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TOOLS FOR IMPROVISATION 

PREFACE 

Improvisation is more of an idea than a specific discipline, more of an art than a science. As a 

composer, I prefer to define improvisation as “spontaneous composition.” This is one of many 

ways to define improvisation, and it is up to each individual to adopt their own view of what 

improvisation might be. 

In the medium of jazz, improvisation plays many roles. The most obvious role of improvisation 

in jazz is in soloing over the chord changes of jazz standards; but improvisation also affects the 

interpretation of a chart, the arrangement of a horn section, the voicing and rhythms of an 

accompaniment, and numerous other components of jazz music. In point of fact, good soloing is 

every bit as well-planned as any other aspect of a jazz performance, and requires a great deal of 

preparation, study, and rehearsal. 

The following textbook was drawn from class notes written for a workshop given from Fall of 

2012 to Spring 2013 at Music Center of the Northwest in Seattle, WA. These notes- and the 

eventual textbook- were written to fill a need: a well-organized, comprehensive theory book 

which addresses the most fundamental tools necessary for a good foundation in jazz 

improvisation. The tools in this manual can also be applied to any other improvisation-based 

musical medium, including rock, blues, bluegrass, modern experimental classical music, and 

contemporary pop; but in this book they are organized and presented from a jazz perspective. 

The single most important concept in improvisation is melody. All good improvisation is 

grounded in the search for an expressive melody. While improvisation may also include broad 

swathes of gesture and texture, and may venture into the realm of the completely abstract in 

which notes function as individual components of sound and timbre, melody remains a critical 

idea in the mind of the modern jazz audience. As all music is a dialogue between performer and 

listener, it is a wise idea to keep the notion of melody firmly in the foreground as you develop 

your improvisational vocabulary.  

Have fun, and thanks for reading. 

-David Matthew Shere 

Seattle, WA  

September 1, 2013 
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Chapter 10- Practice Strategies 

 

PRACTICE TIPS 

 

I. Keep a detailed practice journal.  

a. Write down everything that you practice each day.  

b. At the end of each practice session, make note of the following details: 

1. Which items are progressing well; 

2. Which items need extra work and focus; 

3. Which exercises or music pieces you didn’t get to in this session. Schedule 

these items for a specific future session, preferably the next one. 

c. Sample journal entry: 

 

“Practiced 2-octave C major scale 4x 

Practiced all modes in C major 2x each 

Practiced all 7th arpeggios in C major 2x each 

Practiced “Maiden Voyage” and “Summertime” with backing tracks 

Next session: Practice 2-octave Db-major scale 

Practice all modes and 7th arpeggios in Db major 

Practice “Solar” by Miles Davis” 

 

II. Build a core warm-up routine that takes 5-10 minutes. 

a. Pick 2-3 specific, effective exercises that you know can be relied upon to prepare you 

for a performance, and make these part of your daily routine.  

b. For example: As a guitarist, my core warm-up consists of the chromatic scale, A 

Ionian and B Dorian, and 3-5 minutes of free-associating random exercises from my 

journals. My regular practice routine is much more elaborate than this of course, but 

in a pinch at a gig, or before a performance, this is often all I have time for. 
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III. Rotate through your exercises on a long-term schedule. 

a. As you accumulate more and more melodic ideas and exercises, you will find that it’s 

not possible to practice every single idea and exercise every day. Build a schedule 

that allows you to rotate through your practice materials on a weekly, monthly or 

other basis. 

b. Prioritize your exercises according to order of importance. 

c. Always include your core warm-up in every practice session. 

IV. Record yourself: 

a. Practicing exercises; 

b. Playing over changes; 

c. Free-associating melodies and patterns; 

d. Playing at rehearsals and gigs. 

V. Keep manuscript paper handy and write down all your exercises and melodic ideas. 

a. Write down any new exercises, melodies, or patterns that you come up with during a 

practice or “jam” session. The more you get into a habit of doing this, the faster you 

will come up with new ideas and the easier it will be to commit previous ideas to 

memory. 

b. Keep records of all exercises you have borrowed from other sources (published, 

transcribed) that you use routinely. 

c. Using shorthand is fine; the goal is to put your ideas on paper so that you can clear 

your short-term memory bank. 

d. Refer to your recordings and transcribe any ideas you may have played that sound 

“fresh” and interesting, even if you are convinced that you’ll remember them easily. 

You will find that writing these ideas down allows you to develop them later, 

sometimes in directions you can’t anticipate. 

e. Try composing melodic ideas, patterns, and exercises on paper before playing them. 

You will find that this helps you guide your improvisational thought process into 

more disciplined channels where you have much greater control during actual 

performances. 

VI. Listen to recordings of the songs you are working on.  

a. Make a repertoire list.  

b. Steal licks from your favorite artists and transcribe them. 
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