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LESSON
PLAN

TODAY
YOU
WALLL::

>MAKE SIGNIFICANT PROGRESS
DEVELOPING INSTRUMENTAL AND/OR
VOCAL FLUENCY AND GAIN VALUABLE
INSIGHTS INTO WHAT IT MEANS TO
PLAY EXPRESSIVELY

> DEVELOP ENSEMBLE PLAYING SKILLS,
RESPONDING TO VISUAL CUES AND
USING NOTATIONS APPROPRIATELY

OAVID ASHWORTH TAKES US THROUGH A SOUND
APPROACH TO IMPROVISATION

> LEARN TO DEVELOP AND

TRANSFORM MUSICAL MATERIAL I N TH E E I-ASS RU u M ann
WITHIN THE CONTEXT OF LIVE

PERFORMANCE AND AS A PRECURSOR Improvisation has played a powerful role in many of the innovative

TO COMPOSITION ACTIVITY

developments that have been made throughout musical history, and it
is a central part of how countless practising musicians today work
around the world. However, in the music classroom it often comes as
an afterthought, if it is used at all. However, putting sounds together is
at the heart of composition, and one of the best ways of learning how
to do this is simply to jump in at the deep end and experiment.
Improvisation can help to provide students with a framework in which
to try out ideas freely, and the best ones can then be fed into
composition assignments. You may find that the quality of music
making will often be of a higher standard as a result, because it is
grounded in self-expression and emotion rather than the detached
manipulation of samples or crotchets and quavers.

Improvisation is an area of music making that doesn’t rely on the
ability to read notation or play any one instrument particularly well; the
focus instead is on creativity and expression, and this can help to level
the playing field among your students. The emphasis should be on
invention rather than accuracy - ‘mistakes’ can be accepted and even
celebrated as leading to new musical pathways.
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STARTER ACTIVITY

Call and response
One student plays (or sings) a short
phrase on a single (hamed) note.
The rest of the group tries to copy the
phrase exactly (all together on cue).
The leader gradually adds in more
notes to the phrase (perhaps using
the notes of a scale the group is
currently studying).
The leader plays a phrase and the
rest of the group develops it, one
learner at a time.

Tips:

A drum backing could provide a
useful ‘safety net’, even ifitis just a
keyboard preset. It may also help to
provide a simple harmonic
accompaniment.

Remember to allow for transposing
instruments. Here is an example of a
pentatonic scale that could be used
for this activity:

A C D E G

So the leader might initially improvise
a phrase using just the first note [A]

-

Then later add a second note [C]
— then an extension.
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MAIN ACTIVITIES

1. Gradual change

For this activity, your students will
need to start with a short phrase
as a stimulus. This could be
created or improvised by your
students, or you could provide
them with a motif. This might be:
® A series of pitches:
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® A specific rhythm:
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® Or a motif that could be as
vague as move up, then down,
then up:

NS

Using this stimulus as a point of
departure, ask your students to
gradually transform and modify it.
Each repetition should be related
somehow to the previous version,
but your students should continue
to transform the motif into
something new and interesting.
Your students could explore:

® changing the rhythm or tempo
® varying some of the pitches

©® experimenting with

the articulation

® changing the mood

® changing the dynamics

® transposing the phrase up or
down by a given interval

©® modifying the phrase through
inversion or retrograde.

You could allow students to
modify the phrase however they
wish, or you could restrict them to
only changing one particular
element at a time. For example,
you could use cue cards to
specify when you want them to
transform the phrase just by
changing the rhythm, or the
articulation, and so on.

This activity is a good one for
teacher or peer assessment,
especially if it is solo improvisation
that is being assessed. How well
does the music develop? Does it
follow a coherent, ‘logical’ path or
does it seem to jump haphazardly
from one phrase to the next? Is
the playing expressive? Students
may wish to record their more
successful improvisations — and
use these as starting points for
composition work.



2. It’s the way that
you play it

This activity requires students to
respond to a series of cue cards,
which could indicate a variety of
different:

@ articulations

® dynamics

©® rhythms

® moods

® tempos

©® scales

©® keys

These cue cards could be prepared
in PowerPoint and then presented as
a slideshow. Aside from the prompts
on the cue cards, this could act as a
free-improvisation activity or you
could provide a stimulus to begin
with (such as a specific key, melodic
phrase or rhythm).
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David Ashworth is a
freelance music education
consultant. He works in an
advisory capacity for the
Association for Music
Education, BBC, Drake
music and many others.
His recent publications
include “Teaching Music:
Practical Strategies for
KS3” and regular

articles for Music

Teacher magazine.

ADITIONAL RESOURCES

mf

diminuendo

Although this activity involves the
use of improvisation, there is an
emphasis here on using the cue
cards to check students’
understanding of particular technical
terms, or perhaps used to practise
reading notation (for example by

using cue cards with a series of
short rhythms that gradually get
harder). They might also be used to
reinforce/exemplify musical phrases
from any given genre or style that
you happen to be working on.
Assessment is therefore likely to
focus on accuracy of carrying out
the notated instructions rather than
the quality of the improvisation.
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