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Presenting jazz workshops across the country on behalf of the Thelonious Monk Institute, it’s been my experience that too 
many high school jazz bands, although often sounding quite impressive, are really playing very little jazz. On any given tune, 
few students are able improvise – arguably jazz’s most important element. Most of the band members don’t know the chord 
progression, the form, or even what a chorus is – essentials for the jazz musician. And all too often they haven’t listened to 
the definitive recordings – a  must in learning how to  perform this  predominantly aural art form  – or know who the key  
players are. They're just reading the music that’s put in front of them, certainly not what jazz is all about. What they’re doing 
really has little relation to this music’s sensibility; it's more like “concert band with a swing beat.” 

The teaching and learning of jazz can and should be an integral component of every high school jazz band rehearsal. Since 
most high schools don’t have the luxury of offering separate jazz theory, improvisation and history classes, jazz band needs 
to be a “one stop shop.” Therefore, repertoire is key, meaning the repertoire chosen for the school year and the order in which 
it is presented should be such that it is conducive to the learning of jazz theory and improvisation in a natural, understandable 
and playable unfolding of material. Beginning with relatively easy tunes on which to improvise, each subsequent tune should 
be a catalyst and vehicle for new improvisatory  instruction while reinforcing concepts and skills  learned on the previous 
tunes (see Suggested Big Band Arrangements sidebar).  

As jazz musicians, every band member should know the form and chord progression of the tunes they’re working on. Most 
importantly, the students need to listen to the definitive recordings of the tunes they’re learning (as well as jazz in general) in 
order to know what the music is supposed to sound and feel like. To this end, I offer the following step-by-step rehearsal 
methodology for current and future high school band directors. 
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