Welcome to the Charlotte NSAI Critique Session

This document explains the purpose of our critique sessions and how to participate in our critique sessions through song presentation and providing critique.

Purpose of the Critique Session:  
The most important thing a song can do is move a listener.  What the writer hears and what listeners hear is often very different.  Many writers do not want to change their songs.  These writers will not grow as quickly as writers that are willing to adapt to the listener.  And their songs will never move a listener like a writer who has learned how to influence a listener.  The purpose of the critique session is to provide feedback on your song from listeners to develop you song, and your writing skills.

Song Presentation:  
There are many different reasons to bring songs for critique, including:
1. To get ideas on song content (i.e. help with a second verse or bridge).

2. To see if lyrics conveyed their intended meaning, (no confusion). 
3. To evaluate if verse, chorus, bridge and hook are working.

4. To evaluate porosity, (did music match lyric and mood). 
5. To receive ideas on melody and rhythm. 
6. To help identify how to make the song build.

7. To evaluate audience reaction to key lines and phrases, (what do they like?).

8. To practice performance.

9. To share a finished product.

When you are sharing your song:

1. The critique is on the song, not the performance.  It is irrelevant whether the song is sung off key a cappella, or a full demo.  If you are uncomfortable, you can share that, but please don’t elaborate as it uses up your song time and will not change your performance.  The listeners all have the same fears.  We are your friends here to help your song.  Focus on your song.

2. If possible, provide lyrics for each listener.

3. Do not explain the song before you sing it, unless you are prepared to write your explanation into the song.  Your song should stand alone.

4. Tell the listeners what level of critique you want:

1. Beginner:  just be nice to me!

2. Intermediate:  share ideas that you have and identify any points of confusion.

3. Advanced:  tell me everything you hear that might make this song better.

4. Demo:  This song is finished; I just want to share it.  (This category is for songs that have gone through the process and for individuals that really don’t want to change anything.)
5. Watch the person in front of you and get in place as efficiently as possible, we are always short on time. 

6. Enjoy presenting your song.

When you are receiving your critique:

1. Enjoy this time of attention on your unique creation!

2. Remind people of your selected level.
3. Remember it takes courage for them to share critique, be kind in response to the critique’s efforts to share what they heard.

4. Critiques will often hold back on useful advice if they don’t know that you can handle changing your song.  If you appear uncomfortable with someone’s comments (even if they had bad delivery skills) other critiques may not share their good ideas.  So smile and gather all the information you can.

5. Don’t argue with them if you don’t agree, it is just their opinion.  Say thank you.  You can do as you please with the information.

6. Remember the amount of suggestions you receive is not a measure of the quality of the song.  Some very finished songs get a lot of critique because the listeners know the presenter wants the information and can manage it.  Some get none because no ideas happened to come.  It is not a measure.
7. Remind people to write their ideas down, as it is almost impossible to digest all the ideas when you are in front of people.

8. Remember we are always short on time; try to turn over the floor efficiently.

When you evaluate your critique suggestions at home:
1. You can always go back to the song exactly as it is.  So always take time to try the suggestions.

2. Each opinion, is just one person’s opinion at that moment in time. You must evaluate what advice you receive.
3. Different individuals have different skill levels.  Some may not be able to explain things well.  Some may be wrong.  Some are very knowledgeable. 

4. Some advice is right, but when you try it, you don’t like the song as much.  This can be a skill level issue.  Your writing skills will improve.  Advice will become easier to appreciate when it is easier to incorporate.  So practice following the advice even if you know you won’t keep the changes.  It is great experience, and you might stumble on something brilliant.
5. Pay extra attention when several people say the same thing.

6. Your song will never be better if you can’t change.

7. Only keep changes that make you like your song more. 

When you critique another writer:

1. Remember that encouraging the writer to continue writing is the premier function of this group.  
2. Critique the song while it is playing: 
A. While the song is playing quickly mark the lyrics where ever you were confused, or heard something you liked.   
B. Be on guard to identify if you ‘tune out’ and mark that.  (was it cliché lyric or monotone melody?)  
C. If you smiled, or cried… mark exactly when.

D. When the song is over go back and write out an explanation.  (examples:  lost me, confused? Who? Past or present?  Good line,  Good melody,  Good rhythmic component, Nice rise, Cool chord.)
E. Identify what created mood and flow.

F. Deliberately identify characteristics of the song that were good, so the writer has a balanced perspective of the critique, and so he doesn’t change what work well.

G. Evaluate the song for some of the times on the list below that are applicable.

3. Offer the floor the one most valuable observation you made.  

4. Allow other critiques time to contribute.  
Note:   It is easy to get lost in your evaluation and not recognize that you have dominated the session.  Provide opportunity for quieter members to share as they may have very different perspectives.  It would be ideal to hear from everyone.
5. If no other information is being shared, contribute additional observations.

6. Be aware of available time.

7. Always encourage the writer.  They have done something most people could never do!
Here are some examples of things to listen for in a critique.  Some are not required components of a song, but they are common components of a good song: 

1. First line unique and grabs your attention?

2. Timing: do lyrics fit timing, or is timing stretched to fit them. 
3. Did lyrics convey their intended meaning, (no confusion). 
4. Characters:  is it always clear who is speaking?

5. Time:  is it clear whether it is past or present or changing?

6. Is the title clear? 
7. Is the title the hook?

8. Does the story line or emotion build through the song?

9. Recommendations on instruments for demo, build, drop, solo.

10. Porosity did the lyric match the mood of the music?

11. Rhythmic and melodic features interesting?

12. Components verse, chorus, bridge and hook match and build?
13. Any additional ideas for content (esp. help with a second verse or bridge).
