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How to Write a Song
T'hat Actually Works

A practical guide to structure, melody, and lyrics
from working songwriters in Nashville
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This guide Is based on the same principles taught every day at
Dark Horse Institute by working songwriters.
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The anatomy of a song —

every section explained

Before you can write a great song, you need to understand the building
blocks. Every section of a song has a job to do. When you know the job, you
can write to it — and you know when something isn't working and why.

Verse

The storytelling engine. Verses set the
scene, introduce characters, and move the
narrative forward. Each verse should
advance the story — not repeat it. Melody
In the verse Is typically lower in the singer's
range, leaving room to rise emotionally
Into the chorus.

Chorus

The emotional peak. The reason the
song exists. The chorus carries the hook,
the title, and the emotional core of the
song. It should be the most memorable
8-10 bars of the track. If you can't hum it
after two listens, it isn't working yet. Many
writers start with the chorus.

Outro/Outro Chorus

The emotional resolution. The outro
gives listeners a satisfying exit. It might
repeat the chorus with a variation, strip the
arrangement down to a single instrument,
or modulate up for a final lift. It should feel
like an ending, not just a stop. Long
fadeouts have lost popularity in streaming.

Pre-Chorus

The tension builder. Also called the 'lift' or
‘climb. The pre-chorus creates anticipation
— rhythmically, melodically, and lyrically —
so the chorus feels earned. Not every song
needs one, but when used well it makes
the chorus land harder.

Bridge

The contrast and revelation. The bridge
appears once, usually after the second
chorus. Its Job Is to say something new and
often is “the moral of the story’. It has a
different perspective, a key change, a

rhythmic shift to make the final chorus feel
more powerful.

Intro

The first impression. Most modern songs
open with a hook or a signature riff that
Immediately signals the vibe. Four bars Is
plenty. Streaming has shortened attention
spans — you have 30 seconds before a
listener skips, so keep the intro short.




Common Song Structures

Verse / Chorus / Verse / Chorus/ Bridge / Chorus

The most common structure in commercial music. Used in pop, country, rock, and R&B.;

Reliable because every section has a clear role and the listener always knows where
they are.

Verse / Verse / Chorus / Verse / Chorus

Often called the 'classic’ or AAB' form. Common in country and folk. Allows more story
space before the emotional payoff of the chorus.

Verse / Pre-Chorus / Chorus / Verse / Chorus / Pre-Chorus / Chorus

Dominant in modern pop and country music. The pre-chorus creates a build that makes
the chorus feel explosive — especially effective when the pre-chorus withholds the title.
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A framework for writing
from scratch

Professional songwriters don't wait for inspiration. They use a process. Here
s the framework taught at Dark Horse Institute — the same one working
Nashville writers use every time they walk into a co-write.

Step 1 - Start with the title

The best song titles contain the entire emotional premise of the song in 1-6 words.
Before you write a single verse, ask: what is the one thing this song is about? Write that
as a title. Then write a song that earns it.

* 'Before He Cheats' — you know the story before the first note
o | Will Always Love You — the promise Is the premise
* 'Lose Yourself' — three words that contain the whole arc

Step 2 - Define the point of view

Who is singing this song? To whom? And from what emotional position — confident,
broken, angry, hopeful? POV determines every word choice. A blurry POV is the most
common reason a song doesn't connect.

o First person ('l') — intimate, confessional, direct
e Second person ('You') — confrontational, vulnerable, address
* Third person ('She/He/They') — narrative distance, storytelling

Step 3 - Map the emotional arc

Where does the song start emotionally, and where does it end? The best songs move.
Begin in one emotional state and arrive somewhere different by the outro. Or they move
the listener through deeper/more intense emotions. Movement is what makes a listener
feel something.

¢ Verse: setup and specific detail — the small true thing

* Pre-Chorus: rising tension — something is about to break

* Chorus: the eruption — the universal statement

* Bridge: the pivot — the realization or reversal, the “moral of the story’, or a catchy
recycling of the chorus hook



Step 4 - Write the chorus first

Professional Nashville writers start with the chorus — not the verse. The chorus is the
reason the song exists and can get all the writers on the same page. Once you know
what you're writing toward, everything else is just the journey to get there.

* Hook and title should land in the first or last line

* Keep it simple enough to sing back after one listen

* The chorus should feel like a release, not a continuation

* Don't be too wordy "Let it be, Let it be, Let it be, oh Let it be”

Step 5 - Build the verses around specifics

Verses that tell general stories feel weak. Verses built on specific, concrete images —
a place, an object, a moment, a detail only this narrator would notice — create the
Illusion of truth even in fiction.

* 'Awhite blank page and a swelling rage' — specific and visual

 Name the bar, the street, the color of the shirt

* The more specific the detail, the more universal the feeling

e Add “furniture” — colorful and memorable language to immerse the listener
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How to write a hook that gets
stuck in people’s heads

The hook is the most important 2-8 bars of a song. It's the melodic or lyrical
phrase that stays with a listener long after the song ends. Writing a great hook
Is both a craft skill and a discipline. Here's how professionals approach it.

What makes a hook work

Melodic leap or surprise

The most memorable hooks often contain an unexpected interval — a jump up or down
that feels inevitable in retrospect but surprising in the moment. Whitney Houston's

'I Will Always Love You' hooks on a descending line that feels like a sigh. Adele's 'Hello'
hooks on a rising octave. The melodic surprise is what forces the brain to pay attention.

Rhythmic distinction

A hook that lands off the beat — syncopated, delayed, or pushed — feels more urgent
than one that lands predictably on the downbeat. Listen to how Beyonce's hooks sit on
top of the groove rather than inside it. Rhythmic tension creates forward momentum.

Repetition with variation

Great hooks repeat — not identically. Changes in melody over a consistent rhythm
allow the listener to remember It easier and sing it back the second time.

A title that functions as a phrase

The strongest hooks double as the song title — a phrase that means something outside
the song and also carries the entire emotional weight of the song inside it. 'Rolling in
the Deep, 'Fast Car, 'Take Me to Church. Challenge yourself by taking cliches and giving
them a new meaning. “"Record Year”

Breath and space

Hooks that leave room for the listener to breathe — short phrases, rests, held notes —
create anticipation. Overwriting a hook with too many syllables kills its stickiness. Busy
phrasing leading up to it creates tension which the hook can release clearly and simply.

Merch test Make sure the hook looks good on a t-shirt or a billboard. Use poetic devices,
like alliteration, to frame the hook. “Can’t Stop Country.”



04

Lyric writing: how to say
something true in a fresh way

Every emotion worth writing about has already been written about. The goal
Isn't originality of subject — it's originality of perspective. The question is
never 'what do | write about' — it's 'what angle has nobody taken yet.

Specificity over generality
General: 'l was sad when you left me.
Specific: 'l still sleep on my side of the
bed ' The specific image carries more
emotional weight than the general
statement — and it creates a picture the
listener can inhabit. Always ask: what is

the smallest, most concrete detall that
contains this feeling?

Conversational rhythm

Lyrics that feel forced or syllable-stuffed
lose credibility instantly. Read every line
aloud — if you wouldn't say it in a
conversation, it shouldn't be in a song.
Natural speech patterns make lyrics fel
true even when the content is fictional.
Carefully balance poetic language to carry
weight without losing relatability.

Internal rhyme and assonance

The most sophisticated lyricists rarely use
end-rhyme alone. Internal rhyme —
rhyming within a line rather than at the
end — creates a forward momentum that
pulls the listener through a verse before
they realize it. Assonance (matching vowel
sounds) creates cohesion without the
forced feel of a perfect rhyme scheme.

Show, don't tell

Telling: 'She was beautiful. Showing: 'She
had a way of laughing that made strangers
turn around. The listener should arrive at the
emotion themselves, through the image you
give them — not be told what to feel. Trust
the detall. Trust the listener.

Fresh angles on familiar themes

Heartbreak, hope, faith, freedom — these
themes are inexhaustible because every life
has a new angle on them. T'he exercise: write
down the most cliched way to say the thing.
Then say it from the opposite direction, from
a secondary character's POV, through an
extended metaphor, or from the end of the
story looking back.

The rewrite is the work

First drafts are excavation. The actual craft
happens In rewrites — trimming syllables,
replacing a near-perfect word with the exact
right one, cutting a line that explains too
much. Professional Nashville writers often
spend more time rewriting a chorus than
writing it.
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Melody & chord progressions:
what makes them work

Melody fundamentals

You don't need music theory to write a great song — but understanding a
few core concepts will unlock creative choices that would otherwise take
years to stumble upon.

Contour is everything

Melody Is a shape. Verse melodies tend to stay low and linear — building tension by
staying contained. Pre-chorus melodies start to rise. Chorus melodies peak.
The emotional arc of a song is often just its melodic contour drawn out.

Repetition and variation

The melodic phrase that defines your chorus should repeat — but not robotically. Small
variations (a higher note, a held beat, a different ending) on repeat hearings create
development without disorientation. Think of it as theme and variation. The

"melodic math” should be largely identical — line 1 has 7 syllables, so line 2 should
have / syllables

Singability
Can a stranger sing it back after two listens? If it requires too many syllables, too wide

an interval, or too complex a rhythm, it won't stick. he most durable melodies are the
ones that feel easy to sing even when they aren't.

The progressions behind most hit songs

You've heard these progressions thousands of times. Understanding why they work
gives you control over the emotional response you re engineering.

|-V-VI-IV
The most common progression in modern pop. Used in thousands of hits across every

genre. The movement from V to vi (major to relative minor) creates the emotional turn
that makes listeners feel something before the lyrics even register.

|-IV-V-|
The foundational progression of blues, country, and rock and roll. The V-| resolution is

the most satisfying movement in Western harmony — tension followed by release. Every
great bridge leverages this.



1-VII-VI-VIi
The natural minor descending progression. Creates urgency, darkness, and drama.

Dominant in rock anthems, film scores, and emotional pop ballads. The VIl chord creates
Instability that keeps the listener leaning forward.

|-V=-VI-lll -1V
A slight variation on the axis progression, adding the iii (mediant) chord for an extra layer
of emotional complexity. Common in contemporary pop and singer-songwriter material.
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How professional co-writing
sessions actually run

Over 90% of songs on the Nashville country charts are co-written. In pop
and R&B;, the number is even higher. Co-writing is not a compromise — it's a
professional discipline with its own etiquette, workflow, and craft.

The anatomy of a professional co-write

Pre-session Prep and pitch ideas

Most writers arrive with 3-5 title or concept ideas — not full songs, just seeds. The
session starts with a quick pitch of concepts, and the room picks the one that generates

the most energy. Energy in the room Is the compass.

First 30 min Establish the concept and title

Lock the title, the POV, and the emotional arc before writing a single lyric. Experienced
writers spend more time here than beginners expect. A clear concept makes the rest

of the session fast.

Next 2 hours Write the song

Typically: chorus first, then a verse to set it up, then a second verse and bridge. Everyone
contributes — no one's idea is precious, nothing is final until the song is done. The best
co-writes feel like a conversation. Don't worry if it takes longer. It's about quality not speed.

Final 30 min Editand demo

Read the lyrics aloud. Sing through the melody. Cut anything that doesn't earn its place.
Most professional writers end the session with a rough voice memo or work tape — a

captured version to review with fresh ears.

After the session Split sheet and follow-through

Every co-write ends with a split sheet — a document that records each writer's ownership
percentage of the song. Sign it the same day. Handshake agreements and memory are

how co-write disputes start.




The DHI co-write experience

At Dark Horse Institute, you write alongside other students, then take those songs into

the recording studio where DHI Audio Engineering students produce and record them.
You graduate with a co-written, professionally recorded catalog.

15 weeks (375 hours| 100%

To build a professional Of instruction, writing, Of songs professionally
co-writing catalog and studio collaboration recorded at DHI studios

"The Music Business, Audio Engineering and Songwriting
classes gave me the confidence to pursue my artistry.
They taught me how the music industry really works."

— DHI Graduate, all three programs
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Your next step

You now have the frameworks. You know how songs are built, how hooks
work, how lyrics create truth, and how professionals write together. The only
thing left is to put it into practice — with instructors who do this for a living.

Book a campus tour in Franklin, TN

Walk the same studios where your songs will be recorded. See the classrooms, meet
the faculty, and hear what a DHI Songwriting cohort session actually sounds and feels
like. Morning tours include optional class sit-ins.

Schedule online or call 615.791.7020

Request a virtual info session

Our admissions advisors offer 45-minute Zoom conversations tailored to your
songwriting background and goals — whether you're a complete beginner or a
working artist looking to sharpen your craft and build a commercial catalog.

Book at darkhorseinstitute.com

Take the free Music Career quiz

Not sure if Songwriting, Audio Engineering, or Music Business is the right starting
point? Our 3-minute readiness quiz gives you a personalized report on your strengths
and which program best fits where you want to go.

darkhorseinstitute.com/quiz

Dark Horse Institute

230 Franklin Road, Bldg. 14A 615.791.7020
Franklin, TN 37064 darkhorseinstitute.com



