Jazz Residency
From the Band Director’s Point of View

The Jazz Arts Group residency “Making Choices” was a successful program for my students at Woodward Park Middle School.  The artists performed for students and used the performance as a springboard to introduce improvisation.  
Students were given music and were taught by the jazz artists everything from blues scales to comping, trading fours, riffs, and how to improvise.  Students learned the vocabulary while seeing it first hand through BOTH the artists performance and the music in which the students themselves performed.  Over the 5 week program, students learned the basics of improvisation, creating their own riffs, and using the pieces to provide experiences for them to improvise.  
On one of the sessions with jazz musicians, every student in the band took a solo and improvised!  Smiles went across the room as each student began to express themselves through improvisation.  There was a comfort level that had not been there before, because the jazz artists were also playing backgrounds that accompanied them.  Students gained confidence in their own playing through the “Making Choices” experience.  
As their teacher, I found it amazing how much they improved in their understanding of jazz and its relationship to music they listen to today.  I have always made an attempt to include jazz and improvisation into the curriculum, but the “Making Choices” program took this to another level.  The face to face contact with jazz artists, live performance, and training that took place by the musicians to my students made for an outstanding experience both for the students and me as an educator.   Students in the program who were otherwise shy and introverted came out of their shell for a moment and expressed themselves through improv.  Students were fully engaged in the activities that took place and enjoyed the opportunity to play along with real jazz musicians.  
In the final session, drummer Reggie Jackson talked with the students about the importance of making the right choices for their lives.  Reggie had the students at the palm of his hand, having shared many of his own personal experiences and asking questions of the students about the choices they make.  It was a life learning lesson that came from the mouth of an artist who has “been there, done that.”  The students were interested in what Reggie had to say, and the connections he made between making musical choices and life choices were brilliant.  It was an excellent way to end the residency.  
I would recommend “Making Choices” to any music program seeking to enhance the student’s creativity with improvisation, while providing an experience for students to have a hand’s on approach to learning to play jazz along-side professional jazz musicians.  

-Danny Gleich

Music Teacher-Woodward Park Middle School

