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JAZZ IMPROVISATION, CLASS NOTES 2017-2018 

PREFACE 

The following class notes were written between approximately September 2017 and July 2018 

as a continuation of my ongoing workshops in jazz improvisation at Music Center Of The 

Northwest (musiccenternw.org). These notes include exercises written for a Rock Band theory 

class, which is part of the same improvisational curriculum. 

I would like to thank all my students for their dedicated participation and feedback in these 

workshops. Hopefully these notes will continue their usefulness beyond the scope of the classes 

they were written for. 

Have fun, and thanks for reading. 

-David Matthew Shere 

Seattle, WA; July 2, 2018 
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Improv Theory 2017-18 general class notes 06 

David M. Shere 

XIII. TASK MANAGEMENT 

“What tasks do improvisers need to manage in the process of improvising?” 

1. Trying to follow the chord changes 

2. Counting (beats, measures) 

3. Swinging (swing 8
th

’s) 

TRYING TO SOUND GOOD: 

4. Intonation 

5. Tone production 

6. Articulation 

· attack /sustain/decay/release 

7. Dynamics 

TRYING TO PLAY INTERESTING THINGS: 

8. Stylistic issues/genres 

9. Repetition 

10. Variation 

11. Long tones 

12. Good ensemble playing 

· call & response, inside/outside 

13. Energy 

14. Tension/release; consonance/dissonance 

15. Blues licks 

16. Chromaticism 

17. Phrase length (typically 2-4 measures) 

18. Rhythmic variety 

19. Correct scale/key 

20. Chord tones/guide tones 

21. Enjoying the moment 

22. Performing to our own satisfaction 

23. Thinking at tempo 

24. Playing with good time 

25. Learning the head 

26. Memorizing the changes 

27. Internalizing the melody 

etc. 
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XIV. THE IMPORTANCE OF LISTENING TO THE RHYTHM SECTION 

All of the above tasks can be consolidated under the single task of listening to the rhythm 

section and responding. What this implies is that you have practiced the melody/chord changes 

and at least one lick to the point where you can devote the majority of your attention to 

listening to the bass player and drummer while you solo. This allows you to play improvised 

melodies subconsciously without panicking over every individual note choice. 

XV. THE IMPORTANCE OF SWINGING 

Historically, the purpose of jazz soloing is to prolong a tune on behalf of a dance audience. If 

you have a song that is only 2-3 minutes long, but your audience wants to dance for 8-10 

minutes without stopping, you add solos to the arrangement to prolong the moment. The 

reason why swing 8
th

 note rhythm in soloing is important is to allow the audience to keep 

dancing while you solo. Your job is to prolong the dance rhythm. If you can’t imagine people 

dancing to your solo, you may want to rethink your rhythmic approach to soloing. 

XVI. SIMPLIFYING YOUR MELODIES 

“Shouldn’t my solos sound really complicated, like all the other soloists?” 

Absolutely not. Your solos should sound like they swing. If you find that your note choices make 

it too difficult to incorporate swing rhythm, simplify your melodies. 

XVII. THE MYTH OF THE PRODIGY 

One of the most pervasive, damaging myths in the music world is the myth of the prodigy. Our 

culture has a ubiquitous misconception that everyone that is proficient at music (or any other 

art form) started out life as a naturally-gifted child who took up music easily and with no 

challenges. No practice was required, the prodigy just instinctively knew all the right things to 

do, technique and practice discipline were never needed.  

Frankly this is one of the most ridiculous ideas that we all live with, and it is not helped by 

popular culture, the television industry, or the Disney channel. Yes, people who take up music 

young have certain advantages that *all* children have when taking up new skill sets in the 

developmental stages of life; but that does not mean that there are those who are naturally 

gifted and those who are not. EVERYONE has to work at music. Don’t be discouraged by the 

workload and the necessity of regular practice. Don’t be put aside by the developmental arc 

required by acquiring new skill sets. Be persistent. 
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