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UNLEASHING CREATIVE MUSICIANS

Why Every Student Should Improvise in Jazz Band

The jazz genre grew from a rich tra-

dition of innovation, individuality, and
spontaneous expression. The creative deci-
sions professional jazz musicians make in
the moment have shaped and continue to
shape the music.

Many school jazz ensemble directors
understandably spend much of their re-
hearsal time carefully preparing a variety
of music for their students to perform at
each concert. In New York State, we have
so many excellent jazz bands that perform
at the elementary, middle, and high school
levels, reflecting well on the high-quality
teaching we offer our students. Of course,
students find great satisfaction and reward
in a well-crafted school jazz concert. Dig-
ging a little deeper though, it’s important
to explore how to help all of our students to
feel well prepared and fulfilled when they
craft an improvised solo.

In the rush to prepare repertoire for
a jazz concert, many of us have had the
experience of not having enough time to
teach improvisation. We may shy away
from teaching improvisation because we
feel unqualified to teach it. Many of us do
not have a budget for bringing in profes-
sional jazz musicians as guest clinicians.
However, if we do not prepare our students
to have enjoyable experiences playing an
improvised jazz solo, who will?

Choosing not to spend enough time
teaching improvisation or deciding not to
improvise in front of our students not only
underrepresents a core element of jazz but
also may send a subtle and incorrect mes-
sage to students: improvisation is for the
talented, the brave, or the few. Students
may think to themselves, “If my teacher
never improvises, why should 1?”

In reality, improvisation can be — and
should be — a skill accessible to every stu-
dent and teacher in a jazz program. When
teachers intentionally cultivate an environ-
ment where improvisation is a regular part
of learning, our students can develop mu-

Improvisation is at the heart of jazz.

sicianship, confidence, listening skills, and
creativity that extend far beyond jazz band
rehearsals and performances. With minor
adjustments to how we think about our
jazz rehearsals, we can help our students
experience just that.

Improvisation builds musie
literacy and aural skills

School musicians and directors often
rely heavily on the printed page. Students
work hard to play the “right” notes and
rhythms, and they try to follow their direc-
tor’s interpretations of the composer’s intent.
While these tasks are valuable, when they
dominate the vast majority of our rehearsal
time, they can unintentionally constrain stu-
dents’ sense of listening and expression.

Improvisation demands and heightens
active listening. To solo successfully at a ba-
siclevel, a student must recognize the form,
have a basic sense of harmonic awareness,
respond to the rhythm section’s style, and
craft ideas that fit the musical moment.
This process strengthens aural awareness
more powerfully than passive repetition of
written material. These are skills we can
teach with the time and patience we know
how to give to our students.

For example, rather than just having
a soloist learn one or two scales to play an
improvised solo, students improvising on a
12-bar blues can be encouraged to listen
to the harmonic structure of the form with
their ears first by being taught to listen
for the thirds and sevenths of each chord
moving by half-step or whole-step to the
following chord in a harmonic progression.
Although this takes more time, this holistic
type of listening will inform other aspects
of musicianship that we are interested in
developing: intonation, phrasing, rhythm,
and ensemble awareness that students can
use in other musical contexts.

Additionally, improvisation teaches
students to think like composers. Instead of
interpreting someone else’s notation, they
generate musical ideas and organize them

into sentences. Even the simplest tech-
niques in teaching improvisation can give
students the knowledge to explore motives,
variations, sequence, tension, and resolu-
tion. These skills mirror the work of classi-
cal composition and heighten understand-
ing of all musical literature. Improvisation
is not the absence of structure; it is musical
structure in action.

Improvisation promeotes creativity
and student voice

Music education practitioners tradi-
tionally emphasize artistic reproduction
over creation. Students may play classic
compositions or arrangements in vari-
ous music performance settings, but they
are not frequently encouraged to contrib-
ute original musical ideas. Improvisation,
however, welcomes the student’s voice. By
allowing students to express who they are,
what they feel, and what they hear through
improvisation, young musicians who may
feel intimidated or overshadowed in large
ensemble settings may find this creative
agency empowering.

In jazz improvisation, there is never a
single “right” answer. A phrase can be short,
long, angular, lyrical, humorous, or under-
stated. Instead of correctness, the goal be-
comes communication. Students learn to ex-
press their personalities through sound, and
teachers observe growth not only in skill but
also in identity.

Improvisation supports equity
and inclusion in jazz

Too often, jazz solos are given to the
“top players,” which inadvertently reinforc-
es inequity. Students with private lessons
or more experience tend to accumulate
more skills, receive more opportunities,
and, therefore, continue to accelerate their
progress. Meanwhile, students who lack
such experience often have fewer opportu-
nities, and thus their skills may stagnate.

Improvisation, when implemented as
a whole-class activity, democratizes jazz
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learning. When every student and teach-
er participates regularly in improvisa-
tion, the culture of your ensemble will
begin to shift. Instead of a hierarchy, the
ensemble becomes a community where
risk-taking is shared and growth be-
comes a collective achievement. Teach-
ing improvisation is not simply about
building better jazz musicians; it is about
making jazz education more just, inclu-
sive, and reflective of the roots of jazz as
a participatory art form.

Practical strategies for
non-improvisers: how to get
started

Many educators feel hesitant to
teach improvisation because they did
not learn it through playing in a jazz
ensemble or in a pre-service music ed-
ucation course. Some fear they do not
know enough theory or cannot model
improvisation well enough. Others may
have experience teaching improvisa-
tion, but argue they lack adequate time.
The good news is that students do not
need extensive knowledge of jazz theory
to improvise, and teachers do not need
to be virtuosic improvisers to lead learn-
ing. Here are simple, accessible strate-
gies that any teacher can implement:

1. Start with rhythm only. Remove
harmony and melody from the equa-
tion. Start by searching for “jazz rhythm
examples” available through pages, im-
ages, and videos on the Internet. Then,
teach students a one- or two-chord
vamp from one of your repertoire se-
lections and have students create short
rhythmic solos on a single pitch.

A more advanced possibility would
be to have students rotate improvis-
ing rhythms on a 12-bar blues, letting
them take two- or four-measure solos.
This approach reinforces form and
spontaneity while helping students to
minimize their fear of playing “wrong
notes.” Rhythm is not just influential in
jazz — it is the core organizing princi-
ple, the cultural engine, and the expres-
sive medium through which jazz music
lives and breathes.

2. Use call-and-response. The rhyth-
mic identity of jazz is inseparable from
call-and-response because both arise
from the same African and Afro-dias-

poric musical worldview, one where
music is fundamentally social, con-
versational, and participatory. There
are many published jazz education re-
sources available that provide call-and-
response motives. There are probably
several melodic motives that you can
isolate in just one of your current jazz
repertoire selections.

Begin by playing short two- or three-
note motives and have the band echo
them. Add more notes as appropriate for
your students. With time, you might have
students take over this role. Alternative-
ly, you might play a “call” motive and
have students improvise a response, ei-
ther collectively or as individual soloists.
This communal approach can validate
students’ ideas without judgment and in-
crease their confidence.

3. Use the melody. Composition and
improvisation share the same creative
engine; they differ only in time scale.
Improvisation is creativity in real time;
composition is that same creativity
stretched, refined, and captured. Help
your students find inspiration from the
composers of the repertoire for their
next concert.

Melodies from jazz standards pro-
vide an ideal foundation for teaching
improvisation. Students can learn how
to alter a simple melody through tech-
niques such as rhythmic displacement,
ornamentation, melodic paraphras-
ing, motivic development, passing
tones and approach notes, articulation
changes, and use of space. One director
I know often uses easy-to-medium-lev-
el arrangements of jazz standards to
teach these concepts as students learn
the melody by ear or by using a teach-
er-notated copy.

4. Normalize shorter solos for every-
one. Not every solo needs to be a full cho-
rus, especially when students are just be-
ginning to improvise. Many of the most
memorable solos in jazz history achieved
depth, identity, groove, and narrative
power in remarkably concise packages.

In the classroom, we can embrace
this idea by using one- to four-measure
solos or simple “trade fours” exercises
with the entire ensemble. Rotate quickly
through all students to keep the activity
fun, spontaneous, and low pressure. In

rehearsal, shift the mindset from “the
soloist” to “everyone gets a turn,” so
that full participation in improvisation
becomes typical, expected, and accessi-
ble to every student.

5. Affirm the creative choice. When
offering encouraging and affirming
feedback, highlight creativity with spe-
cific, thoughtful praise with comments
like “great use of repetition,” “T like
how you started softly,” or “That is an
interesting rhythm!” Steer away from
language centered on correctness, par-
ticularly with novice improvisers.

Praising student ideas in impro-
visation sessions reinforces creativity,
risk-taking, and personal expression.
Regular commendation redirects the
focus from avoiding mistakes to explor-
ing musical possibilities, helping stu-
dents feel safe, confident, and curious.
When teachers celebrate ideas and set
the example in taking risks as aspiring
improvisers, students are more willing
to participate, listen, and develop their
own musical voices. Creativity will take
root where judgment loosens its grip
and curiosity has room to rise.

Ignite improvisation in your
classroom

Improvisation is not an optional
component of jazz; it is the most essen-
tial aspect of the art form. Teaching im-
provisation strengthens musicianship,
empowers student voice, and promotes
equity within school jazz ensembles.
With simple, accessible classroom
strategies, any teacher, regardless of
background or improvisation experi-
ence, can lead students to create mu-
sic spontaneously, expressively, and
authentically. Most important, students
learn that music is not only some-
thing to play, but something to make.
Through improvisation, jazz becomes
a living art form in schools, shared
by students and teachers alike. Stu-
dents leave our classrooms not only as
stronger musicians, but also as lifelong
creators — musicians who understand
that jazz, like themselves, is always
growing, always adapting, and always
alive. ||
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