
Compose with POP Music 
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What is POP Music? 
1) A term derived from the 50’s and 60’s rock and roll genre. 
2) Ever changing music favored by the public: Bing Crosby, Elvis, Beatles, Boston, Elton John, 

Michael Jackson, Boy Bands, Coldplay, Taylor Swift, Adele… 
3) Songs with a verse, chorus and/or a hook. 
4) Recent releases from culture’s latest artists. 
5) Top of the iTunes chart. 
6) Anything with a groove: alternative, dance, rock, latin. 
7) Movie soundtracks. 
8) Legendary pieces from the any genre—even classical. 
9) For today’s purposes: a style, a song or a piece that strongly appeals to a potential 

composers. 

Why Focus on POP Music? 
1) Familiar: basing a composition on what the composer likes and associates with positive 

feelings makes it relatable and results in ownership. 
2) Structure: identifying the intro, verse, chorus and/or hook, bridge, outro of a favorite piece 

helps composers understand the significance of form. 
3) Appeal: following a format that appeals to the masses promises “success” for the first-time 

composer. Composing something original is OK, but composing something novel and 
aesthetically pleasing is being creative. 

Why Compose Music? 
1) If we can hear, play and read music,  
2) Then we should create our own music, too. 

What is Composition? 
“Organizing music parts into  
1) Logical  
2) Interesting  
3) Feelingful  
4) Form.” - Maud Hickey 

Why Compose POP Music? 
Because it has all of the above! 
1) Familiar. 
2) Structure. 
3) Appeal. 
4) Logical. 
5) Interesting (more or less.) 
6) Feelingful. 
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7) Form. 

What is Required to Begin Composing POP Music? 
1) Something borrowed. 
2) Sense of adventure beyond the page. 
3) Discerning ear. 
4) Open mind willing to explore, experiment and look stupid. 
5) Firm boundaries. 

What Specific Boundaries Should be Set? 
1) Choose a favorite song and and steal from it. 
2) Select a few favorite elements (three is a good number as studies show that the ideal size for 
chunking or organizing of material is three to four.) 
3) Determine form (ABA—three is a good number!) 
4) Stay at the keyboard and notate later. 

Why Set Boundaries? 
1) “When you are allowed to do what ever you want 
 You’ll spend 90% of time thinking about what to do  
 10% of your time doing it. 
2) When you set boundaries, you’ll spend 
 10% of your time thinking about what to do 
 90% of your time doing it.” -Professor Walter Noddingham 

Why Steal? 
“Nothing is original.” -Austin Kleon 

How Does One Steal? 
1) Find a favorite on YouTube. 
2) Find a favorite at musicnotes.com 
3) Play it by ear. 
4) Use Yamaha’s Chord Tracker app. 

Examples of Stolen Property Morphed into Original Works 
1) Elianah (video) 
 “Heart and Soul” (Carmichael) and Robert Vandall or Daniel MacFarlane    
 compositions. 
2) Matthew (video) 
 “Dr. Who Theme Song” and “Heart and Soul” (Carmichael) chord progression. 
3) Rylan (video) 
 “All of Me” (John Schmidt of The Piano Guys) 
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4) Addison (video) 
 “Moving to Mars” (Coldplay)  and “Interstellar Main Theme” (Zimmer) 
5) Abi (video)  
 Taylor Swift, Teenage girl, Lyric fan 
6) Leila (video) 
 “Oceans,” “O” (Coldplay) and “Infant Holy” 
7) Pachelbel Ensemble (video) 
 “Canon in D,” Christmas Carols 
8) Senior Showcase (video) 
 Adele, Sam Smith, Rachael Platten, Coldplay 

Which comes first: the harmony or the melody? It all depends on… 
1) Personal preferences. What does the composer like? 
 The harmony? “Clocks” (Cold Play) 
 The melody? “Bless the Lord, Oh My Soul” (Chris Tomlin) “You Are So Beautiful” (Joe  
 Cocker) “Star Wars Theme” (John Williams) 
 The hook? “Don’t Stop Believin” (Journey) “Happy” (Pharrell Williams)  “Shake it Off  
 (Taylor Swift) 
 The rhythm? “Mission Impossible” (Schifrin) 
 A unique feature? “Interstellar” (Zimmer) 
2) The composer’s favorite element marks the starting point. 

Where to Begin with Harmony 
1) Primary chords plus one (four chords of most pop songs: I, IV, V AND vi) 
2) Inverted chords (to help smooth voice leading and bass line.) 
3) Diatonic chords (other chords found within the key.) 
4) Add 2 and Sus4 (add color to a common chord.) 
5) Split the root to create 7th and 9th chords (add even more color to common chords.) 
6) Borrowed chords: minor, flat 6, flat 7, flat 2 (add additional fresh sounds.) 

Boundary Trio #1 (Key of C) 
1) Choose a harmonic pattern from Hook Theory Tabs using Decide Now. 
2) Play only the root of each chord in the left hand with octaves. 
3) Play a Cadd2 chord pattern in right hand BUT change it on the G chord. 

Where to Begin with Melody 
1) Steal a favorite hook (motive.) 
2) Create a hook with the pentatonic scale in a selected key above a standard chord 

progression. 
3) Repeat it. 
4) Vary it. 
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5) Develop patterns in groups of 2 or 4 measures. 
6) Listen to other melodies: Top 10 Best Melodies of All Time. 
7) Extract a melody from chord tones using chord stacks. 

Boundary Trio #2 (Pachelbel Paint Strips in Key of D) 
1) Use Pachelbel chord progression: D, A, Bm, F#m, G, D, G, A. 
2) Play “power chord” in left hand: Root 5th Root. 
3) Choose one chord tone to play in the right hand over each chord. 

What About Rhythm? 
1) Slide harmonic and melodic ideas into a groove. 
2) Use rhythm styles on the Clavinova or keyboard. 
3) SuperMetronomeGroovebox. 
4) Tin Pan Rhythm. 

What About Notation? 
1) Post-its. 
2) Memorization. 
3) Noteflight.com 
4) Notion app. 

How Does One Create a Pachelbel Mashup Duet, Trio, Quartet? 
1) Master the chord progression. 
2) Choose a familiar tune and determine as a group if/how it fits into the progression with 

your ears. 
3) Assign one player to the bass line, one to the chords, one to the melody. 
4) Switch places. 

Resources for Inspiration 
History of pop music: Shine Music 
Video on our memory bank: How Memories Form and How We Lose Them 
Inspiration to steal: Steal Like an Artist 
Why boundaries of three are good: The Science of Chunking 
Inspiration for teaching composition: Music Outside the Lines: Ideas for Composing in K-12 Music 
Classrooms 
When you can’t decide: Decide Now App 
Academy for young composers: Colorado Composes Project 
Sheet music: musicnotes.com 
Pop chord progressions: Theory Tab https://www.hooktheory.com/theorytab 
Pop chord progressions: Yamaha Chord Tracker 
Theory instruction: HookTheory.com  
Theory and songwriting tips: Music Theory for Song Writers 
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Theory instruction for songwriters: Waay App 
Lead sheet and backing track generator: iReal Pro 
Chord loop generator: Tin Pan Rhythm 
Metronome: SuperMetronome Groove Box 
Book about song writing: The Young Musician’s Guide to Songwriting 
Tutorials for worship songs: Essential Worship 
Unique notation: Synthesia 
Relationship between chords: The Chord Wheel 
Motivic ideas: Compose Yourself 
Advice for the best apps: Music App Directory 
Grand staff notation: noteflight.com 

This presentation is available as a video and includes  
Bradley Sowash (How to Play Pop Music) and  
Tim Topham (How to Teach Pop Music) 
Order it here. 

Thank you for inviting me to share ideas with you!  

Inspire your lessons plans, unlock your creativity and reboot your studio.  
Find me at 88pianokeys.me  
Contact me at lviss@me.com
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