
Music Teacher August 20161

KS5

Jonathan James 
is a freelance 
music educator 
and teacher trainer. 
He was head of 
performing arts and 
director of music at 
an FE college for 
six years, and runs 
a pre-conservatoire 
for classical and 
jazz musicians. 
His current 
PhD research 
is in bridging 
classical and jazz 
creativities at UK 
conservatoires.

Holiday resource: Jazz thinking

by Jonathan James

INTRODUCTION

Holidays can be a time to step away from the constraints of the curriculum and recharge the creative batteries. 

The prompts and ideas that follow are inspired by how improvising musicians think and create music. The 

processes derive from jazz pedagogy in particular, but are common to many styles, from classical through to 

world music. Jazz techniques are used as a pathway rather than a destination.

This resource is aimed at learners of around Grade 4 and above on any instrument, voice included, either 

working alone or together. No prior knowledge of jazz theory is required, nor is any proficiency or experience 

in improvisation expected. All that is really needed is curiosity and the openness to experiment.

The creative ideas outlined in this resource would therefore be ideal for students new to jazz, or perhaps pupils 

who haven’t ventured much further than the blues or simple grooves. The aim is to provide some practical 

starting points that you can use to encourage playing and improvising during the holidays, as well as to give 

some wider listening suggestions around jazz.

The objectives are:

 � to build confidence in listening and improvising skills.

 � to join the dots between theory and practice in new ways.

 � to open up new ways of thinking about musical composition.

 � to introduce the uninitiated to the wonderful world of jazz.

WHAT IS ‘JAZZ THINKING’?

Musical creativity is an incredibly broad field spanning all styles and processes, from DJ-ing through to 

composing a symphony. Jazz is taken here as a helpful way into thinking about music, particularly for those 

learners who are reticent to improvise – which probably accounts for the majority of a Year 11 or Year 12 music 

class! Asking them to spin out a melody based on four notes may well result in mild panic, or chaos, or both.

‘Jazz thinking’, if we can conveniently call it that, has taken on an increasingly complex shape over the past 50 

years, particularly after jazz as a musical discipline found its way on to degree courses and the conservatoire 

curriculum. Educators and researchers have now analysed a huge variety of components to jazz musicianship, 

from the psychology of improvisation through to its theoretical out-workings.

At one end, this has resulted in the fun ‘play-along’ approach exemplified by Jamie Aebersold and his backing 

tracks. At the other end are formidable works such as Paul Berliner’s seminal book Thinking in Jazz (University 

of Chicago Press, 1994), which offers a comprehensive survey of the art of solo and collective improvisation 

in just under 900 pages.

Teachers wanting to explore the jazz approach to creativity in more detail could refer to the following 
tutor books:

 � The Jazz Piano Book by Mark Levine (Sher Music, 1989)

 � Music Theory through Improvisation by Edward Sarath (Routledge, 2010)

 � A Classical Approach to Jazz Piano by Dominic Alldis (Hal Leonard, 1995)
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Tutor books tend to start innocuously but then need considerable resolve to complete. Most aspiring jazz 

pianists, for example, get pointed in the direction of Mark Levine’s bible on the subject (The Jazz Piano Book, 

mentioned above), only to find, by chapter three, instructions such as: ‘When playing a chord from melodic 

minor harmony, play the altered pentatonic scale built off the second note of the melodic minor key.’ It’s not for 

the faint-hearted.

What this crescendo of research does mean, however, is that we now have a much clearer picture of how 

improvisation works. Far from the stereotypical image of plucking notes out of thin air in an act of mystical 

inspiration, there are now recognised processes both for understanding this creative art and for teaching it.

This resource draws on those processes, looking at what it is to think as a jazz musician, and sets out some 

simple exercises to translate that thinking into practice.

In so doing, we will touch on these key areas:

 � Listening skills and activating the ear

 � Styles and ‘time feels’

 � Building a creative vocabulary

 � Manipulating that vocabulary into a lyrical melody

LISTENING SKILLS

The holiday period gives a chance for students to get the headphones on and listen to a wider selection of 

music than normal, without the time pressures or the usual distractions of term-time. These exercises are about 

activating the ear and thinking more proactively about musical processes.

Predictive listening

John Coltrane was an outstanding saxophonist who pioneered new, often complicated ways of improvising. He 

was awarded a posthumous Pulitzer Prize in 2007. Listen to the first part (‘Acknowledgement’) to his classic 

1965 album A Love Supreme.

 � Stop the recording at regular intervals.

 � Can you imagine what will happen next?

 � What would you do?

 � Can you sing any of it?

This can be applied to any new, unfamiliar piece of music, whatever the style or idiom. The idea is to embolden 

the student to think as a composer and as a creative artist. It all begins here, with the desire to create rather 

than just interpret.

THE GOLDEN RULE OF IMPROVISATION

Let your ear do the leading

Too often, we rush into playing a solo without ‘hearing’ it first internally, which means we get led by 
the motor processes of playing the instrument, or the comfort zone in our voice. Our fingers fall into 
well-rehearsed patterns, or our voice follows the normal ‘licks’. More time and patience is needed for 
the listening phase if we want to meet our creative potential.

https://open.spotify.com/track/44uABejFOlNEbZixcKQL2v
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GAP TESTS

‘Gap tests’ are a good extension task for older learners. Using any standard production software, break up a 

piece of music to introduce gaps in a track for the student to fill in, either just as a listening and descriptive 

exercise or by recording their own version to fill in the gap.

In a pop song, the pre-chorus or bridge/middle eight sections work well as cuts. How does the composer 

create tension or bring in variety? The original version should then be included for comparison.

Absorbing style and ‘time feel’

A typical jazz practice is to take a ‘standard’ – a piece or song that has either come from the Great American 

Songbook or has worked its way into standard repertoire – and to re-imagine it. This can involve restyling the 

piece to fit a new ‘time feel’, which is a jazz term for a repetitive rhythmic framework that is accompanied by a 

characteristic choice of chords and tonal palette, for example a funk groove or an Afro-Brazilian clave.

Dissecting the different layers of a time feel or style can open up the imagination to think of stylistic colours 

and suggest a new language to use.

On the Spotify playlist that accompanies this resource, you will find five versions of the song ‘My Favourite 

Things’ from the 1965 Rodgers and Hammerstein musical The Sound of Music.

For those new to jazz, this is a good way of demonstrating how broad a genre it is, and to launch the thinking 

into what constitute the various differences in style. Here are some questions to help guide students’ listening:

CONNIE FISHER AND THE ‘ORIGINAL’ VERSION

Connie Fisher is the singer who won the BBC talent contest How Do You Solve A Problem Like Maria? to 

play Maria from The Sound of Music in London’s West End. It’s a good track for base comparison as it gives 

a standard musical theatre treatment of the song, both in terms of the orchestral accompaniment and the 

‘straight’ vocal delivery.

TWO VERSIONS BY FAMOUS FEMALE JAZZ VOCALISTS: SARAH VAUGHAN AND BETTY CARTER

 � How does slowing the tempo free up Sarah Vaughan’s vocal approach?

 � What vocal ballad techniques does Vaughan use? Listen in particular to her use of vibrato, vocal bends, the 

tone of her voice and, crucially, her timing (how she places the note against the underlying beat).

 � Now listen to Betty Carter’s up-tempo swing version. What are the instruments in the jazz ensemble 

accompanying her, and how do they drive the piece forward?

 � Listen to how Carter displaces the rhythm in the melody in verse 1, then embellishes the tune in verse 2. 

Can you copy any of it?

 � Carter breaks free on the word ‘feel’ at 1:20 on the recording. How do they create a Latin American ‘time 

feel’ at this point?

TWO INSTRUMENTAL VERSIONS: LATIN AMERICAN AND BEBOP

 � Can you hum along to the bassline of the groove that starts La-33’s version? Could you write down the 

pitches?

 � How does this groove affect the harmonic choices in their treatment of the song?

 � At 1:25 the groove changes and the pianist places a repeated figure (‘montuno’) at the piano. Can you sing 

or play it?

 � Try joining in with the polyrhythms with your own groove, just tapping out a consistent idea on the table.

 � Notice how the same note is often repeated within the sax and trumpet solos. The emphasis is on rhythm 

and feel rather than melodic invention.

 � The John Coltrane version features him on soprano saxophone. How does the sound differ from a clarinet? 

What colours does this open up for improvising with?

 � Notice how the Coltrane version opens with a long vamp over two chords, then avoids the standard 

progression by holding onto a pedal note. What does this mean for his freedom as a soloist? Is he set free, 

or constrained?

 � As the band get improvising around 3:30, what remains constant and what gets changed?

https://open.spotify.com/user/jonpjames/playlist/5uMJRF8oOKlflhgUNiKSqG
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Transcribing

The famous story goes that in 1770 Mozart was listening to Allegri’s Miserere in the Vatican and was so 

entranced by it that he copied it out by memory, part by part, that very night. This may be an extreme case of 

genius, the equivalent of a photographic memory in sound, but with the advent of the printing press and the 

recording industry, classical musicians rarely now need to transcribe music. Their main contact with the art of 

transcription really comes only in the much-feared dictation exercise.

In jazz, though, transcription still forms an important part of the training, particularly when it comes to learning 

from other soloists’ creativity. With just a recording to hand, the only way to analyse a soloist’s artistic choices 

in any detail is to try and capture their flight of imagination on the page.

The renowned jazz educator Dave Liebman insists that every aspiring jazz musician should have five iconic 

solos transcribed and under their belt – the equivalent of building up a core repertoire of concertos for a 

classical musician. That said, jazz students have an increasingly loose interpretation of what ‘transcription’ 

means in practice. The dedicated will take it literally and write out a solo in full, complete with rhythmic notation. 

The less dedicated will trace the shape of the pitches as a guideline, without worrying about capturing the 

rhythm. Then probably the most common practice is simply to repeat back segments of a solo on the same 

instrument, imitating the style. This may take the ‘script’ out of ‘transcription’, but it is still a very useful exercise 

that musicians of all backgrounds would benefit from.

SING THEN PLAY

Listen to Bill Evans’s Peace Piece and stop the music after each phrase.

 � Try and sing what you’ve just heard.

 � Break it down into even smaller sections and name some of the intervals involved.

 � Now try and copy a small section back by memory.

 � Pick just four bars and write down the pitches.

 � Then add an approximation of the rhythm if you can.

The act of transcribing some of this solo should have flagged up some key principles of the way that Bill Evans 

improvises:

 � Once he picks an interval, he often ‘riffs’ on this interval to explore all its colours.

 � He is strategic about his phrase lengths – they are not all the same, and often build from short to long.

 � He likes to explore different registers of the keyboard, creating a satisfying arch to his ideas.

 � Very rarely does he play with the beat of his left-hand accompaniment. The right hand feels completely free.

 � The further he moves into the solo (after around 3:00), the more dissonant the language becomes.

CONCLUDING WITH ELLA

Transcription can be a tough challenge for even the most sharp-eared students. It requires a certain patience 

and tenacity, but as with any discipline, it gets easier with practice.

The main message here is that a couple of bars can be enough. The student doesn’t have to work through an 

entire paragraph of a solo to reap considerable benefits. At this stage, it is simply about increasing students’ 

reliance on their ears.

The other main encouragement is to sing more. Instrumentalists start to hide behind their instruments as time 

progresses, claiming they can’t sing. ‘Won’t sing’ would probably be more accurate. Jazz musicians have 

always emphasised the importance of vocalising musical lines first: hearing the sound (‘leading with the ear’), 

singing it next, and then – and only then – playing it.

Some vocalists demonstrate the first crucial part of that process – hearing then vocalising – by scatting (an 

impersonation of an instrumental solo on the voice). Here is an example of Ella Fitzgerald having a ‘scat 

conversation’ with Mel Tormé. Notice how they imitate each other and, in some cases, try to outdo each other.

Bill Evans was 
inspired by 
Messiaen’s 
‘birdsong’ 
style, which 
uses dissonant 
ornamentation in the 
same way.

For one of the 
earliest recorded 
examples of 
scat, listen to 
Louis ‘Satchmo’ 
Armstrong’s break-
out on Heebie 
Jeebies.

https://open.spotify.com/track/7aIKSEWTEKtsaIsEHn341h
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9CbVy1NnB4g
https://open.spotify.com/track/44WgRCq0K8ZUAm70QMhFZV
https://open.spotify.com/track/44WgRCq0K8ZUAm70QMhFZV
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BUILDING A CREATIVE LANGUAGE

Jazz educators often use the analogy of a baby learning to speak when explaining how to build a jazz vocabulary 

for soloing. A lot of time needs to be spent listening and imitating small units of sound first. The baby speaks 

first in tones, then starts to articulate these formless sounds into words through constant repetition, and then 

finally strings those words into sentences.

The jazz musician is encouraged to do the same: to start with small units and to practise manipulating those 

‘words’ into longer sentences. Too many students expect they can flow into a solo without building the necessary 

vocabulary first. Some may be more naturally gifted at recalling gestures and translating them into a solo on 

the spot – but most benefit from doing stand-alone exercises that limber up the creative mind.

We started by inputting styles and ‘time feels’ through listening more widely and more proactively. Now a 

context has been set, the following exercises are about what happens next.

Creating some words

Let’s start with a favourite, the minor pentatonic scale, which in C would be this:

 � Build up ‘words’ of two notes, rippling up and down the scale. Sing then play this:

 � Then build ‘words’ of three notes:

 � Then four-note patterns:

 � Then experiment with different four-note patterns that get your fingers moving in less obvious ways – still 

sticking within the original minor pentatonic scale:

Make sure you allow 
yourself enough time 
to think! There’s no 
rush.
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 � You could start swinging the rhythm now and putting in some off-beat accents:

Jazz tutorial books would tend to bring up the dreaded mantra at this stage: ‘Practise in all keys.’ So easy to 

type; so hard to do. An easier proposition for a holiday exercise would be just to go between two adjacent keys, 

in this case C minor and D minor.

Pianists can lay down a minor 7th chord in their left hand if they want, to give some context:

 � You can then add in the 9th for some more interest. Going back to C minor, this means sneaking in a D:

 � Finally, combine all the above. Decide on a combination then commit to it, without worrying about wrong 

notes in between.

Paired exercises

Where students are able to meet up over the holidays and practise constructively together, many more options 

can be opened up for collective improvisation.

Pairs could work through all the steps above, giving phrases in twos, threes or fours for each other to respond to.

 � Try it in different tempos and moods, picking up on the inflections of the previous statement.

‘WRONG’ NOTES?

You will often hear people cheerfully say: ‘There aren’t any “wrong notes”! It’s jazz, after all!’ This is 
misleading. An experienced improviser may well be able to make a virtue out of a clashing note and 
turn it into an interesting colour, rather like a comedian enjoying a slip in their speech. But unless 
you’re in the idiom of Free Jazz where anything goes, squawks and all, then there are such things as 
‘avoid notes’ – notes that simply don’t fit with the accompanying chords. Get your students to trust 
their ears on this one.
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Once confidence has grown in this free-style, metre-less approach, the pair can start playing together in a 

metre.

 � One student plays a single-line groove like the one below while the other improvises. And then they swap.

TAKING IT UP A LEVEL

As before, once students have got used to a key, they can start swapping between the adjacent keys or follow 

a blues progression using chords I, IV and V.

Once the groove has settled, students can also start ‘trading’ solos, first in eight-bar phrases, down to four, 

then to two bars – and then back up again.

Thinking in intervals

There is an interesting tension, a two-edged quality, to learning to improvise. On the one hand you are learning 

patterns (riffs and licks) that you can assimilate into a solo. On the other, you need to learn how to avoid those 

patterns and not fall into ‘default’ thinking.

One default pattern is scalic thinking. The fingers are so used to following one another stepwise along the 

same, well-worn track. If you were to ask a student to improvise on a F major scale, they would probably do 

something like this:

The following exercises avoid adjacent notes or stepwise thinking, and discipline the mind and fingers to move 

in different intervals instead. Intervals of 3rds and 4ths work particularly well, because they are not too large 

to conceptualise. Ask a student to improvise in 7ths and it might well break down after a few bars (and will 

sound awful!).

WORK-OUTS IN 3RDS AND 4THS

Try some of the following patterns. The first is based on 3rds. There is no need for a fast tempo – just allow time 

to think ‘in the interval’. Intervals of 3rds tend to flow nicely because of their arpeggio shape. Take an F major 

triad and extend up and down by 3rds, remaining within the key signature:

THE ‘FIVE MINUTE’ BARRIER

There is a tendency for new improvisers to be quickly disheartened at how faltering their ideas might 
be, and to assume they are no good. Most of the time, though, it’s simply a matter of allowing enough 
space for the ideas to start freeing up – at least five minutes on a particular exercise. This can seem 
like a long time in practice. But it is always worth encouraging the student to persevere to see what 
their mind will yield once it has got used to the various new patterns they are teaching it.
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And then try the same thing using just 4ths:

Now combine the two. This is where it begins to sound more like a jazz solo, particularly if you swing the 

quavers:

APPROACH NOTES AND ENCIRCLING YOUR TARGET

As a faster, freer style of bebop jazz developed in the 1930s and 1940s with players such as Charlie Parker and 

Dizzie Gillespie, so melodic lines got more ornate and chromatic. One classic bebop technique is to approach 

the notes that fit the chord from a step below or above, like this:

The underlying chord is F major7. So the G sharp, F sharp and B natural are all ‘approach notes’ to the notes 

in that tetrachord. Classical musicians would call them passing notes.

You can also approach the note from both above and below, ‘encircling’ it and giving extra shape. Here the 

first A and final C are being encircled:

More advanced students could try adding in these approach notes with any of the above ‘work-out’ patterns, 

creating a more distinctive, chromatically interesting bebop sound.

Thinking vertically

So far, this resource has been about single-line thinking, or thinking horizontally. This is partly to ensure the 

exercises are relevant to vocalists and all melodic instruments.

For pianists, however, a helpful exercise in jazz thinking that involves both hands is to work with ‘nice shapes’ 

in the left hand and to extrapolate them in the right.

These left-hand shapes can be thought of as random cluster chords rather than in terms of their harmonic 

function. The student finds a four-note shape that pleases the ear, then changes just one note in it in when ready.

Remember this is an 
exercise and it may 
sound mechanical. 
Crafting a solo out 
of these building 
blocks comes next!

Notice the rhythms 
used here are 
straightforward, to 
allow students to 
focus their minds on 
moving the fingers 
(or voice) in new 
ways.

Swing those 
quavers!

Don’t forget to sing 
first, then play!
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A typical conversation between the hands could look like this:

The right hand can start as a simple arpeggiation of the left, extending it up or down where it makes sense.

Then, once a satisfying left-hand ‘progression’ (a loop of no more than four chords) has been found, the earlier 

exercises can be applied to the right-hand solo: manipulating short ideas in twos, threes and fours, playing 

with accents, considering different intervals, and so on.

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER

Much of jazz thinking relies on an understanding of harmony – of progressions, and of which scales fit over 

them. This resource has so far avoided such questions in an attempt just to free up a creative approach in the 

student, and not tie them to too much theory. This is the holidays, after all!

The final idea is therefore to return to Bill Evans’s Peace Piece, which is in C major throughout. The harmony 

remains static, and it is all about what happens in the right hand. The ostinato in the left hand is simple:

The invitation is now to improvise freely in C major over the top, but to include all the techniques explored so far.

So, students might incorporate some thinking in 3rds:

Or they could think in 4ths, then start adding in some approach notes. As ever, vocalising the tune – either 

before playing or simultaneously – is a good discipline.

The emphasis here is on creating a lyrical, peaceful melody – something that is interesting to the listener as 

well as to the improviser.

Repeat this riff until 
you can play it with 
your eyes closed. 
It needs to be on 
auto-pilot.

Leave plenty of 
space. It helps 
create the right 
mood and allows 
crucial time to 
think ahead more 
strategically.
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THINKING IN AN ARCH

How do you make a solo interesting? There is no pat answer, of course, but many solos follow a typical arch 

structure:

 � Start with short ideas, repeated, with plenty of space in between.

 � Introduce longer sentences of increasing chromatic tension and rhythmic intensity, building to a peak at the 

top of the instrument of voice.

 � Settle back to the earlier, shorter statements.

There are a few points worth exploring here. First, it is good to repeat a short motif, to hook the listener in and 

give a semblance of structure. Second, it takes discipline to create space and to use silence as powerfully as 

the notes. Finally, some strategic thinking is involved in how to pace both the chromatic and rhythmic tension 

of the solo.

A reasonably recent example of well-structured solo is Jamie Cullum’s cover of Rihanna’s Don’t Stop the Music, 

from the album of the same name. His piano solo starts at 1:48 and it gives a good, if short, example of an 

arch structure.

NEXT STEPS

All of the above techniques can be explored in a larger classroom setting, either in small groups if instrumental 

combinations allow, or as one large group with students responding in pairs.

As mentioned at the beginning, the teaching techniques described may derive mainly from jazz, but they can 

facilitate creative thinking in any style: classical, pop and world.

Another important next step could be to build in an element of improvising when approaching composition 

briefs, particularly at AS and A2 level. If this is already your practice, perhaps these techniques described 

could enable a longer and deeper exploration of some of the seed ideas. By sticking with a seed idea and 

improvising more confidently with it than before, students may be encouraged to reach more exciting ideas 

on the periphery of their creative thinking. This would be a step closer to finding their original creative voice – 

whether jazz-inspired or not.

https://open.spotify.com/track/6o4PRTsGBHNy2TjxDwryfh

