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IMPROVISATION 
Carol J. Krueger 

Director of  Choral Activities 
Valdosta State University 

ckruegermusic@gmail.com 

"Every normal man...has, in some degree, creative insight (an 
unpopular statement) and an interest, desire, and ability to express 
it (another unpopular statement). There are many, too many, who 
think they have none of  it, and stop with the thought or before the 
thought. There are a few who think (and encourage others to think) 
that they and they only have this insight, interest, etc....and that (as 
a kind of  collateral security) they and they only know how to give 
true expression to it, etc.... But in every human soul there is a ray of  
celestial beauty (Plotinus admits that), and a spark of  genius 
(nobody admits that)."  

--Ives, Charles E., Postface to 114 Songs, 1922.  

IMPROVISATION 
!  What? 

!  Spontaneous expression of  meaningful musical ideas 
!  Analogous to conversation in language.                       

(musical conversation) 
!  Babble to words to statements to questions; think and improvise 

in the language—crucial to language acquisition. 

!  Learn to read and write with understanding because of  the 
experiences you had listening, thinking, and speaking. 

!  Audiation expressed through improvisation should precede being 
taught to read music notion; 

!  Improvisation becomes the readiness for learning to read 
music notation (language conversation becomes the readiness 
for learning to read linguistic language) 

IMPROVISATION 
!  Why? 

!  Enables musicians to express themselves from an 
internal source and is central to developing musicianship 
in all aspects of  music.  

!  Develop an understanding of  melody, rhythm, harmonic 
progression, harmonic rhythm and aural skills necessary 
to listen to music meaningfully and to interact 
expressively with others. 

!  Comprehension aspect of  musical literacy. 

IMPROVISATION 
!  How? 

!  Only the readiness to learn to improvise can be taught; 
Improvisation has to be learned; 
!  Vocabulary of  words can be taught but not thinking; 

!  All a teacher can do it is provide students with the 
necessary readiness to teach themselves how to 
improvise. 

!  Remember:  notation is the documentation of  a creative 
process. 

!  Build a repertoire of  tunes and a sense of  musical 
styles; 

!  Build a vocabulary of  tonal patterns and melodic 
phrases; rhythm patterns and rhythm phrases. 
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Rhythm 

Echo Rhythm Patterns  

!  Echo—Chant rhythm patterns on ‘bum’; 

!  Echo—Chant rhythm patterns on takadimi; 

!  Echo—Play rhythm patterns on instruments; 

!  Echo Translate rhythm patterns on takadimi; 

!  Read—Chant rhythm patterns from notation; 

!  Read—Play rhythm patterns from notation. 

Rhythm Patterns  Echo and Improvise  
Rhythm Patterns 

!  Listen to each rhythm pattern.  After each 
pattern improvise a similar but different 
pattern; 
!  Chant on neutral syllable (bum); 

!  Chant using takadimi rhythm syllables; 
!  Play on instruments. 

Echo and Improvise  
Rhythm Patterns 

Echo and Improvise  
Series of  Rhythm Patterns  

Improvising a series of  patterns is like  

speaking a sentence or phrase in language. 

!  Listen to multiple rhythm patterns.  After each series 
of  patterns improvise a similar but different series of  
patterns: 
!  Chant on neutral syllable; 

!  Chant on  takadimi syllables; 
!  Play on instruments. 
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Echo and Improvise  
Series of  Rhythm Patterns  

Improvising a series of  patterns is like speaking a sentence or phrase in language. 

Tonal 

Tonal Patterns  
Built On  

Harmonic Function 

!  Echo—Sing tonal patterns on ‘bum’; 

!  Echo—Sing tonal patterns on solfège syllables; 

!  Echo—Play tonal patterns on instruments (if  applicable); 

!  Read—Sing tonal patterns from notation; 

!  Read—Play tonal patterns from notation. 

Tonic 

A. B. 

C. D. 

E. F. 

G. H. 

I. J. 

Tonic—Dominant—Tonic Sing ‘Root’ of  Tonal Patterns 
Identify Harmonic Function 

!  Listen to each tonal pattern: 
!  Sing the root function using solfége syllables; 
!  Immediately identify the harmonic function;  

  (Tonic, Dominant, Subdominant, etc.) 

!  Listen again and play the root on instruments. 
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Improvise Tonal Patterns 
!  Listen to each tonal pattern.  After each pattern 

improvise a different pattern with the same 
harmonic function (Tonic, Dominant, Subdominant, etc.) 

!  Sing using solfège; 

!  Sing on a neutral syllable (bum); 
!  Play on instruments. 

→ 

→ 

→ 

Echo Tonal Phrases Built On  
Harmonic Progression 

! Echo—Sing the series of  patterns 
(phrase) using ‘bum’. 

! Echo—Sing the series of  patterns 
(phrase)  using solfége. 

! Echo—Play the series of  patterns 
(phrase) on instruments. 

Echo Tonal Phrases Built On  
Harmonic Progression 
      Tonic                  Dominant             Tonic 

Harmonic Progression of  Tonal Phrases 

!  Listen to the harmonic progression of  the tonal phrase and sing the 
bass line (roots) using solfège; indicate function using fingers (I/V, etc.) 

!  Listen to the harmonic progression of  the tonal phrase again and 
Play the bass line (roots) on instruments. 

A. 
Listen 

Root 

B. 
Listen 

Root 

Harmonic Progression of  Tonal Phrases 
!  Listen to the harmonic progression of  the tonal phrase and Sing the 

bass line (roots) using solfège; indicate function using fingers (I/V, etc.) 

!  Listen to the harmonic progression of  the tonal phrase again and 
Play the bass line (roots) on instruments. 

C. 

Phrase 

Roots 

D. 

Phrase 

Roots 

Melody & Harmonic Progression 

!  Sing known melody over root chord/bass line; 
!  Half  of  class sings melody/half  sings root chord line; 

Repeat above process using instruments. 
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Improvise Tonal Phrases  
Over Harmonic Progression 

!  Listen to a tonal phrase (series of  tonal patterns).   
After each phrase improvise a different series 
of  patterns over the same harmonic 
progression: 
!  Sing using solfège; 

!  Sing on a neutral syllable (bum); 

!  Play on instruments. 

A. 

Listen 

Improvise 

Improvise Tonal Phrases  
Over Harmonic Progression 

B. 

Listen 

Improvise 

C. 

Listen 

Improvise 

Melody & Harmonic Progression 
!  Sing known melody over improvised harmonic 

progression; 
!  Half  of  class sings melody/half  improvises tonal patterns over 

harmonic progression; 

Repeat above process using instruments. 

Melody & Harmonic Progression 

Melody 

Roots 

Rhythm 
Pattern 

Melody 

Roots 

Rhythm 
Pattern 

HOMOPHONIC 
HARMONY 

VOICE 
LEADING 

!  do-ti 

!  so-so 

!  mi-fa 

!  ROOT 

Intermediate Step 

Rote to Iconic 

Voice Parts 
!  Read and Sing each of  the harmony parts (solfège) below;                            

Sing in two-five part harmony. 

Repeat above process using instruments. 

Melody 

Roots 

Do & Ti 

 Mi & Fa 

So 
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Improvised Rhythm of  Harmonic Progression 

!  Using neutral, solfége, and/or rhythm syllables, improvise known rhythm 
patterns to each of  the voice parts below.  Sing in two to four-part 
harmony. 

Repeat above process using instruments. 

Melody 

Roots 

Do & Ti 

Mi & Fa 

So 

Melody, Improvised Rhythm  
Over Harmonic Progression 

!  Divide class into two to four parts; each individual 
improvises known rhythm patterns on the pitches 
from his/her assigned voice part. Exchange tasks.             
(Use solfège as it will help to anchor novice harmony skills.)  

!  Divide class into three to five parts; one group sings 
the melody while the remaining groups improvise 
known rhythm patterns on the pitches from his/her 
assigned voice part. 

Repeat above process using instruments. 
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A. 

Phrase 

Root 

Improvise 

B. 

Phrase 

Root 

Improvise 

Ton
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C. 

Phrase 

Root 

Improvise 

D. 

Phrase 

Root 

Improvise 

HOMOPHONIC 
HARMONY 

VOICE 
LEADING 

!  do-ti 

!  so-la 

!  mi-fa 

!  ROOT 

Intermediate Step 

Rote to Iconic 
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Tonic—Subdominant—Dominant 
!  Using neutral, solfége, and/or rhythm syllables, improvise known 

rhythm patterns to each of  the voice parts below.  Sing in two to 
four-part harmony. 

Melody 

Roots 

Do-Ti 

Mi-Fa 

So-La 

Tonic—Subdominant—Dominant 
!  Using neutral, solfége, and/or rhythm syllables, improvise known 

rhythm patterns to each of  the voice parts below.  Sing in two to 
four-part harmony. 

Melody 

Roots 

Do-Ti 

Mi-Fa 

So-La 

HOMOPHONIC 
HARMONY 

VOICE 
LEADING 

!  mi-fa 

!  do-re-ti 

!  so-la 

!  ROOT 

Intermediate Step 

Rote to Iconic 

HOMOPHONIC 
HARMONY 

VOICE 
LEADING 

!  do-ti 

!  so-la 

!  mi-fa 

!  ROOT 

Intermediate Step 

Rote to Iconic 

HOMOPHONIC 
HARMONY 

VOICE 
LEADING 

!  mi-fa 

!  do-ti 

!  so-la 

!  ROOT 

Intermediate Step 

Rote to Iconic 

Call & Response 
Originally derived from Lining the practice of  a choir leader, priest or cantor 

singing a line of  a hymn that was repeated by the largely illiterate congregation.  

!  One person sings/plays a bar of  music (call),  

!  All others reproduce the same bar of  music (response) as closely as possible 
(include articulation and dynamics).  

!  A call can be as simple as one pitch with rhythmic variation.  

!  For beginners, specify the first pitch. Begin each new call with either the first 
or last note of  the previous call.  

!  As students gain confidence, increase the complexity and then the length of  
each call.  

!  The goal is to develop rapid, automatic reaction to what is heard.  

!  If  mistakes are made in the response, repeat the call, simplifying or 
fragmenting it into smaller components if  necessary. One effective rule for 
ensuring this is: any call is valid as long as it can be repeated by the caller.  
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Call & Response Variations 
! Call and Answer: each call is an 

incomplete phrase; respond by 
completing the phrase.  

! Pass the Phrase: Each response is a 
continuation of  the previous call. The 
call can be a predetermined length 
from one to many notes or varied ad 
lib. Move from one to the next either in 
a predetermined order or by cuing.  

Question & Answer 
Antecedent & Consequent 

!  A phrase is a musical sentence. Some phrases 
seem to ask questions (Antecedent) while other 
phrases seem to answer the question (Consequent).  
Antecedent/Question phrases sound unfinished and 
usually end on a half  cadence while Consequent/
Answer phrases sound finished.   

!  A period consists of  two phrases, joined together in 
a coherent succession.  Antecedent phrase + 
Consequent phrase = a Musical Conversation 

!  Usually has a motive or theme, some variation on 
the motive/theme, framed by a cadence. 

Ostinato Groove 

!  Step 1: One student sings/plays a repeating 
pattern, in time (an ostinato). This pattern can be 
anything, but it has to stay the same.  

!  Step 2: The second student adds a second ostinato 
part to the groove, taking as much time as needed 
to find what they want to sing/play in response to 
the first students offering.  

!  Step 3: One at a time, the other students enter in 
the same way, until all the students are singing/
playing their repeated patterns at the same time. 
You have now improvised a groove! Keep singing/
playing this groove until every part seems locked 
into the pulse in a satisfying way, then stop.  

A
ssessm

en
t 

"What is maddening in America is most people have been 
separated from their culture. They have been told there's a 
special privileged class of  artists who have a special 
insight. A normal person doesn't have this insight. That is a 
monstrous lie, and it is hideous because it is taught to us 
early on. We are taught we're not artists. Every single day 
we're reminded. The special students are isolated in a 
class and told, 'You're special, you go on. The rest of  you, 
please become middle-class and boring.'"  

--Sellars, Peter in Moyers, Bill. 
A World of  Ideas II; Public Opinions from Private Citizens.  

New York: Doubleday, 1990. p. 24.  

Composition 
and 

Improvisation 
Similar but different activities 
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Improvisation and Composition 

! Composition is written.     
Improvisation is not. 

! Improvisation takes place in real time.  
Composition does not. 

! Improvisation is often a group activity.  
Composition is rarely a group activity. 

Composition/Writing Skills 

! Rhythm—Phase II 

! 3 X  5 Cards 

! Popsicle Sticks 

Composition/Writing Skills 
!  Select four of  the patterns and then create 

your own composition. 

Composition 

44 ˙ œ œ
44 w

44 œ œ ˙
44 ˙ ˙

44 œ Œ œ œ
44 Œ œ œ œ

44

Composition/Writing Skills 
!  Select four of  the patterns and then create 

your own composition. 

Composition 

Composition/Writing Skills 
!  Decide the meter and rhythm to a prescribed 

tonal set. 

!  Write a melody within a specified tone-set to a 
prescribed rhythm and meter. 

Everybody is a genius- 
but if you judge a fish  

by its ability to climb a tree, 

it will live it’s whole life  
believing that it is stupid. 

Albert Einstein 
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Musicianship Skills                   Ensemble Skills   

Vocal/Instrument Skills 

   Musicianship Skills                     Ensemble Skills   

Vocal/Instrument Skills 

Literature 

When you do for people 
what they can and  

should do for themselves,  
you stifle their confidence.  

Bethany Rosebrock  
Director of Training and Product Development, Flippen Education  

Oxford University Press 

Progressive Sight Singing 

    Second Edition 

    ISBN 0195386043 

Companion Website 

http://www.oup.com/us/krueger  

E-Mail 

ckruegermusic@gmail.com   

Resources 

!  Improvisation in the Music Classroom               
Edwin E. Gordon                                          
GIA Publications 

! Developing Musicianship Through 
Improvisation Christopher D. Azzara and 
Richard F. Grunow, GIA Publications 

Resources 

! Jump Right In                                                          
GIA Publications 

! Vocal Improvisation                                            
Bob Stoloff                                                    
Berklee Press 
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Resources 

!  Improvisation Games for Classical Musicians  
Jeffrey Agell                                                        
GIA Publications    

!  Improvisation: Methods and Techniques for      
Music  Therapy Clinicians, Educators, and 
Students                                                                    
Tony Wigram                                                       
ISBN-10: 1843100487 | ISBN-13: 9781843100485 

Resources 

! The school choral program: Philosophy, 
planning, organizing, and teaching.            
The Vocally Proficient Choir: Part Two 
Improvisation And Choral Musicianship    

 Christopher D. Azzara                                
James Jordon and Michele Holt, editors Chicago: 
G.I.A. Publications, Inc. 

Summer 
2015  

MUSIC 
LITERACY 

& 
CHORAL 
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CAROL J. KRUEGER 

!  June 8-11, Literacy Workshop 
 Morningside College, Sioux City, IA 

      Heath Weber: weberh@morningside.edu 

!  June 24-25, Illinois ACDA Summer Retreat 
 Normal, IL 

      Website:  http://new.il-acda.org/  

!  July 13-15, Literacy Workshop 
 Stuart Cramer High School, Belmont, NC 

      Bethany Jennings: bhjennings@gaston.k12.nc.us  

!  July 27-31, Literacy & Choral/Conducting Workshop 
 Shenandoah University, Winchester, VA 
 Jeffrey Marlatt: jmarlatt@su.edu  

!  August 3-5, Literacy Workshop 
 Luther College, Decorah, IA 
 Jill Wilson: wilsji01@luther.edu  

!  August 6-8, Literacy/Choral Workshop 
 Meredith College, Raleigh, NC 
 Jane Bruer: jane.bruer@gmail.com 

     Website: http://www.ncmusicworkshop.com  

Summer 
2014 

MUSIC 
LITERACY 

& 
CHORAL 

W 
O 
R 
K 
S 
H 
O 
P 
S 

CAROL J. KRUEGER 

!  June 9-11, Morningside College 
 Sioux City, IA 
 Jill Wilson: wilsonj@morningside.edu  

!  June 20-21, Tennessee ACDA State Conference 
Chattanooga, TN 

     Vic Oakes:  voakes@baylorschool.org 

!  June 23-24, Literacy Workshop, Iowa Wesleyan 
College, Mount Pleasant, IA 
 Margaret Runaas: margaret.runaas@iwc.edu  

!  July 14-16, Literacy Workshop 
 Stuart Cramer High School, Belmont, NC 

     Bethany Jennings: bhjennings@gaston.k12.nc.us 

!  July 21-22, Iowa ACDA State Conference 
 Mason City, IO 
 Michael Reese:  icdaconvention2014@gmail.com  

!  July 28-August 1, Shenandoah University  
 Winchester, VA 
 Jeffrey Marlatt: jmarlatt@su.edu  

!  August 4-7, Meredith College, Raleigh, NC 
 Jane Bruer: jane.bruer@gmail.com 

     Website: http://www.ncmusicworkshop.com     


