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Blurb for PLT Conference Brochure 

What can we do to help our students create with meaning (intent, context, etc.), and not simply regurgitate previous 
experience? Our team of eight K-12 Music and Art teachers set out to find ways to create a welcoming environment for 
our students to take risks by increasing opportunities for improvisation in music and art classes.  

 
 
 
 
Contact Information (Write * next to facilitator’s name.) 

Name School Grade Level or Subject 

Danette English BHS Art (9-12) 

Paul Ketchen* Elementary, BHS Music (4, 9-12) 

Vickie Livermore Elementary Music (K-4) 

John McLellan Elementary, CMS Music (3-8) 

Craig McMahan Elementary  Music (K-4) 

Rosanne Mili Elementary Music (K-4) 

Sharon Phipps Elementary, CMS Music (4-8) 

Margot Reavey CMS, BHS Music (5-12) 

 
 
 
 
PLT SMART Goal  

 
By creating a welcoming environment during the 2014-15 school year, we will encourage students to take risks by in-
creasing opportunities for improvisation to develop artistry in classes of music and art. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Key Actions 

Each member developed improvisation exercises to be used in class(es) with respect to subject area and grade level: 
 
Danette English used a variety of techniques to engage students in open ended explorations for ideas in the Ceramics 
and the Sculpture classes. Students participated in a blindfolded memory exercise to facilitate heightened awareness 
and abstract thinking with the clay; students in the Sculpture classes generated mind maps and used clay to invent solu-
tions to depicting their chosen theme for a social political project. 
 
Paul Ketchen used a pre-test concerning Symphonic Band (Grade 9-12) students’ comfort level with and frequency of 
improvisation on their principal instrument. Following a class discussion on improvisation, various activities were intro-
duced over a period of 3 months to build stylistically appropriate rhythmic and melodic vocabulary, as well as gain con-
fidence performing improvised rhythms and melodies, alone and with others. A post-test was used to determine if 
there was a significant change in students’ comfort level with and frequency of improvisation on their principal instru-
ment.  
 
At Burbank, Vickie Livermore provided more frequent opportunities for improvisation, putting emphasis on vocal activi-
ties from K – 4. K- 1 Burbank students sang substitution songs, in which one student sings in a new phrase at the appro-
priate time.  For example, Down to the Baker’s Shop   hop hop hop  
                              becomes  
                              Jog jog jog  
Students also created Arioso, or unstructured conversation using singing voice, and Cat Conversations, where Meow is 
the only word used while changing expression and inflection, as though an actual conversation is taking place. Gr 2 -3 
Improvised Mi – Re – Do patterns to be echoedby voices barred instruments  
or recorders. Rhythm instrument activities were also a part of the improvisation practice to allow students to work with 
longer phrases. Gr. 4  Scat Singing  was the focus.  Students created musical conversations with a partner using limited 
tones and a “word bank” of scat syllables.  Emphasis was put on incorporating a portion of the partner’s musical state-
ment into their next musical phrase, to foster both the ideas of intentionality and conversation.  The conversational 
concept was then brought to the barred instruments. 
 
Sharon Phipps and John McLellan - 6th Grade Band:  
Key actions used in Grade 6 Band 
    Pre-test concerning the level of comfort with improvisation 
    Harmony dictated (hand signals) or written out, I- IV- V 
    Everyone simultaneously improvises using chord tones, only, creating chorale-like results 
    Everyone simultaneously improvises melodically, filling the gaps between chord tones 
    Small group improvises together 
    Individuals improvise melodically over small group improvising harmonically 
    Individuals invited to “welcome” the group to class by improvising alongside Mr. McLellan in the hall as class gathers, 
using call and response technique. 
    Post-test assessing the students’ individual comfort with improvisation. 
 
Craig McMahan 
In the K/1 music classroom I have implemented a scat singing curriculum fostering group and solo echo singing, merging 
into call and response vocal improvisation.  This work was continued into the first grade music classroom emphasizing 
vocal improvisation using traditional English language song material. 
 
Margot Reavey’s 6th grade orchestra learned how to improvise on a variety of scales and a chord progression. Using 
echo patterns and call & response activities, students built up a musical vocabulary to use in short improvised seg-
ments. We then used the same chord progression in our solos in the spring fiddle piece, Old Molly Hare. 
 
All PLT members reported their experiences with improvisation exercises back to the group and discussed their findings. 



 
 
Findings  

-As students enter grades 3 and 4 that their improvisation activities become more scattered due to reduction into a 
once-per-week music classroom and focus upon other skill areas. 
-Improvisational activities should continue to be strongly included as before, since findings from the MS & HS level 
speak to a decrease in willingness to improvise overall among those populations, even outside of the general music 
classroom with band and orchestra. 
-Elementary students were eager to try echoes/ call and response, creating on the spot 
-6th graders were more comfortable playing individually 
-All students (MS & HS) were more comfortable improvising in a group setting, if creating in front of peers.  
-Older, more accomplished students, tend to hesitate to try improvising activities. These students gain more comfort 
with extended practice and routine.  
 
 

 
 
Recommendations / Next Steps  

 
-Improvisational activities, included in the curriculum, link to the HS 21st century skills, including collaboration and crea-
tivity. 
-Improvisation activities should continue. We should look at more data across music classes (K-12) to see where the 
drop-off occurs and they become less willing to try improvisation activities.  
-Is there a way to incorporate more improvisation (creativity) into other academic disciplines such as creative writing, 
theater, math/sciences (STEAM classes)?  
-Continue to collaborate with all levels of fine arts classes to collaborate and scaffold appropriately.  
 

 
 
 


