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I teach music lessons to many age groups; primarily ages 10-18 years which I will refer to as youth.  Much of my focus often involves teaching improvisation.  I start off teaching improvising by stressing the importance of a strong sense of rhythm.  First asking what they do when they are listening to their favourite song and the answer is always, they move.  Some also sing along but movement is always present, hence the rhythm is the most important part.  We then progress to rhythmic playing on one note through a blues, add the blues scale, then show basic chord changes on a blues and finally reading chord changes on other jazz standards.  This shows the importance of learning scales/chords/arpeggios and structured mechanics of playing an instrument also known as the grammar to playing music.  This theoretical part of music playing is very logically laid out so this helps the development of the logical mind.  Helping the student to see how patterns can be applied across twelve keys and then using the same patterns as tools to improvise in many different songs, styles and situations.  This logical development can assist in situations outside of music such as solving a mathematical problem.  In conjunction with this we talk about playing inside and outside the given key of a song and stress how outside is not wrong it is just a vehicle to create tension.  Acceptance of this makes a logical progression to improvising without a given key centre or song structure; since the importance of strong technique has already been instilled the student is able to develop their creative mind through the use of the grammar they already know.
When improvising, listening to other musicians and reacting to what they play is of utmost importance.  Strong confidence is required to play an idea to which others will react.  This reaction then has an effect on how each musician feels toward their statement of the idea and the reactions of other musicians.  A positive reaction will help to boost self esteem.  It is important for the leader to offer positive reinforcement even when it may not sound like what they were hoping.

In my experience with the Guelph Youth Jazz Ensemble I always positively encouraged the youth after each improvisation.  After a couple of months no one was holding back and worrying about how they sounded and whether what they played was acceptable or not.  The group was developing an understanding of how to listen to each other and when to respond to ideas they had heard.  At one point during a collective improvisation the entire group played the same motif, breathed together and played the same motif again.  They experienced how listening to one another and being sensitive to what is happening around you can make the whole group work well together.  Right after this the group almost stopped because they were so taken aback by what had happened.
This interaction feels great when there are musical conversations happening and is not dependant on a certain skill set, although a higher skill set usually will lead to more imaginative exploration.  One of the improvising games we played in my youth ensemble was to have each person lead a group improvisation.  Whoever was designated as in-charge was the person generating ideas for the rest of the group to improvise.  The other members were eager to listen to the leader’s idea and play it back.  The first few times this happens the leader is usually taken aback that a group of their peers would use an idea of theirs.  This boosts the self esteem of the leader, makes them comfortable in a leadership role and gives each student valuable leadership experience.

Improvising can allow complete freedom for the imagination.  It is independent of your skill set because you use what ever resources are at hand.  It also can help to motivate to develop a higher skill set to allow the improviser to explore more sounds and technical ability with the instrument.  This structured theoretical pedagogy directly affects how the imagination improvises.  This use of imagination helps to develop the creative mind of youth and develop valuable social skills.  They learn important communication skills listening to the other musicians and responding with their own voice to what they hear.  They realize the importance of working together to reach a common goal, that of making music.  All of these skills are vital to making music across different generations and cultures and are vital to any field or career choice youth may venture into the next day at school or later in life.  Improvisation helps develop social awareness.

The ideas presented in this paper represent my general observations of the youth that I have worked with over the past five years as well as a detailed analysis of 11 interviews with some of my students, following as case studies.  Here are the questions asked during the interviews along with some general answers.

1. When was your first time improvising and what was it like?
The first time these youth improvised most of them said it was a foreign concept that was weird, different and hard.  When they play something that sounded “good” to their ears it then became fun and everyone liked it after a couple of times.

2. How does improvising on your own make you feel?
The common answer was is it is cool and fun.  When you are playing by yourself you have no cares about what anyone thinks.  It is just fun to play and express yourself through your instrument.  You know that whatever you are playing is just what comes out so it is a very carefree time and it gives you opportunities to come up with new ideas and hear different sounds that you can then try with other people.

3. How does improvising in a group make you feel?

For most of the kids improvising in a group it is a lot of fun.  You can hear more ideas and feed off other’s ideas.  It is very flattering when you play an idea and someone picks it up and plays with it.  It is nice to have a full sound and with all the people playing together you get a good feeling about being part of a group, working together to create something that sounds good.

4. Do you prefer improvising within a specific harmony or just having a concept with which to improvise freely?

Most kids say that improvising over a specific harmony is good because it gives you something to ground to and gives you a basis to work with.  When we start talking about free playing or using just a concept of something to improvise with opinions differ.  Some students say they can shape ideas more when not worrying about harmony, they say you have to decide what is inside or outside, some like the crazy feeling it can create and also how it pushes the boundaries of music making.
Some think that it sounds too chaotic and doesn’t make any sense (even though this person has done a fare bit of this with me and has at times played some very interesting and beautiful things in a free setting).  One student worries that the audience will not appreciate it as much but he does enjoy playing free. 

5. How has improvising changed you as a musician?

The common feeling is that it has opened them up to new ideas, allowing them to see that music can be many different things and does not have to be played the same way by the same people all of the time.  It has given them confidence to play what they want when they want and to interact with other musicians to hear and share new ideas.

6. How has improvising improved you as a musician?

It makes them look for new ways to express themselves and new ideas.  This leads to practicing technique, speed, new sounds and ultimately better control of an instrument.  It has opened them up to more musical styles which diversifies them more, gives them a better appreciation of music and also makes them think of many things at a time giving them the ability to expand their mind.

7. How has improvising affected you outside of music?
It helps with confidence.  It makes you not afraid of saying and doing things in front of peers and other groups of people.  It also helps you to look for other ways to solve problems and be able to think quickly outside the box.

8. Any other comments about improvising?

Case study #1, Alto Saxophonist, 15 years old
His first time improvising was on the piano three years ago when he picked up a blues tune and started playing around with it.  He improvised for a bit and found a few notes that he said sounded good.  With his saxophone he practices improvising with some play-along CDs where he can hear the chord changes which he says helps his ears. He has also improvised on his own which helps him hear different sounds so he knows what sounds he likes.  Sometimes he goes busking where he either just plays whatever he feels or tries to play the basic blues progression.  When improvising on his own he prefers not to have a harmony in mind but just play whatever comes out.  When he is with a group he would rather have a specific harmony to work with because, for him, it makes the music sound fuller.  His group improvising has been with some friends where he plays djembe or piano.  When everyone is playing you can get into it more and hear the form of the piece developing.    He feels the effect improvising has had on him as a musician is that it has opened his eyes and ears a lot more to music.  He has more appreciation of what some one else is doing when they are improvising, which makes him appreciate the music more.   Your appreciation and understanding of music makes you a better musician.  About playing his own music he says “it is good fun playing your own music.  It makes you feel good to play something you’ve created.  Out side of music you incorporate more music into your life and you may join a band which would change who you are hanging out with socially.”
Case study #2, Clarinetist, 15 years old {play file}
Her first time improvising was about a year ago with me at my studio.  It was on a blues and she said it was weird, but fun and probably not that good.  She has improvised on her own before at home which she says is fun because you can express yourself.  Like if you had a bad day you just go play and it makes you feel better.  She has also improvised in a group which was the Guelph Youth Jazz Ensemble.  In a group it is no fun if everyone is trying to get the upper hand, but in her group experience it was like everyone in the group just said come and improvise.  She feels that improvising with a concept is good because it frees you, but using a specific harmony is also fun because the chords sound good and you have some rules which you can some times break.  She thinks that improvising has made her a lot less worried about what people will say.  It also makes you think about a lot of things at once, like what the chord is, what the melody is and what notes to play.  When asked about the affect of improvising outside of music she said “it makes me a lot more spontaneous, I am improvising when I just say random comments and I am not afraid to do that.  It also helps you be quick with your mind.”

Case study #3, Alto Saxophonist, 18 years old
His first time improvising was two years ago in the summer when he was in a ska band.  He felt a lot of pressure and was a little nervous but started to like it once he felt comfortable.  When he improvises on his own at home he says he feels stupid when it sounds bad and good when it sounds good.  His group improvising has been with some friends.  He says this feels good because there is less pressure and it is fun to just play together.  Improvising has made him less afraid to play in front of other people, building his confidence and opening him up to other musical ideas.  At our last studio recital he stood up and played Doxy, blowing over the changes with a great amount of confidence and enthusiasm.

Case study #4, Flutist, 17 years old
She has been improvising for about four years.  She thinks that chord changes are hard but in general improvising is fun.  She has improvised at home where she throws on the metronome and just plays with no worries, this she enjoys a great deal.  Improvising in a group, however, is the best part and the exchanging of ideas is fun.  When asked about using a specific harmony or just playing free she said “I prefer a harmony because it sounds fuller.  By yourself it can sound like a mess with nothing to ground you.”

When she is improvising she has to think of rhythms and what notes are in and out of the chord.  She feels this has helped her to express things easier, be able to think of more than one thing at a time and help her to think outside the box a bit more.

Case study #5, Clarinetist, 13 years old
He first improvised with me in a lesson five years ago.  He did not like it because it was challenging, but as he did it he got into it more and more.  He has improvised on his own before to which he says “It is fun, I can do whatever I want.  It can be in or out, I can play any notes.  I have done this [standing] outside of my school.”  When he is playing in a group he says “you want to make it sound nice and you have people to play along with and you can have musical conversations.”  He likes the sound of a specific harmony but at times likes the out there sound of free playing.  Improvising has changed him as a musician.  He says “I changed my look on how music is.  You don’t have to play just what is there; I can do anything to the music and play it as my own and not just like other bands have played it.”  Improvising has improved him because he says “[it is] fun to do so it makes me think of music as a lot of fun and it helps me think of doing things faster so it makes me practice more.”   He feels that because of improvising he has been more spontaneous but to also go with the program and not worry about what happens.

Case study #6, Alto Saxophonist, 15 years old {play file}
His first experience with improvising was about three years ago at my studio.  He remembers it feeling awkward at first but after he did it a few times he felt like he was able to speak his mind.  When he is improvising on his own he says it is neat and cool to hear your own ideas and it makes you feel good.  When improvising with a group he says it is cool hearing your ideas with other people and hearing others ideas and feeding off of them and it feels dignified if you hear someone using one of your ideas.

He feels there are good points about both using harmony and just playing free.  It is good to have a guide line to work with, harmony allows you to have a basis which sounds good and gives you an idea while no harmony allows you to shape ideas more.  Improvising has opened his ears to more ideas.  It has improved his musicianship by allowing him to learn his instrument more and to figure out what sounds he likes and what sounds he does not like.  Improvising has helped him to socialize better and to improve his mood throughout the day.
Case study #7, Alto Saxophonist, 18 years old
The first time he improvised was in grade seven.  It was on C jam blues and it was a concept he had never done before.  He had no idea of if it was hard or easy but he is glad he stuck with it.  In reference to improvising on his own he has this to say; “after practicing I just express myself through my sax, I try stuff based on my mood or the room, it is different every time and it is cool.”  Improvising in a group it is good because you can give shape to your solo when you hear stuff you like, feel the vibe from others or the style of the song.  In a group one person is not in control of all the variables which is useful but can also create a few restrictions.  When asked about playing over chords or playing free he says “structure a bit is good, it is hard to draw a crowd and have an ear for free avant-garde stuff, it feels good to push the boundaries and use old stuff but it is always new, weather it is bad or not is just your perception.”  He feels that improvising is a way to express yourself, you can get away from the box and it is up to you to do what you want.  It has improved him as a musician by bringing him into the light of other styles of music that will help him be a better musician.  It has pushed him to keep getting better and it pushes you to look for something new helping you to always improve.  He feels it has changed him outside of music by helping him to think about how he can improve on this or find an easier or different way to do that.  It has given him the ability to have different concepts of how to improvise outside of music.
Case study #8, Flutist, 15 years old {play file}
He started improvising as soon as he started playing the flute about four years ago.  He remembers thinking it was very different because flute is usually a classical instrument not jazz and music is usually off the page and not off your head.  It was very different.  When improvising on his own he feels free and he enjoys it a lot.  Improvising with a group is fun.  You can feed off the other band members, hear ideas and use them and stick to them.  Whether to use a specific harmony or play free depends on how he is feeling that day.  When using harmony you can tell if it sounds outside or inside and when it is free you have to decide if it is inside or outside.  Improvising has changed him as a musician as he feels it allows him to play freely.  If you like it you can play what you want when you want and there are no rules as long as you play confidently.  It has improved him as a musician because it builds confidence, helps you decide what you like and do not like, helps your speed and finding new ideas and new techniques.  Improvising is a mindset that helps you play freely.  In other situations it can help you out with quick thinking.
Case study #9, Tenor Saxophonist, 15 years old {play file}
The first time he improvised was when he started saxophone three years ago; he felt it was weird and different.  When he is improvising on his own it is cool because he can hear new things and make up new ideas making him feel good. {play file}  Improvising in a group is fun.  It can sound complete when you are by yourself but with a group there is more to listen to and there can be good conversations happening when more than one person is soloing.  He prefers to have a set harmony to follow because you have guidelines and it sounds more comforting and supported.  Improvising has opened him to more musical ideas, allowed him to be more creative and it helps him to see different ways to do things.  It has helped him to be loose outside of music and to express himself better. 
Case study #10, Alto Saxophonist, 10 years old {play file}
His first time improvising was about four years ago playing C jam blues on the recorder and since then has tried some things with his older brother.  He says improvising was freaky the first time he improvised in front of a big crowd but it was good because if one of his jobs was a musician then that would be good practice.  Improvising has motivated him to practice more.  He thinks that improvising has helped him show other people his talent which makes him feel good.  His closing comments were “I get to go crazy and do my own stuff which is fun.”

Case study #11, Alto Saxophonist, 14 years old
His first time improvising was just under a year ago in the Guelph Youth Jazz Ensemble.  He was not sure what to do and said it seemed hard to get an idea then hard to play it.  When he improvises on his own it feels good.  In a group it is easy if he knows what he is doing but he feels uncomfortable if he is not sure what to do.  For him improvising is all just a concept so it makes no difference whether there are chord changes or not.  He feels that improvising gives him new ideas, allows him to do anything musically and gives him more opportunities.  He thinks it changes the way you think of problems and allows you to improvise to solve those problems.  His closing comments where “it is good for all musicians.”  I met this student at the Jazz festival last year.  His family had just moved to Guelph from Vancouver so he did not know anybody.  He joined the jazz ensemble and right away met some knew people who shared common interests.  Improvising allowed him to communicate with these new people in a new place and to feel comfortable doing it.

Based on the answers given by the students above it seems that when improvising on their own students develop their creativity, the ability to make things up on the spot, and it helps develop the ability to think quickly and be confident by not being afraid to speak through an instrument.
Improvising in a group allows students to learn the ability to communicate with others through music, develop their ability to listen and distinguish ideas they like from many that are being presented and to present their ideas in front of their peers.  They also learn how to work together to create a pleasing musical performance.  If one member of the group does not play their part, is in a different place or is not fitting into what the group is doing it affects the musical performance and hence the enjoyment of the ensemble.  This can lead to ostracizing but in my experience it usually leads to the student realizing what affect this has on the group dynamic so they learn to listen and pay attention to what is going on around them.  Playing music in a group teaches respect and appreciation for others abilities.  Youth learn how different people can fit into different rolls.

Improvising helps develop the ability to use a certain skill set, that of musical grammar, in creative ways, thus developing the ability to be creative and not be limited in the way to use different skills.  In closing I would like to play a string of closing comments from the students, question eight was “Any other comments about improvising?”
{Listen to a recording of each student’s last statement.}
