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Over the years, I have found that improvisation offers an intellectual challenge that seems to
attract an unusually high ratio of perfectionist personalities to the table. These students are often
the first to back down because they struggle to accept that improvisation is a form of risk
education where trial and error are a critical part of the process. As long as the teacher continues
to highly reward the exploration of new concepts (even when the attempt is unsuccessful),
students can often be encouraged to try again.

Of all the concepts in this workshop, the most critical ones are that students must learn the chord
tones for all chord types they have to improvise over, and they must learn to place many chord
tones on strong beats in the bar. In a bar of 4/4, the strongest beats to place chord tones on are
beats 1 and 3 (where new chords usually occur in chord progressions). Defying this from time to
time can certainly provide a good contrast, but in general, students must learn to place chord
tones on strong beats.

Good compositions use repetition to reinforce concepts. Good solos do, too. Try to get students
thinking about four-bar phrases whenever possible. It’s an extremely comfortable length of
phrase for the listener. We are very accustomed to hearing phrases in four-bar chunks.

Rhythm Building Blocks

Rhythm is king. Without a relationship to the groove, even the best note choices sound aimless.
That said, a good solo could potentially consist of a single note with a good rhythmic concept.
The following four basic rhythm patterns can be combined in a large number of ways in order to
create a compelling phrase. Get students to experiment with combinations of these rhythms.
When they’re ready, get them to plan out some solo concepts using these rhythms, chord tones,
and ornamentations.

Keep in mind that long notes steal all the energy from a line when used to end a phrase. They
don’t sound decisive. They can certainly be effective, but it’s draining to hear too many lines
ending with long notes.




Ornamentations

Ornamentations, which are sometimes referred to as approach tones/notes, can be the silver
bullet that helps a student learn to create literate sounding solos. These devices are often placed
on weak beats (upbeats, or beats 2 and 4) and create a wonderful tension-release pattern against
the chord tones that are normally placed on strong beats. Oramentations exist to draw the ear’s
attention to a chord tone by making it seem more interesting. Chord tones are the main dish, and
ornamentations are the spices.

Neighbour Tones

Upper and lower neighbour tones are chromatic approach notes. Upper neighbour tones tend to
work best if they are placed on an upbeat with the chord tone on a downbeat. They have the most
tension, and so should be placed in a fairly weak rhythmic position. Placing them in strong
positions can sound great, but the tension will be high. Lower neighbour tones work well in
almost any position. They have a great, bouncy feel to them that have just the right amount of
tension and release. They are immensely popular in jazz improvisation.

For those of you with a bit of a jazz theory background, upper neighbour tones imply the
presence of a temporary tri-tone sub dominant against the chord tone (root of bII7 to root of I,
where the chord tone acts as a temporary target of the dominant chord), while lower neighbour
tones imply the presence of a temporary standard V7 dominant against the chord tone (3 of V7 to
root of I, where the chord tone acts as a temporary target of the dominant chord).
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Chromatic Enclosures and Bebop Enclosures

Given enough work, the enclosure alone can create a literate-sounding solo. This device really
can’t be overused. The goal is to eventually work them into lines smoothly by playing either into
them, out of them, or both.

A chromatic enclosure is the simplest to understand, but also is more laden with tension than the
bebop enclosure. It’s heavier sounding, and less melodic. Still, it does sound good and is used
often in improv. It is comprised of an upper neighbour tone and a lower neighbour tone of a
given chord tone. The chromatic enclosure is often placed on beat 2 or 4 with the target chord
tone on the following strong downbeat.






