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PART 1



So you’ve got your songs together and you’re ready to go into the studio. You’ve 
played the songs at a load of open mic nights or even better yet your own gigs. 
They’ve been well received and even more importantly they feel good to play. 
You’ve also found a producer who seems to be a good fit. He/She loves your 
sound and is keen to start working with you.


So what’s next? What more can you do to prepare for your studio 
session? 

This short two part guide will attempt to answer these questions. A lot of the things 
here may seem obvious but it’s surprising how many artists turn up for studio 
sessions without having prepared properly. Time spent preparing for your studio 
session can go a long way towards getting the result you want, and it can also 
save you a lot of money.


In part one we’ll be looking at how to prepare your songs for the studio and a few 
things you can do to ensure your recording sessions go smoothly. In part two we’ll 
be looking at how you can prepare yourself for recording.


Pre-Production 

If you’re new to recording you may be unfamiliar with the term pre-production. This 
is basically all the stuff you do before you actually start recording music and it’s 
essentially what this guide deals with. Big budget records spend weeks and 
months on this kind of thing but it’s something that often gets neglected on smaller 
budget projects. So the more of this you can do yourself, the more time and 
money you’ll save when you get into the studio. Even if you’ve agreed a set fee for 
the project, it’s wise to do as much as you can to prepare yourself. If you’ve 
agreed a set fee, remember that the producers hourly rate goes up the quicker he/
she gets the job done. Hopefully you’ve found a producer that cares enough to do 
the best job possible regardless of how much time it takes but it’s still worth doing 
as much as you possibly can. At the very least it will demonstrate to the producer 
that you’re taking things seriously. 
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Write out the lyrics, song structure and chord progression 

The first thing to do is to write out the lyrics in some kind of text document. This 
will allow you to make changes easily as well as use functions like copy and paste 
etc... You’ll also be able to send the lyrics over to the producer ahead of the studio 
session. Once you’ve done this write out the form of the song i.e. Intro, Verse, 
Chorus etc... Also, if you have experience writing music, it’s also really useful to 
write out any parts that you have already written. If you’re a solo singer-songwriter 
this might be a piano part or a guitar chord progression. The more accurate you 
can make this the better. If you can count out the bars and include rhythmic 
information then that’s really useful, otherwise a piece of paper with chord symbols 
scribbled out is fine. If you know the key of the song this is also a useful piece of 
information to jot down. 


The idea of all of this is to save time for the producer. The less time he/she has to 
spend learning the song the better. Even if you’ve agreed a set fee for the project, 
the producer will really appreciate this extra effort you’ve put it, especially if they 
haven’t asked you to.


Self-editing 

Once you’ve written out the lyrics, chord structure and form of the song, it’s time 
to scrutinise what you’ve got. You don’t need to be super critical but you should at 
least ask yourself some questions. It may be that you decide that you’re really 
happy with the song and that nothing needs changing, but its worth spending 
some time going through your songs one by one and seeing if there’s any way you 
could improve them. In the literary world it’s not uncommon for writers to produce 
3-5 drafts of a piece of writing before handing if to their editor who will likely make 
more suggestions. As songwriters, we should be going through the same kind of 
process. The main purpose of this guide is to get you thinking, so hopefully there 
will be a few ideas that will spark a new idea or two.


We can split this self-editing process up into the following basic categories - The 
Form, Chords and the Lyrics
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The Form 

The form of a song refers to the individual sections of your song. A typical song 
form would be


Intro - Verse 1 - Chorus 1 - Verse 2 - Chorus 2 - Bridge - Chorus - End 

The kind of questions you should ask yourself about the form are things like …


Is the song too long / too short?


Does each section of the song have a purpose?


Does your song have a proper intro and ending?


Is the intro simply the same chord sequence as the verse? (It’s ok if it is but have 
you thought about other options? Perhaps the chorus chord sequence would 
make a great intro)


Does the song have to start with an intro and a verse? (Maybe you could start with 
the chorus?)


Are there any bits of the song where nothing much happens?


Could you make the song more streamlined by cutting bits out in order to make it 
snappier and more exciting? (Don’t bore us, get the chorus)


The Chords 

Sometimes changing one chord can in a key point in the song can have a dramatic 
effect. I remember playing a song of mine to a friend when I was recording my 
second album. I was convinced the song was finished until he suggested changing 
an F at the end of the chorus to an F minor. It felt weird at first but I could tell 
straight away that it made the song more interesting. It also seemed to fit better 
with the subject matter of the song and the emotion I was trying to convey with 
that lyric. So it’s well worth experimenting with chord substitutions even when you 
think your song is finished. Some questions to ask would be …


Is the chord sequence interesting on it’s own?  (it doesn’t have to be if you have an 
amazing groove, melody and lyrics but it’s worth thinking about whether you could 
do anything to improve it)
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Are the chords repetitive? (Sometimes one new chord can give a section a 
completely different character)


Did you choose the chords because that’s what you really wanted to hear or just 
because they fell nicely under your fingers?


Could you try a different voicing/inversion of that chord?


Could you add extension? (Add a 6th or 7th to a chord perhaps?)


Could you change the polarity of any chords? ( I.e. major to minor)


You might find that you ask these questions and decide that nothing needs 
changing. That is totally fine but it’s still worth doing. One fresh idea could 
completely lift the song to another level.


Try out different keys 

It’s surprisingly common how often the key gets changed during pre-production. 
Sometimes I listen to a song and it’s clear to me that there are sections that are too 
difficult for the vocalist to pull off. Or it may be that another key is just slightly more 
comfortable. Either way, it pays to experiment with this. Whilst it’s not a big 
problem to change the key during pre-production, it can sometimes take a bit of 
time for the artist to get comfortable with the new key, so it saves time to 
experiment with this before. If you’re a guitarist you can easily play around with 
different keys by using a capo. If you’re writing on piano, perhaps you can get hold 
of a keyboard with a transpose feature.


The Lyrics 

I often feel lyric writing is at it’s core a problem solving exercise. You come up with 
one line you like and then you have to think of a way to respond to that line. 
Perhaps the line needs to be followed by a line that rhymes too, so now you have 
the problem of finding a word that makes sense and rhymes. Then you have to find 
a way to make that line fit rhythmically. I think it’s for this reason that songwriters 
are often very reluctant to change lyrics. One word change can create all manner 
of problems and the last thing you want is to be googling rhyming words whilst 
paying for studio time. So better to think about this now then when you’re standing 
in front of an expensive microphone whilst your producer is twiddling his thumbs. 
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Some questions to ask are ….


What are you trying to say? Is there a better way to say it?


Are there any words you just put in to make up the required number of syllables?


Did you use any words just because they were the only ones that rhyme?


Does that line even need to rhyme?


Do the words sound nice? (Some words just don’t sound that nice)


What kind of narrative are you using and could you change it? (1st person, 2nd 
person, third person)


What tenses are you using? (present, past, future etc… - there are 12 tenses in the 
English language)


Some of the above changes might be too drastic. The point is to at least ask 
questions and think about whether you could make changes to improve your 
songs. You wouldn’t want to try and get all 12 tenses into one song I don’t think, 
but perhaps switching tenses for the chorus could send the song in a new 
direction.


Record your ideas 

As you go along you should be recording all of your ideas. You want to keep a 
record of all versions of the songs and be organised about documenting any 
changes you make. That way you can always go back to a previous versions. It 
also means you can send recordings to the producer before the session so he/she 
can get familiar with the songs and think advise you on the changes you have in 
mind. These recordings may also come in handy during the pre-production session 
if the producer questions whether something is working. At that point you’ll be able 
to say that you’ve tried X, Y and Z, and perhaps you’ll even be able to play them 
different recordings of each idea you had. 
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In Summary 

To summarise, the purpose of this guide is to get you thinking more about what 
you can do to prepare your songs for the studio. One thing that I would like to add, 
is that whether you make changes to your songs or not, you should go into the 
studio with an open mind. Be open to suggestions from the producer as they will 
be more experienced when it comes to seeing the bigger picture about how a 
production will sound when it’s finished. I’m not saying that you should do 
whatever the producer wants, of course you have to be happy with any changes, 
but be prepared to try things out. 


In this guide we dealt with preparing your songs for the studio. In part two we’ll be 
looking more about how to prepare yourself for recording, as well as a few 
additional things you can do to ensure your recording sessions go smoothly. At the 
end of the day it’s all about getting the result you want without leaving you 
bankrupt.


I really hope that this guide has been helpful to you. If so, please like and share 
with anyone you know who might be looking to record their music.
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