
Getting the Most Out of the CMJ Improvisation Room – Volume 2 
 
Why Use Interactive Software? 
 
At one point or another in their lives, many people get a chance to learn to play a musical instrument and are 
initially excited about the prospects.  We’re all designed to be musical, and playing music lifts our spirits, so why 
do most students quit in their first year?   
 
A failure to continue can often be attributed to a student’s lack of confidence.  Students need to feel that success 
is well in hand in order to keep challenging themselves.  If a student experiences frustration while learning to 
read and play, they need to balance that with successes. 
 
MusIQ software was created with this in mind.  Each interactive MusIQ title provides students at that level with 
advice and immediate feedback so students see what they’re doing right, and are able to quickly adjust when 
they make a mistake.  Interactive software allows for a multitude of successes in every practice, which improves 
the balance.    
 
 
Why Improvise? 
 
Improvising can be described simply as, “playing along with other people's music”, and, “making up something 
on the spur of the moment that sounds good”.   
 
Many instrumental programs of instruction leave improvisation entirely to chance. Classical instruction, which 
has a long history, focuses on reading and playing other people’s music.  While playing the great works of the 
greatest composers is very developmental and uplifting, the player is still limited to creatively playing these 
pieces as written.   
 
Improvisation connects to the core of a musician's creativity and personality in a more obvious way.  Learning to 
play other people’s creations should be balanced, from the very beginning, with improvisation, in the same way 
that learning to read other people’s creations should be balanced with creative writing. 
 
Improvising is fun, and can provide a success every minute.  Improvisation is key to a person’s lifelong 
enjoyment of music, and it should be developed in a systematic way, from early on.   
 
 
A Practical Plan to Develop the Ability to Improvise 
 
The following lesson and practice tips offer some rudimentary strategies that beginner and intermediate 
students can follow to develop the ability to improvise.  After the first few weeks of practice, each student should 
be invited to improvise in front of others, even if they’re only comfortable with an audience of one. 
 
A musician can improvise by themselves, or in a group.  This plan focuses on improvising ‘along with’ other 
musicians who are playing together in a group.  In Children's Music Journey, the Improv’ room (select the right 
most button on the main menu) provides access to virtual musicians playing in a group.  Each channel on the 
radio provides a different genre of music, and several genres are offered because it is important to cater to the 
musical tastes of the student.  It is also good to start simple when possible.   
 
Using Children’s Music Journey Volume 1, find the first musical selection or channel, and click on it. This selection 
is a good place to start, it’s a well known classical piece with a very strong rhythm, and even very simple 
accompaniment sounds good.  We’ll refer to this as channel 1. 
 
The student should first adjust the volume of the virtual musicians to about 2/3, so that they can hear their own 



playing above the background.  Then press the play button to hear the musicians on channel 1. 
 
The overall strategy is to start with simple ways to play along with this specific piece of music, gradually adding 
more options for accompaniment.  As the student becomes comfortable with the several options offered in this 
lesson, they’ll be able to add their own variations.    
 
 
Try Improvising with a Reggae Band: CMJ 2 Improv Channel 1 
 
Channel 1 in the Improvisation room is a Reggae piece which has a ‘relaxed’ sound.  As in CMJ volume 1, the first 
task is to determine the important pitches, or notes on the keyboard, for this piece of music.  Your students 
should try to figure out the most important pitches by ear, and remember them.   
 
Have the student listen to the piece, and play keys they think they should play on the keyboard while they are 
listening.  The student should be trying to pick the keys that sound better, and the important keys will sound 
better more often.  The student should try to figure out the 3 most important pitches. 
 
Try this with channel 1.  The student should write the letter names of the 3 most important notes on a piece of 
paper, and check it against Step A below.   
 
Mark these important pitches on the keyboard. 
 
Step A – Three Important Pitches:  
 
 
 
 
                                                                                F                      C   D          
 
In the beginning the student should press the green play button, and try playing only the notes shown in the 
above keyboard diagram, trying to figure out where in the song they sound the best.  Allow plenty of time for 
this exercise, it normally requires several attempts to make progress. Students should also listen closely to 
determine the one note that the song returns to often at the end of musical phrases, as this will help them find 
the “home base” or the tonal center of the piece, which tells us which scale (and from that, which pentatonic 
scale) will work best. 
 
Now ask your student(s) to listen to the piece again with rhythm in mind.  They’ll notice a 1-2-3-4 pattern that 
they can play each note with.  First, encourage the student to tap out the rhythm, 1-2-3-4 along with the piece, 
then ask students to play the key notes using that steady rhythm. 
 
Step B – Two New Notes, All Four Octaves:  
 
 
 
 
                                                                               F    G  A          C   D          
 
 
Where do the extra notes come from?  It’s very common to have this particular series of notes FGA CD in a 
popular piece.  Your students may already know these fit the piece based on using their ear.  Now you can 
identify the F pentatonic scale (pentatonic scales are taught in Beginner Level 3). A pentatonic scale is a major 
scale, with no 4th or 7th note. By eliminating these notes, we increase our chances of sounding good dramatically, 
as the 4th and 7th notes of a major scale are the most likely to sound out of place if played at the wrong time. 



Now use the pentatonic scale on all octaves. 
 
 
 
 
                                    F   G   A         C   D         F    G   A         C   D         F    G  A          C   D          F   G   A         C   D          
 
This step looks like we’re adding a lot more notes, the student should notice that it’s just the same five notes up 
higher, and down lower.  Repeat Step A, but use all the octaves, moving from one to the other at any time. 
 
 
Step C – Add Your Own Rhythm: 
 
This piece sounds good with musicians playing other rhythms, as long as they fit.  Encourage your students to 
experiment with other faster rhythms, seeing which ones they like the sound of. 
 
Examples: 
 
Repeat any important note 2 times as fast as the beat. 
Repeat any important note 3 times as fast as the beat 
 
Play AGFG two per beat and hold the second G key.  
Play FDCD two per beat and hold the second D key. 
 
‘Wiggle’ quickly between any two important keys. 
 
 
Step D – 4 Important Chords:   
 
 
 
 
                                                                                                               D         F       
                                                                                                                    1           3 
 
This step introduces some other important notes, but in groups of two. We have learned about “skips” in our 
lessons. These are skipping notes, but played at the same time instead of one after the other. Chords typically 
have three or more notes, but these skips are a simplified way of playing the important notes of these chords. 
 
Try having your student position their hands with their right thumb on the D above middle C, and move through 
the following chords in any order, when it sounds good.  It should be possible to play these easily and move 
between them quickly, without moving their hands. 
FA, EG, DF, CE 
 
Final Step – All Options Together and More:  
This step uses all the notes marked in all the steps, on all octaves.   
 
Again, there are an infinite number of variations on these themes, have fun and spend as much time as you like 
with this fooling around at home.  When you like what you’re doing, record it.  Also try to memorize it, so you 
can play your accompaniment back any time.  When you hear similar music, you’ll be able to improvise new 
accompaniments right away. 
 
 



Play Along with a Jazz Band 
 
Channel 2 in the Improvisation room is a Jazz piece that includes a lot of new ideas about improvising. You 
might think jazz pieces sound like people who really know how to improvise.   
 
As before, the first task is to determine the important pitches, or notes on the keyboard, for this piece of music.  
Your students should try to figure out the most important pitches by ear, and remember them.   
 
Have the student listen to the piece, and play keys they think they should play on the keyboard while they’re 
listening.  The student should be trying to pick the keys that sound better, and the important keys will sound 
better more often.    
 
Because this piece changes often, and quickly, the student should focus on writing the letter names of the 5 
most important notes on a piece of paper, a pentatonic scale, and check it against Step A below.   
 
Mark these important pitches on the keyboard. 
 
Step A – Important Pitches:  
 
 
 
 
                                                                                                                                 G   A  B          D   E          
 
 
In the beginning the student should press the green play button, and try playing only the notes shown in the 
above keyboard diagram, trying to figure out where in the song they sound the best. Students should also listen 
closely to determine the one note that the song returns to often at the end of musical phrases, as this will help 
them find the “home base” or the tonal center of the piece, which tells us which scale (and from that, which 
pentatonic scale) will work best.  Allow plenty of time for this exercise, it normally requires several attempts to 
make progress. 
 
Now ask your student(s) to listen to the piece again with rhythm in mind.  They’ll notice a 1-2-3-4 pattern that 
they can play each note with. Encourage the student to first tap out the rhythm, 1-2-3-4 along with the piece, 
then ask students to play the key notes using that steady rhythm. 
 
Step B – All Four Octaves:  
 
 
 
 
                                          G   A   B         D   E         G   A   B         D   E          G   A   B         D   E          G   A   B         D   E          
 
This step looks like we’re adding a lot more notes but the student should notice that it is just the same five notes 
up higher, and down lower.  Repeat Step A, but use all the octaves, moving from one to the other at any time. 
 
 
Step C – Add Your Own Rhythm: 
 
This piece sounds good with musicians playing other rhythms, as long as they fit.  Ask your students to listen and 
repeat for you three key rhythms in this piece. 
 
 



Examples of Rhythms: 
• 1-2-3-4 steady beat with bass guitar track 
• Try to get the students to play descending in the left hand two sequences that match the base track, 

EDCBA, then DCBAG 
 

• Dotted quarter and eighth note rhythm played often by the drum. 
• Try to get your students to mimic the ‘cool’ jazz drum, switch their instrument to the percussion option, 

and find the keys Ab and Bb below low C. Ab-Ab-Bb-Ab-Ab-Bb-Ab-Ab-Bb-Ab-Ab with the Ab on the 
beat, and the Bb a ‘quick one in between’. 

 
When the student hears eighth notes encourage them to play the swing, using wiggle notes, i.e. G-A back and 
forth, or AB, or CD, whichever fits at the time. 
 
Encourage your students to spend lots of time getting comfortable improvising as above, and let them know 
they will be able to use this in other pieces 
 
 
Step D – Important Chords:   
 
 
 
                                                                                                                                                                        F# 
                                            G         B         D                                  C         E          G                     D                      A 
 
 
This step introduces some other important notes, but in groups of three, called a chord or a triad. 
 
Try at least a few of the above chords in the following way:  look for an opportunity to play chords moving up 
and down the keyboard, both solid (all three notes at once, held), and broken (one note at a time, moving). 
 
 
Final Step – All Options Together and More:  
This step uses all the notes marked in all the steps, on all octaves.   
 
Again, there are an infinite number of variations on these themes, have fun and spend as much time as you like 
with this fooling around at home.  When you like what you’re doing, record it.  Also try to memorize it, so you 
can play your accompaniment back any time.  When you hear similar music, you’ll be able to improvise new 
accompaniments right away. 




