
 

Freeing Music: Improvisation  
Welcome and Introduction 
 
This Curriculum Guide is designed to prepare, reinforce, and extend learning 
concepts and ideas from the MPR Class Notes video Freeing Music: 
Improvisation.  
 
The information and activities in this Guide are intended to make music come 
alive and align with Minnesota Standards in Music Education. We hope you will 
personalize, modify, or adjust content to meet the needs of your unique 
classroom. 
 
Freeing Music: Improvisation covers or touches upon a number of fundamental 
music concepts. For this curriculum, we will focus on three concepts or ideas to 
enhance and deepen student learning. 
 

1. Improvisation 

2. Kinds of melodic movement/intervals 

a. Steps 

b. Skips 

c. Leaps 

d. Runs 

3. Baroque style period 

 

 



 

PREPARING TO WATCH THE VIDEO 
 
Just as literacy teachers use pre-reading strategies, music teachers can use pre-
listening/pre-watching strategies. This helps students create a mental framework 
to organize new ideas, relate new content to prior knowledge, and make 
connections. What you bring to a listening experience will affect what you hear 
and take away from that experience. 
 
PRE-LISTENING/WATCHING STRATEGIES 
 

1. Ask questions. Here are a few examples of questions for pre-listening. 

Students can “think out loud” or journal in response.  

a. Do you know what the word “improvisation” means? How would 

you define it? 

b. Improvisation happens in music. Does it happen in other art forms? 

What would it mean in theater, dance, or visual art? 

c. Do you think improvisation happens in all kinds of music, or just 

some? Can you list any examples of a kind of music that uses a lot 

of improvisation? 

 
2. Preview vocabulary. Here’s a list of music vocabulary contained in the 

video.  

a. Improvisation 

b. Interval 

c. Bass line 

d. Chord 

e. Baroque 

f. Recorder 

g. Violin 

h. Harpsichord 

 
3. Listen to and watch improvisation in a wide variety of musical styles. 

Compare and contrast similarities and difference. Use examples that have 

some obvious elements in common (like instrumentation) and obvious 

differences (genre.) Here are some suggested examples:  

 
a. Here’s trumpeter Rex Richardson improvising the cadenza in the 

first movement of Haydn’s trumpet concerto:  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=910atjUHcD4 

 
b. Compare this to legendary jazz trumpeter Miles Davis improvising 

here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bCa3iyBekCsDavis  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=910atjUHcD4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bCa3iyBekCsDavis


 

In the Miles Davis example, other musicians improvise as well. 
Name some other instruments that you hear improvising and 
compare their methods to the trumpet.  
 

c. Here’s Joey Blake and Bobby McFerrin doing some vocal 

improvisation- no instruments required. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6rsUD1qBCrk 

 
4. Present a timeline for the Baroque period. Explain music from a certain 

time period has its own distinct sound- just like clothing styles change over 

time. Listen to and watch a variety of music from the Baroque period and 

brainstorm a list of common features/characteristics. A few characteristics 

to be sure to include: 

 

 Approximate dates of the Baroque era: 1600-1750 

 Some instruments commonly used during the Baroque era 

were harpsichord, recorder, and strings. 

 A few very famous Baroque composers: J.S. Bach, G.F. 

Handel, Antonio Vivaldi 

 
Here’s a link that presents a music-specific timeline for several style 
periods. 
http://www.artsalive.ca/en/mus/greatcomposers/vivaldi/vivaldi.html 
 
Here is a good website for information on composers and characteristics 
from the Baroque era.  
http://musiced.about.com/od/baroque/ 
 

 
REINFORCE IDEAS AND CONCEPTS FROM THE VIDEO THROUGH ACTIVE 
LEARNING 
 
The three core concepts from the video are listed below again. This time, there 
are suggestions and ideas for experiential learning activities so students can 
learn by doing. 
 
Improvisation 
 

1. Start with movement. Stand in a circle and move back and forth, shifting 

weight from one foot to another, sing/chant to each student: “Hello, 

_________, How do you do? Show us something you can do.” The 

student who gets called out gets to move/freestyle for four beats. Repeat 

around the circle.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6rsUD1qBCrk
http://www.artsalive.ca/en/mus/greatcomposers/vivaldi/vivaldi.html
http://musiced.about.com/od/baroque/


 

2. Add sound. Pass a hand drum, wood block, or another classroom 

instrument around while singing the song and ask students to create their 

own rhythm on the instrument for four beats when it’s their turn.  

 

3. Add melody. When students are ready, try the exercise with verbal 

improvisation, scat-singing style. 

Kinds of melodic movement/intervals: Steps, skips, leaps, and runs.  
 

1. Teach or review the musical staircase. Use step bells, body solfege, or 

mental imagery to demonstrate and reinforce the idea of pitches moving 

up like steps on a staircase. 

2. While playing a major scale on a classroom instrument, sing: 

 
“I am walking up the stair-case. Now I’m walking down, down, down, 

down.” 
Ask students to move their hands up and down with the sounds as if their 
hands were the feet walking up and down the staircase. Vary the tempo to 
test their listening skills and impulse control. Repeat and extend using 
whole body. 
 

3. Once stepping is mastered, play “do-mi-sol, sol-mi-do” with the words 

“Skip-ping up, skip-ping down.” 

4. Once steps and skips on a classroom mallet instrument are mastered, ask 

students to improvise stepping, skipping, and running up and down and 

around the staircase.  

5. Teach a basic bordun (open 5th) on an Orff instrument. Ask students to 

repeat the open 5th pattern a number of times and experiment with adding 

in steps, skips, or runs of steps “in between.” 

 
Baroque style period 
 

1. Use Baroque repertoire with a favorite Dalcroze activity. For example, 

stand in a circle with a bright object, something easily held in the hand, 

like a tennis ball or a red scarf. Play a movement from J.S. Bach’s 

Brandenburg Concerto. As the music begins, move the object to the beat 

and in response to the articulation/mood of the music. After 15 seconds or 

so, pass to the person to the right of you. After they’ve done the same, 

nod or signal for them to pass along, continuing around the circle. See if 

you can do the entire exercise without speaking at all. 

 

2. Play “Baroque or not Baroque.” Create a play list of a wide variety of 

pieces, everything from Telemann to Taylor Swift. Choose a contestant to 

come up and guess 



 

“Baroque, or not Baroque?” after listening to a little bit of a selection. 

Some of the answers will be so obvious that it’s funny, but make think a 

little harder as you progress. For example, the difference between Taylor 

Swift and Telemann will be obvious, but other classical examples will be 

trickier. Think about Copland, Schubert, or Mozart. Guessing in those 

instances gets a lot harder. Correct answers aren’t as important as the 

opportunity for discussion and active listening.  

EXTEND LEARNING WITH PROJECTS AND ACTIVITIES 
 

1. Learn a variety of songs that have opportunity for improvisation. Teach or 

review twelve-bar blues patterns to provide opportunities for vocal and 

instrumental improvisation. 

2. Try the melodic line activities on recorder. 

3. Do a composer report on a Baroque composer.  

4. Look back at the Baroque era timeline and ask students to do some 

research to add in non-music events happening during that time. How did 

those events affect the music of the era? 

5. Compare and connect to visual art. Select a famous Baroque painting or 

piece of architecture and ask students to look at it while listening to a 

piece of Baroque music. Journal three sentences that list similarities or 

differences. 

 

 
 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 


