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Jazz is an aural tradition: The performance practices associated with jazz 
are passed down from generation to generation through mentoring and 
experience.

The push for the inclusion of jazz pedagogy within the realm of 
the academy at large by proponents like David Baker and John 
Lewis resulted in the establishment of the first written teaching 
materials which students could use to relate to the jazz idiom 
regardless of their training or background.

Additionally, the commercial 
publishing of music specifically for 
educational big bands in the 1970’s 
and 1980’s further codified the 
written approach to learning jazz 
performance practices. 

With a new focus on learning by reading rather than learning by
listening produced a rift among jazz musicians and the tradition 
itself- students were learning jazz by eye rather than by ear and therefore many of the ex-
pressive elements of interpreting the music of American Big Bands became known only 
by those who actively participated in the making of the music on the bandstand, rather 
than those who were studying it in the academy formally.

Over the course of the next four decades with the advent of programs like Finale and Sibelius, the 
prevalence of hand-written music being distributed to students for performance began to dwindle 
until a language barrier emerged: The modern student is nearly incapable of reading hand-written 
notation.

This language barrier is being exacerbated by the inadequate training of 
pre-service music educators. Less than 2% of an average music education 
curriculum even includes any type of exposure to jazz, let alone training in 
jazz pedagogy.

There is now a need for a reference work which can bridge this 
gap for the modern music educator who will likely be required 
to teach jazz at the  secondary level through the instruction of a 
big band- Thus “The Practical Guide to Big Band Terminology 
and Symbols” was written by A. Signor in the fall of 2021. 

Examples of hand-written notation vs. modern notation:

The Count Basie Orchestra from: https://www.thecountbasieorchestra.com/

Excerpt from “Jazz Pedagogy” by David Baker, 1991.

Excerpts from “The Practical Guide to Big Band Terminology and Notation” A. Signor, publisher TBA.

CONCLUSION: If we hope to preserve American Big Band performance practices in an educational setting, we must 
train our pre-service teachers more thoroughly in the best practices for Jazz Pedagogy, make measurable efforts 
toward the re-inclusion of the aural tradition and continue the use of established written Jazz Pedagogy materials.

Excerpt from A. Signor, Dissertation (Indiana University) “A Glossary of Big Band Terminology 1957-75”
Appendix 2.
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