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I mprovisation and the Improvisational Practice Cycle

Whie a degp fascinaton with the teaching and learning of improvisation relates
directly to my own specialism of jazz, the formation of a theory of learning (in this
case the Improvisational Practice Cycle) demondrates how experience and systematic
reflection (see Part 2) combine to form a hypothesis, evolving from personal practice
and refined through exgagement with existing research!

Once commonplace within the Western Europen classical tradition, improvisation has been
neglected since the mid-nineteenth century. Recently however, new courses have seen its
reintrodudion as part of a creative emphasis within the conservatoire curriculum, athough
unexposed to the rigoursof educationd scrutiny and & times, proneto ssif-conscious protection.
Within the GSMD, improvisation is assumed to be integrd to all mudcal activities. It is
formally taught by PCS teachers throughout the school, by jazz muscians within jazz classes
and Musc Studies teachers as approprete.

| work on the assumption that improvisation redefines the natureof | 1hetrue

any teaching and learning exchange Indeed, recent neurogsientific | QudimentsOof
research hypohesises tha the human brain works in a remarkably | Musc aeto be
improvisatory fashion? As structured play, improvisation is a | foundnan
fundamental interaction amongs the learner and the outside world | explordion of its
of objects and dynamic processes. It is here that the materias of the | Mmaterials.

inng and outer worlds mest, as the creative faculty engages with | Paynter and Aston,
the perceived limits of the physcal world, in time. Furthermore, if | Sound and &nce
this state is so naurd, we mug question why conservatoire 1970.

students frequently have to rdearn an innde process.

Thevaue of the improvisatory processisthat it requires that learners make choicesin real time,
initiating creative decisions deciding when to proaeed, reviewing in the moment, planning and
evaluaing in time. It can only occur within the studentOsimmediate creative, physcal and
intellectud locus This opeaation integrates functions of separate hemispheaes of the brain and
chdlenges the emphasis on verbal explanaion since so much action and expression clearly
occurs without speech. An improviser is compdled to act, think and reflect in the past, present

! This emphasis on learning, as distinct to the accumulation of teaching techniques, relates to the trangtion from
determinist notions of learning as a fundion of student ability and learning as a result of teaching, through to
learning as a result of student perceptionsand inputs. Learning is about what the student GloesOrather than what
the teacher does or a simple matter of naura aptitude See The 3P Modd of learning and teaching, Biggs J.
Teaching for Quality Learning at University Milton Keynes: SRHE & Open University Press, 1999,p.18D24.

2 Dyson, K The Emergence and Formation of Schemata in Jazz Improvisation. Ph.D. dissertation, Sheffield
University, England 2002Bfrom unpublshed abdract.



and future, smultaneoudy. Some improvisers describe the experience as sendng rather than
thinking. Significantly, when so much musgc teaching is dominated by verbd explanation,
musdcal improvisation can only take place in sound,in time - as distinct from compostion,
which takes place in sound but out of time. Like compostion, improvisation locates the
imagining of soundin patential but raises awkward questionsas to wha exactly we mean when
discussing Qhe earQ At the very least we are required to distingtish between the different and
distinct levels of improvisationd and rence aurd, activity.

Within the musc curriculum, the presence of improviwtion reflects StenhougOsassertion that
we are condrained by assumptionsand habits buﬂt up in the past and tha it is the busness of
education to make us freer and more creative.® Furthermore, improvisation combines action,
creation and evaludion - as one, distinct from written or even verbal feedback in tha it occurs
in the same context and material as the subject matter beng evaluated. Here, both teaching and
learning activity and evaudion are integrated. No other learning or evaluative activity so
faithfully resembles both subject and participant it attempts to serve. Thisis Keller@ Fundional
Analysis, Onusic aboutmusicQ (See 4.3)

While the element of play is central to improvisation, the act itself is neverthdess distinguished
by stylistic preference, vocabuaries and pesond temperament. However, despite the
widespread introdudion of compostion and improvisation in schools during the 19700she
implementation of improvisation has itself been largdy OmprovisedOand although teachers
within conservatoires generally enthuse as to its ussfulness, it is rarely examined in depth as an
educationd devise or with any attention to best practice. As a result, prgectionsaboundas to
stylistic habits and generic behaviours often resultingi |n disassodation raher than integration of
mutua interests - jazz versus free improvisatior®, group compostion versus historical
interpretation. Significantly, in my 15 years at the GSMD, | have never paticipaed in any
formal discussion or enquiry as to the usefulness and range of applications for improvisation,
despite its appaently widespread acceptance. At the same time, there is little evidence of any
genea awareness of the distinct variations in experience specific to improvised procedures or
tha the nature and value of an improvised expeience is affected by its eductiond
implementation.

Ironically, a deeper appreciation of improvisation and its range of educationd potentia is
hindered by the proliferation of study aidsin jazz, rock and poptha prey uponthe acquisitive
naure of students, presenting ampendiums of (hot licks and cool groovesQ with little attenl] on
to the whole range of processes that characterise mudcal or artistic development While
process—based content is at last enterlng jazz education literature (Hal CrockOsHow to
Improvise® and Ready, Aim, Improvise’ are excellent publications, this is a recent occurrence,
very much in itsinfancy. Asyet, | am nat aware of an informed overview relating to the process
and pratice and implementation ofimprovisation & an educational process or tool.

3 Stenhoug, L. op.cit., 213
4 Stylistic factiondism isrife within the specific field of jazz as much as between any wider generic definitions

> A review of contemporary jazz method booksaptly notes that, beyondintrodudory lessonson traditiond devices
such as Qepetition, trangpostion, sequence, inversion and so forth, ,Olittle insght is provided on how to tum
theoret|cal materials into Gnelodic goldO Smith 1983: 79-80in Berliner, op.cit., note 17,792.

Crook H. How To Improvise - A Guideto Practising Improvisation. Rottenburg: Advance, 1991
Crook, H. Ready, Aim Improvise! Exploring the Bagcs of Improvisation. Rottenbuig: Advance, 1999



Theimplicationis tha athoroughstudy of improvisation is overdue but for the purpose of this
work let us consde one teaching and learning Situation, for example the notion tha
improvisation is observable and that processes, objectives and potentia experiences may be
defined according to desired teaching and learning experiences. In this respect, improvisation
meets arangeof learning nesds

Improvisation resembling a @ninuumofopen and ¢osed questions
Improvisational activities as 2 types of teaching and learning activities:
1 An open or GreeQimprovisation: Little or no predetermination (save
those agreed or progcted by theimprovisers) - asin an open question, inviting
afree and person-centred respons from the learner.

2 A QimitedO(or partly closed) improvisation: A specific objective or
experience in mind - say motivic development or rhythmic application, serves
to lead the improviser towards an area of expected, desired or projected®
outcomes. Despite the prescribed structure, the learnerOscuriodty and
creativity is accessed as they engage in an investigaion of how materials
behave and ther persond relationghip with them. The extent of limits may be
adjuged accordingto the degree of focus required.

Other closed questions i.e. (®+2 = ?Q or what is the key signature of E
major? are absolute, closed questionswith no equivalent in improvising, as
improvising implies an interactive relationdhip with infinite potential
OUCOIES.

Every aspect of improvisation invaves an element of autonamy for the participant. While
behaviourd/cogntive approahes to teaching lead towards specific outcomes, behaviour
modification and a success-failure template, so too, may certain improvisatory practices.
Determinist methodobges identifying selected improvised activities as possessing (or lacking)
desired outcomes may result in the acquisition of prescribed experiences or skills. However, this
doesnOnecessarily result in a persond experience of processes. The challengeis to baance the
acquisition of tangible objectives within a framework that enables individud process, (i.e.
attraction, reprodudion, application, manipulation, modfication and trandormation, all
processes, see the Improvisational Practice Cycle below). Some would call this Gtructured

play®’

8 A teacher® unconsious projectionsmay be more powerful than declared teaching objectives. See Performance

Gap, page 38.
9 Odam, G. TheSounding Symbol. Chdtenham: Stanley Thomes 1995,110.



Improvisation aseducational and artistic tool

The fact tha the majority of improvisers historicaly have learnt and opeated outside the
congervatoire sector has resulted in unfamiliarity with research or educational practice. For
some mugcians the prooess of improvisation may seem a sendng act, mysterious and
intangible, congiousawareness appearing to inhibit the process of creation. Others, technicists,
promote skills, while creatives emphasise process and so it goes on. However, as teachers we
mug inform and elevate our thinking and congder the educational value of improvisation.

The nature of improvisatory procedures paralel key issues within the teaching and learning
exchange In the same way that learning ranges from deep to supeficial, so students opeate at
varying levels of mudcal inquiry and interactivity. The degree to which improvisation is present
is afactor in this. Smilar Ievels of engagement have been identified by educationd theorists; for
example the SOLO taxonomy* (Structure of the Observed Learning Outcome) was devised in
orde to Qundestand undestandingQ Beginning with regurgitation, progressing to andyticd,
relationd and findly hypotetical thinking, John Biggstraces a path parallel to an |mprOV|serOs
progression from imitation, through assimilation, towards transformation and innovaion.
Significantly, Biggssuggests that new developments in undestanding ae immediately absorbed
as pat of the established rangeof wisdomand nolonge classed as highea thinking. By contrast,
an improviser is congantly reworking materials and is propdled by process and creative will.
Mog important however, is the presence of play and attraction, which continudly replenish a
cyclical modeof enquiry and realisation.

The creation of something new is not accomplished by the intellect but by the
play indinct actmg from inner necessity. The creative mind plays with the
objectsit loves.*?

Biggs pronotes a linear hierarchy of undestanding while the improviserOsmanifesto is a
continuum Arguably, al innowtion originaes from improvisation. The practice is circular and
at its mog vital, free from awareness of time. In the classroomit is the teacherOgob to maintain
thiskind of @sorptionand dignment.

Creativity is not ssmply a matter of letting go. Serious creative achievement
relies on knowledge control of materials and command of ideas. Cregtive
education involves a bdanoe between teaching knowledge and skills, and
encouraginginnovaion®

Biggs J. Teaching for Quality Learning at University, Milton Keynes: SRHE & Open University Press, 1999.
Chap 3.

Omltate assimilate, innovaeQ attributed to jazz trumpeter, Clark Terry.

C G. Jung, Psychological Types. London:Kegan Paul, 1923

3 Nationd Advisory Committee on Creative and Cultural Education, All Our Futures. Creativity, Culture and
Eduaation, Report to the Secretary of State for Education and Employment the Secretary of State for Culture,
Media and Sport, May 1999,p6.



Practice, improvising, evaluation and the creative continuum.

Creetive endeavour is thoughtto resist precise definition, revealing a breadth of activity from
the mog conarete and cogritive throughto the mos invisible or intuitive. It is the teacherOgask
to g devise atemplate for undestanding the creative process and its relationship to performance
and learning and b) devise methods of apprasal and evaludion tha represent the essential
nature of this mercurial experience.

Since different activities are approprate to different developmental stages, bdance is a key
issue Congquently, the process of practising improvising (perhgps compostion too) can be
represented along a variable continuun of tangble and intangible properties. Whereas the
SOL O taxonony provides a framework for undestanding unde standing,™* the 4 Reservoirs of
creative adivity provide a framework for undestanding creative or improvisationd prooesses.
This assists both teacher and students in recondling preferences in practice, previoudy assumed
to be mutudly exclugsve as well as forming a diagnogic tool in identifying blocks in practice,
obgacles to completion or poomotivation.

Fig 1a 4 Reservoirs of creative adtivity.
1 2 3 4
L anguage Spirit,

Recordings Beauty
Body of Forms Concept | ntention
Knowledge | | Attraction
Concrete Invisible

Absolutes Mystery

TANGIBLE INTANGIBLE

4 Biggs J. op.cit., 37- 40.



Fig 1b: The 4 Reservoirs of creative activity:

1 Language recorded perfor mance.

Totally conaete, literally Get in vinylQ immutable, a reprodudion
of wha is posible. Representations of artistic or technica
perfection. Note the inherent contradiction of improvised musc
(musgc in flux), orce recorded may be perceived as absolute.
Example: Recording of Oscar Peterson playing QOn Green
Dolphin SteetQ conplete with ranscribed improvisation.

2 Forms

Absolute in outline, (E major has four sharps the chord sequence of
GDn Green Dolphin StreetQ or Rhumba clav?), less absolute in
execution or nterpretation.

Example: The form of GOn Green Dolphin SteetQ key of C, 32
bars, ABAC, nodulationsto Eb major and A minor.

The manifestation of formis determined by....Conept....

3 Concept

The (how and whyO of forms and the articulation of persond
aesthetic and expressive choices.

Example: Why Oscar Peterson and Bill Evans sound so
different when playing GOn Green Dolphin SteetQ

4 Spirit, the heart, attr action

The motivating foree to play, to create and express.

Example: The fact that anybody plays QOn Green Dolphin
StreetOand welove it!

The moddl (18 is ddiberately horizontal. While it is posible to perceive attention to the
language or form as QowerOthan the creative impuse or a persond concept, all four are
interdependent: An ingired performer lacking clarity and appropriate technique frudrates as
much as atechnically able bore

The Improvisational Practice Cycle

While the 4 Reservoirs of creative activity plot creative or improvisatory prectice along a
horizontal range, developmental improvisatory progress may be represented along a
complimentary, vertical cyclical continuum, The Improvisational Practice Cycle. As with the
acquisition of spoken languaye, reference points refer to the interndisation, manifestation and
adaptation of skills alongsde the creative proaesses and practice of improvisation. Whilst
displayed vertically, the process is cyclical, assisting the teacher in identifying 3 key
developmenta stages of formation, competence and madery - also known as perception (asin
listening), conaeptualising (as in undestanding) and execution (as in doing), within each locus
Significantly, each of the 7 lod aso cross-reference with the 4 reservoirs of creative activity,



although while thelatter are interchangeable, thepradice cycle is a set progession. (Sefig 1 & 2)
fig 22 The Improvisational Practice Cycle, 7 load within an improvisatory progresson:

1 Attr action (Also called recognition). An attitude. GFrom the heartO beauty. Note.
There are 2 types of beauty - sheer, jaw dropping beauty and Qhe beauty of ussfulnessO-

i.e.aminor Il V | phrese or aparticularly effective fingering.

2 Reproduction - The process of: manufacturing the beautiful object exactly and
reliably. Becoming the object, process or conaept, in its mog basic, material form. Notice
how this stage requires attraction to have taken place alongsde a commitment to accuracy.

3 Application - The process of: making useful, application to muscal situations. This
is training, becoming adept, skilful, thoroughly researching all possible applications of the
object.

4 Manipulation - The proeess of: more flexible application and use. The object
remains butmay beadgpted to wuit awider rangeof contexts.

5 Modification - The process of: changing elements of the object, freely and
ddiberately, while dill referring to it in its origina form. Note, curiogty plays a pat hee.

6 Transformation - The process of: creative and extreme manipulation. The object
may now remain as a prompt, a springbard, or simply an echo. Gesture may become more
important than detail, feeling norethan the spdling. Meaning leads now.

7 Readiness - An attitude Readiness for attraction to a new object or impulse. By now
the artist has thoroughy absorbed both the beauty and the detail of the origind, desired
object, gaining reliability and adgptability but significantly leading to origind material as a
result of the process, which nowbeginsagain....

The practice cycle represents a process of integration, the transtion of a chosen object initialy
perceived as outside of the studentOsxperience yet to which they are attracted and notivated to



employ, uncergoing a process by which it is absorbed and becomes an intimate pat of the
personO®wn means of expression. The word QecogniseQ to re-know, or re-see is signifi cant
here, suggesting a Socratic acknowedgement of the latent presence of the object, already in
potential, within. In the 1 locus, the baance lies 100% with the bjectOas it maintains its
origind form, by the 4th and 5th lod the bdance is roughly equd as creative will is exerted.
However, as the student progresses throwgh thelod, they assume increasing control untl by the
7th the process has assumed supramacy and full integraion and originality has occurred.
Berliner further explainsthe proaess:

.. experimental improvising with a set of known model phrases reveals
precise trandormational processes at play, shedding light on ruminations of
the mudcal imagination and such potentlally enigmatic matters as the
difference beween intention and reslization in the articulation of ideas.™

Progression throughthe 7 stages may occur in a few minutes or a few months depending upon
the size, complexity or scale of the task involved. For example, a melodic fragment may take 5
minutes to undego the full processin 1 key, and 2 days (or more) to gan competence in 12
keys. A conceptud approach to improvisation may take a moment to conrect with but 3 months
to interndise and use at will. For the teacher, the important factor is the recogrition of a set of
developmenta stages and the formation of strategies for the planning, implementation and
evaludion of eaching and learning.

Fig 3- Co-relationship of the Improvisational Practice Cycle and the 4 Reservoirs of

creative adivity:
/ Attraction \

Readiness Reprodudion

Form ———» Concept

<'Bodies of Spirit )

KnO\ivIedg Intention

Trandormation Application

Modifi cation b /
Unipulation

The

15 Berliner, Thinkingin Jaz, opcit., p12.



Improvisational Practice Cycle has evolved from longterm observation of students, is
intimately representative of actud experience and forms a reliable and responsve diagnogic
tool integrating the tangible and intangble aspects of musc making. Key to its significance is
the synthesis of skills, process and crudally, attitude Learning processes may be presented in
cyclical sequence, yet the choice to progress stems from an attitude or will. This may be desire,
ingiration, fear or acquiescence to inditutiond pressure and naturally, the naure of motivation
will determine the quality of learning. The identification of attitudeis as close as we can get to
the demondrable presence of self-realisation or vocation as a driving factor in the learning
proaess. Indeed, the trandormation of a negative learning experience into insght or produdive
action reveals thework of an attitude or will, while the distinction between compulsion, impulse
or choice condders differing degrees of will-power. In this context, the presence of attitudeand
will contrasts with taxonomies of learning based solely on cognitive or behavioural input and
outcomes, indead aigning the trangmission of a skill-base with developmental needs
Curriculum review mug consequently recognise the three-fold naure of learning, comprising
of: attitude (motivation and will), procees (adeptation and use of materials) and skill
(reprodudionand gplication oftechnique.*

Summary:

¥ Recent neuroscientific research suggests that the brainOshatural state is
oneof improvisation.

¥ As Ostructured playQ improvisation is an interaction anongg the
QearnerOand he outsideworld of oljects and dyiarric processes.

¥ Improvisation requires that learners make choices in real time, initiating
creative decisions reviewing in the moment, plannng, and evaluating in
time - withou verbalisation and atheir own pae.

¥ Improvisation redefines the nature of anyteaching andlearning exchange.

¥ Improvisation integrates teaching, learning, and evaluaton. No other
learning or evaluative process so faithfully resembles both subject and
participantit attempts to srve.

¥ Templates such as BloonmDsTaxonony of Educationd Objectives'’ and the

16 A three-fold modd of learning comprising: attitude, process and skill, will form the subject of further research.
Neuroscientists researching congiousness appear to leave QuillOaside. (See Eddman, Gerald M. and Tononi
Giulio Congiousness: How Matter Becomes Imagination London:Penguin 2000,page 18) At the haderOend of
psychology, cognitive and behavioural psychologists QrainO will, while softer, human-centred psychologists
(Rogess, Jung etc), examine its psychopethology, ranging from compulsion to creative choice and as far as
%mbollc and mystical interpretations

Bloom Benjamin S. and David R. Krathwohl, Taxonony of Educationd Objectives. The Classification of

Educationd Gods, by a committee of college and university examiners. Handbookl: Cogniive Domain. New
York: Longmans, Green, 1956.



SQLO taxonony provide useful mapping devices assisting student profiling
anddiagnoss but are linear. By contrad, the practice of improvisation may
be consdered as 2 interlocking modds. 1) A horizontal contnuum
Language Forms, Concept and Sprit within 2) A Cycle: Attraction,
Reprodudion, Application, Manipulation, Modification, Trandormation
and Readiness.

Improvisation is a process of absrption as a choen object initially
perceived asOoutside) is subjected to creative will andintegrated.

It is the teacherOgtask to devise templates for undestanding the creative
process alongsde methodsof appraisal and evaluation.

The nature of the improvisational process determines the quality of the
learning experience and vce versa.

Improvisation can be simultaneoudy expressive, experiential, andytical
andreflective.
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