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INTRODUCTION:

Music  is  a  universal
language, but the way
it  speaks  differs  across
cultures.  In  Nigeria,
praise  and  worship
songs  have  a  unique
v i b r a n c y  t h a t
resonates  deeply  with
congregants,  often
car ry ing  complex
rhythms  and  melodic
progressions  that  are
distinctly  African.  For
choir  directors,  song
leaders, and musicians
who  want  to  learn

t h e s e  s o n g s
accurately,  one  tool
stands  out  as  both
practical and powerful:
t o n i c  s o l f a  f o r
Nigerian  praise  and
worship  songs.  This
method  of  notation,
which  uses  syllables
like do, re, mi, fa, so,
la, ti, allows musicians
to  read  and  interpret
melod ies  w i thout
needing to understand
traditional  staff
notation.  Whether  you
are  a  beginner  choir
member or a seasoned
w o r s h i p  l e a d e r ,
mastering  tonic  solfa
can transform how you
learn ,  teach ,  and
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perform  praise  and
worship  music.  In  this
article, we will explore
what tonic solfa is, why
it  is  especially  suited
for Nigerian praise and
worship songs, how to
apply  it,  and practical
t i p s  f o r  u s i n g  i t
effectively  in  your
ministry.

WHAT IS TONIC
SOLFA?

Tonic solfa, also known
as solfège, is a system
of  musical  notation
that  assigns  syllables
to the notes of a scale.
In  its  most  common
form, the syllables are
do, re, mi, fa, so, la, ti,
do. The system can be
used  in  two  ways:
fixed-do,  where  each
syllable corresponds to
a  specific  pitch
regardless of key, and
movable-do,  where  do
represents the tonic or
key note of the scale.
In the context of tonic

solfa  for  Nigerian
praise  and  worship
songs, the movable-do
s y s t e m  i s  a l m o s t
universally  used.  This
means that if a song is
in the key of C, then C
is do. If the song is in
the  key  of  G,  then  G
becomes  do .  Th i s
flexibility  makes  it
incredibly  easy  to
transpose  songs  into
different keys, which is
a  common practice  in
Nigerian  churches
where  the  key  may
need  to  match  the
vocal  range  of  the
congregation  or  the
lead  singer.

How
Tonic
Solfa
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Works in
Practice
W h e n  y o u  s e e  a
melody written in tonic
solfa,  each  syllable
represents  a  note  in
the  scale  relative  to
the key.  For  example,
the  first  line  of  the
popular Nigerian praise
song  "Way  Maker"
might be written as d r
m r d r m f m r d  i n
s o l f a  n o t a t i o n .  A
m u s i c i a n  w h o
u n d e r s t a n d s  t h e
system  can  sight-sing
t h i s  m e l o d y
immediately,  because
they know the distance
between each syllable.
Semitones  and  whole
tones  are  represented
by  the  relationship
between syllables, with
mi-fa  and  ti-do  being
the  ha l f  s teps ,  o r
s e m i t o n e s .  T h i s
intuitive  mapping  of

intervals is what makes
tonic  solfa  accessible
to  people  who  have
never  studied  music
theory  formally.  For
Nigerian  praise  and
worship  songs,  which
often  feature  call-and-
response patterns and
complex  syncopation,
tonic  solfa  provides  a
clear,  repeatable  way
t o  l e a r n  p a r t s
accurately.

WHY TONIC SOLFA
IS IDEAL FOR
NIGERIAN PRAISE
AND WORSHIP
MUSIC

Nigerian  praise  and
worship  songs  have  a
distinct character. They
draw  from  indigenous
r h y t h m s ,  g o s p e l
t r a d i t i o n s ,  a n d
c o n t e m p o r a r y
influences.  Songs  by
ministers  like  Sinach,
Nathaniel  Bassey,
Mercy  Chinwo,  and
Dunsin  Oyekan  often
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feature  melodies  that
shift  between  major
and  minor  tonalities,
incorporate  chromatic
passing notes, and use
melismatic  phrases
where  one  syllable  of
t e x t  i s  s u n g  o v e r
multiple  notes.  Tonic
solfa  for  Nigerian
praise  and  worship
songs  handles  these
complexities  elegantly
because  it  focuses  on
t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p
between  notes  rather
than  absolute  pitches.
A  choir  director  can
teach  a  new  song  in
fifteen  minutes  by
writing the solfa  on a
board  and  having  the
choir sing through the
syllables.  This  is  far
faster than teaching by
rote,  which  can  take
several rehearsals and
o f t e n  l e a d s  t o
inaccuracies.

Accessibil
ity for
Non-
Classical
Musicians
Many  Nigerian  church
musicians do not have
formal  t ra in ing  in
Western  staff  notation.
They learn by ear,  by
watching others, or by
listening to recordings.
While  this  is  a  valid
and  powerful  way  to
learn,  it  can  lead  to
i n c o n s i s t e n c i e s ,
especial ly  in  large
choirs  or  multi-lingual
congregations.  Tonic
solfa  bridges  the  gap
between  oral  tradition
and  written  music.  It
g ives  music ians  a
visual  and  phonetic
framework that mirrors
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the  way  they  already
h e a r  m u s i c .  F o r
instance, a bass singer
who struggles to  read
notes  on  a  staff  can
easily  follow  a  solfa
line  written  for  the
b a s s  p a r t .  T h i s
democratization  of
music reading is one of
the greatest  strengths
of  using  tonic  solfa
for  Nigerian  praise
and  worship  songs.

Transposi
tion Made
Simple
Another  reason  tonic
solfa  is  so  effective  for
Nigerian  praise  and
w o r s h i p  i s  t h e
f r e q u e n c y  o f  k e y
changes.  Worship
leaders  often  adjust
the key of  a  song on
the  spot  to  suit  the
congregation's  range,

o r  they  modu la te
during a medley. With
t o n i c  s o l f a ,
t r a n s p o s i t i o n  i s
automatic. If a song is
written in solfa and you
change  the  key,  the
syllables  remain  the
same  because  they
r e p r e s e n t  s c a l e
degrees  rather  than
fixed  pitches.  A
mus ic ian  who  has
internalized  solfa  can
sing  "Way  Maker"  in
any  key  s imply  by
knowing  the  starting
pitch.  This  eliminates
the  need  to  rewrite
music  or  memorize
new  fingerings.  For
worship  teams  that
play multiple keys in a
single service, this is a
massive time saver.

COMMON TONIC
SOLFA PATTERNS
IN NIGERIAN
PRAISE AND
WORSHIP

Certain  melodic  and
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harmonic  patterns
recur  frequently  in
Nigerian  praise  and
w o r s h i p  s o n g s .
Recognizing  these
p a t t e r n s  i n  s o l f a
notation can accelerate
learn ing  and  he lp
musicians  anticipate
how a song will unfold.
H e r e  a r e  s o m e
common  patterns  you
will  encounter  when
using tonic  solfa for
Nigerian  praise  and
worship songs:

Pentatonic
melodies: Many
traditional
Nigerian
melodies are
based on a five-
note scale (do,
re, mi, so, la).
These melodies
are easy to
notate in solfa
and are very
singable. Songs
like "I Surrender"
and portions of
"What a Beautiful

Name" in certain
arrangements
draw on
pentatonic flows.
Call-and-
response
structures: A
leader sings a
phrase in solfa,
and the
congregation or
choir repeats it.
Writing the
response in solfa
ensures that
everyone sings
the same
pitches. This is
especially useful
for multi-part
harmony in
response
sections.
Chromatic
runs: Songs like
"No One Like
You" or "Onise
Iyanu"
sometimes
include
chromatic
passing tones. In
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solfa, these are
notated with
altered syllables
such as di, ri, fi,
si, li for sharps
and ra, ma, se,
le, to for flats.
While these look
complex, they
are actually
easier to sing in
solfa than in staff
notation because
the syllable
change tells your
voice exactly
where to go.
Modulation
sequences:
Many praise
medleys
modulate upward
by a half step or
whole step. In
solfa, the
syllables shift
naturally to
reflect the new
tonic. For
example, if a
song modulates
from C to D, the

solfa for the
melody remains
the same but the
starting pitch
changes. This
makes
modulations less
intimidating for
singers.

HOW TO LEARN
NIGERIAN PRAISE
AND WORSHIP
SONGS USING
TONIC SOLFA

If you are new to tonic
solfa, the best way to
start is by learning the
major scale. Sing do re
m i  f a  s o  l a  t i  d o
a s c e n d i n g  a n d
descending  until  you
can produce each pitch
reliably. Once the scale
is comfortable, practice
simple intervals: do-mi
(major  third),  so-do
(perfect  fourth),  do-so
(perfect  fifth),  and  do-
do  (octave).  These
intervals  form  the
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backbone  o f  most
melodies  in  tonic
solfa  for  Nigerian
praise  and  worship
songs.

Step 1:
Find the
Key and
Establish
Do
Listen to a recording of
a Nigerian praise song
you  want  to  learn.
Identify  the  key  by
matching the tonic, or
home note, to a piano
or pitch pipe. Once you
know  the  key,  assign
do  to  that  note.  For
example, if the song is
in  E-flat,  then  E-flat  is
your  do .  Now,  the
melody  you  hear  can
be translated into solfa
syl lables  based  on

scale  degrees.  If  the
melody  starts  on  the
fifth  degree  of  the
scale, that note is so. If
it  moves  to  the  third
degree, that is mi.

Step 2:
Transcrib
e the
Melody in
Solfa
Write the melody down
using  solfa  syllables.
You can do this by ear
or  by reading existing
solfa  notation  if  it  is
available  online  or  in
church  resources.
Many  Nigerian  gospel
songbooks now include
s o l f a  n o t a t i o n
alongside  staff
notation. For example,
the chorus of "Wonder"
by Mercy Chinwo might
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begin with d d r m r d.
Write  each  syllable
u n d e r  t h e
corresponding word or
syllable  of  the  lyric.
This  transcr ipt ion
process  alone  wi l l
d e e p e n  y o u r
understanding  of  the
song  structure.

Step 3:
Sing the
Solfa
First,
Then Add
Lyrics
Practice  singing  the
solfa syllables on their
own  unt i l  you  can
produce  the  melody
accurately  without
th inking.  This  is  a
crucial step because it

s e p a r a t e s  p i t c h
production  from  lyric
memory.  Once  the
solfa  melody  is  solid,
add the lyrics back in.
You  will  find  that  your
p i t c h  a c c u r a c y
improves  dramatically
because  you  have
anchored each note to
a  solfa  syllable.  This
method  is  especially
helpful  for  songs  with
tr icky  intervals  or
syncopated rhythms.

Step 4:
Add
Harmony
Parts
Using
Solfa
For choir directors, the
real  power  of  tonic
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solfa  emerges  when
teaching  harmony.
Soprano,  alto,  tenor,
and bass parts can all
be  written  in  solfa.
Because  solfa  shows
t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p
between notes within a
key,  singers  can  see
how their  part  fits  with
t h e  o t h e r s .  F o r
e x a m p l e ,  i f  t h e
soprano sings do on a
strong  beat,  the  alto
might sing mi  (a third
below)  and  the  bass
m i g h t  s i n g  d o  a n
octave lower. Teaching
harmony through solfa
reduces  the  learning
c u r v e  a n d  h e l p s
singers internalize their
parts more quickly.

BENEFITS OF
USING TONIC
SOLFA IN CHURCH
MUSIC MINISTRY

The adoption of  tonic
solfa  for  Nigerian
praise  and  worship
songs  brings  several

tangible  benefits  to
music ministry. First, it
reduces  rehearsal
time.  Choirs  that  use
solfa can learn a new
s o n g  i n  a  s i n g l e
rehearsal,  freeing  up
t ime  fo r  sp i r i tua l
p r e p a r a t i o n  a n d
worsh ip  pract ice .
Second,  it  improves
pitch accuracy. Singers
w h o  l e a r n  s o l f a
develop better relative
pitch,  which  means
they can stay in  tune
e v e n  w i t h o u t
i n s t r u m e n t a l
accompaniment. This is
invaluable in  churches
w h e r e  t h e  s o u n d
system or instruments
may be inconsistent.
Th i rd ,  ton ic  so l fa
supports  multi-lingual
worship.  Niger ian
churches often sing in
English,  Yoruba,  Igbo,
Hausa,  Pidgin,  and
other languages in the
same  service.  Solfa
notation  is  language-
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independent.  A  choir
m e m b e r  f r o m  a
different  linguistic
background can follow
the solfa just as easily
as  a  native  speaker.
This  unity  in  music
reading fosters a sense
of togetherness in the
worship team.
Fourth,  tonic  solfa
empowers songwriters.
If  you compose praise
and  worship  songs,
writing  them  in  solfa
allows  you  to  share
your  music  with other
c h u r c h e s  a n d
musicians  without
needing  to  deliver  a
recording.  Your  solfa
notation can be taught
to  a  choir  in  another
city, even if they have
never  heard  your
original  arrangement.
This expands the reach
of  your  ministry  and
builds  a  network  of
worship musicians who
can share music freely.

PRACTICAL TIPS
FOR USING TONIC
SOLFA
EFFECTIVELY

To get the most out of
t o n i c  s o l f a  f o r
Nigerian  praise  and
worship songs,  keep
these  practical  tips  in
mind:

Use a
consistent
notation
system.
Standardize how
you write solfa in
your church.
Always indicate
the key at the
top of the page,
and use dots
above or below
syllables to
indicate octave
placement. For
example, a high
do can be written
as d' and a low
so as s,.
Practice sight-
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singing
regularly.
Dedicate the first
ten minutes of
every choir
rehearsal to
sight-singing
exercises in
solfa. Use simple
Nigerian praise
melodies to build
fluency. Over
time, your choir
will become
faster and more
confident.
Combine solfa

with rhythm
notation. Solfa
alone does not
convey rhythm.
Use dashes,
slashes, or
simple rhythm
syllables (like ta
and ti-ti)
alongside the
solfa to indicate
note lengths. For
example, d - - - |
r - m - | shows a
four-beat do,
followed by a
two-beat re and
a two-beat mi.


