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If you’ve never tried it before, just the thought of 
improvising can be an overwhelming prospect.  But with a few 
tips you can get going in the right direction and you’ll be 
adding your own unique spin to your favorite song in no time.  
And for those who have graduated past the “improv neophyte” 
stage, we’ve included some cool techniques for you too.  Here 
we go! 

There are 3 major components to music—rhythm, 
harmony and melody—and you can improvise in all 3 areas.  
You could consider lyrics a 4th element and improvise by 
making up your own words or by singing meaningless syllables 
called “scatting”.  For the purpose of this discussion we’ll stick 
to the 3 major ones. 

Let’s look at rhythm first.  One way to improvise rhythm 
is by using syncopation.  Syncopation is moving the accents 
from the strong beats to the weaker beats.  In 4/4 time the 
strong beats are 1 and 3.  You can syncopate  the rhythm by 
putting the emphasis on beats 2 and 4 or even on the off-beat 
1/8 notes.  You can also syncopate by accenting, for example, 
every 3rd 1/4 note in a 4/4 time signature so that a different 
beat is accented in each measure. 

What about harmony?  Well, I’m a pianist and arranger 
and as a student of an instrument capable of playing chords, 
this component of music has always fascinated me.  You can 
improvise by adding to or even completely changing the 
original harmonies in a song by using extensions.  In this 
context, extensions are the voices of the chord that go beyond 
the triad.   

Think about an ordinary C major chord—C E G.  Let’s 
add a “Major 7th” or B to the chord.  Now let’s add a “Major 
9th” or D to the chord.  How about a “Sharp 11” or F#?  
Experiment with adding extensions to the some of the chords in 
a song you already know and see what new chord progressions 
you can come up with. 

The 3rd major component to music is melody.  Perhaps the 
simplest way to improvise a melody is to embellish it.  You 
can embellish a melody by adding ornaments such as trills or 
grace notes to the beginning or end of some of the notes.  Some 
of the best examples of this can be found in Gospel music.  
Gospel singers are renowned for their use of embellishment. 

You can also create your own melody using a variety of 
scales (or “modes” as they are sometimes called) that 
compliment the chord being played at the time.  The “Blues” 
scale—C Eb F Gb G Bb C—can be played over a variety of 
chords.  The “Diminished Scale”—a scale that alternates 
between whole and half step intervals—can work over a 
diminished chord or a dominant chord.  (Here’s a great link for 
learning the some of the basic scales.  
http://www.petethomas.co.uk/jazz-scales.html) 

As you begin experimenting with these techniques you’ll 
grow more and more comfortable.  Remember, none of these 
improvisational tools exist in a vacuum.  Be free to syncopate a 
scale or embellish a chord.  Of course this is just the tip of the 
iceberg.  There’s always more to learn! 

“There are 3 major components to music—
rhythm, melody and harmony—and you can 
improvise in all 3 areas.” 

How do you improvise? 
Breakin’ it down! 
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Improvisation is  
simply 
spontaneous 
creation! 
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Just what is Improvisation? 
One man’s quest to find the answer. 
By John Stoddart 

The drummer starts an 
infectious groove. The bass 
kicks in, slapping a funky 
pattern alternating between E 
and A. The guitar and 
percussion both ease in with 
tasty counter-rhythms and 
pitches. The Piano fills in the 
missing pieces of the E13-A13 
pattern just before the sax 
player dives in with ... Hmmm 
... That's interesting - it's a 
familiar melody but you’ve 
never heard it played quite like 
this before.  And every time 
they play the verse the melody 
becomes less and less 

recognizable.  The musicians 
appear to be reading music but 
are all of those notes really on 
that single sheet of paper? 

What I’ve just described is 
one of most common examples 
of the phenomenon we’ve 
come to know as 
Improvisation!  Improvisation 
is simply spontaneous 
creation.  It’s not unique to 
Jazz or even to the artistic 
discipline of music.  There are 
improvisational elements in 
everything from Flamenco to 
Gospel.  Much of the keyboard 
music in the Baroque period 

(in ensemble music, mostly) 
was notated as numbers 
outlining chords.  The actual 
notes, voicing and ornaments 
were left to the discretion of 
the musician.  You can even 
find improvisation in creation.  
I like to think God (the Great 
Improvisor, as Jazz 
saxophonist Kirk Whalum 
likes to refer to Him) 
improvised our world when He 
made it!  He was definitely not 
just “reading the music, note 
for note”. 

 

“... are all of those 
notes really on 
that single sheet of 
paper?” 
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