visual and internal roadmap of honest examples of sensory recall when 

they perform, each student not only provides a real and honest performance, they allow others to look 
into their experiences to relate to the performer.
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PoSt-workShoP 

DiScuSSionS or writing PromPtS
1) What is your favorite musical genre and why? Some examples are: Classical, Blues, Jazz, Folk, 

Spiritual, R&B, Hip Hop, Pop, Rock ‘n’ Roll, Opera, Musical Theater, Electronic, Soul, Gospel, 
Garage, Metal, Latin, Reggae, Bluegrass

2) What are your favorite types of songs and why? Some examples are: Ballads, Anthems, Love/Break 
Up, Children’s, Lullabies, Comic/Novelty, Dirges, Hymns, Dance Tunes, Protest Songs, Marching 
Songs, Teaching songs, Fight, Work, Party, Social/Political Commentary, Duet/Conversation

3) How do major and minor keys/ballads versus up-tempo affect the feeling a listener might have?
4) What purpose do the parts of a song, such as, verse, chorus, and bridge, serve?
5) How does rhyme, meter, and rhythm work together to convey emotions through music?

QueStionS
1) List the three parts of a song and define each.
2) List four types of songs. Give examples if possible.
3) List four genres of music. Give examples if possible.
4) What does it mean to show versus tell? Give an example of both.
5) In performance, what does “lyrical intent” mean? Chose a line from your favorite song and diagram 

it with your own personal intent.


