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Five Questions to Ask When Arranging Lead Sheets 

1.​ What can I do with the melody? (embellishment, fills) 
2.​ What can I do with the chords? (reharmonization, voicing) 
3.​ What can I do with the accompaniment? (textures, bass patterns) 
4.​ How can I frame the arrangement? (intros, interludes, endings)  
5.​ How can I make it sound like a specific style? (groove, articulation, dynamics, pedaling, 

tempo, stylistic conventions) 

Melodic Decoration and Fills 

Beginner-Friendly Options Intermediate Options Advanced Options 

Repeated notes 
Neighbor tones 
Passing tones 
Scale fills 
Register shifts 

Grace notes 
Turns 
Sequences 
Arpeggiated fills 
Echoed phrases 

Trills and tremolos 
Blues inflections 
Octave doubling 
RH harmony notes 
Virtuosic runs 

Questions to ask: 

●​ Can I fill this long note? 
●​ Can I decorate this note before moving on? 
●​ Can I connect these two notes with a scale or arpeggio? 
●​ Can I change the rhythm of this phrase? 

 

Remember 
You don’t need to change everything at once. Start with a single idea, listen 
carefully, and build one layer at a time. Experiment freely and keep what 
sounds good. Many effective arrangements are simply a collection of small, 
thoughtful choices.  



Simple Reharmonization (Chord Swaps) There are many possible chord 
substitutions, but using diatonic substitutions and borrowing from parallel keys is an 
easy place to start. The examples below use C major and A minor. 

Diatonic Substitutions Borrowed Chords 

C Major C Major 

C (I) → Am or Em (vi or iii) F (IV) → Fm (iv) 

F (IV) → Dm or Am  (ii or vi) Use A♭ (♭VI) 

G (V) → Em (iii) Use B♭ (♭VII) 

A Minor A Minor 

Am (i) → C or F (III or VI) Am (i) → A (I) (Picardy-third effect) 

Dm (iv) → F (VI) Dm (iv) → D (IV) 

Em (v) → G or C (VII or III)  

Questions to ask:  

●​ Can I substitute a diatonic chord or borrow from the parallel key? 
●​ Is there another chord with some of the same notes? 
●​ What happens if I change one chord? 
●​ Does the melody still fit? 
●​ How does the mood change? 

Accompaniment and Rhythm 

Why start with open fifths? 

●​ Work in almost any style 
●​ Sound powerful and spacious 
●​ No need to distinguish major/minor 
●​ Root position reinforces harmonic function 
●​ Easy to transpose 

Suggested Teaching Sequence 

●​ Single-note roots 
●​ Open fifths 
●​ Harmonic octaves (optional, if hand allows) 
●​ Broken fifths 
●​ Broken-chord patterns 
●​ Flowing arpeggios 



Intros, Interludes, and Endings Intros, interludes, and endings often sound best 
when they borrow material already found in the piece. 

Intro ideas: 

●​ Borrow material from the final phrase. 
●​ Create a two-chord vamp (I–V, I–vi, etc.). 
●​ Play the opening motive quietly before starting. 

Interlude ideas: 

●​ Repeat an accompaniment pattern. 
●​ Sequence a motive. 
●​ Use a short scale or arpeggio passage. 
●​ Create a simple chord vamp. 
●​ Improvise using notes from the melody. 

Ending ideas: 

●​ Repeat the final phrase. 
●​ Add a fermata. 
●​ Extend the tonic chord or final cadence. 
●​ Finish with an octave leap (“Ta-da!”). 
●​ Use a ritardando + tonic arpeggio. 

Groove and Style Style emerges from many small decisions involving rhythm, 
meter, accompaniment, register, articulation, harmony, texture, and form. 

Style Formulas 

Pop Ballad 
Broken chords 

Sustained pedal 
Syncopated melody 

Repeating chord progression 

Blues 
Swing feel 

Repeated bass pattern 
Blues-scale inflections 
Dominant harmonies 

Film Score 
Open fifths or octaves 

Expansive register 
Gradual dynamic growth 

Ostinato patterns 

Folk Style 
Simple harmony 

Drone notes/fifths 
“Strummed chords” (rolled) 

Acoustic feel 

Rock 
Driving pulse/steady eighths 

Repeated chord patterns 
Detached articulation 

Strong accents 

Classical 
Alberti bass or broken chords 

Clear cadences 
Dynamic contrast 

Light touch 

Mix and match these ingredients to create your own stylistic combinations! 


	Five Questions to Ask When Arranging Lead Sheets 

