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Introduction
	   Improvisation is an essential element of jazz music (Berliner 

1994, Owens 1995, Kernfeld 2007); it has also been an important 

means of musical expression throughout history. Musicians such 

as J.S. Bach, Mozart, Beethoven, and Liszt were avid improvisers 

throughout their careers.

“Full proficiency in a verbal language must include the ability to 
command a considerable vocabulary with equal facility at the 
reading, conversational, and intuitive levels.  The development of 
proficiency in a music ‘language’ involves the same general 
process”  
   - Bill Dobbins, Professor of Jazz Studies

Improvisation in music learning:

 Researchers and educators have suggested that improvisation 

is essential to:

(a) teaching and learning music,

(b) developing musicianship, 

(c) becoming musically literate, and

(d)measuring and evaluating music achievement.

This Study:

 With the intent of improving improvisation curriculum and 

instruction at the collegiate level, the purpose of this descriptive 

study was to describe improvisation achievement and personal 

perspectives of collegiate undergraduate non-jazz majors 

following 14 weeks of learning to improvise.

Research Questions
I.   What are performance and improvisation achievement levels 

for collegiate undergraduate students following 14 weeks of 

instruction using a sequential music curriculum designed for a 

beginning jazz improvisation class?

II.  What are the relationships between music aptitude and

 (a) performance achievement, 

 (b) improvisation achievement, 

 (c) composite music achievement, and 

 (d) singing achievement?

III.  How does improvisation instruction influence perceptions of 

learning by participants?

Materials and Methods
 Eight undergraduate music education students taking Jazz 

Theory and Improvisation for Non-Majors from a music school in 

Northeastern United States volunteered to participated in this 

descriptive mixed methods study. 

 Participants learned repertoire by ear in a variety of tonalities 

and keys. This repertoire provided context for subjects to: 

(a) perform (sing and play), read, improvise, and compose; 
(b) transcribe, perform, and analyze selected exemplary 

improvisations; and
(c) compose and arrange following specified guidelines.

Figure 1. Group instruction was based on Developing 
Musicianship through Improvisation, Book I, II, and III (Azzara & 
Grunow, 2006, 2010)

Figure 2. Improvisation rating scale (Azzara & Grunow, 2006, 2010)

Student Examples
“When the Saints Go Marching In”
Skill 5 Example:
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Figure 3. During weeks 7 and 14 participants performed 
melodies and improvisations vocally and instrumentally for 
repertoire similar to that taught in class. 

“Seven Skills for Improvisation” from DMTI
Skill 1 - Sing and perform improvised rhythm 
patterns over the bass line progress.

Skill 2 - Sing and perform voice-leading principles.

Skill 3 - Sing and perform skill 2 over the harmonic 
progression.

Skill 4 - Sing and perform Skill 3 with improvised 
rhythm patters over the harmonic progression.

Skill 5 - Sing and perform improvised tonal patterns 
over the harmonic progression.

Skill 6 - Sing and perform improvised rhythm to skill 5.

Skill 7 - Sing and perform an improvisation that uses 
passing tones and embellishments.

Skill 7 Example:

davidehart@gmail.com

Results
Qualitative

(a) In general, participants had little prior experience with 
improvisation, composition, and arranging.  Experience 
occurred outside of K – 12 instruction, with peers or outside 
performance opportunities.  

(b) In general, participants believed the class improved their 
understanding and comfort level while improvising.

(c) Most participants indicated that the curriculum helped 
change the way they listened to music and how they thought 
of a meaningful improvisation.

Participant quotations:

This class has really forced me to have to sit down and transcribe 
and listen, open my ears and start to really think about how I 
improvise, and have meaningful improvisations.  So I have 
acquired the ability to, in both my playing and in my listening, pick 
up on things that I have never been able to pick up before.  So I 
am improvising at a deeper level because of this class.
...my ears got a lot better…there was a point when I really 
struggled with singing, going to that four chord in ‘Down by the 
Riverside’ and all of a sudden it is finally natural.  In everything: 
my feeling of time and my ability to play my instrument…
…I do feel a lot more comfortable and a lot more open-minded 
about making mistakes and things…When I started, I was 
embarrassed yeah, and uncomfortable.

Quantitative
Correlation:

(a) Composite Vocal and Instrumental Performance = .85

(b) Composite Performance and Improvisation Achievement = .91

(c) Instrumental Melody and Instrumental Improvisation = .83

(d) Vocal Melody and Vocal Improvisation = .78

Interjudge Reliability:
(a) Instrumental Achievement = .94 - .96

(b) Vocal Achievement = .90 - .96

(c) Composite Achievement = .87 - .90

Conclusion
Summary of conclusions:

(a) Collegiate non- jazz major students are capable of engaging 
in meaningful improvisations,

(b) Learning to improvise has a positive effect on overall 
musicianship,

(c) Improvisation and singing achievement are related to overall 
performance achievement, and

(d) Rating scales used in this study are appropriate tools for 
measuring music achievement
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