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WRITING TO CHORDS
Melodies pretty much always happen in the context of a chord progression. To put it another 
way, melodies are always written to fit a chord progression, or a chord progression is written 
to fit a melody. But what does it mean for a melody to fit to a chord progression? Now that you’re com-
fortable writing phrases with skips and steps, this question will be answered with more rules. 
Then we’ll show a few examples from popular music.

RULES FOR WRITING PHRASES TO CHORDS
1. Always start a phrase on the root, third, or fifth of the accompanying chord.
2. If moving in skips, only skip from one chord tone to another chord tone.
3. If moving in steps, continue moving through the scale until you reach another chord tone.

Please note, when I say “chord tone” I’m referring to the root, third, or fifth of the accompa-
nying chord. We’ll talk about other chord tones later. Also note, these rules are not THE rules 
of melody writing, but they are an excellent starting point. I’ll be refering to them as “the 
rules” for the duration of this lesson, but do keep in mind that we’ll be refining and adjusting 
these rules throughout the series. Imagine that each key word in the rules above has “if/how-
ever/except/unless” situations that we’ll address in future lessons.

Come Together - The Beatles
The verse chord progression in this song is just a D minor chord, shown in RED. See how 
the melody starts on F, the third of the chord, then jumps down to the root, then steps down 
and back up to the root?
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It’s hard to find examples in popular music that show these rules over a single chord because 
phrases usually span more than one chord. They also tend to follow the more nuanced guide-
lines that we’ll get into as we move along. I’m sure there are more examples from popular 
music, but the only other examples I could find come from nursery rhymes.

Frére Jacques - French Nursery Rhyme
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Happy Together - The Turtles
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1. Always start on a chord tone (triad chord tone)

2. If moving in skips, only skip from a chord tone to a chord tone

3. If moving in steps, move through the scale until you reach another chord tone

If you want to write melodies that REALLY 
emphasize the chord progression, these are 
very strong rules. In fact, if a song strictly 
following these rules, you can often “hear” 
the accompanying chord progression just by 
listening to the melody.

Nursery rhymes tend to follow these rules, 
which makes sense because they are usually 
sung without accompaniment!

Now that you’ve seen some examples, lets 
look at the rules in a more visual way.

Mary Had a Little Lamb - Nursery Rhyme
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HOMEWORK - Write a phrase over a chord

Your phrases must follow the following rules
1. Always start on a chord tone - in this
case only start on C, E, or G (in red)
2. If jumping, only jump to and from
C, E, and G.
3. If walking, only walk from a chord
tone to a chord tone (C, E, and G)
4. Keep your phrases within an octave
5. Only use notes from a C major scale
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NEW CHORD!

Let’s try the same thing with a new chord!

To the right is an A Minor scale over and A 
Minor chord

Follow all the same rules from the previous 
page, but use an A minor scale over an A 
minor chord (A, C, & E)
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NEW SITUATION!
Let’s shift the range of the phrase while still 
using the same A minor scale and chord.

To the right we’re still only playing the notes 
from an A Minor scale, but we’ve adjusted the 
range to start and end on the fifth note of the 
scale.

Follow all the same rules and post your favor-
ite phrases to the community forum!
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