AN UNINTENDED LANGUAGE BARRIER:
AN EXAMINATION OF BIG BAND JAZZ PEDAGOGY AT THE COLLEGIATE LEVEL

Jazz is an aural tradition: The performance practices associated with jazz This language barrier is being exacerbated by the inadequate training of
are passed down from generation to generation through mentoring and pre-service music educators. Less than 2% of an average music education
experience. curriculum even includes any type of exposure to jazz, let alone training in

jazz pedagogy.
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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.

Part 1
THE BEBOP SCALES

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

” | by A. Si in the fall of 202
» . and Symbols” was written by A. Signor in the fall of 2021.
From the early 1920s, jazz musicians attempted to make their improvised lines flow more smoothly by Add t 11 th 1
connecting scales and scale tones through the use of chromatic passing tones. In a detailed analysis of more than 1 lona Y) e CommerCIa
500 solos by the acknowledged giants from Louis Armstrong through Lester Young and C oleman Hawkins. one is
aware, first, of the increased use of scales ( as opposed to arpeggios and chord outlines) and then the increasing use

of chromaticism within these scales. An unusual fact about this increased chromaticism is that, despite the publlshlng Of I I luSIC Sp eC1ﬁcally for

frequent re-occurrence of certain licks or patterns. no discernible design with regard to how the extra chromatic
tones are added emerges. The overall impression is a somewhat arbitrary or random use of chromaticism.
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When one listens to the great players from the distant and near past, one of the main things that tends to d t 1 b b d th 1 9 70 1 f h d . tt t t o d t t o .
“date™ their playing (aside from technological improvements in recording techniques, changes with regard to e uca lona lg an S ln e S I ;,Xal I Ip eS O an _er en no a lon VS. I I l O ern no a 10n.
harmonic and rhythmic formulae, etc.) is this lack of unanimity with regard to the use of melodic chromaticism. 5

From his earliest recordings Charlie Parker can be observed groping for a method for making the modes of d 1 9 8 O f h d ° ﬁ d h
the major scale sound less awkward and for rendering them more conducive to swing and forward motion, an S urt er CO 1 e t e
Gradually, in a systematic and logical way. he began using certain scales with added chromatic tones. Dizzy.
approaching the scales from an entirely different direction, began utilizing the same techniques for transforming

them. These scales became the backbone c:-f_ all jazz from bebop to modal music. Written app rO aCh tO le arning j aZZ

A study of a large number of representative solos from the bebop era yields a set of very complex governing
rules that have now been internalized and are a part of the language of all good players in the bebop and post-bebop

tradition. Very simply stated, the added chromatic tones make the scales ““come out right.”” Play a descending f t <
mixolydian scale and then play the bebop version of the scale and see how much smoother the second scale Per Orm ance prac lces o
moves,

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

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.

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

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.

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
e Count Basie Orchesta froms bty thecountbasicorchestracomy toward the re-inclusion of the aural tradition and continue the use of established written Jazz Pedagogy materials.





